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ABSTRACT 

Religious apocalyptic literature appears to have been 

written in response to a situation of crisis in which 

the believers found themselves. It is the catalyst 

which provided the energy which the society needed in 

order to withstand that crisis, and it did this by 

radically inverting the dimensions which make up a 

worldview, that is the dimensions of time and space, 

and the classification of groups, so that it reflects 

the possibility of a new order, a new heaven and a 

new earth. 

Since the nineteenth century, the Western world has 

seen itself in a constant state of crisis in terms of 

the rapid secularisation, industrialisation and urban

isation, and it would seem that the notion of an apocal

ypse is still relevant. But religious visions of the 

apocalypse do not seem to have relevance to the largely 

secular society they would have been addressing. Some

thing new, immediate and drastic was needed, which would 

supply the society with the energy to withstand the 

crisis of a secular world. 
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Science fiction as a literary genre arose in the late 

nineteenth century, and it would seem as if the new 

social situation generated a new symbolic vocabulary 

for ancient apocalyptic themes, in other words, science 

fiction appeared as an imaginative literary genre of 

mythic, apocalyptic dimensions to address this situation. 

In the same way as religious visions of the apocalypse, 

science fiction inverts the components of a worldview 

so that a new social order, a new heaven and a new 

earth are seen as possible. 

In order to explore this theme, science fiction is 

examined in the light of radical inversion of accepted 

( worldviews, and the genre is divided into three hist-

orical periods in order to understand the conditions 

under which it was written, as well as the conten~ of 

the material involved. These periods are: 

1. Apocalypses of Expectation and Hope 

The late nineteenth century and the early twentieth 

century; the beginnings of the genre in the crisis 
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of rapid industrialisation, secularisation and urban

isation, using the works of Jules Verne and H G Wells. 

2. Apocalypses of Irony and Despair 

The nineteen twenties to the end of the Second World 

War; the crises of the two World Wars on a complacent 

world, using the works of Aldous Huxley and George 

Orwell. 

3. Apocalypses of Destruction and Redemption 

The nineteen fifties to the present; the cris~s of 

nuclear power and thinking machines, using the works 

of Frank Herbert and Isaac Asimov. 

Also examined are the quasi-religious nature of science 

fiction, apocalypse as a cleansing agent of the universe, 

and the myths of noble survivors of post-apocalyptic 

literature and films. In the light of the above, it 

can be understood why science fiction can be seen as the 

functional equivalent to religious apocalyptic myth, 

but relevant to the largely secular Western world of the 

twentieth century. 



INTRODUCTION 

Mircea Eliade, in his book The Sacred and the Profane, 

has stated that "sacred (that is religious) and profane 

(that is non-religious or secular) are two modes of 

being in the world", and that "both sacred and profane 

modes depend upon the different positions that man has 

1 conquered in the cosmos." If we look at the socio-

historical development of Western society in this way, 

it would seem that the social, political and economic 

conditions of any given time are the main reasons for 

one mode, either religious or secular, being predominant 

over another. Since the nineteenth century, the Western 

world has been undergoing radical changes in terms of 

the conditions under which the people have been living, 

and the Western world has seen a gradual shift from a 

predominantly religious worldview to a predominantly 

secular one. Science, that is the discovery and codifying 

of the laws of nature, and technology, that is the using 

of these laws for industrial purposes in order that 
I 
I man may have greater command over nature and be: able 

2 
to satisfy his needs, are the factors which caused 

people to look at the world in a secular, rather than 

a religous light. This being so, traditional, religious 
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explanations and interpretations of events and 

developments no longer had the relevance they had 

had when th~ population was looking at the world 

in a religious light. New interpretations were 

needed. 

Eliade, writing in his journal in the early nineteen-

sixties, was struck by the symbolic and religious 

aspects of Jules Verne's book Journey to the Centre 

of the Earth, in which the adventures of the travellers 

appeared to have a distinctly religious dimension. He 

described this as being similar to rites of initiation: 

I'm reading Jules Verne's Journey to the Centre 

of the Earth and I'm fascinated by the boldness 

of the symbols, the precision and richness of 

the images. The adventure is, properly speaking, 

an initiation and, as in every adventure of this 

sort, one can find the wanderings through the 

labyrinth, the descent into the underworld, the 

crossing of the waters, trial by fire, meetings 

with monsters, trial by absolute solitude and 

darkness, and finally the triumphant ascension, 

which is nothing other than the apotheosis of 

the initiate. 3 
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It is possible to take this further though, and 

suggest that not only is Verne's work the new int-

terpretation of religious themes, but it is speci-

fically apocalyptic in nature, as it provides new 

interpretations of the world, through the radidal 
l 

I 
displacement of the elements which make up a tr'ad-

itional worldview. Verne was one of the 'fathers 

of science fiction' and if his work is specifically 

apocalyptic, rather than religious in some general 

sense, science fiction as a literary genre with 

similar characteristics of displacement as are 

found in Verne's work, should also be apocalyptic, 

but in a secular and not religious world. 

It would seem essential therefore, to study the 

literary genre of science fiction in order to under-

stand how the popular imagination has coped with the 

transition from a religious to a secular worldview, 

in the face of the radical changes society has under-

gone over the past century. In examining the char-

acteristics of religious visions of the apocalypse, 

the conditions under which they were written, and 
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the role they were supposed to fulfill, we can 

compare these to science fiction to see if there 

is any functional similarity, and indeed, if science 

fiction is apocalyptic literature in a secular 

setting, and in response to the secular crises of 

the late nineteenth and the twentieth centuries. 

In what follows, I will be examining religious 

apocalyptic literature and science fiction as a 

literary genre of the nineteenth and twentieth 

centuries, in terms of their content as well as 

the socio-historical developments of the times in 

which they were written, in order to demonstrate 

I 
that science fiction can be interpreted as secular 

apocalyptic literature. It is a study within the 

history of religions, in the sub-discipline of 

religion and literature, and the theoretical issue 

examined is that of persistence and change of 

symbolic discourse in a historical context. The 

central problem of the history of religions is that 

of change and persistence of symbolic forms. In 

the literary imagination, the secular for~ is 

what has changed from the religious, while apocalyptic 
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is what has persisted. In other words, the nature 

of society changed from the late nineteenth century 

through the twentieth in that the popular imagination 

started seeing the world in a largely secular light. 

What persisted was the need for an apocalypse; new 

interpretations of religious visions of the apocalypse 

were needed to accomodate the changes society was 

undergoing, in order to make sense of and understand 

those changes. 
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FOOTNOTES TO INTRODUCTION 

1. Eliade, M; The Sacred and the Profane; the Nature 

of Religion, translated from the French by William 

J Trask, New York, Harcourt, Brace and World Inc., 

1959, pp 14-15. 

2. See Mveng, E; "Cul•tural Values and the Future of 

Technology" in Anticipation; Christian Thought in 

Future Perspective, Geneva, World Council of 

Churches, No 18, August 1974, pg 9. 

3. Eliade, M; No Souvenirs: Journal 1957-1965, Trans. 

Fred H Johnson Jr, New York, Harper and Row, 1977. 
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CHAPTER I 

APOCALYPSE AND SCIENCE FICTION 

1.0 Apocalyptic 

Although the word 'apocalyptic' is often associated 

with fanatical millenarian expectation, the theme 

of the destruction and re-creation of the cosmos is 

an extremely widespread religious motif which has 

occured throughout history in many different religions. 

The Jewish-Christian apocalyptic is a dualistic type 

of faith which expresses itself in symbolic visions 

of the struggle between good and evil, and of the 

final victory of good. The basic pattern of Christian 

apocalypse has been outlined by Yonina Talman: "Christ 

will reappear in the guise of a warrior, vanquish the 

devil and hold him prisoner. He will then build the 

Kingdom of God and reign in person for a thousand 

years. Those saints who remained steadfast and gave 

their lives for their faith shall be raised from the 

dead and serve as his royal priesthood. At the end 

of this period, Satan will be let loose again for a 



8 

short while and will finally be destroyed. The 
I 

victory will be followed by the general resurrection 

of the dead, the last judgement, and final r~demption.•• 1 

The apocalypse is a response to a situation which is 

seen as intolerable, and the apocalyptic vision is 

the means by which the energy needed to withstand the 

crisis is provided, through the promise of better 

things to come, that is, the destruction of the old 

world in order to create a new one, a new heaven and 

a new earth. 

The precise definitions of such terms as 'apocalypse' 

and 'apocalyptic' have been contested in the academic 

debate. John Collins has suggested that 'apocalyptic' 

should be abandoned as a noun, because not all apoca-

lypses, that is not all unveilings, are eschatalogical. 

This would leave us with 'apocalypse' as a literary 

genre, 'apocalypticism' as a social ideology, and 

'apocalyptic eschatology' or millenarianism, which 

is a set of ideas and motifs which may also be found 

in other literary genres and social settings. 2 Even 

with the definitions provided by Collins, there is 

still some vagueness as to what is meant by 'apocalyptic' 
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in the sense that there is no set of motifs or ideas 

common to all examples of apocalyptic literature. 

Instead, we should ask whether there is a group of 

texts which share a significant cluster of traits 

which distinguishes them from other works. Defining 

an apocalyptic genre in this manner is far more 

helpful than trying to find either a set of symbols, 

or any other ideological content common to all, and 

it allows us to define an apocalypse as Yonina Talmon 

has done, as "a genre of revelatory literature with 

a narrative framework in which a revelation is mediated 

by an other-worldly being to a human recipient, dis

closing a transcendent reality which is both temporal, 

insofar as it envisages eschatological salvation, and 

spatial, insofar as it involves another, supernatural 

world.
113 

The dimensions of time and space are vital 

to the apocalyptic imagination, as they are central 

dimensions in the formation of a worldview, which is 

radically altered in an apocalyptic setting. The 

eschatology in the content is unique. What sets 

apocalyptic apart from other prophetic works is that 

there is a clear vision of retribution beyond death; 
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a promise of a final judgement and destruc,ion of 

the wicked, or as Talmon has said, "the te~m is used 

to characterise religious movements that expect 

imminent, total, ultimate, this-worldly, collective 

salvation." 4 

If there is no distinctive apocalyptic eschatology~ 

it can be said that the genre is not constituted by 

one or more distinctive themes, but by a distinctive 

combination of elements, all of which can be found 

elsewhere. Koch has clustered the motifs as follows: 

1. Urgent expectation of the end of earthly conditions 

in the immediate future; 

2. the end as a cosmic catastrophe; 

3. periodisation and determinism; 

4. activity of angels and demons; 

5. new salvation, paradisical in character; 

6. manifestation of the Kingdom of God; 

7. a mediator with royal functions, and; 

8. the catchword 'glory•. 5 
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Yonina Talmon has listed a slightly different set 

of characteristics, described as follows: 

' The conception of salvation is total in the 

sense that the new dispensation will bring· 

about not mere improvement but a complete 

transformation and perfection itself. Mill-

anerian movements also view the impending 

redemption as ultimate and irrevocable. 

i 
I 
I 

Ti!me 
i 

is ..... a process that leas to a final future, 
I 

..... and salvation is imminent, revolution.ary, 

and catastrophic. It is terrestrial and this

worldly, the divine is transcendent and immi

nent at the same time; the heavenly city is 

to appear on earth. Thus, the notion of perfect 

time is accompanied by perfect space. The move

ments are collective, s~lvation is to be enjoyed 

by the faithful as a group, and tend to be ec

static. Most are messianic; salvation is brought 

about by a redeemer who is a mediator between 

the human and the divine. There is also however, 
I another mediator, the Leader, who tends to be 

charismatic, and is considered to be set apart 

from ordinary men and endowed with super-natural 
6 : power. 1 

j 

Both Koch and Talmon provide us with useful tools 
I 
I 

with which to categorise the genre 'apocalyptic'), 
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and it may therefore be said that a work or a move-

ment might reasonably be called apocalyptic if it 

shares these conceptual characteristics. It is 
I 

necessary to go further though, and include th~ 

I 

proleptic nature of the eschatological promise and 

the vital role it plays in religious apocalyptic 

vision. The essence of religious apocalyptic myth 

is the promise it involves and the need to act \out 

that promise as if it has already been fulf illeid. 

The promise is of a reversal of the ways of the 

world, a transcendence of time, space and class-

if ication, so that the reversal is seen as not 

just a remote possibility or something which will 

happen hundreds of years later, but an immediate 

one, something which the believers will experience 

themselves and which will destroy the present 

unattractive world in order to bring in a new age. 

The need to act as if the promise has already been 

fulfilled is of vital importance; this is how apoc-

alyptic myth succeeds in its function. Something 

is already happening, and if the believers had to 

wait for it to happen without either being prepared 

for it, or acting it out, the stagnation would render 
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it useless. Its immediacy and relevance would be 

lost. It is this proleptic aspect of the vision 

which effectively makes the apocalypse happen. 

2.0 Worldviews 

It is necessary here to examine religion in terms 

of a worldview. Central to a religion is the em-

bodiment of conscious systems of classification in 

the formation of a worldview, which Robert Redfield 

has defined as "the way in a man in a particular 

- 7 society sees himself in relation to all else", and 

Jeremy Rifkin has defined as "a frame of reference 

for organising life's activities", 8 adding that 

throughout history, human beings have felt the need 

to establish an order to explain the hows and why of 

daily existence. In other words, a worldview is a 

'home base' from which the world is seen in order for 

it to make sense to the individual experiencing life 

in that world. 

A worldview essentially involves two major dimensions: 
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1. Spatial and Temporal Orientation 

In his discussion of worldviews, Robert Redfield 

stated that "man is of necessity oriented to a 

universe of extension and duration." 9 A world-

I 
view locates the individual in a temporal c~ntin-

uum, whether linear, cyclical, or in some other 

pattern, thus overcoming what Mircea Eliade calls 

"the vertigo brought on by disorientation." 10 

Spatial orientation is based on a sense of the 

centre; some idea of a central axis around which 

the world revolves, and in relation to which the 

universe derives its meaning. Spatial and temp-

oral orientation place an individual in a mean-

ingful sense of where he is in relation to the 

world around him, and when he is, in relation to 

who has gone before and who will come after him. 

These orientations confirm the 'rightness' of 

an individual's life, and through these orientations 

make him secure in the world and his place in it. 

2. Classification of People 

A worldview implies groupings of people, some close 
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and similar to an individual's self, others 

i 
remote and different. Classes or categories 

I 

of people, whether within or outside of the 

boundaries of a given society are symbolic~lly 

classified as 'like us' or 'not like us'. 11 
Including those 'like us' and excluding thdse 

'not like us' from our lives also confirms Jthe 

'correctness' of our existence. In other words, 

man finds security in the company of his own 

kind. Religious identity is constructed in the 

face of 'the other' and there is a fundamental 

momentum towards either identification or dis-

identification with that 'other'. 

What then does an apocalyptic promise hold in terms 

of the dimensions of time and space and the class-

if ication of people? The basic function of myth is 

to overcome unwelcome contradictions between an ideal 

past or future and a flawed or unsatisfactory present. 

Apocalyptic vision or apocalyptic myth does this by 

disrupting the present time and transcending it, so 

that the future becomes now. It is not simply the 

promise of a happy, distant future; it becomes that 
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I 

I future through the mythological enactment of that 

future in the present. Spatially, apocalyptic myth 

promises displacement, both in terms of creating a 

new order, a new heaven and a new earth in place of 

' I the one occupied illegitimately, and in terms of a 
I 

reversal in the boundaries of the spatial dimerlsion, 
' 

in other words, rearranging the 'spiritual geo~raphy' 

of the world. Limits' and boundaries will be reversed, 

the unknown will become the known, the centre will 

become the periphery, and the periphery the centre. 

It is the reorganisation of the map; the rest~ucturing 

of the world to what the believers feel is the correct 

place they should occupy. For example, the early 

Christians being persecuted by the Romans saw them-

selves as becoming the centre of society and the Romans 

the periphery, which in their view, was the way things 

should be. 

Classification in the apocalyptic genre involves the 

inversion of groups; 'the first shall be last and the 

last shall be first', the oppressed will rule and 

the led will lead. There is a second aspect to 

classification in a religious worldview, the class-
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ification of what is human, what is sub-human, and 

what is super-human, and the places they occupy in 

a given society. Animals, for example are usually 

seen as sub-human, and are therefore treated as 

such; they are controlled and used accord'ing to the 

needs of society. They are kept in enclosed spaces, 

fed, killed and eaten, all for the convenience ·Of 

the people according to the rites of that particular 
• 
I society. Religious worldviews necessarily situate 

such classifications of human, sub-human and super-

human within the framework of a society, and in an 

apocalyptic setting, the places they occupy may be 

inverted. Within the Millenarian Cargo Cults for 

example, animals which had previously been kept in 

enclosures will be allowed to roam free as if they 

were not sub-human at all, and their existence will 

not be at man's whim, or necessarily on his terms. 

The apocalyptic vision systematically inverts the 

prevailing order; it displaces the old order through 

a dramatic mythic replacement of a new order, inverting 

both the groups and the places they occupy in the 

world. 
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3.0 Christian Apocalypse 

The best example of Christian Apocalypse is the 

Revelation of St John the Divine. Without doubt, 

I it presupposes a situation in which believers had 
I 

experienced suffering and death at the hands of the 

Romans. This is the crisis in which St John offers 

the followers his unique message to cope with the 

situation, not simply salvation and the promise of 

a happy fate for the martyr in some nebulous, distant 

future, but an immediate one, 'the time is near' . 

St John's message was so successful tnat it was not 

only preserved, but it continued to be a useful tool· 

of the oppressed throughout the lives of the churches 

to such an extent that it was given a place in the 

canon, the only Christian apocalypse to do so. 12 The 

reason it continued to be of use, when superficially, 

it failed in rather a spectacular manner to deliver 

the goods, is precisely because of the proleptic 

nature of the promise. In other words, the apocalypse 

did happen, and fulfillment was reached through the 

mythological enactment of that future in the present. 13 
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i 

The apocalyptic myth can be seen as a form of therapy, 
I 
i 

whose ultimate goal is to transcend the time between 
I 

a real present and a mythological future, and the 

myth qf the Revelation is the therapeutic device 
i 

through which the believing community can experience 

the future as present. In a case as seemingly 1 hope-

less as theirs, traditional hopes and promises of the 

scriptures were not enough; traditional hopes and 

promises were very much a part of the lives of the 

early Christians and their faith was constantly being 

put to the test. Therefore, something new, bigger, 

and more vital was needed, and in the words of John 

Gager, "St John offers a Christian myth using as 

building blocks the full supply of Jewish and Christian 

symbols, and he structures these symbols so as to 

reflect the experience of the believers under per

secution. 1114 

The symbols used by St John are separated into two 

groups: 

1. Symbols of oppression and despair (beasts, plagues, 

Satan and Babylon), and; 
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2. Symbols of hope and victory (Lamb, Elders, book 

of life, New Jerusalem). 

There is no middle ground, so possibility of mediation 
I 

or reconcilliation between the two poles. Thei cate-
' 

gory of compromise has no meaning at all in an apocal-

yptic setting, where good arid evil are completely 

unambiguous and totally opposed. This is symbolically 

represented in the last of the letters to the seven 

churches: 

I know your works: you are neither cold nor hot. 

Would that you were cold or hot! So, because 

you are luke-warm, and neither cold nor hot, I 

will spew you out of my mouth. 

Rev . 3 : 1 5-1 6 

The work is structured into a pattern of sevens and 

' twos, the distribution of which are not, contrary to 

first impressions, randomly scattered. There is a 

clear pattern of alternation between them, as Gager 

has said "like the periodic crests and hollows of a 

continuous wave," 15 though the pattern is broken at 

three points; at 6:17 where the opening of the sixth 
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I 
I 
by a seal is followed not by the seventh seal, but 

vision of the one hundred and forty-four thousand 

who bear the seal of God; at 9:21 where the sixth 

trumpet gives way not to the seventh, but to a
1 

dramatic pause in which the final outcome is revealed 

to St John alone; and finally, at 15:1 where the 

seven angels with the seven plagues are introduced, 

but followed immediately by a vision of those who 

have conquered the beast. By substituting a dynamic 

for a static relationship between oppression and hope, 

these breaks in the pattern serve to block the im-

pression that they are permanent, unbearable contra

dictions. 
16 

This dynamic, or tension of opposites, 

is a constant idea in apocalyptic literature and is 

of vital importance. Central to this is the ultimate 

dialectic between good and evil, and as long as this 

dialectic is maintained, the apocalyptic promise still 

holds and is effective. A static situation has no 

place in an apocalyptic setting as it implies stagnation, 

and through stagnation, immediacy and relevance are 

lost. The proleptic nature of apocalyptic promise is 

the means or catalyst through which the tension between 

good and evil is maintained and the promise is effective. 
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4.0 Millenarian Movements 

It is important to recognise that apocalypticism 

does not simply appear in traditions of sacred lit-

erature. Millenarianism was the basic thrust behind 

those religious movements of Melanesia, classified as 

'Cargo Cults'. Just as the Revelation of St John the 

Divine was a response to a crisis situation, so did 

' the Melanesian Cargo Cults arise out of situations of 

deprivation, frustration and oppression. They arose 

as a result of rapid social change and encounters with 

radically different cultures whose totally foreign 

value systems were imposed on the people. These new 

cultures were not understood or accepted. The people, 
) 

who had governed themselves for centuries and who had 

strong belief and value systems of their own, were 

placed in a position of humiliation and submission, 

and the colonial rulers were seen unconsciously or 

consciously, as being superior to the natives them-

selves. These millenarian movements arose out of the 

need to find a new cultural identity and system of 

values, as well as a search for dignity and self-

17 respect, and only a total revolution and social 

upheaval, aided by a transcendent force or forces, 
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could bring this about. 

