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ABSTRACT

of Mirrors of the Past: Versions of History in Science

Fiction and Fantasy by Nicholas David Gevers

The primary argument of this Thesis is that Science
Fiction (SF) is a form of Historical Fiction, one which
speculatively appropriates elements of the past in
fulfilment of the ideological expectations of its genre
readership. Chapter One presents this definition,
reconciling it with some earlier definitions of SF and
justifying it by means of a comparison between SF and the
Historical Novel. Chapter One also identifies SF’s three
modes of historical appropriation (historical extension,
imitation and modification) and the forms of fictive
History these construct, including Future History and
Alternate History; theories of history, and SF’'s own
ideological changes over time, have helped shape the
genre’s varied borrowings from the past. Some works of
Historical Fantasy share the characteristics of SF set

out in Chapter One.

The remaining Chapters analyse the textual products of
SF’'s imitation and modification of history, i.e. Future
and Alternate Histories. Chapter Two discusses various
Future Histories completed or at least commenced before
1960, demonstrating their consistent optimism, their
celebration of Science and of heroic individualism, and
their tendency to resolve the cyclical pattern of history
through an ideal linear simplification or ‘theodicy’.
Chapter Three shows the much greater ideological and
technical diversity of Future Histories after 1960, their
division into competing traditional (Libertarian),
Posthistoric (pessimistic), and critical utopian
categories, an indication of SF’'s increasing complexity

and fragmentation.



Chapters Four and Five consider various approaches to
Alternate History in both SF and Fantasy. Chapter Four
analyses texts which directly modify the recorded past,
showing how in the context of significant past eras they
rewrite history along utopian or dystopian lines, invert
historical outcomes, or make of alternate worlds ironic
reflections of our reality. Some authors optimistically
view the past as a flexible domain to be retrospectively
redeemed, others pessimistically proclaim the
inevitability and inflexibility of history. Chapter Five
concentrates on novels which appropriate and alter not
only history but past literature as well. These texts
metafictionally interrogate the cultural assumptions of
the Renaissance and the Victorian Age, and ironically

contextualise those periods as precursors of the present.

The wide survey of texts in Chapters Two to Five verifies
the preoccupation of SF with history, and validates the
redefinition of SF as a form of Historical Fiction. The
conclusions are also drawn that the ideology of SF’s
texts can be assessed by reference to their historical
content and manipulation of history, and that SF’s
increasing ideological complexity has rendered such

analysis particularly useful.
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INTRODUCTION

This Thesis is the outcome of a long-held interest in
both Science Fiction and History. The association of the
two fields in my mind began when I was about ten: I was
reading both Science Fiction and popular histories, and
their appeal was similar. Both allowed access to worlds
distant from the present; both dealt with large-scale
processes, macrocosmic changes and upheavals. My
subsequent intellectual career kept the parallel in view:
I read SF and Historical Novels with equal enthusiasm; I
studied SF (as a branch of English Literature) and
History simultaneously at undergraduate level; my Honours
and MA dissertations explored the works of SF and Fantasy
writers whose use of the textures of history was central
to their literary techniques. This Thesis, then, is a
natural conclusion to a long enquiry into the
relationship between the speculative genres and the

various forms of Historical literature.

In conceiving a Thesis connecting SF and Fantasy with
History, I have built ambitiously upon earlier
suggestions of such a linkage. As the second Section of
my first Chapter indicates, various critics, including
some of central importance in SF Studies, have mooted
SF’'s innate sense of broad historical process, the
genre’s use of historical originals in the construction
of its imaginary worlds, the necessary historical
connection of SF texts to our world, and the direct
preoccupation of many SF texts with specific features of
recorded history. I have sought to codify, to unify and
render exhaustive, these sundry suggestions: by defining
SF, and, to a degree, Fantasy, as forms of Historical
Fiction, and, by providing numerocus examples of their
historical content and conscious employment of historical

analogy, I have attempted to make the critical
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association of the speculative genres with history formal

and comprehensive.

Any study implicitly covering the entire SF genre and a
substantial part of Fantasy must utilise some principles
of selection: the volume of texts discussed, although
necessarily large, must be made manageable. Because of
this, and because I see genres of popular literature as
distinct cultural entities best studied in isolation, I
have omitted ‘mainstream’ works of fiction from
consideration; however interesting particular
‘mainstream’ novels set in the future or alternate
presents may be, their features are not reliably similar
to those of genres which have consciously divorced
themselves from the ‘'‘mainstream’. Within the SF genre
itself, which I conventionally regard as having
originated as a definable literary form with the
appearance of the first specialist SF magazine in 1926, I
have limited myself to texts of British and of English-
speaking North American authorship; reliable conclusions
can be reached within this definite geographical and
cultural context. My treatment of Fantasy is similarly

focused.

I have also implemented more specific restrictions.
Although I define all of SF and much of Fantasy as forms
of Historical Fiction, I have selected for detailed
analysis texts with pronounced historical content,
ambitious Future Histories and Alternate Histories. These
allow particularly clear understanding of the imitation
of history by Fantasy and SF. I have in the main chosen
works which have suffered relative critical neglect, so
as to be able to offer truly novel insights wherever
possible; where I do analyse a much-discussed text, I do
so because I feel that I can add substantially to

critical understanding of it, or because it throws a
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useful light on other works with which I am dealing. A
consequent omission from this Thesis is much discussion
of feminist SF; this does not reflect any critical
misogyny, but rather the fact that feminist SF has been
exhaustively discussed elsewhere, its ideology and
techniques analysed with a rigour to which this Thesis,

with its already wide terms of reference, can add little.