All Cargo Cults proclaim the imminence of a fabulous 

era of abundance and blessedness. The fundamental 
I 

idea is the myth of the triumphal return of the dead, 

loaded with gifts. For the natives, the arrival of 

cargo vessels in the white man's ports was a miraculous 

event. They watched the whites receive provisions and 
I 

goods in the making of which they had had no p'art, 

and their logical conclusion was that the goods had 

been made by magic or by the ancestors. They also 

saw the goods as rightfully belonging to them, as it 

was their magic or their dead which had made them. 

When the whites had first arrived, they were seen on 

the one hand as ancestors who had come to bring them 

gifts; the fact that their skin was white was import-

ant as this was the colour of the spirits, and they 

were seen as the spirits of the dead who had arrived 

in ships. On the other hand, once they had become 

established, the whites behaved like masters; they 

despised the natives, made them work and tried to 

convert them to Christianity. In nearly all Cargo 

Cults the rejection of Christianity is categorical, 
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though Christian eschatology has contributed to 

some of the Melanesian mythology in their incorp-

oration of Christ's second coming in their apocalyptic 

eschatology. 

The prophet Tokeriu of Milne Bay, New Guinea, stated 

in 1893 that a true New Year and a true Feast .of the 

Dead would occur and bring with it the new er~ of 

abundance. But before this could happen, a telrrifying 

·cataclysm with earthquakes, floods and volcanic 

eruptions would destroy all infidels, that is, all 

those who had not joined the cult. After this cosmic 

catastrophe which was similar to their conception of 

the end of the world, wi_nd.s wou:J,:d,_change and bring 

good weather, gardens would be full of flowers, fruit 

and vegetables, and the dead would come in a ship to 

visit the living and usher in a new era of abundance 

and blessedness. In addition, adherents of the cult 

had to abstain from using objects and tools of 

European origin. 

In 1929 and 1930 the my:tfi: of the Golden Age spread 

among the Raining of New Britain. An earthqua~e was 

to destroy all Europeans and unbelieving natives, 
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the mountains would collapse into the valleys to 

give place to a plain full of gardens and orchards 

which would not need to be worked, and the dead, 

including animals such as pigs and dogs, would 

return to life. 

A final example of a Cargo Cult is that of John 

Frum, who stated that Tana, one of the New Hebrides 

would be flattened by a cataclysm, the mountains 

would crumble and fill the valleys, giving place to 

a fertile plain. (The idea of the mountains crumbling 

is a popular apocalyptic theme in India and the East) 

The old would become young again, there would be no 

more sickness, nobody would have to work the gardens, 

the whites would leave and John Frum would found 

schools to replace the mission schools. 

Apocalyptic images are clear in the expression of 

these myths; not only will the social situation be 

radically altered, but so will the entire cosmos, 

in other words, inversion of the social order will 

be accompanied by the inversion of the cosmic order. 

Yams, potatoes and other roots will grow on trees, 
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while coconuts and other fruits will grow as roots. 

Sea creatures will become land creatures and vice 

versa, or in other words, a reversal of the fo~ms 
I 

and laws of the present world will occur. The whole 

cosmos will be renewed; heaven and earth will be 

destroyed and a new heaven and a new earth will be 

created. 

Peter Worsley said that "the most positive rejection 

of the present way of life is in the inversion of ±he 

existing social order"
18

but equally important is the 

proleptic enactment of the catastrophe, so that the 

apocalypse is seen to have occured. The most crucial 

aspect of Cargo Cults is that the expectation of the 

catastrophe which will precede the new era is marked 

by a series of actions expressing an absolute detach-

ment from ordinary values and behaviour. Pigs and 

cows are slaughtered, all savings spent or thrown 

away, people stop work and reject everything which 

is seen as belonging to the European's culture. This 

is the enactment of the future as if it has already 

happened; they will have no need for these things in 

the new world, so in preparation for the new world, 



27 

they are discarded. 

I 

I These religious myths of the apocalypse function in 

a way which helps the people to cope with an unpleasant 

time, but they are of little use in a secular world 

as they are not seen as relevant. The whole signif-

icance of the secularisation process is that society 

does not, in the modern world, deriv~ its values from 
v 

1 . . t. 19 re igious preconcep ions. The gallop of scientific 

progress in the late nineteenth and twentieth centuries 

has relocated the human worldview from a largely 

religiously-shaped one to a largely scientifically-

shaped one, in which the universe and man's place in 

the universe have been redefined. 

5.0 Secularisation 

The modern worldview started to evolve about 400 years 

ago, and although it has undergone radical modifications, 

it has retained much of its early vision. It is based 

on the seventeenth century Newtonian world-machine 

paradigm.
20 

Progress, that is the taming and control-

ling of the less ordered natural world by man, to 
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create a more ordered and convenient material one, 

will result in a better world and science and tech

nology are the tools for getting the job done. 

Science has taken the place of religion to the extent 

that it has shaped human attitudes and ways of under

standing the world. This can be illustrated by the 

displacement of traditional healing rituals by modern 

medical practice. For example, when a modern man 

is sick, he will go to a doctor whereas in pre-scien

tific ages, a cure would have first of all been prayed 

for, and second of all, would have been tried through 

a visit to a medicine man with herbal cures which would 

work in conjunction with the prayers. Now people 

expect science to cure them and science performs the 

miracles which used to be attributed to God or some 

other sacred being, as well as to sacred magic. The 

cure could be exactly the same; herbs were seen as 

having sacred properties but could have natural 

antibodies for a particular illness. A modern doctor 

could be using a cure based on the same herb or extract, 

but the difference is in how man perceives that cure 

to have come about. In the same way, secularisation 
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has not changed the world; it has changed how!humans 

see the world and respond to it, and science and 

technology have contributed in a major way towards 
' 

the secularisation process. In this way, science has 

taken over the traditional healing properties of 

religion, but they are both fulfilling the same 

function and role, so that the only difference is 

the premises from which they start. In effect then, 

science and religion can be seen as functionally 

similar. 

The secularisation process is something humanity 

has done to itself; s~ience and its effects both in 

material terms and its effect in terms of the increased 

secularised worldview, are not external agents acting 

on the world of its own volition. It is an aspect 

of knowledge which can be socially determined and which 

is socially valued. Science has helped the world in 

many ways, but it has not been able to stamp out any 

problems on a worldwide scale. Poverty, disease, 

natural disasters and wars still exist, and there is 

little evidence that science will lead the world to 

utopia or even solve the majority of its problems. 

As recently as the nineteen fifties and nineteen 
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sixties, when science and technology were rising to 

a peak of discovery and advancement, it was thought 

that the world only needed about another twenty years 

for 'the future', as visions of the future were seen 

t b t . h 21 o e, o appen. The world's economic boom of the 

nineteen sixties resulted in the recessions of the 

seventies and eighties, and this, together with wars 

and political setDacks, have resulted in a general 

disillusion wlth science and technology. Scientific 

progress and research has been slowed down and in 

some cases halted, by these factors, and instead of 

being viewed as the saviours of the world, science 

and technology have lost much of their original 

promise. Research is still being carried out, indeed 

at an incredible rate, but the results of the findings 

are not being put into practice except in the area of 

commerce, or more broadly, where commerce is directly 

affected. The world will simply never have enough 

money, and humankind will never have enough compassion 

for their £ellow human beings to reach the stage where 

all people will benefit from the developments of 

science and utopia will be achieved. 22 
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There is little conviction that perfection will 

ever be achieved or maintained, and the evolution 

I of society is still seen as an endless quest, an 

f 1 f · 11 b 1 th · 1 · · t 1 . I un u i a e my , invo v1ng an in ense ong1ng 

for a new age and a new world. It is precisely 

this tension between positive and negative, (which 

can be seen in terms of the destruction of the old 

world in order to create the new) which is the 

dynamic characteristic in both science fiction and 

religious visions of the apocalypse. The ultimate 

dialectic is promise and fulfillment, and both rel-

igious and secular apocalypse opt for the promise. 

The point is to live that promise in religious 

apocalyptic myth, because through living or enacting 

it, the promise is already partially or totally 

fulfilled. In this way, the dynamic tension between 

promise and fulfillment is maintained. 

6.0 Science Fiction 

Science fiction as a literary genre appeared in the 

late nineteenth century, though it was not identified 

as a genre in its own right until much later. .Michel 
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Butor has identified three types of science 

't' 23 wri ing: 

1. Life in the Future 

fiction 
I 
i 
I 

I This type of science fiction story is where the 

author starts from the world as we know it; 

introduces certain changes, and tries to foresee 

or predict both the form of these changes and 

the consequences thereof. Included in this type 

are the 'myths of the survivors' of a nuclear 

holocaust, and examples of authors of the 'life 

in the future' type are George Orwell, Aldous 

Huxley and Doris Lessing. 

2. Unknown Worlds 

24 These are the ''Projections of our dreams" in 

the words of Michel Butor. Science must allow 

us to discover domains of reality hidden from 

us today; planets, galaxies, and forms of alien 

life. Examples of such writers are H G Wells and 

Jules Verne. An interesting point to note is 
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that in nrealy all cases, these worlds are more 

advanced than our own which makes them more int-
! 

eresting. Journeys to these unknown worlds are 
I 

journeys into the future. The most obviou,s ex-
1 

ception to this is Jules Verne's Journey t'o the 

Centre of the Earth, which is a journey backwards 

in evolutionary time. 

3. Unexpected Visitors 

Because visitors from other planets have made the 

journey to earth and the inhabitants of earth have 

not been very successful in travelling to other 

planets, it is obvious that these aliens are from 

civilisations more advanced than our own. They 
/ 

are more powerful and therefore a threat to humanity 

on earth. The most famous example of this type of 

story is H G Wells' War of the Har of the Worlds.25 

Is there any connection, similarity or analogy between 

religious apocalyptic vision and science fiction lit-

erature? Is science fiction the new interpretation 

of old myths to suit the unpleasant and insecure modern 
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time, and provide the answer that there are b~tter 

things to come, or does science fiction fulfi~l the 

same function as religious apocalyptic myths in the 
I 

secular world, and if so, how does it do this? The 

optimism of the nineteenth and early twentieth cen-

turies has given way to a type of realism: the sky 

is no longer the limit for the so-called saving 

2r 
powers of science and technology. 0 The fact that 

the development of the twentieth century has resulted 

in 1985 as it is, and not as it should be has shattered 

visions of the limitlessness of the power of science. 

The need for a new mythology, a secular version of the 

creation of a new world, was and is, a clear expression 

of this. Science seems to be a self-conscious attempt 

to drain the world of the sacred, or de-mystify the 

world, yet 'scientism' and a 'scientistic' worldview 

appear to be functionally equivalent to myth. The 

difference then, is the premises from which they 

start. Religious apocalyptic myth starts from a largely 

religious worldview, while secular apocalyptic myth 

starts from a largely secular worldview, but the end 

is similar. They are both responses to crises, and 

they both function in similar ways, and Frithof Capra, 
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in his book The Tao of Physics makes the 

science is a mystical explanation of the 

27 
world. Science therefore, can be seen 

point that 
I 

ways of the 
I 

as the 

mystical explanation of the modern world, and science 

fiction as the mythological literature of the modern 

world, expressly apocalyptic in nature, as it fulfills 

the same role as religious apocalyptic vision. The 

visions in science fiction are seen as unfulfillable 

myths of the nineteenth and twentiet:1 centuries. ~hey 

are unfulfillable because in the same way as religious 

apocalyptic vision, the dynamic tension between good 

and evil, positive and negative, is necessarily main-

tained in order for that promise to hold and to be 

effective. Fulfillment of the modern apocalyptic 

promise also results in decay, and examples of this 

type of literature can be found in the post-apocalyptic 

works describing the lives of the survivors of a nuclear 

holocaust. The intention of science fiction, whether 

intentionally or unintentionally, was not fulfillment 

of the promise; it was to provide the energy needed to 

make sense of the changes the world was undergoing at 

the time, or in other words, to withstand the crisis 

of the nineteenth century. Many science fiction works 

can be seen in fact, as warnings against the fulfillment 
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of the promise, such as the dystopian novels of George 
I 

Orwell (Nineteen Eighty Four) and Aldous Huxley (Brave 

New World). In these works, fulfillment of the promise 

of a radical change in the ways of the world is not 

a good thing as the societies are locked in a state of 

stagnation where the means of attaining an ideal world 

have become the end. They have lost sight of the goal 

and the means is all that is left; under conditions 

such as these there can be no progress, and the dynamism 

essential to apocalyptic vision is lost. The need for 

constant movement, an eternal quest for a better world 

is the most important factor, and is the same thing as 

the proleptic nature of the promise in religious apocal-

yptic myth. The promise is still there, a new world 

is possible, but not in the form of religious apocalyptic 

vision, that is, the continual quest must be carried out 

in order for stagnation not to occur. 

This creates the irony reflected in many examples of 

science fiction literature. For example, the myth of 

progess is encountered in The Time Machine by H G Wells, 

in which the time traveller is amazed to discover a 

future which is not more advanced than the present. At 

first, it seems as if a perfect society has beer. created, 
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but.this is superficial and on closer inspectibn and 

I discovery, it is realised that some of the horrors 
I 
I of the nineteenth century have not only not been 
I 

eliminated, but have in fact deepened and intensified. 

The Eloi have the intellect of five-year old children, 

their buildings are in ruins and it seems as if social 

evils such as poverty and disease have been wiped out, 

but the ghastly reality of the society of the Morlocks, 

(even the name is sinister; Mor-lock, or locked in 

death) is soon discovered by the time-traveller. All 

the evils of the nineteenth century have been concentrated 

in these people and their lives; they have been exploited 

and repressed by the Eloi for centuries, living in 

darkness underground and being made to work for them. 

A double irony is introduced here, as the Morlocks are 

stronger and in reality, are the masters and it is 

only a matter of time until this is realised and the 

Eloi are conquered. H G Wells seemed to be suggesting 

that the logical outcome of perfect society is decadence 

as there is nothing to strive for. This is a warning 

against the fulfillment of the promise of science; that 

man must not cease to look critically at the present. 

Wells noted that "energy in security takes to art and 

28 to eroticism, and then come languor and decay", ; This 
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illustrates the tension between promise and 

by showing that if the tension is lost, and 

fulfillment 
I 

hu
1
manity 
! 

stops looking critically at the world, evils will not 

be eliminated, they will be intensified. 

As already mentioned, the basic function of myth is . 

to overcome unwelcome contradictions between an ideal 

past or future and a flawed or unsatisfactory present. 

In religious apocalyptic myth the enactment of the 

ideal future or past is the most important aspect, 

while in secular apocalyptic myth it is the guest 

towards that fulfillment which is important, in other 

words, constant movement is essential. These are 

functionally the same thing as their goal, that is, 

a new heaven and a new earth are the same. Both are 

active responses to an unsatisfactory world, and both 

use myth and symbolic form to create the energy needed 

in order to withstand the crisis the society feels it 

is undergoing. Science fiction as secular apocalyptic 

literature transcends the dimensions of time and space 

and the classification of groups in a functionally 

similar way to religious apocalyptic myth, and indeed, 

they are doing functionally similar things. Religious 
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• apocalyptic myth is effective in a society with a 

I predominantly religious worldview, but its rel~vance 
I 

and meaning are largely lost in a secular soci~ty. 
I 

Both religious visions of the apocalypse and science 

I 
fiction are responses to a crisis situation which is 

seen to be intolerable, and both use a similar 'recipe' 

for overcoming their particular crises, that is, both 

invert the 'crucial aspects which make up their world-

views in order for a radical change in the ways of 

the world to take place. 

I intend in the following chapers to explore this 

theme further, using as examples writers of science 

fiction chosen for the period of .time in which they 

wrote, as much as for the content of the material. 

Science fiction is as much a reflection of the 

political, economic and social events of the time in 

which it is written, as it is a reflection of the stage 

of scientific development reached. I have divided 

the genre into three historical periods for this pur-

pose: 



1. Apocalypses of Expectation and Hope 

1 
The late nineteenth century and the early 'twentieth 

' I century, or the beginnings of the genre, and for 

this period the writers chosen are Jules V~rne and 

H G Wells. 

2. Apocalypses of Irony and Despair 

~he nineteen-twenties to the Second World War, or 

the pre-nuclear and nuclear ages, using the works 

of Aldous Euxley and George Orwell. 

3. Apocalypses of Destruction and Redemption 

The nineteen-fifties to the present, or the post-

nuclear age, using the works of Frank Herbert and 

Isaac Asimov. 

The nineteenth and twentieth centuries have, in the 

West, been times of social, political and economic 

upheaval, similar to the crises under which religious 

visions of the apocalypse were written. The desire 
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for a new world, a new heaven and a new earth :still 

I existed, an apocalypse was still sought. Something 

new was needed though, something relevant to t,he 

largely secular world of the time. Science fiction 

appealed to the popular imagination as providing the 
I 

functional equivalent to religious apocalyptic myth, 

in order that the populations could make sense of 

the changes which were occuring in society at the 

time, and so that the crises of the modern world 

could be weathered. 
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CHAPTER II 

APOCALYPSES OF EXPECTATION AND HOPE: JULES VERNE 

AND H G WELLS 

In Chapter I we saw that Jewish-Christian and even 

Melanesian apocalyptic emerged out of a dualism which 

expressed itself in symbolic visions of the struggle 

between good and evil, in anticipation of the final 

victory of good. We saw that this was a response to 

an intolerable situation; the apocalyptic vision was 

the means by which the energy needed to withstand the 

crisis was provided; and we have seen that apocalyptic 

myth succeeds in its function through the believers 

acting out the promise as if it had already been 

fulfilled in religious apocalyptic, and in this way, 

it was fulfilled. 

1.0 Apocalyptic Crisis 

The important word here, the word which distinguishes 

apocalyptic from other literary genres, is 'crisis'. 

Since the late nineteenth century the Western world 
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has seen itself as being in the great age of crisis: 
I 

a crisis of technology, a crisis of military power, 

and a crisis of culture. These crises have been 

perceived as more worrying, different and somehow 

worse than all the crises the world has been through 

in the past. Implicit in this is society's historical 

position. The changes the world has been through 

since the second half of the nineteenth century 

through to the present have been of such a nature that 

the West has constantly perceived itself as being at 

the end of a epoch, or in the words of Frank Kermode 

"it is the peculiarity of the imagination that it is 

always at the end of an era". 1 Kermode felt that this 

sense of always being at the end of an era, or 'fin 

de siecle' phenomonen, was more evident at the end of 

the nineteenth century than at any other time. The 

second half of the century gained momentum in terms 

of 'progress' at an astounding rate, and the people 

were carried along with this momentum which was rep-

resented as a feeling of perpetual crisis, revealed 

in a pervasive sense that the end was at hand. 



49 

It has been said that the nineteenth century really 
l 

I ended in 1914, but the end of an epoch can be ' 

measured in different ways. In retrospect, it is 

easy to label history according to events, and, to 

I 
put meanings and explanations on to these events. 

1914 is an obvious choice for the end of the nineteenth 

century, but other years qualify just as well. For 

example, the year 1900, besides being the final year 

of the century in chronological terms, was significant 

in other ways as well; Nietzche died; Freud published 

The Interpretation of Dreams; Russell published The 

Critical Exposition of the Philosophy of Liebniz; and 

I Planck published his quantum hypothesis. What is also 

significant is that out of the end of the century grew 

new beginnings - thoughts and ideas were being trans-

formed and worldviews were being bhallenged, all of 

which served as satisfying confirmations of the' 

rightness of the patterns human beings impose on the 

world retrospectively. After all, crisis is a way of 

thinking about the moment, and not inherent in the 

moment itself. This is similar to a so-called 'primitive' 

man who reveres a sacred stone; the stone is revered 

because it is sacred, not because it is a stone, arid 
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its sacredness has been imposed on it by man. In 
I 
' 

the same way, patterns and meanings are attac~ed to 

developments and occurences as being somehow 'sig-

nificant', if they fit the purposes and suit the 

theories of society. 

But what happened in the second half of the nineteenth 

century that changed the way man viewed the world as 

well as his place in it, that so revolutionised society 

that the time was seen as 'critical'? By the 1860's 

through to the end of the century the idea of progress, 

that is, the idea that things had changed for the 

better and would go on changing, was universally agreed 

upon. 2 The very word 'progress' implies improvement, 

not just change, because the opposite word is 'retro-

gress which actually means to slide backwards to a 

worse state. The second phase of industrialisation 

in Britain which lasted from 1840 to 1895, was largely 

responsible for the turmoil and upheaval of the time.
3 

The first phase of industrialisation, that of the 

textile industries had reached its limits and the 

second, based on coalr iron and steel, took over and 

changed the face of Britain as it had never been 
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changed before, the biggest change being the intro-

duction of the railways. 

Between 1830 and 1850, about 6 000 miles of railways 

were opened in Britain and these transformed not only 

the speed of travel, but also the way in which the 

people of Britain saw their country. Eric Hobsbawm 

has said that 

it (the railway network) revealed the possib

ilities of technological progress as nothing 

else had done, because it was both more advanced 

than most other forms of technical activity and 

omnipresent. . . . • (The railways.,) organisation 

and methods were on a scale unparalled in any 

other industry, their use of novel and science

based technology (such as the electrical tele

graph) unprecedented. They appeared to be 

several generations ahead of the rest of the 

economy, and indeed, 'railway' became a sort 

of synonym for ultra-modernity ..... as 'atomic' 

was to be after the Second World War. Their 

sheer size and scale staggered the imagination 

and dwarfed the most gigantic public works of 
4 the past. 

It would seem therefore, that industrialisation and 
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urbanisation themselves, re-ordered the structure of 

Britain; through the mechanisation of labour, the 

railways and the new structure of urban life, notions 

of time and space were re-ordered but not explained. 

The events themselves did not carry inbuilt explana-

tions and it would seem that a new literature was 

needed; one which would make sense of the changes 

' and put them into some sort of perspective; one 

1 
that would make the subtle technological re-orfent-

ation in space and time imaginable. 
1 
! 

There seemed to be no end to the powers of science 

and technology according to the mood of the British 

in the second half of the nineteenth century, as 

they were experiencing changes on a scale never even 

5 
conceived of before. It also seemed unlikely that 

this progress would ever be impeded in any major way. 
j 

But there was a depression after the mid-century 

boom, which although not as dramatic as earlierjor 

later depressions, did leave its mark in that the 

complacency of the British was shaken. The depress-, 
ion came not as a crash, but in a stagnation, and 

I 

the English had to face the fact that instead of 

being a leader in all senses of the word, they were 
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by 1895 only one out of three leaders, both the 

United States of America and Germany having over

taken them in the production of steel, the most 

vital manufactured product of the new age. For the 

rest of the world who were trying to catch up and 

overtake Britain, it was not a depression, but a 

time of advancement, and Britain was alone in her 

stagnation. A new phase of technology started in 

the 1890's, but before this there was a hesitation 

as technology faltered and did not recover immed

iately. Other countries started producing what up 

until then had in practice only been available from 

Britain, and the British therefore turned to imper

ialism, not simply the formal imperialism of the 

Partition of Africa of the 1880's, but rather the 

virtual monopoly of the undeveloped world. 6 

The years of stagnation from 1873 to 1896, although 

shaking the smugness of the British confidence in 

technology, certainly did not shatter it as so long

term devastation occured. Once the second phase of 

imperialism had been put into effect, the British 

picked themselves up, dusted themselves off, and 

continued on their course of advancement through 
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scientific progress, confident once more in the 

healing powers of technology. In this manner, 

science and technology had taken over the trad

itional healing and redemptive powers of religion, 

but did not provide the non-material ratification 

for these powers. 

The important point to note here is that the economic 

and technological developments of the time were not 

free of problems, but they were not devastating 

problems which could not be overcome. At most they 

were delays in the path of progress, and were certain

ly not major setbacks. The general mood of the time 

was one of optimistic discovery, laced with slight 

apprehension of what lay ahead. The apprehension 

was the natural fear of the unknown, and not in any 

way a premonition that technology might lead to 

disaster. 

It was an exciting and sometimes frightening time; 

the world was changing so rapidly that it was diff

icult for the average person to keep up with and 

make sense of the changes. It would appear that 

the growing uniformity of industrial societies which 
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started in Britain and soon spread to the European 

continent and the United States of America needed 

an -imaginative frame of reference which could give 

shape and meaning to the hopes, fears and fantasies 

of humanity. The placing of technology in an over-

arching worldview was required because the biggest 

change with which the people had to cope was the 

increased secularisation and mechanisation of the 

world. 

It was into this turmoil and sense of crisis, the 

feeling of being at the end of an era and the start 

of a new one, that the writers Jules Verne and H G 

Wells exploded into popularity, and precisely the 

conditions of the time which gave rise to the genre 

which has been called science fiction. Within that 

literary genre, Verne and Wells produced apocalyptic 

visions of expectation and hope which suggested the 
I 
I outlines of a worldview that might embrace technolog-
1 

ical progress . 

. 2. 0 Jules Verne 

The title of 'father of science fiction' which has 
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been attached to Jules Verne and one which he 'shares 

with H G Wells, was earned both unintentionally and 

unknowingly. Verne had tried many careers, including 

the law and the writing of operettas and comedies, 

before he thought of writing a 'Roman de la Science', 
I 

which he speculated would be "the vein that le~ds to 

the gold mine".
7 

On 24th December 1862, P J Hetzel 

published Five Weeks in a Balloon, the first of 

forty-seven "Voyages Extraordinaires", and it was 

instantly successful. Unknowingly, and with a truly 

commercial heart, (he quickly decided that one of 

his heroes should not be an exiled Polish patriot 

for fear of reducing sales in Russia) 8 Verne set 

about creating new horizons and idealising visions 

of human achievement, with the scientist at the 

centre of the story, and by basing his stories on 

the scientific facts of the time, he was able to 

obtain an illusion of reality. H G Wells wrote in 

the preface to a collection of his own works in 1933, 
' 

that Verne 

dealt almost always with actual possibilities 

of invention and discovery, and he made some 

remarkable forecasts. The interest he invoked 
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was a practical one; he wrote and believed 

and told that this or that thing could be 

done, which was not at that time done. He 

helped his reader to imagine it done and 

to realise what fun, excitement or mischief 

would ensue. Many of his inventions have 

'come true 1
•

9 

Basing his stories on reality was important to Verne 

as it made them fantastical while not being fantasy; 

they were fashioned as a frame of reference that was 

secular, industrial and mechanised. These fixed 

points of reference provided the necessary immediacy 

and relevance for an apocalyptic fiction which would 

explore what Verne perceived as the real possibilities · 

of science. 

Verne's topic was nature, and modern, scientific 

attempts to come to terms with, understand and control 

nature. Current ideas were disrupted and reversed, 
I 

new boundaries created, reached and transcended, and 

in these acts ~f apocalyptic imagination, the dimen-

sions of time and space and the classification of 

groups were inverted, re-organised and transformed, 

yet all within the familiar frame of reference of what 
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was regarded as the scientific knowledge of the time. 

2.1 Space 

Verne placed great emphasis on space; insideness 

versus outsideness, known, enclosed space versus 

foreign, open space, hugeness versus smallness, and 

limited space versus unlimited space. He inverted 

the accepted realities of the time so that what was 

thought of as outside became inside and the foreign 

became known. All this was managed through the in

genuity and supremacy of modern man over nature. 

Journey to the Centre of the Earth was such an inversion 

of the accepted ideas of spatial orientation. The 

internal world was the unknown one, and instead of 

being a place of safety as opposed to the dangers of 

the universe 'out there', it became fearful, dark and 

unexpected, with immense caverns, galleries and vast 

abysses. These abysses, which Mark Rose has suggested 

should be perceived as imaginative versions of the 

cosmic void, 
10

are central to the book. Such void-like 

spaces appeared in the dreams of the travellers before 

they left home, like Rudolf Otto's Mysterium, Tremendum 

et Fascinans, and are seen as a real danger which at 
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the same time had a fascinating attraction. Professor 

Lidenbrock, a geologist, and the pioneer who decided 

to travel to the centre of the earth, had a nephew 

Axel, whom he forced to accompany him on his voyage, 

even though Axel was terrified and convinced they 

would never return. Before they left home, Axel, who 

is also the narrator of the book, said 

I dreamed about abysses all the time. I be

came delirious. I felt the Professor's surong 

hand gripping me, dragging me along, pulling 

me into chasms and quicksands. I kept hurtling 

into bottomless abysses with the increasing 

velocity of bodies dropping through space. My 

life had become an interminable fal1.1 1 

and later 

I felt my centre of gravity moving, and vertigo 

rising to my head like intoxication. There is 

nothing more overwhelming than this attraction 
1 2 of the abyss. 

Known limits and points of reference, such as the poles 

and the equator, were obessions of the nineteenth 

century,
13

because of imperialism and the desire to know 



and possess distant and strange lands, and reaching 

them was a sign of conquering limits, of reaching 

completion. By turning inwards, Verne inverted these 

limits and created new ones, that is, the centre of 

I 
the earth was a completion which had not been thought 

I 

I 
of before as a possible limit. The earth itself became 

the unknown, the imagined power which had to b~ reached 

and conquered, and reaching the centre in this!instance, 

was a penetration of the very essence of nature in order 

to possess it completely. 

In Twenty Thousand Leagues under the Sea space is 

treated in the same way, that is, Verne turned inwards 

in the search to know the unknown. From the safety 

and comfort of the Nautilus, the travellers were taken 

through unimagined vistas in an effort to reach the 

unreachable, to penetrate nature's mysteries as' never 

before, and in this way, known boundaries and l!imits 
' 
' were inverted and new ones were set in the reader's 

imagination. As in Journey to the Centre of the Earth, 

the travellers applied human names to the wonders they 

discovered. For example, Port Grauben, Lidenbrock Sea, 

and Axel Island. This is another way of imposing man's 
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1 

supremacy on the conquered world of nature, which is 

making the space familiar and therefore inverting the 

categories. Therefore, Verne's treatment of space was 

to invert what was thought of at the time to be the 

limits and boundaries within the earth, and to con-

quer the unreachable in the name of scientific 1 pro-

gress. 

2.2 Time 

Temporal orientation was not treated as literally as 

spatial orientation, and the journeys travelled 

were journeys into the abyss of evolutionary time. 

The key to this was that the travellers were in effect 

travelling backwards in more ways than one, and this 

.became the search for the ultimate origins of humanity. 14 

In Journey to the Centre of the Earth, the clue to 

origins was found in the cryptogram which had to be 

deciphered. Axel and Professor Lidenbrock spent hours 

trying to de-code the note and Axel finally realised 

it had to be read backwards in order to make sense. 

When they started their journey they were reading 

nature backwards in their quest for the beginning, and 

inversion of temporal orientation was produced by 
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reading the temporal flow of human progress backwards 

to arrive at its primordial beginnings. They came 

across more and more primitive forms of nature as 

they went, but they never actually reached the centre 

of the earth. Verne overcame this obstacle, (it was 

an obstacle because Verne could not allow an e~inent 

scientist to fail) by making Axel reach it in a dream. 

This is functionally the same thing, reality here 

being of no consequence, and the travellers had effect

ively conquered nature and reached the ultimate of the 

earth's creation. Just as in religious apocalyptic 

myth the apocalypse was seen to have happened, so have 

the travellers symbolically reached the centre of the 

earth, not by arriving there spatially, but through 

a transposition of time. 

This has also been seen by Mark Rose as a fusion of 

spiritual and material worldviews. In arriving at the 

centre of the material world, Axel himself entered into 

a spiritual experience of the cosmic infinity: 

Sweeping backward into the abyss of time in 

quest for the centre, the point of origin, Axel 

finds the heat becoming more and more intense 

until the earth~s granite liquifies and finally 
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the planet itself dissolves into its orig-i 

inal white-hot gaseous mass: 'In the centre 

of this nebula, which was fourteen hundred· 

thousand times as large as the globe it would 

one day form, I was carried through inter

planetary space. My body was volatilised in 

its turn and mingled like an imponderable 

atom with these vast vapours tracing their 

flaming orbit through infinity.' At the 

ecstatic centre, the boundary between man 

and nature, the human and the non-human, melts 

and the explorer merges with the world being 
1 5 explored. 

Verne inverted the dimension of time by making his 

travellers travel backwards instead of forwards, 

which is how time is seen to pass, or in other words, 

he made the dimension of time something which.could 

be moved in a way thought to be impossible. 

2.3 Classification 

An important feature of religious myths of the apocal-

ypse and of science fiction is the divide between the 

human and the non-human, or similar and foreign beings. 

Verne, in taking the reader back in time, introduced 

him or her to weird forms of life, both plant and 

animal. Even the shepherd in Journey to the Centre 



64 

of the Earth was seen as non-human, as he was of an 

extinct species and therefore 'other': 

He was over twelve feet tall. His head, .which 

was as big as a buffalo's was half hidden in 

the tangled growth of his unkempt hair - a 

positive mane, like that of the primitive 

elephant. In his hand he was brandishing an 

enormous bough, a ·crook worthy of this anti

deluvian shepherd. 16 

It is interesting that this shepherd was not in any 

May involved with the travellers. Non-human beings, 

from primitive men to animals, were never involved 

in any battle or confrontation of any kind with the 

travellers. They fought among themselves, but did 

not threaten nineteenth century man, whose supremacy 

never had to be put to the test. 

The animals encountered varied from huge cow-like 

beasts to the prehistoric dinasaur-type, two of which 

get locked in a mortal battle in the sea across which 

Axel, the Professor and Hans, their guide are travelling, 

causing enormous waves and near disaster for their 

very basic little raft. Though there is little difference 
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between the animals and humans known to the reader 

and those found in the book, the biggest difference 

.was in size. They were all much bigger than expect

ed; prehistoric man was over twelve feet tall, the 

cows were the size 0f elephants and the plants·, even 

the mushrooms, towered over the travellers. This 

re-inforces the 'otherness' of their kind. Another 

difference is in the human versus non-human sphere, 

and that is in intelligence. For Verne's travellers 

travelling backwards, the creatures, even those sim

ilar to man, were all far less intelligent and far 

more backward than modern man. This is of course 

necessary if one is travelling backwards in evolu

tionary time, though it is characteristic of all 

science fiction for aliens to be either far less or 

far more intelligent than humans. Verne could have 

invented a race of super-intelligent beings living 

underground and monitoring the world above the~, but 

he did not. This is in itself an interesting point; 

it was not recognised in the nineteenth century that 

some previous civilisations had been intelligent. 

'Priraitives' were obviously dismissed as suffering from 

primordial stupidity, but even those such as the 

civilisations of Greece or Rome were not considered 
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to be of any real value because they had been pagan 

and decadent, and because of this had come to the end 

which they had richly deserved. The evolutionary idea 

was that man progressed and did not retrogress, and 

had never been as scientifically, morally or cultur-

ally advanced than the societies of the nineteenth 

century. The idea of primoridal stupidity was an 

important element in nineteenth century evolutionary 

t~eories of 'otherness' in religion and human cultures 

different to that of European civilisation. Therefore, 

if one travelled backwards in time, one would necess-

arily not meet anyone of intelligence or knowledge 

equal to, or better than, nineteenth century man. 

It is also interesting to note that in Verne's work 

this 'otherness' did not extend to monsters or non-

human, destructive machines. Machines were in evidence; 

enormous submarines, spaceships and gadgets such as 

compasses, all similar in structur~ to the vast, 

industrial machines of the time, and all powerless 

without man to control or work them. Just as the 

terror induced by the unknown animals was the natural 

terror due to their size and physical strength, so 

were the machines in Verne's work not monsters. The 

---\ 
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machines did not have power or minds of their own, 

and they were seen as a feature of progress, a means 

of getting to grips with nature and not things to be 

feared in their own right. They were still regarded 

as extensions of human power, not as dehumanising 

technological forces which threatened to overwhelm 

human beings. 

2.4 Symbolic Inversion 

When the travellers in Journey to the Centre of the 

Earth ended their journey after being erupted out of 

a volcano together with ashes, l~va, pumice stone, 

and the usual flotsam and jetsam connected with vol

canic eruptions, Verne delivered his final trump card 

of the inversion of space. All along the journey from 

the descent into the extinct volcano Sneffels until 

the final ejection, the reader is subjected to detailed 

and tedious accounts of latitudes and longitudes, all 

faithfully recorded by Axel. When Axel believed they 

were in Iceland, some 1 500 miles from the crater of 

Sneffels, the reader is quite prepared to believe him -

after all, it is ~ccurate, scientific recording by 

accurate, scientific methods and instruments. It is 
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a great shock to the reader, as well as to Axel, to 

discover when they have returned to the surface once 

more, that they were not in Icelan6 but in Sicily, 

more than 3 000 miles away. How could such a modern, 

scientific instrument as a compass be wrong? The 

professor worried about it constantly, though Axel 

was at first so happy to be alive that he did not 

care. Finally the mystery was explained - the magnet

ic pull inside the earth and the intense heat of the 

fireball which erupted caused a reversal in the 

compass needles and what was actually north registered 

as south on the instrument. 

This reversal is the ultimate inversion of the known. 

Verne seemed to be suggesting that science helps man 

control nature, but has a power of its own which can 

fool man too. It can outwit man simply because man 

has only scratched the surface of its secrets, or in 

other words, man should hurry up and learn, so that 

time and trouble were not wasted in this way. In the 

end, it was luck and not science which saved the 

travellers. For science to have saved them, they would 

have had to have had a lot more knowledge than they 

possessed. 
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It would seem therefore, that Jules Verne, writing 

within the scientific limits of the time, imaginative

ly inverted the dimensions of time and space and the 

classification of groups, in order to transcend the 

limits of the nineteenth century and thereby place 

some structure and sense of order on the upheavals 

in the world of technology which were occuring in the 

second half of the nineteenth century. Through this 

secular version of traditional apocalyptic myth, he 

opened up new horizons so that the crises were seen 

as part of a larger pattern of events, and the crises 

were managable 1 as part of the quest for a better world. 

The crises took the shape of the idea that a new age 

was about to.be born; a new age which would be benefic

ial to all humankind, and with scientific, modern man 

at the helm, it could not go wrong. Western society 

in the nineteenth century felt the need for an apocalypse 

in the same way as the societies who needed a religious 

apocalypse. The need had not changed; the nature of 

the desired apocalypse had. What Verne through the 

radical displacement of the elements which make up a 

worldview did, was provide new interpretations of old 

ideas and the result was apocalyptic literature which 

was relevant to the largely secular world of the 
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late nineteenth century. 

3.0 H G Wells 

Herbert George Wells became a writer after failing 

to find fulfillment in the stifling world of commerce 

where he had been apprenticed twice, and after fail

ing as a teacher due to ill-health. As a married 

man with a wife to support, he had to find a lucrative 

and enjoyable occupation which would allow him to 

stay at home and recover from the terrible lung

infections from which he suffered regularly. Science 

had always been his passion, and if he could not teach 

it, he could turn it to some other advantage. 

Although he did not only write scientific romances 

(as they were called then), it was the scientific 

romances which brought him fame and fortune. It was 

said by I F Clarke that "his special contribution to 

the development of the genre was to find original 

applications for those themes of future warfare, 

future despotism, future utopias and future technol

ogical advances that held the interest of the readers." 17 
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But Wells also saw himself as a social prophet. 

Whereas Verne, in the few times he warned man about 

science seemed to be chastising a naughty child with 

a toy which is impotent without the child to direct 

it, Wells' science was a formidable, powerful force 

and a threat in its own right. Wells'· work contained 

the steady reminder that science is not always a good 

thing and that man knows only a fraction of its capa-

bilities. In Wells' own words 

Outside the little envelope of our human life 

a great ordered universe swings through dimen

sions unimaginable to our minds, that outside 

the flickering glow by which science has en

abled us to see something of its wonders, is 

darkness still. 18 

Throughout his work there was a constant warning that 

human beings might be playing with fire; there was 

still so much which was not understood that the world 

could do irreparable damage to itself by blindly 

hurtling along the path of progress without careful 

observations of where it was leading, as well as some 

sort of control securing it. 
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19 Wells, in a letter to Arnold Bennett said "there's 

a quality in the worst of my so-called pseudo-scien-

tific (imbecile adjective) stuff which differentiates 

it from Jules Verne ••... isn't there? There is some-

thing other than either story-telling or ~rti~tic 

merit which has emerged through the series of my books. 

Something one might regard as a new system of ideas -

thought.n 20 By 'thought' Wells meant social criticism. 

Later, he stated publicly in a preface to a collection 

of his works that "by this time (that is, 1906, the 

time of his writing of In the Days of the Comet) I had 

tired of talking in playful parables to a world engaged 

in destroying itself. I was becoming too convinced 

of the strong probability of very strenuous and pain-

ful human exp~riences in the near future to play about 

with them much more. 1121 Wells was confident that the 

human race was well on the way to self-destruction, 

and was convinced that some sort of order or restriction 

should have been placed on all the new inventions and 

discoveries of the time. 

Wells was extremely aware of just how fragile human 

life, and indeed human existance, culture and civil-

isation could be, and his imagination jumped to what 
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could happen if scientific power got into thelwrong 
' 

hands; if there was life on other planets; if ~there 

was war between the planets; and if man could'travel 

between the different worlds and galaxies. Through 

these flights of fancy, a whole new vista of P,Ossib-
1 

ilities was opened, and the genre of science fiction 

provided Wells with a vehicle for social prophecy 

and apocalyptic imagination, that transformed the 

categories of time, space and classification in the 

symbolic worldview that infused his work. 

3.1 Space 

Wells constantly reminded the reader of the enormous 

distances between the earth and the other planets, 

and this is to make the reader aware of just how tiny 

and unimportant he/she is in the greater scheme of 

things. It is evident in phrases such as "the immen-

sity of vacancy in which the dust of the material 

universe swims 1122 and the "unfathomable darkness of 

space 11
•

23 Yet it is precisely these reminders of 

the vastness of space which Wells overcame and suddenly, 

whereas man had thought these distances to be final 
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and untravellable, these distances were made cover-

able and what was thought to be impossible became a 

distinct possibility. Accepted boundaries and limits 

were shattered as the universe was inverted and new 

centres and peripheries were made; the $ecuri~y of 
. ' , .. 

the known world was no longer steadfast. I 

3.2 Time 

In a similar way to Verne, Wells was very interested 

in evolution and the horror of the cosmic void or 

the abyss, and he turned accepted ideas of space and 

time upside down as he speculated on their possibil-

ities, though unlike Verne, he was more inclined to 

look outwards into space than inwards into the earth 

and the sea. This is taken to extreme in The Time 

Machine and is also evident in The War of the Worlds 

and The First Men in the Moon, where both the Martians 

and the Selenites (the inhabitants of the moon) were 

far advanced in intellectual evolution. "The Martians 

seem to have calculated their descent with amazing 

subtlety - their mathematical learning is evidently 

far in excess of ours 1124 and "the unlimited growth 

of the lunar brain has rendered unnecessary the in-
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vention of all those mechanical aids to brain work 

which have distinguished the career of man. There 

are no books, no records of any sort, no libraries, 

nor inscriptions. All knowledge is stored in their 

distended brains" 25 are examples of this. In a 

similar fashion, the Martians too have enormous 

brains and atrophied bodies, but more importantly, 

they have been stripped of all emotion and feeling, 

so that all but the instinct for survival had been 

eliminated: 

Physically feeble as a result of extreme evo

lution and the unaccustomed gravity of earth, 

the Martians move painfully and slowly like 

dying creatures. Only their eyes, the signs 

of the their intelligence, are intense and 

vital. Their strength comes from their elab

orate machines, mechanisms that are, like 

themselves, grotesque images of life in 

death. 26 

This ls a different type of evolution to that of the 

Selenites who had evolved to such an extent that all 

their knowledge was stored in their brains, like 

computer information. They did not need books or 
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any form of written record as once learned, the 

information was stored away forever. Interestingly, 

their bodies were also frail; not atrophied like 

the Martians, but seemingly made out of eggshells, 

which shattered at the slightest blow, as the men 

who travelled to the moon discovered to their 

amazement and horror. 

3.3 Classification 

Otherness and the non-human were brilliantly por

trayed in Wells' images of the Martians, both in 

character and in appearance. It is characteristic 

th~t humans define things in terms of analogy, whether 

visual, auditory, or in any of the other senses of 

smell, taste and touch, as human beings have to start 

with their own field of reference in order to describe 

something as having departed from it. The Martians 

did not resemble man other than in the number of 

limbs they had and the fact that they walked upright, 

but their body-covering - it is difficult to call it 

skin - seemed to be made out of a substance like 

spongy, oily leather, and their features were what 

humans perceive as grotesque: 
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The peculiar V-shaped mouth with its pointed 

upper lip, the absence of brow ridgesj the 

absence of a chin beneath the wedge-like 

lower lip, the incessant quivering of this 

mouth, the Gorgon group of tentacles ..... 

There was something fungoid in the oily 

brown skin, something in the clumsy delib

eration of the tedious movements unspeak

ably nasty. Even at this first encounter ... 

.. I was overcome with disgust and dread. 27 

In this way Wells effectively separated the Martians 

from anything remotely human, and at the same time, 

made them as offensive to his readers as possible. 

The images used were chosen for their horror and 

repulsiveness, and it seems as if Wells did not 

want them to appear in any way bearable. The 

Martians were killers, and to have made them 

attractive would have introduced a type of irony 

which had no place in a story which was the first 

of its kind; that of the invasion of earth by the 

beings of another planet, in which he wanted to 

instill fear and dread in his readers. 

The Martians' huge brains set them apart, and they 
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had characteristics which effectively separated them 

from anything remotely human. They were vampires, 

drawing sustenance from living creatures, ruthless 

and emotionless, they set about their task of 

taking over earth with a systematic, determined 

purpose. The intention was that human life on earth 

would become the outsiders and they would be the 

rulers of the planet earth. There was a good reason 

for this; their own planet which seemed to be full 

of life when viewed from earth, was actually dying, 

and unless they attempted an invasion and take-over 

of another planet, their race would have died too. 

The inversion of this ruler/ruled idea is particular

ly terrifying as it had not occured to the human race 

before that creatures other than themselves could 

be the rulers of their planet. Other countries were 

constantly threatening invasion of their country, 

but not planets threatening take-over of their planet. 

Their fragile hold on what had always been theirs 

without question is clearly pointed out. 

Another aspect of human versus non-human character-
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istics can be seen in the change the narrator's 

character underwent as he ran from, and tried to 

protect himself from, the Martians. His character 

in the fight for survival became similar to the 

Martians in that he was rational, cold, and would 

do anything necessary in order to survive. His 

cold rationality saved him, and he did survive to 

tell the tale, unlike the curate in the story, whose 

'human' characteristics resulted in madness and 

ultimately·death. The narrator was forced tq.knock 

the curate out when he became hysterical and started 

shouting that the ''word of the Lord is upon me!" 28 

The Martian who was on guard at the pit heard this 

and dragged the curate's unconscious form out of 

the scullery where they had been hiding, which of 

course, was the end of the curate. The narrator 

stayed in hiding, hardly dar±ng to move for eleven 

days, during which time all normal reactions were 

suppressed in the fight for survival, until the 

coast was clear and he was able to escape. At the 

end, when the Martians had died, the narrator return

ed to the 'human', and emotion, which had previously 

been substituted for pure, cold logic, returned to 
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him as he had survived. Wells seemed to be saying 

here that war and the fight for survival rob man of 

his humanity and this could become a permanent state 

if the earth is locked in a continual fight for 

survival. 

The Selenites in The First Men in the Moon were also 

totally unlike humans in appearance, and this also 

points out the alienating aspect of 'otherness': 

....• they fall under no division of the class

ification of earthly creatures ..... the insect 

type of anatomy had, fortunately for men never 

exceeded a relatively very small size on earth 

.•... but here ..... a creature certainly as 

much insect as vertabrate seems to have been 

able to attain to human and ultra-human dim-
. 29 ens1ons. 

To the narrator of the story they resembled ants, 

and they were further separated in their 'otherness' 

by the fact that "in addition to the two forms , the 

male and the female, (there are) a great variety of 

sexless creatures, workers, soldiers and the like, 

differing from one another in structure, character, 
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power and use, and yet all members of the same 

species."
30 

This systematic classificafion of 

the Selenites resembled a hive of bees rather than 

a society of thinking beings, and in fact resembles 

the over-ordered society of later dystopia stories 

such as Brave New World, written by Aldous Huxley 

in the nineteen thirties. Wells was convinced that 

society should organise its scientific discoveries, 

and Huxley in his ironical novel Brave New World 

was satirising this extreme organisation which he 

felt was worse than no organisation at all. Unwitt

ingly, Wells provided the base for Huxley's satiris

ation of an organised society, as the Selenites 

seemed not to be individuals at all, but rather, cogs 

in the great machine of their society. 

The difference between the Selenites and the Martians 

was that the former turned out to be quite friendly 

when they realised that Cavor, the inventor of the 

craft which travelled to the moon and the person who 

got left behind on the moon forever, was not a threat 

to them. Wells re-inforced this by not using the 
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hideous, grotesque images and adjectives he used 

to describe the Martians when describing the Selenites. 

His Selenite adjectives were not attractive, but not 

grotesque either, and "these Selenites are not merely 

colossally superior to ants but according to Cavor, 

colossally in intelligence, mor~lity and social 

wisdom, higher than man 1131 illustrates this. It 

seems clear here, that Wells did not think the organ

isation of the Selenite society was a bad thing, but 

it would also seem that he did not realise the full 

implications of an over-organised society, as were 

pointed out by later writers such as Aldous Huxley 

and George Orwell. 

3.4 Inversion 

The Time Machine was a combination of a displaced 

utopia and an inversion of accepted ideas of time. 

It was a basic leap forward in evolution and a warning 

that progress is not necessarily a good thing, as 

well as a salutation to the power of science in man's 

hands. 
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In contrast to Jules Verne where the travellers moved 
' 

backwards in order to discover the ultimate, Wells' 

hero moved forward in a slow process of discovery, as 

Mark Rose has said, "in which mystery after mystery 

unfolds and is explained, right up to the final death 

of the universe. 1132 

and 

At last a steady twilight brooded over the 

earth, a twilight only broken now and then 

when a comet glared across the darkling sky 

..•.. the sun had ceased to set - it simply 

rose and fell in the west, and grew ever 

broader and more red ..•.. 

at last, more than thirty million years hence, 

the huge red-hot dome of the sun had come to 

obscure nearly a tenth part of the darkling 

heavens 33 

are some of Well s'1, finest pieces of writing, and 

their effect is as stunning now as when they were 

written. They were in a sense a prophecy and an 

enlightenment, as well as his usual warning that 
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the human race and the earth it inhabits, are mortal 
' 

while the cosmos is not; there will be other universes 

and galaxies, and humanity is only a minute part of 

nature. 

As previously mentioned in Chapter I, the time travel-

ler discovered the reality of what man had become; 

two separate races, one of darkness and the underworld, 

the other of paradise and light. The appalling truth 

dawned on him that contrary to what he had originally 

thought, the Morlocks were actually the dominant race, 

and their characteristics were closer to those of 

nineteenth century humanity than the advanced, un-

warlike Eloi. The final fire and the battle with the 

Morlocks has been described by Mark Rose as "the image 

of the blind, stumbling creatures trapped on the hill, 

which the traveller calls 'the most weird and horrible 

thing, I think, of all that I beheld in that future age' 

is a vision of the condition of all living beings 

trapped in the nightmare of mortality. It summarises 

the felt meaning of the pain and incomprehension of 

b . . t. "34 e1ng in ime. 

The final battle itself can be seen as apocalyptic, as 
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it is an inversion of the ruler and ruled. The Morlocks 

hover on the edge of the Eloi society, waiting for their 

opportunity as they are actually more powerful than the 

Eloi, yet the Morlocks lost the battle. The forces of 

good, that is the Eloi and the time traveller, triumphed 

this time, but it was not a final triumph; the tension 

between good and evil is maintained by the fact that 

another battle could start at any time, and the Morlocks 

could win. The Eloi, being 'good' are the rightful 

rulers, but do not rule. They are in the hands of 

the powerful but ~~evil' Morlocks. An apocalypse is 

needed for the rightful rulers to take their place, 

but in order for the promise to be effective, the Eloi 

must continue to be the ruled, and the promise remain 

simply a promise and not a fulfillment. 

Another point to note is that the traveller himself 

caused the fire with his matches, implements of the 

nineteenth century. In the same way, the cause of 

the decadence and ghastliness of the future can be 

found in the nineteenth century. This is another 

of Wells' warnings not to get carried away with 

scientific discoveries, just as the inversion of 
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controlling and controlled groups is a warning. 

4.0 Conclusions 

In the writings of both Verne and Wells, the tension 

of opposites is maintained throughout, the most im

portant dialectic being that between good and evil, 

life and death. Verne portrayed life in the supreme 

achievements of man and the ways in which he conquers 

nature and strives for scientific truth. His heroes 

pursued knowledge and discovery with fanatical per

serverance and always emerged triumphant. This is 

far more than just a happy ending; it is the triumph 

of good (that is, the positive progress of man) over 

evil, (that is, over darkness and ignorance, or in 

other words, death.) It is the apocalyptic myth of 

the final victory of good, translated into a modern, 

secular setting. 

Other contrasts, such as that between cold and hot, 

dark and light were also in evidence, and these too 

were inverted versions of acceptable ideas, and 

also represented good and evil. The unexpected 
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temperature of the middle of the earth (it was not 

nearly as hot as the travellers had imagined it would 

be, though it heated up considerably in Axel's dream 

when he became one with the universe), is an example 

of this, as is the contrast between the warm sun of 

Sicily with the unexpected freezing temperatures of 

Iceland, which was where they thought they would 

surface. 

In Wells' work, the tension was much more clearly 

maintained. The Martians were images of death; 

they 1 ~came from a dying planet, they killed everything 

and everyone who stood in their way, and their machines, 

which seemed to have a life of their own, were instru

ments of death. In The War of the Worlds life triumphed, 

but only just. The one factor the Martians had not 

considered was that there may be germs or ~iruses in 

the earth's atmosphere which could kill them, and this 

turned out to be the truth. They did not last long on 

the planet earth, and died reasonably quickly, before 

too much damage had been done. In The Time Machine 

life did not triumph ~n that the traveller witnessed 

the the death of the sun and the earth. Hideous, crab-
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like creatures crawled across the shore (which could 

be a metaphor for the edge of time) and there was a 

horrible possibility that these were the descendents 

of humanity. Still later, these too became extinct, 

and there was nothing left of what was once the 

planet earth. 

The colours red and black are important in drawing 

these symbols. The Martians lived on blood, their 

vegetation which they had advertently or inadvertently 

brought with them covered the earth with a red mass, 

and even the planet Mars itself was seen as red in 

the sky. The Martians were black, the ravaged land

scape of what had been a system of towns and the green 

English countryside, was a burning mass of red flames 

and black, charred earth. 

Mark Rose has said that 

The Victorian situation of urban man disconnect

ed from God, cut off from Nature, separated from 

other men, is of course, our own; it is in the 

nineteenth century that the modern age begins, 

Science fiction can be understood in the context 

of nineteenth and twentieth century spiritual 



89 

loneliness ..•.. What is important is the 

attempt to replenish the void, to fill the 

immense absence with meaning. 35 

Seen in this light, it seems clear that science fiction 

is an attempt to give shape and meaning to the rapidly 

changing world of the late nineteenth century. It 

is a response to the crisis of a suddenly technological 

world in which the meaning of life has been called into 

question. This is functionally the same as religious 

myths of the apocalypse. If religious myths of the 

apocalypse are expressed in symbolic visions of the 

struggle between good and evil in anticipation o~ the 

final victory of good; if they are responses to im-

possible situations of crisis; and if they work through 

the symbolic acting out of the promise they contain, 

then science fiction of the type written by Jules 

Verne and H G Wells can indeed be seen as apocalyptic. 

Through imaginatively inverting the dimensions which 

make up a worldview, that is the dimensions of time 

and space, and the classification of groups, their 

work gave new life, meaning, and most importantly, 

hope, so that soc~ety could withstand the crisis of 

rapid industrialisation and urbanisation which they 
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were experiencing, through the quest for a better 

future which is functionally the same as the proleptic 

nature of the promise in religious apocalyptic myth. 

In the same way as religious visions of the apocalypse, 

science fiction opts for the promise rather than 

fulfillment of the promise, that is, the quest for 

a new world must continually be carried out; humanity 

must always look critically at the present, in order 

for stagnation and decay not to occur. The works 

of Verne and Wells therefore, were quasi-religious, 

secular apocalypses of expectation and hope. 
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CHAPTER III 

APOCALYPSES OF IRONY AND DESPAIR: ALDOUS HUXLEY 

ANL GEORGE ORWELL 

The most popular form of science fiction in the 

second period of the history of the genre, that is, 

the period from the nineteen twenties to the late 

nineteen forties which encompassed the aftermath of 

the two World Wars, was the idea of the ideal state 

or utopia, and its opposite image, the displaced u

topia or dystopia. 

Utopia has been defined by Barbara Goodwin as a "a 

form of political theory with unique characteristics, 

whose special advantage is its ability to transcend 

the ubiquitous, unassailable present ..... whose aim 

is to highlight the defects of an existing society and 

to offer a practical manifesto for action, involving 

the rejection of individualism and its replacement by 

some more collective form of organisation, and would 

require administration rather than government". 1 

It is possible to go further though, and suggest that 

it is more than a form of political theory, as it 



97 

involves an element of fantasy in the form of· a 

recipe for a new heaven and a new earth; an entire-

ly new and perfect society. This itself shows that 

utopia is apocalyptic in nature, in fact the most 

clearly apocalyptic of all science fiction forms, and 

even though utopias have been in evidence for centuries, 

they became an integral part of science fiction from 

the development of the genre in the late nineteenth 

century. It is now impossible to consider the genre 

of science fiction without considering utopias. 

Utopia is a vision of an ideal state. Dystopia on 

the other hand, is the ironic version, imaginary in 

the same way as utopia, but horrific. It emerges from 

a vision of utopia in which society has lost sight of 

the goal it is pursuing, that is, a better world for 

the people who inhabit it, and the means, that is, the 

rejection of individualism and emphasis on administra-

tion, become the end. It is in fact a warning against 

the fulfillment of the apocalyptic promise, similar 

to the warnings of HG Wells who felt the fulfillment 

would lead to decay. Dystopias however, warn that 

fulfillment will lead to corruption and oppression. 
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The initial phase of utopian writing fell between 

1771, when L'an 2440 was published, and 1871. 2 Be

tween 1871 and 1914, with the rise of science fiction 

as a literary genre and the rise of technology, the 

implications of future science were realised and the 

market was flooded with utopian fiction. It was 

during this time that the most varied and influential 

body of utopian fiction was written, though the impact 

it had was not nearly as great as the later works 

which were distinctly dystopian in nature. 

The characteristic form of utopia as described by IF 

Clarke, was the ideal state of the future in which 

"anticipation was the prophetic image of the aspirations 

of industrial society. The progressive and rational 

utopia was the self-confident manifestation of the 

Promethean period in an era of technological progress, 

and the doctrinal base for these visions of the happi

ness to come was the new belief in the immense powers 

of a technological society - eternal, without measure, 

self-perpetuating, dominating, and directing the forces 

of nature to the advantage of mankind" 3 . In other 

words, the advances achieved thus far were seen as the 

beginning of the journey towards a wonderful, perfect 
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world, with science and technology being the means 

towards that end. 

The prophets of the constructive ideal state wrote 

their expectations into visions of a better world, 

descriptions of improved metropolitan conditions, or 

practical designs for a new and perfect social order. 

They saw urban society continuing without interruption,, 

towards a point in time to come when the nation or the 

whole world would reach the predestined goal of an 

ideal existence4 . 

Yet the two versions of future utopias which have had 

the most impact on society and which are as relevant 

today as when they were written over thirty years ago, 

are not utopias at all, but dystopias. They are 

Aldous Huxley's Brave New World (1932), and George 

Orwell's Nineteen Eighty Four (1949). Both books 

were reflections of the changes the world was experi

encing at the time they were written, or in other 

words, they were'responses to the crises the world 

was undergoing after the initial phase of delight 

and wonQer at the changes science and technology had 

had on the world. Instead of the heady euphoria 
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of the nineteenth century, the world changed drama-

tically again in the twentieth as a resultof unfor-

seen catastrophes, that is, the First and the Second 

World Wars. 

1.u Apocalyptic Crises of the Twentieth Century 

The two world wars were catastrophes not because it 

was thought that wars had been eliminated or that 

modern humanity was beyond such barbarism; the great 

shocks of the wars were their unexpected nature, 

length, and sheer brutality, as well as the enormous 

wast~ both in terms of human life and in terms of f i-
5 nance . It seemed as if these crises had halted the 

course of progress towards an ideal existence forever, 

as Paul Fussell wrote, "Georgian complacency died in 
6 the trenches" . The face of progress had taken on 

a new expression, and governments turned the techno-

logical and scientific knowledge of the times to deal-

ing with the problems of national defence in the light 

of mass destruction. They had to plan and prepare 

for changes on a scale never experienced before. 
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That the First World War was a nightmare of pro-

portions almost unimaginable to those who did not 

experience it has been accepted as fact since the 

news of the trenches and the battles reached the 

7 rest of the world . The notion of the horror is 

so deeply entrenched, even today, that depictions 

of the war in literature as a normal event have been 

used to illustrate the abnormal. For example, 

Nancy Mitford in her series of autobiographical 

novels had a character of outrageous eccentricity 

(based on her own father Lord Redesdale), called 

Uncle Matthew. He hated all foreigners with a ven-

gence, calling them 'Frogs' , 'Wops' or 'Huns' , and had 

terrifying rages, in ~hich he ground his teeth so fer-

ociously, that the rumour in the family went that he 

had ground down four pairs of false teeth in the course 

of his adult life. He kept an entrenching tool, 

covered with dried blood and hairs and which had eight 

notches on it representing eight 'Huns' h~ had killed 

with it during the war, and always displayed it with 

pride in his house, much to the horror and alarm of 

visitors. He always described the Great War as the 

happiest time of his life, and slaughtering 'Huns' 
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had been the greatest fun, even recalling the stench, 

.. mu.d and blood of the Sorrune with nostalgic bliss8 . 

This characteristic was used by the author to illus-

trate his incredible eccentricity, which was actually 

bordering on insanity. 

The shock of the First World War lay in the patriotism 

and national glory which still existed in the minds of 

humankind, or in the words of the poet Herbert Read, 

'war still appealed to the imagination 1 • The millions 

who went off to battle in 1914 expected to play their 

patriotic part in a short and glorious campaign. The 

historian Duff Cooper explained it by saying he thought 

he was volunteering for an old-style war, because pre-

vious wars had never "interfered very much or for very 

long with the civilian population", and he "lacked the 

imagination to conceive that this was was likely to 

differ to any great extent from the others 119 • In 

other words, the word 'machine' had not yet become 

equated with the word 'gun', and they had failed to see 

how technology would change the nature of war. 

It has been said by Paul Fussell that the British who 

went to war were extraordinarily literary, and that 

this respect for literature made the poetry written at 
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h t . . 11 . 10 t e ime so copious as we as so important Not 

only were the nobility and the upper middle classes 

well-versed in the classics, but for the first time, 

the lower classes were being educated on a large scale. 

It was thought that through the study of literature 

at Workmen's Institutes, the lower classes would be 

able to rise in the class system, (this was of course, 

quite untrue; it took far more than education to 

penetrate the cast-iron snobbishness of the British 

class system) , and therefore, there were few soldiers, 

from privates to General Haig, who did not appreciate 

the value of literature. This was also an interest-

ing difference between the populations of Britain and 

the United States of America, as Fussell stated "it 

is unthinkable that any American poem issuing from 

the Great War would have as its title and last two 

lines a tag from Horace, familiar to every British 

schoolboy: 

'Dulce et decorum est 

Pro patria mori 11111 • 

Not realising the implications, the poets of the time 

saw the outbreak of war in totally outdated terms; 

"the woeful crimson of men slain 1112 was typical of 
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the reactions to what was seen as glory and honour, 

but as the horrible realities of the trenches, barbed 

wire, poison gas, machine guns, and the mud, blood and 

stench dawned on them and reverberated across the shock-

ed world, the tone changed to "shrill demented choirs 

of wailing shells
1113 

and "with sweat of horror in his 

hair .... unloading hell behind him 1114 . It is very 

important to note that as this revelation came to both 

the soldiers and the rest of the world, so did the 

flood of futuristic literature dwindle to almost no-

th . 15 
ing ; as the tide of war poetry swelled, the tide 

of futuristic literature faded. Suddenly, the poss-

ibility of a perfect future seemed to have lost all 

its meaning. 

The young and innocent army who went to the Battle of 

the Sorr~e on 1st July 1916 thought it would be the 

last and decisive battle of the war, but as Fussell 

has said, "that moment was one of the most interesting 

in the whole long history of human disillusion" 1 6. 

In fact the entire war was a disillusion big enough 

to change complacent perceptions of progress forever, 

and the population was more than worried and anxious 

about what lay ahead. A new generation of writers 
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dismissed the idea that more technology, more pro

gress, and more organisation must lead to a better 

society, and the result was that utopia became dys

topia in the popular and literary imagination. 

One of the first post-war stories of the future was 

a vision of how mankind would put an end to civili-

sation through its own folly. Edward Shank's novel 

The People of Ruins published in 1920, described how 

a series of wars as devastating as the First World 

War had wiped out most of the population of Europe, 

the survivors having regressed to barbarism, living 

in ignorance, constant violence and fear. This 

introduced the theme of desolation and destruction 

which has continued up to the present day, and, in 

it is the implicit fear that the human race is hell-

bent on its own destruction. The attitude, formed 

on the realisation of just how cruel, destructive 

and violent humans can be, especially with powerful 

weapons in their hands, can best be summed up by 

Bertrand Russell, who wrote in Icarus, or the Future 

of Science in 1924 "science has not given men more 

self-control, more kindliness, or more power of dis

counting their passions ..... Mens' collective 
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collective passions are largely evil, far the strong

est of them are hatred and rivalry directed towards 

other groups. Therefore, at present, all that 

gives men power to indulge their collective passions 

is bad. That is why science threatens to cause 

the destruction of our civilisation" 17 • This was 

typical of the uneasy and despondent feeling of the 

time. 

The biggest difference between the First and the 

Second World Wars lay not in the shock value of mass 

slaughter (for example, the siege of Leningrad was 

a battle of long duration with devastating results, 

but at this stage battles of this kind were almost 

acceptable
18

), but in the effects of a few seconds 

at the end of the war which annihilated entire cities. 

The bombs of Hiroshima and Nagasaki were shocking for 

the speed and efficiency with which they carried out 

their task of destruction. Even though the long-

term implications were not envisaged, the fact that 

such destruction could be carried out with so little 

effort on the part of the attackers, changed the nature 

of warfare forever. This was technology at its worst, 

and at the same time most efficient. 
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It was under these conditions, disillusionment, fear 

for the future and fear of the powers of science and 

technology, that Aldous Huxley wrote Brave New World 

and George Orwell wrote Nineteen Eighty Four. 

2.0 Aldous Huxley and Brave New World 

Part of the appeal and success of Brave New World 

lay in the fact that Huxley was familiar with the 

many works of utopia which had been written in the 

late nineteenth century, and he could therefore through 

irony and satire, write a description of the fulfill-

ment of the apocalyptic promise. Irony, as defined 

by the Oxford English Dictionary, is a "literary situ

ation in which a condition oi affairs or events ..•. 

is opposite to what was, or might naturally be expect

ed; a contradictory outcome of events as if in mock-

ery of the promise and fitness of things 1119 • Huxley, 

faced with the devastation of the ideology of progress 

by World Har I and the re-evaluation of science 

and technology and the roles they played within the 

myth of progress, created an ironic expose of the 

fulfillment of the apocalyptic promise in an over-

organised society. It was the struggle of the 
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poetic imagination to devise new categories so that 

humanity could come to terms with the images of 

dehumanisation which had become characteristic of 

the twentieth century; massive totalitarian social 

systems, mechanised mass warfare and the image of 

mass annihilation. 

Huxley used Henry Ford, symbol of the American way 

of life and American freedom as the central figure 

of worship in Brave New World. This itself is 

ironic, as Henry Ford was typically American, a 

product of a 'free' society, yet the society of 

Brave New World is enslaved in every conceivable 

way. Ford was more than a hero in the book; he 

was the central symbol around which the society 

revolved and centred its meaning. 

The great industrialist Henry Ford was also a xeno

phobe, anti-semite and a type of social engineer. 

He was an advocate of the 'melting pot' theory, where

by the various nations which came to make up the 

American people lost all their own cultures and i

dentities, and became a uniform, faceless, and cha-

racterless people. This extreme Americanism was 
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a reclassification of people by eliminating their 

particular ethnic and cultural histories and reducing 

their differences to uniformities, and Henry Ford 

was a prime instigator of this movement. To illus-

trate this 'melting pot' theory of the emerging 

nation of America, Ford arranged a pageant in the 

early nineteen twenties. A large pot was erected 

outside his factory: 

On the day of the pageant groups of immigrants, 

dressed in the colourful national costumes of 

their native lands, marched and danced towards 
' 

the pot..... (When the first group) of the 

procession reached the enormous pot it sang and 

danced one final chorus and then disappeared in-

side. One by one the various groups followed 

the first. From the other side of the 

pot there began to emerge people dressed alike 

in the current American fashion. Forming ranks, 

they began to sing in clear English "The Star 

Spangled Banner". Weaker and weaker grew the 

refrains of the tarantels, polkas, and kolos as 

more and more people emerged from the pot to 

swell the chorus of the national anthem. At 

last the foreign tunes and words were heard no 

more; the final flash of colour disappeared into 

the pot. All that could now be seen was a mass 

of people dressed alike and marching together. 

All that was heard was one song and one language 20 . 
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Having left their homelands and cultures behind, 

the immigrants becarae uniform in character and 

culture in the formation of a new nation, that 

of America. Individuals were seen as interchange-

able parts in a great machine which was society. 

This is very similar to the loss of individuality 

in Brave New World, where the people all think, 

act and live according to a pre-arranged pattern, 

and have in fact, one character. It would seem 

that Huxley, in using Ford as the central symbol 

in the book, was pointing out the irony of Ford's 

dream of the free society of America in which the 

people would actually be enslaved. 

In satirising ultimate organisation, Huxley took 

current expressions of twentieth century and trans

lated them into versions relevant to the sixth 

century of Our Ford, for example "My Ford" used 

as an expletive, and the sign of the "T", which 

is the Model T Ford motor car. In this way, the 

book is amusing, unlike the later Nineteen Eighty 

Four which although also ironic, contains no hum

our at all, and is filled with foreboding from the 

first page. 
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Huxley satirised science and technology before 

he wrote Brave New World, as he believed people 

such as HG Wells were wrong in advocating con-

trol over the uses of technology. He satirised 

Wells himself in the novel Crome Yellow, written 

in 19 21 . Mr Scogan in Crome Yellow looked, 

talked and thought like Wells, right up to the 

point where he warned, in the style typical of 

Wells, that the future form and direction of 

science cannot be left to chance and there must 

b . t. 21 e organisa ion . It is of course this organ-

isation which Huxley is warning against in Brave 

New World. 

Brave New Wor~d is the classic story of futuristic 

fiction written between the two World Wars. 

Huxley seemed to be saying that humankind cannot 

live by technology alone; that a world in which 

natural fibres, natural foods and even naturally 

created people, all of which have been replaced 

by scientifically made, pseudo-versions and pale 

imitations of the natural is not a pleasant thought. 

It is a meaningless and valueless world, and his 

descriptions of life from which all humanity has 
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been stripped demonstrated this extremely well. 

The story revolves around the discovery of a 'Savage' 

in one of the few Reservations which are all that is 

left of the world familiar to the reader. The vast 

mass of the world is an over-organised, technological 

utopia in which every person is pre-destined to ful

fill a particular role in society, in a totally arti-

ficial world. The 'Savage' brought to 'civilisa-

tion' by the central characters of this civilisation, 

Bernard Marx and Lenina, and the story is of his in

ability to adapt to 'civilisation' and society's in-

ability to understand this. The introduction of the 

'Savage', twentieth century mankind's view of a 'normal' 

person was the tool by which the reader is made aware 

of exactly how Huxley has manipulated personal free

dom, choice and the right to live as an individual 

sees fit. Without the presence of the 'Savage' 

the impact of the society of Our Ford upon the reader 

would not be nearly as great, as he is used to show 

the differences between the two ways of thinking. 

He is the field of reference to demonstrate how far 

humanity has drifted from what is usually thought to 

be normal. Late in the book, the 'Savage' had an 

argument with one of the leaders of the people, 
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Mustapha Mona, in which the 'Savage' stated what are 

really the traditional values of society, saying, "I 

want God, I want poetry, I want real danger, I want 

freedom, I want goodness, I want sin", and Mustapha 

Mond charged him with wanting the "right to be unhap-
2~ py" What Huxley seems to be saying is that it 

is necessary to be able to feel unhappiness so that 

happiness can be seen as a worthy alternative. With-

out knowing unhappiness, happiness has no meaning. 

2. 1. Space 

In dealing with the dimension of space, Huxley first 

of all made travel within the space of the planet 

Earth easy, but did not invent travel between the 

planets, or indeed mention the 'outside' at all. 

The reason for this was that there was no outside; 

all space is totally enclosed in a totally self-con-

tained social world. Instead, he inverted the 

boundaries between the normal and the abnormal. 

The reader would consider the artificial world as ab

normal, and the world of the reservation as normal, 

as it is closer to his/her conception of what normal 
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should be. The society of Bernard and Lenina, in-

habited by robot-like people is strange and different, 

yet it ~s seen by all the inhabitants of that society 

as normal. In this way, Huxley effectively invert-

ed the spatial dimension so that the normal has be

come the abnormal and vice versa. 

2.2. Time 

The age of Our Ford is supposed to be in about 600 

years time, but 1964, Huxley wrote in Brave World Re

visited that "in 1931 when Brave New World was being 

written, I was convinced that there was still plenty 

of time. The completely organised society, the 

scientific caste system, the abolition of free will 

by methodical conditioning, the servitude made accep

table by regular doses of chemically induced happi

ness, the orthodoxies drummed in by nightly courses of 

sleep-teaching - these things were coming all right, 

but not in my time, not even in the time of my grand

children ..... Twenty-seven years later, in this 

third quarter of the twentieth century AD, and long 

before the end of the first century AF, I feel a good 

deal less optimistic than I did when I was writing 
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Brave New World. The prophecies made in 1931 

are coming true much sooner than I thought they would 

The nightmare of total organisation, which I had 

situated in the seventh century after Ford, has em-

erged from the safe, remote future and is now await-

23 ing us, just around the corner" The recessions 

of the seventies and the eighties with their back-to-

nature philosophies and rejection of the synthetic 

world of the sixties may be regarded as atavistic re-

sponses to this ~rocess, as has the space race and 

the advent of Sputnik; the fact that the Russians 

put a man in space before the Americans made the 

Americans determined to put a man on the moon before 

anyone else, and this seems to have deferred the re

jection of science and technology for about ten years 24 . 

But when Huxley wrote the above in 1964, the world 

was on the crest of the technological wave when it did 

not seem possible that things would continue in that 

vein. 

The Brave New World was supposed to be about 600 years 

from the twentieth century, but Huxley has effective-

ly inverted the time dimension by making it imminent, 

as there is nothing in the book with which the reader 
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is not familiar. There are no new scientific in-

ventions of the future; Huxley simply used the sci

ence of the 1930's. For example, there were rock

ets in the book, but they are in fact just very fast 

aeroplanes, not spaceships. The means of transport 

was usually helicopter or monorail. Huxley did not 

invent possible scientific advances of the future, 

nor did he change anything material so that the 

seventh century of Our Ford is in the distant future; 

it is now. The only thing which is different is the 

organisation of society, and because everything else 

is so familiar to the reader, this appears to be able 

to happen at any time. In the same way, Huxley 

did not invent a future person who could personify 

the society. He chose Henry Ford, a person the 

twentieth century Western world feels it knows. 

This is effective displacement of current perceptions 

of time. 

Another inversion of the time dimension is the fact 

that there is no history before the world of Our Ford. 

Huxley used the famous statement of Henry Ford's, 

"History is bunk" to eliminate history, or rather the 

history of time before Ford, as unimportant and of 
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no consequence except in relation to showing how 

dreadful the world had been before Our Ford put 

it right. The rooting of a society in a historical 

context is an important aspect of creating a world 

view; being located in a time pattern contributes 

to an individual's sense of self and of his/her 

place in the universe, and therefore lends a sense 

of meaning to his/her life. Removing it as Huxley 

did, is an alienating feature as well as an effective 

inversion of the passage of time in terms of a linear 

pattern. Time is inverted through the lack of known 

time before Ford, and this is lost in a nebulous past 

in which the people do not seem to display any curi

osity. 

2.3. Classification 

The most obvious apocalyptic feature in terms of 

inversion of the parts which make up a world view, 

lies in the inversion of not just individuals or 

groups of people, but in the human race itself. 

Humans have been reduced to little more than machines; 

they are genetically programmed before their test

tube 'births' to fit into pre-arranged social and 
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economic slots, and through years of sleep-teaching, 

are quite happy with whatever slot they have been pro-

grammed to fit into. The world of the time before 

Ford has been turned upside down so that all personal 

freedom has been removed, right into the thought 

processes of individuals. It is not possible to 

rebel against the system because of the conditioning 

the people have experienced since before they were 

born. Such brainwashing reduced people to the 

status of robots; the only acceptable emotion is 

happiness, the happiness of total surrender to the 

will of society. Huxley introduced a tension of 

opposites by introducing an alternative system, that 

is, the system of the 'Savage' who had not lost his 

individual will. The debate between the 'Savage' 

and Musapha Mond illustrates this well. Mond did not 

say the Savage was mad, only that he was misdirected, 

and did not know what was good for him. The fact 

that families become an obscenity, children were pro

duced not born, and even the food was artificial 

(all 'unclean' and earthy elements having been rem-

moved) are examples of the reversal of life as mankind 

of the twentieth cenutry knows it. Not only has sci-

ence de-humanised mankind, but it has also removed 
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all traces of what forms the natural world. The 

world therefore became clinical, antiseptic and ar-

tificial, and the most frightening aspect of all was 

that the inhabitants of that world did not have the 

power to realise there was something wrong; they 

couldnotchange it because they were incapable of 

wanting it to change. 

The inversion of acceptable ideas of what constitutes 

hun~nity was continued by Huxley in the portrayal of 

the reservation, in the form of 'outrages' which are 

almost obscene. 

"About sixty thousand Indians and half-breeds 

•.•.. still preserve their repulsive habits and 

customs ....• Marriage, if you know what that 

is, my dear young lady; families Chris-

tianity and totemism and ancestor worship ..... 

extinct languages such as Zuni and Spanish and 

Athapascan ..... pumas, porcupines and other fe

rocious animals ..... infectious diseases 
. t l' d .. 2s pries s •.... venomous izar s. 

Yet thes~ 'outrages', including the ultimate' horror 

of children being born not made in test-tubes, are 

what make the human race 'human', that is, the people 
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of the reservation still live natural lives, a 

large part of which contains freedom of choice as 

well as the right to feel emotions other than ar-

tifically-induced happiness. 

2.4. Huxley ana Technology 

Huxley himself has said that one enormous failure 

of foresight was that Brave New World contained no 

references to atomic weapons or even nuclear fission 

as a peace-time means of energy. He explained 

this by saying that the theme of Brave New World was 

not the advancement of science as such, but rather 

the advancement of science as it affected human indi

' d 1 26 vi ua s . The uses of nuclear energy were not ap-

parent when Huxley wrote the book in 1931, and neither 

were the implications. It was the further sobering 

effect of the Second World War and nuclear warfare 

which wiped out the humour in the irony of dystopian 

literature, so that Nineteen Eighty Four was a more 

dreadful, more sombre and even more horrifying vision 

than Brave New World. What had been started in the 

First World War, that is, the use of science and tech-

nology for mass destruction, had been continued and 
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and worsened in the Second, and this, together with 

the rise of totalitarian states between the wars, that 

is the rise of ultimate organisation of societies 

in Nazism and other forms of Fascism, Communism, and 

even some forms of socialism, which resulted in Orwell's 

book Nineteen Eighty Four. 

3.0 George Orwell and Nineteen Eighty Four 

It has been said that Nineteen Eighty Four is an 

anti-Conununist or anti-Socialist novel, though Orwell 

himself has denied this, saying it is a warning 

against any political system of total organisation. 

Many American papers were reviewing the book as a 

comprehensive anti-Socialist polemic and this dis

turbed Orwell so much that he organised for his pub-

lisher, Frederic Warburg to issue a press release in 

which he made it clear that what he had done was to 

warn against totalitarianism in any form, and far from 

saying that Nineteen Eighty Four would happen in the 

near future, he was saying that it could happen, and 

it was up to society to prevent this 27 . Nineteen 

Eighty Four is a far more political book than Brave 
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New World, even though both concentrate on individu

als within the system and not on the system itself. 

Far more attention is paid to Big Brother, the leader 

of the society than was ever paid to Ford in Brave 

New World, and the Party and its politics are central 

to the novel, whereas in Brave New World it seemed as 

if politics were unimportant to the people in that 

they should not have to worry about the running of 

the society. This sort of worry was eliminated 

through drug-induced pseudo-happiness, and played no 

part in the people's lives at all. 

Some of the worst experiences of the war years, such 

as the party system, constant battles, propaganda, 

and the new wave of police were the thoughts which 

provided Orwell with the idea of what could happen 

if the world continued to act in the manner which 

had developed in the twentieth century, that of using 

technology in a terribly destructive way. Some 

critics went as far as to suggest that the roots of 

the idea for Nineteen Eighty Four could be found in 

the posthumously published account of his schooldays 

at Eton; "Such, Such were the Joys is so unhappy 

and so horrific a picture of institutional despotism 

that some have seen it, rather than the political 



123 

events in Europe in the 1930's and 1940's as the 

origins of Nineteen Eighty Four" 28 Orwell's bio-

grapher Bernard Crick however, felt this was an ex-

aggeration, as Orwell spoke of 'unnecessary torments' 

which implied individual events, rather than a general 

t d 't' 29 process or permanen con i ion . What Orwell seem-

ed to be saying in Nineteen Eighty Four was that sci-

ence and technology cannot help mankind, except in 

providing the weapons and means for the control of 

others, and if in the wrong hands, this control could 

de-humanise and reduce the people not to robots, in-

capable of thought, as in Brave New World, but to 

terrified animals, capable of thought but too afraid 

to allow themselve to think. 

The hero of Nineteen Eighty Four is Winston Smith, 

a man who dared to criticise the system, and was 

caught plotting and fighting against it. Through 

fear of the Thought Police, the people never even 

dare think a treasonable thought in case someone sus-

pects it and reports them; suspicion is enough for 

a conviction, and the punishment is almost certainly 

death by torture. Orwell created a world where the 

technological ethos, that is the efficiency, ration-

al organisation and bureaucracy which make up a 
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technological ethos, exists but without any of the 

advantages it is supposed to bring with it, such as 

the saving of labour and time-wasting activities so 

that life can be made easier for society and give 

the people more time for leisure activities. There 

is very little science and technology in the book; 

the only technology is of the kind which makes it 

easier for the police to control the people, and the 

kind which workers use in their places of employment. 

Nothing in their apartments or in their lives is of 

any help to them and they have no labour-saving devices 

at all. Scientific and technological tools of the 

twentieth century either do not exist in the book or 

they are permanently broken, which is a way of main

taining the submissiveness of the people as they have 

no help at their disposal and are constantly pattling 

to keep some sort of order in their lives. There 

is also very little in the way of the future in the 

novel; the interesting part is that it was set al-

most in the present. Orwell chose the year 1984 as 

one far away enough in order to give the world time 

for this society to develop and therefore to be a 

threat to the readers, and at the same time close 

enough to make it imminent. He found a convenient 
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solution to the problem of choosing a year in which 

to set the novel; it was written in 1948, and he 

simply reversed the last two digits in order to pin-

. t 1 . bl t .. 30 po1n a p aus1 e ime . Bearing in mind that 

there is very little science and very little in the 

way of the future, can it be said that Nineteen 

Eighty Four is first of all science fiction, and 

second of all, in any sense apocalyptic ? 

Nineteen Eighty Four is a displaced utopia story. 

This in itself lends the novel to the science fiction 

genre, but more clearly, Mark Rose has said that 

"science fiction stories either portray a world that 

is in some respect different from our own, as for in-

stance in stories set in the future or on other plan-

ets, or alternatively, they describe the impact of 

some strange element on our world, as in alien-inva-

sion stories or evolutionary fables. Science f ic-

tion stories in other words, always contain an element 

of the fantastical
1131

• When looked at in this light, 

Nineteen Eighty Four can be called science fiction 

for more than one reason. The society is very 

different from our own, ana the strange element which 

has made an impact on the world is the totalitarian 
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state as Orwell described it, and it can also be seen 

as a political evolutionary fable. Orwell has 

substituted the politics of a dystopian society for 

the progress of science in evolution, and this is a 

similar literary tool. We now need to examine the 

book to see if it is in any sense apocalyptic. 

ing the characteristics of apocalyptic in terms of 

the inversion of dimensions which make up a world

view, it would seem as if Nineteen Eighty Four is 

indeed an apocalyptic novel. 

3.1. Space 

Tak-

The dimension of space and the inversion of this di

mension was dealt with in an unusual fashion in 

Nineteen Eighty Four. Instead of boundaries having 

been redefined and the centre becoming the periphery 

the boundaries were constantly being redefined and 

there are no clear boundaries from one minute to the 

next. The world is divided into three areas, Oceania, 

Eurasia and Eastasia, but their allies are constantly 

changing so that the people are not only unsure where 

these powers begi~, end or meet, but they are also 
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unsure of who are enemies and who are friends. 

"Oceania was at war with Eurasia and in alliance 

with Eastasia. In ro public or private utterance 

was it ever admitted that the three powers had at 

any time been grouped along different lines. Ac-

tually, as Winston well knew, it was only four years 

since Oceania had been at war with Eastasia and in 

alliance with Eurasia Officially the change 

of partners had never happened, Oceania was at war 

with Eurasia: therefore Oceania had always been at 

. h . "33 war wit Eurasia . The people are never sure 

where the boundaries of their friends were, or if they 

would change. Each time their enemies changed, 

history was rewritten in its entirety, so that it ap-

peared that they had always been at war with the same 

power. The rea~on for this was so that the people 

did not have any sense of security or continuity. 

There is nothing in the book to indicate that the au-

thorities wanted the people to be secure; it is far 

better for the authorities that they are insecure and 

not sure of the facts as this makes them less likely 

to revolt, and the Party cannot be seen to be wrong 

or to make a mistake. The Party is right, the 

Party knows best and what is done is for the good of 
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the population who cannot be allowed to question it 

in case the Party is proved to be wrong. This 

would be fatal for the Party as they would lose their 

power-base. 

3.2. Time 

A persistent confusion between fact and fiction is 

a constant theme in the book and this is true of the 

dimension of time as well as space. Winston was not 

at all sure of the passage of time. "A sense of 

complete helplessness had descended upon him. To 

begin with, he did not know with any certainty that 

this was 1984. It must be round about that date, 

since he was fairly sure that he had been born in 

1944 or 1945; but it was never possible nowadays to 

33 pin down any date within a year or two" • 
In this 

way, Orwell has inverted the dimension of time from 

something constant and known to something unreliable 

and insecure. Unlike Huxley, in whose novel Brave 

New World history has been made unimportant before 

the age of Ford and always very vague with the hint 

that it is better not to know the details as life 
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before Ford had been so unpleasant, Orwell's so

ciety did not bother with the happiness of the people 

and the Party simply rewrote history to suit the con-

ditions of the time. But, both transform (apocalyp-

tically), the present order by eliminating any ordi

nary sense of stable continuity in the past. 

Orwell also seemed to be saying that there is no 

need to wait for the apocalypse, the world is acting 

as if it has already happened. The furious contro

versies and differences between Stalinists and Trots

kyists, between Liberals and Socialists, between 

government and government in the Cold War, were all 

evidence that Orwell was not predicting into the future 

he was describing the present as the world was well 

on its way towards the kind of society reflected 

in Nineteen Eighty Four. This is very similar to 

the proleptic nature of biblical and other religious 

apocalypses, where the people acted out their hopes 

in order to be able to cope with the unpleasantness 

of the present. The modern world is acting as if it 

wants Nineteen Eighty Four to be a reality; the fact 

that the world has behaved the way it has in the twen-

tieth century is an indication of this. There is no 
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evidence that it will not happen, that societies 

will come to their senses, and warnings such as 

those issued by Orwell have shocked the nations, 

but have not done anything to prevent them from 

continuing in this pattern. Orwell seemed to 

be warning against what could happen if the world 

did not stop acting out the future which is the 

world of Ingsoc, Newspeak, Thought Crime and the 

Thought Police. 

3.3 Classification 

The reader identifies with Winston because he is 

'like us' - the 'otherness' in the novel belongs 

to the authorities, and the worldviews we know 

have been turned upside down; the vast majority 

of the vopulation do not see that they should be 

the rulers, or rather what they stand for is 

actually 'correct' and the inversion of the ruled/ 

ruler is a constant all-pervading horror in the 

book. These 'incorrect' rulers might not have 

come from another planet,or galaxy like the Martians 

in Wells' work, but they are as different and 'other' 
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as if they have. It is interesting that the main 

fear in the book~ is that of being caught by the 

Thought Police for having treasonable thoughts, 

which are any ideas and thoughts which threaten ac-

ceptance of the status quo. In Brave New World 

there is no terror, there are no Thought Police as 

it is inconceivable that they would ever be needed. 

It is impossible for the people to commit thought 

crimes as their conditioning effectively prevents 

them from thinking at all and threats to the system 

just do not exist. "The purpose of Newspeak was 

not only to provide a medium of expression for the 

worldview and mental habits proper to the devotees 

of Ingsoc, but to make all other modes of thought 

impossible 1134 • It shows that society had not 

reached the stage of sleep-teaching approval of the 

system, and "it was intended that when Newspeak had 

been adopted for once and for all and Old speak for

gotten, a heretical thought - that is, a thought 

diverging from the principles of Ingsoc - should 

be literally unthinkable, at least so far as thought 

is dependent on words 1135 , and was their plan for 

eliminating resistance to the system. In the mean-

time, the population lived in constant fear of the 
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'other' by whom they were being ruled in case a 

treasonable thought slipped into their minds inad

vertently; whether intended or not, a thought crime 

was a thought crime, and punishment was inevitable. 

Not only are groups reclassified in Nineteen Eighty 

Four, but there is an individual inversion of cate-

gories as well. Nobody knows who can be trusted 

and who cannot and everyone who lives by the Party 

rules is 'other', in fact, this is the entire popu

lation, as even Winston pretends to be a good citi-

zen and pretends to love Big Brother. A surprising 

turn in the novel is that when he is caught, Winston 

is not eliminated, as this is the characteristic form 

of punishment for treason. People disappear as if 

they had never existed, and all traces of them also 

disappear; nobody mentions them, they are not miss

ed, and their memories are wiped out completely. 

This treatment is the same as rewriting history; 

according to the officials, the missing person had 

never existed at all, and it would be extremely 

foolish of anyone to contradict this. But Winston 

is not killed; instead he is tortured and brain

washed so that in the end, h~ does love Big Brother 
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and will never have treasonable thoughts again. 

Just as the Savage in Brave New World cannot live in 

the world outside of the Reservation and he kills 

hintself rather than having to live in it, so is 

Winston, that is, the 'real' Winston, killed through 

brainwashing. The man alive at the end is not the 

man who is the hero of the story, which is worse 

than physical death as his principles have been com

promised; the Savage dies a physical death, true to 

his conscience, but Winston does not have any con

science left as it has been effectively eliminated; 

he has died a social death. 

4.0 Conclusions 

Brave New World and Nineteen Eighty Four are both 

extremely effective as examples of apocalyptic lit

erature for two reasons; first, apocalyptic promise 

is supposed to bring with it a new era, a new heaven 

and a new earth, and through irony, both books reach 

this new era, even though they do this in a manner 

which had not really been thought of before, that of 

ironic, displaced utopias. Both books are warnings 
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against the fulfillment of the apocalyptic promise, 

that a new heaven and a new earth are not necessari-

ly better than the previous one. They are ironic 

descriptions of a world in which social control is 

the watchword, and deviation, that is, any display 

of originality or innovation is seen as a danger to 

society and must therefore be stamped out, or in 

other words, they are descriptions of ultimate, this

worldly, collective salvation, but through the use 

of irony, do not promise a better world. 

Second, through the inversion of the dimensions of 

tirae and space and the classification of groups, 

current worldviews are turned upside down, and 

through the functional equivalent of acting out the 

promise as if it has already happened in the quest 

for a better future, these works are indeed apocalyp

tic literature, and function in similar ways. 
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CHAPTER IV 

APOCALYPSES OF DESTRUCTION AND REDEMPTION 

We move now to the third period in the history of 

the genre,that is, the post-nuclear age, or the time 

when nuclear .Power became common as a source of en-

ergy, and a reality as a destructive force. It is 

the period after the nuclear blasts of Hiroshima 

and Nagasaki in 1945, when societies came to understand 

better than at any other time, that technology can 

have both good and evil uses, and the human race can-

not be reliea upon to use it only for good. Atomic 

power is an effective and cheap source of energy, 

but the effects of radiation and the dangers it 

brought with it were the harsh realities of Hiroshima 

and Nagasaki, as well as the disasters of Three Mile 

Island and the Nuclear Research Facility in Lucens, 

Switzerland
1

, the longterm effects of which are still 

not entirely known. 

The factors which distinguish this period, that is, 

the nineteen fifties and nineteen sixties, from the 
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previous ones are that the machine and the computer, 

or thinking machine advanced spectacularly and space 

travel became a reality. Thinking machines and 

space travel represent pinnacles of human achievement 

in science and technology; they are massive hurdles 

in the path of scientific advancement and.knowledge 

which have been cleared, .and no single symbolic step 

since then has been as great as these in the field of 

scientific discovery. Even though computers and 

space travel have been greatly improved in the twenty 

years they have been in use, nothing as symbolically 

important has occurred since then, and the world is 

still waiting for the next breakthrough. 

1.0 Machines and Computers 

Mark Rose has said that the role of machines in science 

fiction is a double one; "Machines typically mediate 

between the human and the non-human, serving as the 

agency through which man explores and protects himself 

from the cosmos. But at the same time, as versions 

of the non-human, machines may represent a threat to 
2 human values" . In order to understand how machines 
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changea from being user-friendly mediators and ser-

vants of human beings to being a threat to human 

values (as Rose states), or threatening controllers 

of their makers, it is necessary to look at their 

history from the nineteenth century when a mechani

cal worldview prevailed
3 

and the industrial revolution 

made people aware that theirs was the age of the 

machine
4

, to the present day, when it seems that ma

chines are no longer a threat in their own right 5 . 

1.2. Brief History of Machines 

For Jules Verne, machines and technology were the 

tools of mankind, enabling humans to conquer nature, 

and useless without humans, that is, scientific, 

modern humans, to operate them, whereas for later 

writers such as Arthur Clarke, they became a destruc-

tive force capable of plotting against and wiping out 

mankind6 . It took another twenty years for this 

threat· to become less real; as computers became 

more and more advanced as artifical 'brains', it was 

realised that it has not become possible yet, and pro

bably will not for a very long time, to create an 
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artificial 'brain' with an imagination. Until 

this happens, humans seem safe from the threat of 

7 computer take-over . 

I 

I 
The second Industrial Revolution in the mid-nine-

teenth century in England changed the face of the 

country in a remarkably rapid and rather unpleasant 
8 

way , and the images of the Industrial Revolution 

were not attractive. Dismal, grim factories scar-

ring the landscape, pollution, workers no more than 

slaves who worked for a pittance under appalling con-

ditions with no-.:se...curity or rights whatsoever, were all 

the realities of the time and have remained the images 

which immediately spring to mind when people today 

think of the Industrial Revolution 9 . The workers 

slaved at machines for abysmal wages, while the 

capitalist bosses who owned the factories and the 

machines reaped the prof its. It is hardly surpris-

ing that machines and the effect they had on the coun-

try and the workers were not regarded with anything 

like favour, except by the owners of the machines 

themselves. John Ruskin 10 
took up the fight against 

all machines with almost religious fervor, his main 



144 

objection being their de-humanising character which 

alienated man from his environment. Ruskin saw 

industrialisation as an evil, de-humanising force, 

and not progressive in any sense. The extreme 

contrast of the industrial factory with the rolling 

green fields of the English countryside which the 

industry was destroying was the target of much social 

criticism from this time, right up to the present, 

and has resulted in popular conservation movements 

to protect the environment, as well as the workers' 

place in it. But the tragic irony of industriali-

sation was that man could not find a way to harness 

the power of machines without being himself bound to 

these machines 11 • 

As technology advanced, machines became smaller and 

more efficient
12

• The first radio was an enormous 

structure of valves, then the size was reduced hun-. 

dreds of times as the valves became smaller and 

transistors replaced them. Today, the working parts 

of a radio fit into an integrated circuit half the 

size of a postcard, and soon, they will be in one 

t . ·1· h' 13 h iny s1 icone c ip . In t e same way, computers 

developed from the enormous structures the size of a 
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I 

building, to the present day calculators and micro-

computers. When the computer was invented, 1the 

notion that it could take over and control humans 

was seen as a threat which does not seem to exist 

anymore. As previously mentioned, it was realised 

that a machine lacks one essential ingredient, and 

that is an imagination. So far, it is not seen 

as a possibility that a computer with an imagination 

can be built, though more and more functions become 

possible as more and more advanced computers are 

produced all the time. The only evil in the machine 

seems to be what has been put there by humans. A 

computer 'thinks' and reacts only in the way it has 

been programmed, and until a program with an imagi-

nation is invented, the world seems safe from the 

take-over by machines. 

1.3. Machines and Views of the Future 

IF Clarke has identified the difference between the 

English and American views of the future, the American 

being the root of the 'thinking machine' idea! 
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The English tale of the future has produced 

the most convincing prophecies of political 
l 

oppression, and the Americans have written
1 

more widely and with greater effectiveness about 

the repressive potentialities of the mechanised 

society. These appear as nightmare fantasies of 

the computers and the robots that nullify the 

American dream of the free, spontaneous and 

heroic life ..... One reason is that ever since 

the construction of the first computer UNIVAC i' 

in 1950, the Americans have been living through 

the most extensive applications of computers in 

world history. They have in consequence engaged 

in the most serious debates about their uses and 

abuses, because the possibility of an automated 

world controlled by computers and data banks off

ends all that is personal and independent in the 

American tradition. 14 

It would appear however, that another reason for this 

difference lies in the different life experiences of 

the two nations. Throughout history, Britain has 

been involved in civil and territorial wars over land 

and government, such as the struggles for Scotland and 

Ireland, as well as the constant threat of take-over 

by countries such as Spain and France in previous cen

turies, and Germany in this century. 15 Britain still 

does not see itself as one nation; even today the 
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English think of themselves as very different to the 

Scottish or Welshj and the Scottish or Welsh think of 
I 

themselves as Scottish or Welsh, not English. ! The area 

of land the country occupies is small and exposed, and 

invasion used to be a real threat; so much so that the 

twentieth century has only changed this since the Second 

World War. Up until then, take-over by a foreign nation 

with foreign ideas and social systems posed a real 

threat. The Americans on the other hand, have not since 

the Civil War experienced this sort of disunity, nor 

have they experienced a direct threat to their shores, 16 

and have never been invaded. The idea of a foreign take-

over is unthinkable, because it is not seen as possible 

due to their size, position and strength. An oppressive 

political system is also unthinkable as it is a direct 

contradiction of everything America is supposed to stand 

for, as well as the Constitution, a document of almost 

sacred properties. Alien invasion from another planet 

seems imaginatively more likely to them than invasion by 

another country or the imposition of an unAmerican polit-

ical system; when Orson Welles narrated H G Wells' War 

of the Worlds over the radio in nineteen thirty eight, the 

nation panicked as they could actually perceive of this 

happening. America is a large expanse of land where many 

cultures formed a new nationality. This seems to have 



148 

made them intensely patriotic towards the ideals of a 

free, democratic society to which very few countries 

pose any sort of threat. 

2.0 ·Space Travel 

Space travel is entirely dependent on thinking machines, 

from the large computers at the space stations on earth, 

to the microchips used on board the space-craft them

selves. The microchip was in use in the early nineteen 

sixties in the research laboratories of the top secret 

American space programme, and this alone was the reason 

that America was the first to put a man on the moon. 17 

Reaching the moon has a semi-mystical aura about it; in 

itself it is a symbolic apocalyptic device as it altered 

man's conceptions of space forever. If man can travel 

to the moon, the possibilities are infinite; if man can 

invent the technology to overcome the limits set by 

gravity and sheer distance, there is no reason why he 

cannot one day, overcome the obstacles in the way of trav

el to other planets and galaxies. Planets may be millions 

of light years away, but overcoming this is only as im

possible as travelling to the moon was a hundred years ago. 

Landing on the moon was symbolically the greatest 
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technological breakthrough made so far, and this, 

together with its semi-mystical aura made it an 

emotional event which reached almost mawkish levels 

of sentimentality, from the first words spoken on 

the moon, "one small step for man, one giant leap 

for mankind" to the message left behind by the as

tronauts in case other beings from other planets 

arrive6 later, "Here men from the planet Earth first 

set foot on the moon. July 1969 AD. We come in 

peace for all mankind 1118 • This is the enactment of 

all the science fiction fantasies about space travel, 

ana the landing on the moon was a syIT~olic milestone 

on the road of scientific advancement. As already 

mentioned, it was apocalyptic in nature as it changed 

man's conceptions of space, but more importantly, in 

acting out scientific fantasies, the future became 

the present. Although this acting out was a physical 

reality and not in the imaginations of the people 

concerned, this is mythically and symbolically the 

same as biblical apocalyptic vision, as the Western 

world was living the future. 

The reasons for sending men to the moon in the first 

place can only be speculated upon. Why did the 
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Americans think space travel important enough to 

spend billions of dollars on it and millions of 

manhours in research ? It would seem that the 

reasons were complex. First of all, the recovery 

after the Second World War and the Korean War had 

been virtually completed, the Western world was on 

the crest of an economic boom which meant there was 

plenty of money available to finance such a venture. 

More importantly though, it seems more a question of 

national pride. America saw itself as the leader 

of the free world; biggest, best and most advanced. 

Russia on the other hand, was seen by America as the 

epitome of the enslaved world of communism, yet the 

Russians were the first to put a man in space in the 

form of Uri Gargarin in 1957. This was a terrible 

blow to America who saw itself as the nation of the 

future, and the race was on. The space race was im-

portant enough to America's pride as leader of the 

free world and leader in scientific and technologi

cal advancement for the Americans to delay the dis

illusion they were to feel with the plastic world of 

technology for ten years. When the disillusion came, 

along with a foreign and very bloody war which divided 

the nation as no other issue had divided it for 
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' generations, the rebellion was a large one and it 

came mainly from the nation's youth 19 . American 

university campusses in the late nineteen sixties 

were notable for the constant demonstrations against 

their country's involvement in Vietnam and together 

with this, was a rebellion against the plastic world 

of technology with its false values and material out-

look. Once the Americans had put a man on the moon, 

space travel lost appeal somewhat, as it was wasteful 

of energy and resources and in the economic recessions 

of the nineteen seventies, other things were seen as 

more important. A large number of people felt the 

money involved could be better spent on ecology, edu-

20 
cation and aid programne: The rejection of techno-

logy straggled on into the nineteen eighties, with an 

emphasis on health and against all unnatural aspects 

of life. This does not mean that technology has 

been rejected outright; information technology and 

micro technology has boomed, and the demand increases 

annually. It would seem that a more moral attitude 

has been the outcome, and destructive and damaging 

technology has been rejected21 . Frantic efforts 

are now being made to reduce the damage done so far, 

and to prevent any more damage to individuals, society 
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and the environment. 

3.0 Characteristics of this Period in the History of 
the Genre 

The most important science fiction works of this period 

are those in which technology has been rejected, 

or more specifically, the destructive aspects of 

technology have been rejected and the human race has 

gone beyond the limited capabilities of machines. 

For example, in 1963 Frank Herbert published the first 

of the Dune series, and in this work, man has decided 

that computers are so limited and incapable of thought, 

as well as the notion that man had become enslaved 

to them, that a race of "Mentat" or human computers 

had been developed. "Then came the Butlerian 

Jihad - two generations of chaos. The god of ma-

chine-logic was overthrown among the masses and a new 

concept was raised: 22 'man may not be replaced'" . 

These human computers have been trained since birth 

to be able to carry out the functions of computers, 

but are vastly superior to computers because they 

have imaginations; they can therefore probe more 
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deeply into thought processes than the best com

puter ever could. 

It is this inversion of technology and machines as 

they had been portrayed in earlier works, and the 

double inversion back to the supremacy of the human 

mind which is the most significant apocalyptic fea

ture of this period of writing, where the line between 

human and non- or super-human has been very finely 

drawn and the categories themselves have been in-

verted. The second significant feature is that 

of spac~ travel; not the space travel of early 

writers, but the leaps in time and millions of 

.light years in (at the most) a few hours. They can 

therefore travel between the galaxies with incredible 

ease. The third feature is their distance from 

the present day in terms of time. They are not set 

a few thousand years hence, but hundreds of thousands 

of years, from where the twentieth century CE is a 

distant speck in history, and not a very significant 

one at that. For a world which sees its history as 

the last few thousand years, this is a very effec

tive technique of displacement and inversion; current 
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ideas of time and eternity are turned upside down 

as twentieth century humans are forced to come to 

terms with the realities of millions of years and 

millions of miles away front present time and present 

conceptions of space and eternity. Far from being 

the centre of the universe, Earth is either so far 

away that it is one the periphery of the galaxy and 

of no importance whatsoever, in another galaxy alto

gether ~nd never mentioned, or it has 'died' or be-

come exteinct. This is a radical apocalyptic dis-

placement of the heavens and the earth, in which pop

ular conceptions of the central dimensions of prevail

ing worldviews are inverted. 

4.0 Frank Herbert 

In writing Dune which was published in 1963, Frank 

Herbert created a new society with its own mythology, 

worldview and religion in a galaxy far removed from 

both the time and the space of the twentieth century 

on earth. It is an apocalyptic story of the strug

gle between good and evil, and the promise of a better 

world in the face of the crises the universe is under-
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going in some unspecified time in the future. 

Characteristic of the third period of the genre of 

science fiction, displacement is more radical than 

any which had gone before; there is no sublety 

involved in the inversion techniques used by Herbert, 

and this would seem due to the radical changes with 

which the human race has had to contend in the twen-

tieth century. The fulfillment of science fiction 

fantasies of the past seems to have called for some

thing as dramatic, complex, and final, similar to 

the Apocalypse of St John, where previous promises 

haci not been good enough., Dune is a fantastical 

tale of almost Gothic proportion in its inventive

ness and creation of totally new ideas of world

views and political, economic and social history . 

rt concerns a Messiah, one Paul Muad-Dib, who has 

been promised for centuries as the one who will de-

1 i ver the opprssed from the wicked, and who will 

rule with righteousness. He is of royal blood, but 

at the same time, he is super-human; no man like 

him has existed before and is unlikely to exist a-

gain. He has powers beyond the accepted powers 

of intellectual awareness of the order of Bene Gess

eri t nuns, thought of as witches, and he is in every 
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sense a Messiah. 

Herbert, through effective displacement of the di

mensions of time, space and classificatlon, provided 

an alternative apocalyptic promise relevant to the 

secular world which had lost its sense of direction 

and which feared for the future. Redemption, or 

the promise of redemption, is the most significant 

feature in describing this type of apocalyptic pro

mise. 

4.1. Time 

Dune was not set in any clear date in the future and 

Herbert used this technique as a displacement and in-

version device. The reader knows that it is thou-

sands, perhaps millions of years from the twentieth 

century CE, but has no idea when the events were lo-

cated. The reader knows that Paul Muad-Dib was 

born in the fifty seventh year of the Padisha Emperor 

Shaddam IV; the religion of Bene Gesserit witches 

which took over two thousand years to develop; and 
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even though Yeuh Wellington lived from the year 

. 23 
"Standard 10 082" to the year 10 191, there is no 

indication how eras were measured or even if the 

years can be counted from the twentieth century. 

The inversion technique used here is that short 

periods of time, that is, anything less than a gen-

eration, do not matter in the long course of history. 

There is a strong sense of history in the book in 

terms of destiny, events, governments, prophecies and 

messiahs, but without the locating of history in a 

specific time pattern. History, to twentieth cen-

tury people is the locating and explaining.of events 

in their time sequence, the time being as important 

as the people and the events. In Dune however, 

the fact that Paul Muad-Dib arrived is important, not 

when he arrived. His arrival was timely; and that 

is enough. 

Paul Muad-Dib is the Messiah, the long awaited Kwi-

satz Hadderach, a male Bene Gesserit whose organic 

powers of the mind would bridge space and time (in 

the words of the Bene Gessrit), or Mahdi, the one who 

will lead the Fremen to paradise (in the words of the 

24 
Fremen). He is the mediator with royal functions 
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of religious apocalyptic literature who will 'over-

throw the wicked that is, the Harkonnen, and the 

' corrupt, that is, the Emperor and the Guild, and 

reign with righteousness. He is able to d6 this 

as he has survived the Water of Life, an awareness 

spectrum na~cotic produced from a drowned sandworm. 

He can bridge space and time; he can see into the 

past or future, and into the next room or planet 

millions of miles away. He can bridge time, but 

the reader is never sure what the timespan is; 

whatever past he sees is not located in its setting 

and the future could be five minutes or five thousand 

years away . In the same way, Paul and his family, 

. travelled from the planet Caladan to the planet Ar-

rakis, a great distance, but the journey was not ex-

plained in terms of time. At the end of one chap-

ter of the book the family is about to leave Caladan, 

and at the beginning of the next they are in Arrakis, 

in the Great Hall of their palace, but the reader has 
25 

no idea how long it has taken to travel there. 

In the genre of science fiction generally, space tra-

vel is timed so that first of all, the reader will be 

impressed at how short a time it takes to cover enorm-

ous distances in the future, and in the second place, 
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to locate the travellers' journey in some sort of 

timespan. Humans like to know when and where, 

how and who, and for any of these to be left out is 
I 

an effective technique of displacement as it ren-

ders the reader insecure when he/she cannot be slot-

26 ted into a neat compartment . Ignorance and 

randomness are unsettling, everything should be in 

its place in order for there not to be chaos - the 

centre of a worldview. 

4.2. Space 

The dimension of space is central to the Dune story. 

not just because of the physical space travel which 

occurs from planet to planet, but more importantly, 

it is seen as central to the religion of the people 

as well. The inverted worldview in terms of. space 

is reconfirmed through the religion, in which space 

is seen as almost sacred. "Mankind's movements 

though deep space placed a unique stamp on religion 
; 

during the one hundred and ten centuries that preceded 

the Butlerian Jihad. To begin with,early space 
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travel, though widespread, was largely unregulated, 

slow and uncertain, and before the Guild Monopoly, 

was accomplished by a hodgepodge of methods. The 

first space experiences, poorly conununicated and sub-

ject to extreme distortion, were a wild inducement to 

mystical speculation. 

"Immediately, space gave a different flavour and sense 

to ideas of creation •.•• All through religion, 

the feeling of the sacred was touched by anarchy 

27 
from the outer dark." In other words, understand-

ing and controlling space had a mystical flavour and 

became part of the religion. Just as space is cru-

cial to any worldview, this crucial factor became for-

mally part of the religion. Space travel enabled 

the darkness and unknown of the periphery of the 

universe to become known and unalarming, as well as 

controlled, and this inversion technique is similar 

to the one used by Jules Verne, but Herbert took this 

concept further in Dune as he never actually stated 

where the boundaries which have been shattered are. 

'I'he reader knows that Arrak is, known as Dune, is the 

third planet of Delta Pavonis, and the Geidi Prime is 

of Ophiouchi B (36), but no further information is 
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given. The reader is not told what the other 
' 
I 

planets are, or where they are, or even what 'B(36)' 

means. This is an alienating tactic which inverts 

known and unknown space more effectively than ~imp-

ly inverting the boundaries. On the planet Arrakis 

however, this technique is not used, and more 'classi-

cal' inversion occurs. The reader is made familiar 

with the geography of Arrakis and is even provided 

with a map. Apocalyptic inversion occurs as Paul's 

family, instead of arriving and making their home at 
I 

Carthag, the capital city built by the Harkonnen, 

they decided to choose Arakeen which had been the 

centre of trade and commerce of the planet for some 

time in the distant past, though the reader is not sure 

when. This alters the centre and periphery of the 

planet straight away. 

But there is also an inversion of the kno.wn and the 

unknown in terms of space on the planet Dune. No 

man had ever gone into the deep desert; only as far 

as the second zone. However, when Paul survived 

the Water of Life and the sand~orms had saluted him 

as the Mahdi, he could and did go there with their 

help. Thus, limits and boundaries are changed and 
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inverted and the unknown became the known. 

4.3 Classification 

Herbert divided the categories of human and non-human 

not just in terms of people and machines, (·~thou shalt 

not make a machine in the likeness of man's mind 1128 ) 

but he took the category human and divided this 

further, so that the word 'human' did not mean homo 

sapiens, but rather noble, good and honourable homo 

sapiens. A non-human was not a person, but an ig-

noble, dishonourable and base person. In the book, 

people were tested to discover if they were human or 

not. "Why do you test for humans ?" ~To set you 

free" "Free ?" Once men turned their thinking over 

to machines in the hope that this would set them free. 

But that only permitted other men with machines to 

enslave them .... the original Bene Gesserit school 

was directed by those who.saw:the need.for a:thread 

of continuity in human affairs. The:l sa\\ there 

could be no such continuity without separating human 

29 stock from animal stock - for breeding purposes'". 
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'Humans' as Herbert used the term, were those who 

were above the 'animal passions and who had mastered 

the basic animal ways. Their minds contained 

noble emotions such as honour, courage, loyalty and 

strength, instead of cowardice, fear and weakness. 

They were trained in one of the many classifications 

.of people, such as Mentat, the human computers, Bene 

Gesserit witches, imperially conditioned doctors, or 

Sardukar, imperially conditioned warriors. There 

are no normal people as main characters in the book, 

that is, people 'like us'. They all have their 

special powers which they have learnt through know-

ledge; they were taught and trained to carry out 

specific roles in society. Each of these categories 

of people are alien, and therefore slightly threaten-

ing to the reader. Such a highly organised society 

is similar to the worlds of Nineteen Eighty Four 

and Brave New World, where freedom of the individual 

does not exist and everything is organised for the 

good of society. As previously mentioned, this is 

an effective inversion of the norms and values of 

society as it is in the twentieth century. 
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i 
The most valued and feared power in the future· world 

I 

of Dune is not intellectual/scientific (as in the 

twentieth century where the scientists and technolo-

gists are most valued and feared because of their 

ability to turn their backs on society and destroy 

it), but rather intellectual/spiritual, and it is 

the privilege of the Bene Gesserit witches. It is 

feared because it is not understood; it is my~tical 

and therefore thought to be witchcraft. It is based 

on energy within the body which can be channelled 

for a variety of uses, and.it is feared because it is 

very difficult, if not impossible to lie to a Bene 

Gesserit witch, as part of the training is in the 

minutiae of observation and not even motives can be 

hidden from them. 

Th~s 'otherness' of humans, not machines, was an ef-

fective method of inverting groups, so that the nor-

mal became abnormal. People did not choose what 

they wanted to do with their lives which is an alien 

thought in the twentieth century Western World. 

They were trained to fulfill a particular role and 

function in society, for the good of society and not 
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the individual. Machines were no threat - the 

threatening aspect of machines had been transferred 

to the people, and there was a constant emphasis 

on the possibility of treachery. It is human trea-

chery however, not the treachery of machines. 

Another inversion of the categories of people is 

the re-instatement of royalty as leaders of the peo-

ple. By 1963 when Dune was written, royal families 

throughout the world had lost their clout as politi-

cal figures. Democracy, socialism and the idea 

that the most competent should rule (whether they 
I 

did or not) , had been put into effect and royal fam-

ilies and aristocracy had been reduced to figure-

heads only. The power they had wielded in the cen-

turies before the present one had become a thing of 

the past. Earlier works of science fiction had 

followed this pattern and leaders were non-royal, 

either generals and military men, or men who had been 

elected democratically; in fact the same type of 

leader with whom we are familiar in the twentieth 

century. Herbert inverted the familiar here by 

reverting to royal houses and lineages, emperors, 
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barons, dukes and princes, all of whom were regard-

ed as the legitimate leaders,'and as far removed 

from the people who ruled as the despotic royal fa-

milies of the last few centuries were. An inter-

esting point is that the people were not aware that 
\ 

their emperor was actually under the control of the 

Guild. This is a double inversion of the category 

of ruler/ruled; the reader does not know who the 

Guild were, but whoever they were, the emperor had 

no choice but to obey them and was merely a puppet in 

their hands. The Guild directed the politics of 

the universe to.their ends of commercial, economic 

and political control, but the emperor was not a 

figurehead; the people were not aware that he was 

controlled by some nebulous 'other' and as far as 

they knew, all decisions were his. 

A final inversion of classification is that of the 

animal kingdom as it is known in the twentieth cen-

tury. The sandworms are inversions of animals; 

all animals on earth need water in order to survive. 

Desert animals and plants have evolved to the extent 

that the amount they need is minimal, but they still 

need this minimal amount in order to survive. The 
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I sandwormson the other hand, are in direct contrast 
I 

to this; water is poisonous to them and they die if 

they ever come into contact with it. Humans can-

not conceive of any type of animal to whom water is 

a deadly poison, and this is therefore an inversion 

of animals. The fact that the worms and not snakes, 

even though some are over 400 metres in length, adds 

to the effectiveness of this inversion, where worms 

are thought of as very small, a few inches in length 

at the most. 

Frank Herbert therefore, created a totally new so-

ciety with structures, lifestyles and people who are 

totally different to Earth of the twentieth century. 

Itwas done through the radical displacement of groups, 

all in a manner relevant to the twentieth century 

and the crises the world has been experiencing since 

the nineteen fifties. His work was apocalyptic, 

as through this radical displacement, it provided an 

alternative mythic promise of a new heaven and a new 

earth, all within the secular environment of the twen-

tieth century. 
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5.0 Isaac Asimov 

Isaac Asimov obtained a doctorate in Chemistry in 

1949 and was an Associate Professor of Biochemistry 

at Boston University· School of Medicine until 1958, 

when he left to pursue a writing career full-time. 30 

His Foundation series has become a classic within 

the genre of science fiction, and he is considered 

to be one of the top authors in this field today, 

and has won the Hugo Award twice and the Nebula 

Award once. He has openly admitted that the Foundation 

series of books was based on the Fall of the Roman 

Empire
31 

but the books are no less original for this. 

Foundation was set in a galactic empire of twenty-

f ive million planets, control over which became more 

and more difficult and it started to crumble. Hari 

Seldon, founder of the Foundation for the Enclyopedia 

Galactica, had through psychohistory managed to predict 

both the time and the manner in which the empire would 

f inal~y collapse, and he managed to persuade the 

empire rulers to agree to the establishment of a 

Pound~tion for this encylopedia, on a rlanet at the 
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periphery of the galaxy, called Terminus. The 

writing of an encylopedia was a guise for the real 

purpose of Hari Seldon's Foundation, which was the 

manipulation of the future so that the period of 

barbarism which inevitably lasts for thirty thousand 

years after the fall of a galactic empire, will last 

for only one thousand years. Psycho:tHstory, "the 

human instrument for contending with entropy 032 

is the manipulation of historical principles and 

laws in order to ensure the continuation of the 

human species with as little destruction as possible. 

It is interesting to note that the works of the 

previous period of science fiction, namely Brave 

New World and Nineteen Eighty Four, contained societies 

which had developed strategies for the manipulation 

of the past, but in Foundation, the people had 

developed a strategy for manipulating the future. 

Both of these manipulations are in themselves apocal

yptic, as conventional understandings of the past and 

the future are in each case, effectively inverted. 

Psychohistory enabled the people to predict with 

alarming accuracy, how society would behave under 
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i 

any given conditions, and they could read the: 

future in the way humans of the twentieth century 

can read the past. 

5.1 Time 

Asimov treated the dimension of time in Foundation 

in a similar way to Herbert in Dune, that is, hist-

orical time was vastly expanded to assume the prop-

ortions of cosmic time. History, instead of consist-

ing of a few thousand years (which is they way it 

is seen in the twentieth century) consisted of 

millions of years of known time. A period of bar~ 

barism lasting one thousand years was considered to 

be a speck in history which is not very important, 

but if it should last thirty thousand years, this 

would be a problem as most of civilisation would be 

lost. 

Continuing in this vein, the heroes of t~e book 

Foundation did not last very long. In the beginning, 

the reader meets a character called Gaal, a young 

man who was on his way to Tranter, the administrative 
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planet of the galaxy, in order to take up employ

ment with Hari Seldon at the University. Gaal is 

introduced as a main character, but he disappears 

at the end of the first chapter, never to appear 

again, and the reason for this is the enormous leaps 

in time from chapter to chapter in the novel. 

Fifty years have passed between the first chapter 

and the second; Gaal is dead and new characters 

have taken his place as principal characters in 

the next chapters. Only one character lasts until 

the third section of the book, that is, Salvor 

Hardin, who was a very young man in the second, and 

an old man in the third, thirty years later. These 

jumps in time are effective inversions of the normal 

passage of time in literature. Short novels usually 

introduce characters who remain central characters 

throughout, though this may not be the case in books 

such as family sagas which span generations, but 

these would be three times the length of Foundation. 33 

Consistency is not apparent in Foundation, and the 

reader has to come to terms with great time-leaps 

in which familiar characters are no longer in existence 

and new ones appear. 
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Time is also inverted in terms of time travel~ 

I 
In a galaxy of twenty-five million planets, millions 

of light years away from each other, it was quite 

possible to travel from one planet to another in 

a few hours; "Space travel was all one whether one 

travelled half a million miles, or as many light 

years.
1134 

This is an effective inversion of how 

people see travel in terms of time. According to 

Einstein's theory of relativity, it is not possible 

to travel faster than the speed of light. This 

being the case, it would not be possifule to travel 

to a planet a million light years away in a few 

hours. Yet this is exactly what the people in the 

time of the Foundation did, inverting accepted ideas 

of time, as well as of space: 

He steeled himself just a little for the Jump 

through hyper-space, a phenomonen one did not 

experience in simple interplanetary trips. 

The Jump remained, and would probably remain 

forever, the only practical method of travell

ing between the stars. Travel through ordinary 

space could proceed at no rate more rapid than 

that of ordinary light (a bit of scientific 

knowledge that belonged among the few items 

known since the forgotten dawn of human 
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history), and that would have meant years 

of travel between even the nearest of in

habited systems. Through hyper-space, that 

unimaginable region that was neither space 

nor time, matter nor energy, something or 

nothing, one could traverse the length of 

the galaxy in the intervals between two 

neighbouring instants of time. 35 

In this way, Asimov turned conventional ideas of the 

dimensions of time and space around, so that what 

was accepted as scientific truth became no more than 

an outdated theory. 

5.2 Space 

The dimension of space has already been mentioned 

in the discussion on time in the previous section; 

vast stretches of unknown space became known, as 

humans became able to travel millions of light years 

in a few hours. The universe, seen as unlimited 

and strange, that is, not known or understood, had 

become a familiar thing, without mystery, myth or 

fear. The limits and boundaries of this world 

have been inverted so that new, vast and very different 
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limits have been set. The centre of the universe 

is no longer earth; earth is somewhere on the 

periphery of the galaxy and of no consequence what-

soever. 

Another inversion of the spatial dimension is on 

the planet Trantor itself. Tranter was one enor

mous city which covered the entire planet and had 

six billion inhabitants. It also was covered by 

some sort of dome or lid, so that the inhabitants 

never had to go into the open air, and even flights 

from one part of the planet to another were within 

this enclosed space: "Gaal stared .•.•. marvelling 

at the sensation of air flight within an enclosed 

structure." 36 At his hotel, Gaal wished to see 

the outside from the observation tower, and the 

room-clerk first had to check that it was not raining: 

"Good weather. Come to think of it, I do believe 

it's the dry season now ..•.. I don't bother with the 

outside myself. The last time I was in the open 

was three years ago. You see it once, you know, and 

that's all there is to it." 37 Open and enclosed 

space are inverted here, so that it is normal not 
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I 
to know open space on one's own planet, but at 

the same time, quite normal to be able to travel 
' ' 

out into the void of unenclosed space. On Tranter 

everything had been turned inwards, and the planet 

was a mass of tunnels, underground buildings, 'and 

passages similar to a rabbit-warren. The highest 

point was the observation tower, and this was only 

five hundred feet above the ground. Unless someone 

wanted to, it would be very difficult to ever see 

the open sky: "If you're born in a cubicle, and 

grow up in a corridor, and work in a cell, and 

vacation in a crowded sun-room, then coming up 

into the open, with nothing but the sky over you 

38 might just give you a nervous breakdown." The 

inhabitants of Tranter therefore, regarded the open 

space of their own planet as something strange and 

unknown, but were quite at home in the darkness and 

vastness of the open space between the planets. 

5.3 Classification 

Categories of people were inverted in a subtle way 

in Foundation. The people themselves did not last 
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long in the story, but certain ones lasted forever 

for the impact they made on the society, similar to 

the heroes and mythical figures of the twentieth 

century. Hari Seldon and Salvor Hardin were quoted 

and remembered long after they had died, but the 

point was that people were not at all important, 

except for the functions they may have carried out 

in the greater scheme of things, similar in fact, 

to the dystopian novels of Brave New World and 

Nineteen Eighty Four. Hari Seldon, for example, 

had predicted the fall of the empire in terms of 

hundreds of years, and had manipulated future events 

so that the people who would live through them would 

have no option but to take a certain line of action; 

the one Seldon had predicted would be best for civil

isation and this is why he was remembered. What is 

unusual is that the characters are not faceless or 

anonymous; they are real with characteristics and 

personality quirks, physical attribut~s and eccent

ricities, yet they last for a chapter or two, and 

then disappear for good. According to the society 

they are totally unimportant as individuals in the 

greater scheme of things, and yet Asimov has treated 
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them as if they are, a double inversion of the 

accepted ideas of man's place in the universe. 

Just as in Dune, there are princes, lords and 

noblemen in Foundation, but whereas in Dune they 

could have been good or evil, in Foundation they 

are all evil. The good people, in other words the 

people 'like us' are those who were preserving 

Hari Seldon's Foundation, not the rulers and petty 

landlords and noblemen who were supposed to rule 

the planets. There was no noble ruler on Terminus, 

the planet of the Foundation; it was populated only 

by the society created to compile the Encylopedia 

and the leaders were elected in a way similar to 

the democratic societies of the twentieth century. 

The constant struggle between the nobles of other 

planets such as Anacreon, and the 'good' scientists 

on Terminus is the classic dialectic between good 

and evil. Even though individuals did not matter, 

the thread of good ran down the generations and 

those who knew of Hari Seldon's real plan, followed 

out his instructions in trying to save civilisation. 
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Good therefore, was almost an independent force 

in itself; it carried on regardless of who was 

there to operate it, as the people had no choice 

but to follow out Hari Seldon's plan. He had 

organised events so that his plan was the only way 

out of any particular crisis he had foreseen. 

The division between human and non-human, or 

man and machine, was dealt with again in a similar 

fashion to Dune, in that machines were no threat to 

the empire. Atomic power was used on some planets 

and was valued as a source of energy, but on others 

such as Tranter, it had become too expensive and 

was relatively outdated. It was not however, re

garded as a danger or a means of destruction. The 

rulers of Anacreon wanted the atomic power plants 

the scientists had on Terminus, but this was for 

energy, not for use as a weapon. Other forms of 

mechanisation and technology appear constantly; 

huge spaceships which carry thousands of tons of 

trading goods as well as people were always in 

use, but as tools of the people, useless without 

people to operate them, and in themselves, no threat. 
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6.0 Conclusions 

In these apocalyptic novels of destruction and 

redemption it would seem as if the world, through 

the idea of redemption,_ has moved from the notion 

of ultimate destruction or ultimate organisation 

of repressed societies, to the idea that survival 

might be possible aftei all. Books such as Dune 

and Foundation seem to place the chaos and meaning

lessness of the twentieth century into some sort 

of perspective in the greater pattern of the uni

verse. This is a description of the 'correctness' 

of the struggle for a better world, or in apocal

yptic terminology, a new heaven and a new earth. 

The longing for a new age in the face of the in

ability of the human race, with all its scientific 

knowledge, to make the world a better place con

tinues in a secular search for an apocalypse which 

will restore order and rid the world of the evil it 

contains. 

The quest is all important; to admit defeat would 

be fun~tionally similar to the fulfillment of the 

apocalyptic promise. Both the fulfillment of the 
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I 
I 

promise and the abandonment of the quest impl~ 

that the dynamic tension within the situation would 

be dissolved, and a static situation would occur. 

As warned by H G Wells, a static situation leads to 

decadence and then to decay. As long as humanity 

continues the quest for a better future, the dyn-

amic situation is maintained and the apocalyptic 

promise is still effective. 

The modern world in which space travel and the 

thinking machine have become a reality needed a 

confirmation of those realities which would reassure 

the popular imagination that the quest for a new 

world is both necessary and correct, as well as 

provide a frame of reference for the crisis of the 

twentieth century, in which the destructive powers 

of the machines human beings have created have 

become obvious. Both nune and Foundation provide this 

in terms of an apocalyptic promise of radical dis-

placement of the dimensions of time and space, and 

the classification of groups, so that redemption 

becomes possible after all, and a new heaven and a 

new earth may come. 
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Herbert and Asimov firstly encompassed the upheavals 

and changes of the nineteen sixties by using the 

most drastic of those changes, that is the advent 

of space travel and the development of computers, 

and secondly, by radically inverting the categories 

in the dimensions of time and space, and the class

ification of groups, and in doing this, wrote 

effective apocalyptic literature of destruction 

and redemption. 
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CHAPTER V 

SECULAR APOCALYPTIC LITERATURE 

It would seem therefore, that apocalyptic is fund

amentally a religious strategy of re-orientation and 

reclassification of a prevailing worldview through 

the inversion of the dimensions of time and space, and 

the classification of groups which make up that world

view. It would also seem that science fiction is an 

attempt to rationalise mankind's relationship with the 

ultimate reality and to place mankind in some sort of 

perspective and meaningful existence in the world. 

This functional description of science fiction could 

serve as a description of religion itself. In conclusion, 

we must examine the nature of science fiction further 

in order to show why it is specifically apocalyptic, 

rather than simply religious in some general sense. 

The essence of apocalyptic is its immediacy; it differs 

from prophecy in that it becomes the here and now, not 

some nebulous, distant time and place in which the 

ways of the world will change. As already stated in 

Chapter I, in religious apocalyptic it is essential for 

the believers to act out the apocalyptic promise as if 
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it has already happened. Immediate, drastic change 

is both desirable and necessary in order for the 

crisis in which the people found themselves, to be 

dealt with, and by acting it out, the people have 

caused that apocalypse to happen. The changes en

visaged are drastic, total and uncompromising, and 

the promise inverts the world so that commonly held 

ideas and worldviews are no longer relevant. It is 

a dynamic process in which the tension of opposites 

plays a vital part. At the heart is the ultimate 

dialectic between good and evil, and as long as this 

dialectic is maintained, the apocalyptic promise 

still holds and is effective. In other words, the 

proleptic nature of apocalyptic promise is the means 

or catalyst through which the tension between good 

and evil is maintained and the promise is effective. 

David A Halperin has said that "science fiction 

developed in the hands of Verne and Wells ..... (who) 

confronted the profound changes industrialisation 

imposed on the Western world in the late nineteenth 

century." 1 Verne and Wells tried to make sense of 

the extremely rapid changes occuring at the time, 



in order that society would be able to withstand 

the crisis of technology. Science and technology 

were the great unknown; a force which took the 

world by storm and was running away with itself so 

that society could not keep up with or understand 

the changes it brought with it. Technology and 

progress were seen as synonymous, and although 

violent protests were made against technology and 

machines, so-called progress continued with relat

ively few setbacks, rillght into the twentieth century. 

Urbanisation was not a pretty sight; towns such as 

London and Manchester contained filthy slums, over

crowded and riddled with disease, poverty, crime 

and extreme squalor, and it is interesting to note 

that in the Victorian era 1 in England, anything bad, 

wicked or evil was described in terms of dirt. 

Criminals were the scum of the earth, the slums were 

sewers or stagnant pools of slime, homeless street 

urchins were sewer-rats, and prostitutes were vermin, 

all well-known images of urban decay. 2 This type of 

language was considered quite normal and much of it 

has survived to this day. What has changed is 

society's conceptions of evil and crime. For example, 
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the theft of a loaf of bread was considered wicked 

in the nineteenth century and could result in ban

ishment to a penal colony in Australia, whereas 

today, society's conceptions of wickedness have 

changed, and such a punishment would be regarded as 

far too severe for such a petty offence. In the 

same way, the abolition of the death penalty in 

Britain in the nineteen sixties shows that notions 

of crime and punishment have changed and society is 

more tolerant and understanding of the social and 

psychological causes of crime and evil. 3 The Vic

torian images of urban decay have survived, but ways 

of dealing with it have changed, with the emphasis 

on reform rather than punishment. This is similar 

to the issue of change and persistence of symbolic 

forms in the history of religions. In the genre of 

imaginative literature, the secular form is what has 

changed from the religious, while apocalyptic is what 

has persisted. The nature of socie~y changed from 

the late nineteenth century through the twentieth in 

that the popular imagination started seeing the world 

id a different, that is, a secular light. In the same 

way, the nature of evil has not changed, how it is 
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understood and dealt with is what has changed. Just 

as new interpretations of religious visions of the 

apocalypse were needed to accommodate the changes 

society was undergoing in order to make sense of and 

understand those changes, so were new interpretations 

of the nature of evil needed to accommodate the changes 

brought about by an increasingly secular worldview 

where crime was no longer considered to be the work 

of the devil, but a combination of an individual's 

psychological make-up and the circumstances surrounding 

the crime. 

An important feature of an apocalypse is that it is 

thought to 'clean up'; it is a cleansing and purifying 

agent, ridding society of evil and dirt through the 

destruction of the old and the creation of a new 

heaven and a new earth. Apocalypses are perceived as 

essentially good, and therefore are symbolised· as a 

cosmic cleansing. Images of whiteness, purity, fire 

(a cleansing agent) and cleanliness abound in religious 

visions of the apocalypse, all of which re-inforce the 

good, that is the correctness of the new order. For 

example, in the Revelation of St John the Divine, the 
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Son of Man appears; "His head and his hairs were 

white like wool, as white as snow; and His eyes 

were as a flame of fire; and His feet like unto 

fine brass, as if they burned in a furnace ..... 

and His countenance was as the sun shineth in His 

strength," (Rev 1:14-16); "To him that overcometh 

will I give to eat of the hidden manna, and will 

give him a white stone," (Rev 2:17); "They shall 

walk with me in white, for they are worthy," (Rev 

3:4); "He that overcometh, the sane shall be clothed 

in white rair,1ent," (Rev 3:5) and; "Seven angels came 

out of the temple ..... clothed in pure and white 

linen," (Rev 15:6). In this way, symbols of purity 

and cleanliness underpin the good in a religious 

apocalypse. 

In the same manner, secular apocalypses also 'clean 

up'. Order and system are arranged out of the 

seemingly random and chaotic, and together with 

this order comes the pure, clean and good. Mary 

Douglas has said that "dirt is matter out of place" 4 

which in itself implies chaos. This chaos or 

wrongness has to be eliminated before good and right 



193 

can prevail. In the works of Jules Verne, nature 

is pure and uncontaminated and this purity is re

established by the triumphs of science. Science 

is not seen as a contaminating agent; the ignorance 

and barbarism of mankind before gaining scientific 

knowledge was the contaminating, disorderly element, 

and science and scientific knowledge re-establish 

order out of the darkness and chaos of ignorance. 

H G Wells on the other hand, treated science as a 

power which had to be controlled. Without control, 

science in the hands of mankind could result in 

chaos and destruction. His works were a series of 

'what ifs'. What if scientific power fell into the 

wrong hands; what if there was threatening life on 

other planets; and what if other planets invaded the 

earth? For Wells therefore, science was only a 

purifying agent when under control and in the right 

hands. His message was more subtle than Verne's, 

and he seemed to be saying that science is a catalyst 

only and could be·used for good or evil ends. In 

his books, purity and cleanliness are found in places 

where good use has been made of science, and dirt 

and evil lurk beneath the surface, ready to re-appear 
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and convert the world to chaos when restraint and 

control are loosened. For example, in The Time 

Machine, the world of the Eloi is clean and beauti

ful, but the underground, twilight world of the 

Morlocks is dirty, rife with vermin and filth. Yet 

the Morlocks are really the powerful beings and it 

is only a matter of time until they take over comp

letely. They lurk on the edges of the Eloi society, 

a constant threat to the genteel order which prevails, 

by the skin of its teeth, for the meanwhile. 

Another feature of the apocalyptic genre is its 

collectivity. The individual is lost within the 

salvation of the group or collectivity. This is 

clear in both the second period of the genre, that 

is in the dystopian works of Huxley and Orwell, and 

in the third period, in the works of Herbert and 

Asimov. 

As we saw in Chapter III, a utopia is "a form of 

political theory with unique characteristics, (the 

most important of which is) the rejection of individ

ualism and its replacement by some more collective 
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form of organisation, and whose special advantage 

is its ability to transcend the ubiquitous, un

assailable present." 5 We also saw that it involves 

an element of the fantastical, and that these char

acteristics are all distinctly apocalyptic, and are 

as relevant to ironic forms of dystopia as they are 

to utopias. The ironical description of extreme 

organisation as is found in Brave New World is in 

fact, a description of the fulfillment of the 

apocalyptic promise and at the same time, a warning 

against it. As discussed in Chapter I, in the 

dialectic between promise and fulfillment, apocalyptic 

opts for the promise as it needs the constant tension 

to be maintained in order for the promise to hold 

true and have relevance to the society undergoing a 

crisis. In other words, acting out the promise as 

if it has already been fulfilled is functionally 

equivalent to actual fulfillment; when a situation 

is no longer dynamic it ceases to be effective as 

it leads to stagnation. In the same way, a total 

organisation of society leads to stagnation, the 

type of stagnation found in Brave New World and 
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Nineteen Eighty Four. Such societies do not grow 

or develop in any positive way. Having transcended 

the present they stagnate and lose their sense of 

history and identity, both of which in a dynamic 

context give life and hope to a society. 

In both these dystopian novels the will of the 

individual is surrendered absolutely for what a 

few think is the good of society. The ironical 

element in a dystopian context is that it is not 

good at all. In the first book, happiness is a 

false, twisted emotion, and not real happiness 

at all. It is a drug-induced security blanket 

which blots out reality so that the people do 

not feel the need to question the structure of 

their society. In the second book, happiness 

simply does not exist at all in reality, but the 

people are told they should be happy because of 

all the Party has done for them. Instead of 

'cleaning up', as apocalypses are supposed to do, 

the realisation of the apocalyptic promise has 

in the first case become so clean and pure that 

it is completely artificial, and (to the reader) 
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uncomfortable and unsatisfying. The 'dirt' is 

in the Reservation, yet to a twentieth century, 

Western person, the Reservation, although somewhat 

'primitive' in that it has none of the conveniences 

of twentieth century life, is more natural and 

comfortable than the antiseptic world of Our Ford. 

This is an ironical inversion of apocalyptic thinking. 

In the second case, that of Nineteen Eighty Four, 

the apocalypse has failed to 'clean up' in any 

sense. The cities are filthy, sanitation and plumb

ing never seem to work properly, and there is a 

constant hint of nasty smells and rotting animal 

and vegetable life. The emphasis throughout is one 

of decay and rot, symbolic of what is happening in 

the society as a whole in Nineteen Eighty Four. 

These visions of the future, distant, but not too 

distant, different, but not too different to our 

own seem to reflect the view of Western society in 

the context of the wars and disasters of the 

first half of the twentieth century. It seemed as 

if the world was heading towards the type of socie

ties outlined in these dystopias, and it appeared 
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that very little was being done to stop it. In 

this mood of pessimism and disillusion, new develop

ments and ideas were needed to turn myths of the 

future into acceptable visions again, and to restore 

the hope which had been lost in these apocalypses 

of irony and despair. 

Hope was restored through the boom of the nineteen 

sixties, but not for long. After the Americans had 

landed on the moon, the destructive elements, that 

is the Vietnam and Korean wars, and the unhealthy 

elements, that is the plastic and artificial, dis

posable lifestyle, of technology were rebelled 

against in a serious way. The mood became one of 

caution, rather than of optimism or pessimisw, and 

the attitude is now more realistic as society has 

come to know both the good and the bad possibilities 

of technology. 

Nuclear power is a hard reality with the possibility 

of devastating consequences, and it is interesting 

to note that the most important science fiction 

written after the advent of nuclear power, are those 
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in which the societies have progressed beyond the 

use of nuclear power and computers. As discussed 

in Chapter IV, computers were rendered useless and 

nuclear power was regarded as an outdated source 

of energy in Dune, and people calculated the 

possibilities of psychohistory with the aid of a 

pocket calculator, and nuclear power is hardly 

used at all in Foundation as it is so expensive 

for that society. These could be examples of apocal

yptic displacement (and therefore transcendence) of 

what is seen as evil power, that is, destructive 

and dangerous sources oi energy, as well as thinking 

machines. In Dune, noble ideals and actions are 

strived for above the conquering of other planets, 

aggression and physical strength. The places of 

Paul Muad'Dib and the Bene Gesserit are all clean 

and pure; there is almost no water or botanical life 

on the planet Arrakis, otherwise known as Dune, but 

the desert and sand are not dirty. Dust is not dirt, 

it is pure and uncontaminated. The Harkonnen planet 

Giedi Prime however, is dirty, and images of dirty 

oil, disease (such as the Baron's festering sores), 

stickiness and pollution abound. Just as the enor-
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mous planet-city of Tranter in Foundation is unclean, 

so is Terminus, the planet of the scientific foundation 

untainted and remains so in the quest for scientific 

truth on the one hand, that is the scientific truth 

of the enclyopedia, and the attempt to save the empire 

from total destruction on the other hand. Again pure 

and noble ideals, through symbols of cleaness and 

dirt are struggling for victory over the forces of 

danger, disorder and evil, all symbolised by dirt. 

Another type of science fiction, also clearly apoc

alyptic in nature, and which has not been examined 

in any detail so far is the myth of the noble survivors. 

In its most common form, it is post-nuclear and in 

fact, post-apocalyptic,.but examples can be found 

throughout the history of the genre, such as H G Wells' 

The Time Machine. In this novel, the Morlocks are 

a band of survivors of the nineteenth century, reduced 

to barbarism, living a twilight existence underground, 

in constant battle for survival. It would seem that 

this myth of survivors often appears in situations 

which are seen as hopeless in their totally destructive 

force. During the First World War for example, a 
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myth sprang up about a group of deserters from both 

sides who lived a wild and barbarous life, feeding 

on the corpses of soldiers and dead animals in the 

trenches, who used to come out at night to scavenge 

the battlefields, only to disappear again at dawn. 

The British soldiers half-believed this story, as 

they wanted to believe in the possibility of getting 

out; of surviving the hell which looked like it would 

never end, and they wanted to believe that there were 

some who had refused to continue fighting and living 

under the constant threat of a horrible death. 6 In 

the same way, nuclear fall-out, a totally destructive 

and annhilating ~last cannot be .seen ~y A\Wl~n~ty pS 

something which will wipe out the human race. In 

order for there to be hope, some people have to sur

vive, and the common vision of their survival is that 

of a noble group, reduced to barbarism, but with the 

knowledge and capability of building a new civilisation 

out of this chaos. An example of this is .L.'iemoirs 

a Survivor, by Doris Lessing, in which anarchy and 

decay are normal, and the people spend their whole 

lives desperately seeking shelter and safety which is 

always 'somewhere else' . Popular films have also 
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developed this theme. For example, the Mad Max 

series is a survivor myth in which hordes of people 

who survived the blast, or "poccy-lypse" as it is 

ref erred to, continually battle against each other 

in the wild and cruel landscape of the Outback in 

Australia. Max is the symbol of the force of 

good, fighting to prevent enslavement by the force 

of evil, that is, the tribes of leaders such as 

the Humungus and Aunty Entity. In this series, 

there is also a good and safe place 'somewhere else' 

and the people are always trying to travel there, 

though this is virtually impossible due to the 

waylaying of their caravans by bands of robbers and 

murderers, like futuristic highwaymen. In the film 

Zardoz, the place of safety, the Vortex, does exist, 

but it is practically impossible to penetrate its 

sonic walls. In this case, a group of survivors 

foresaw what was going to happen to the world and 

sealed themselves in the Vortex, a sort of scientific 

version of Noah's Ark, so that they can have a clean 

and good life inside while the barbarism outside rages 

on, and does not affect them at all. 
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This myth of the heroic survivors is a constant 

theme, both in the genre of science fiction as 

well as other literary genres, whenever total 

destruction is seen as a real threat. Humankind 

needs the hope that the destruction will not be 

final in order to give meaning to their worldviews 

in terms of continuity. Humans see themselves as 

located in a time-cycle or linear pattern, in which 

ultimate annhilation does not seem to fit. Destruction 

is only seen as good when destruction is necessary 

in order to bring in a new era. Total destruction 

is just that, the absolute end of the world. Apocal

yptic destruction is a cleansing and purifying agent, 

a constructive thing out of which grows a new heaven 

and a new earth, and in order to do this, the dimensions 

of time and space, as well as the clas~ification of 

groups, have to be inverted so that the very essence 

of their worldview is radically altered and new 

beginnings are possible. 

Secularisation radically changed the way in which 

people saw the world, in other words, the security 

of their worldview which had remained largely un-
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changed for centuries, was threatened in the nine

teenth century. Apocalyptic literature supplied 

new meanings and interpretations in times of crisis, 

but in a secular world, religious visions of the 

apocalypse do not have the salvic potential of 

the same visions in a religious world. The new 

social situation generated a new symbolic vocabulary 

for ancient apocalyptic themes; religious symbols 

had to be re-interpreted for a secular world, and 

a new version of the apocalyptic genre, which fitted 

more closely to the ,real world as experienced by 

modern humanity was needed. Science fiction appear

ed as a imaginative literary genre of mythic, apocal

yptic dimensions, to address this situation. In a 

similar way to religious apocalyptic, science fiction 

inverts the dimensions of time and space and the 

classification of groups, all central to any given 

worldview and through this, provides the energy 

needed to withstand the crisis of secularisation, 

urbanisation and industrialisation. In addition to 

this essential and central apocalyptic characteristic, 

others, such as apocalyptic cleansing power, visions 

of perfect societies of the future, and creation of 
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survivor myths, all lend themselves to the genre 

we call apocalyptic. As discussed in Chapter I, it 

is a collection of characteristics, rather than a 

strict set of rules which allows a work or a set 

of works to be called apocalyptic. Under these 

circumstances and conditions, science fiction'fun

ctions extremely well as apocalyptic literature, 

and the only difference between science fiction and 

rel~gious apocalyptic literature, is its starting 

point: science fiction starts from secular premises, 

relevant to the secular crises of the,modern world. 

Science fiction is a quasi-religious mythes within 

the modern, secular worldview. But, at some point 

the distinctiion between religious and secular 

breaks down. Secular apocalyptic may represent an 

imaginative engagement with ultimate concerns of 

human existence that are essentially religious. 

The future tense of apocalyptic, whether it appears 

in expressly religious contexts, or in the secular, 

imaginative, literary genre of science fiction, is 

a tension between an anticipated re-ordering of the 
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the universe in the future, and social conflicts 

in the present. Apocalyptic strategies embody 

that future tense through a proleptic fulfillment 

of a future promise in present imagination. That 

imaginative re-ordering of space, time and class

ification is at the heart of science fiction as 

secular apocalyptic literature. 
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FOOTNOTES TO CHAPTER V 

1. Halperin, D; "Gnosticism in High Tech: Science 

Fiction and Cult Formation", in Halperin, D, (ed), 

Psychodynamic Perspectives on Religion, Sect and 

Cult, Boston, John Wright, 1983, pp 257-266. 

2. See Clarke, I F; Ibid, pp 117-196. 

3. See Davies, S; Living through the Industrial 

Revolution, London, Routledge and Kegan, 1966. 

4. Douglas, M; Purity and Danger, An Anlaysis of 

the Concepts of Pollution and Taboo, London, 

ARK Paperbacks, 1984, pg 35. 

5. Goodwin, B, and Taylor, K; Ibid, pg 9. 

6. See Fussel, P; Ibid, pp 123-124. 
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