This Thesis is designed as a wide-ranging practical
survey of historical borrowing and historically-
influenced world-building in genre SF and Fantasy. Its
guiding ethos is a practical-critical one; I engage in
critical readings of approximately 150 novels and
novellas, as well as of some short stories, identifying
the specific modes and ideological motivations of their
engagement with the historical past. The structure of
this Thesis reflects my prioritising of extensive textual
analysis; of my five Chapters, only the first is
predominantly concerned with theoretical issues and
categories. It acts as a terminological and historical
context for the four later, longer, and textually

specific Chapters.

Chapter One, then, sets out the theoretical parameters of
this study. It defines SF as a form of Historical
Fiction, extending this definition to some works of
Fantasy; it describes the forms of historical
appropriation used by SF and some Fantasy novels, as well
as the types of history that they construct; it indicates
the effects on these processes of SF’s developing
spectrum of ideologies and of various theories of
history. Subsequent Chapters apply these guidelines to
many textual examples. Chapters Two and Three analyse
many of SF’s Future Histories; Chapter Two deals with
Future Histories originating before 1960, with their

relative conformity of ideology and technique, while
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Chapter Three examines Future Histories from after 1960,
when a greater diversity prevailed. Chapters Four and
Five are concerned with Alternate Histories produced by
Fantasy as well as those generated by SF: Chapter Four
discusses Alternate Histories which alter only the
factual details of the past, while Chapter Five probes
Alternate Histories based on past literature as well as
on past history. Thus, Future and Alternate Histories are
thoroughly analysed, Future Histories in the
chronological context of SF’s evolution as a genre, and
Alternate Histories in the context of their differing
techniques.

* * *
Some aspects of terminology and of footnoting in this
Thesis should be mentioned. When I employ the term
‘positivism’, I mean it in the sense of confidence,
assurance, an attitude of linear optimism, such as is
exuded by many SF texts of a perhaps overly sanguine
disposition. ‘Scientism’ is an ideology emphasising the
instrumental role of science in history and in general
human progress. The abbreviation ‘SF’ of course indicates

‘Science Fiction’.

I have followed a mildly unconventional technique in my
footnoting. When I mention a text only in passing,
without analysing it substantially, I do not footnote it
or include it in my Bibliography; references to such
works are intended for minor comparison or general
context, and are not essential to this Thesis’s argument.
Whenever I introduce texts or sets of texts into my
discussion for the first time, I indicate their original
publication dates in brackets, so that their often
significant location in the history of SF or Fantasy can
be immediately known. The accompanying footnote will
always specify the edition or editions I have employed,

and will state the abbreviations I use when quoting those
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editions (for example, The Difference Engine = DE). When

I cite a critical work, my footnote gives the critic’s
name, the date of the work, and, where relevant, the
number of the page cited; the critical work’s full

details can be found in the Bibliography.



CHAPTER ONE: SCIENCE FICTION AND HISTORY

1.1 Introduction

Science Fiction is a form of Historical Fiction, having
appropriated and reflected history since its inception as
a pulp magazine genre in the 1920s. It is the purpose of
this study to justify this assertion, and to trace how
the SF genre (and, to scme extent, the Fantasy genre
also) has interpreted and manipulated history over seven
decades. What this requires is a definition of SF in
terms of history: not a definition necessarily exclusive
of others that have been postulated, but a redefinition
that clarifies and perhaps subsumes those earlier
formulations. This new definition can be stated as
follows:

Science Fiction is that form of Historical Fiction which
speculatively extends, imitates, or modifies past
history, this historical appropriation taking the form of
teleological constructs suited to the ideological

expectations of SF’s genre audience.

This formulation reflects two interdependent premises:
that SF is a genre that systematically utilises the stuff
of history, and that as commercial popular literature it
does this in a manner directly responsive to the demands
of its market base, its readership. History is redeployed
by SF authors to provide ideological reassurance (or,
more rarely, the basis for ideological reassessment) to
their readers. SF’s two dominant terms are history and
ideology, constantly reflecting and modifying each other.
This introductory chapter offers theoretical and
practical demonstrations of how and why this is so, and,
assessing the history of the genre itself, indicates how
the changing nature of SF has brought alteration to its
ideological character and thus to its historical content.

The following three sections of this chapter define SF’s



place in Historical Fiction, its use of various modes and
forms of history; the last two assess the practical
influences that have shaped that appropriation of the

past.

In summary, the first three sections-1.2, 1.3, 1.4-
function as follows. 1.2 describes the structural
resemblances of SF and the Historical Novel, indicating
also why the aesthetic impulse of SF tends towards the
portrayal of the past in modified form. 1.3 supports the
conclusions of 1.2, indicating how other definitions of
SF can support the concept of SF as a form of Historical
Fiction - a critical synthesis is possible, the
terminclogies implicit in those definitions can be used
in support of this new one. 1.4 identifies the three
forms of historical appropriation practised by SF, and
the four forms of history which characterise the genre:
this permits a complete critical description of SF. This
section also applies historical categories to Fantasy,
indicating how this parallel genre can only partially be

defined through reference to its historical content.

The remaining two sections of this chapter- 1.5 and 1.6 -
discuss the influences shaping SF’'s ideology and its
treatment of history as follows. 1.5 considers the
history of the SF genre, how four distinct phases of
development have gradually modified its ideological
character and so also its appropriation of historical
material. This section also analyses the differences
between British and American SF, affording further
examples of ideological and historical variation. 1.6
deals with the schools of historical theory which have,
although often indirectly, influenced SF writers: of
chief importance is the division between linear and

cyclical theories.



Thus the structure of Chapter One: the theoretical and
descriptive redefinition of SF in terms of history, and
then the assessment of how the terms of SF’s equation
have been modified, in practice, by circumstance and

influence.

1.2 Science Fiction and Historical Fiction

If SF is indeed a form of Historical Fiction,
manipulating displaced and imaginary histories as an
expression of its genre ideclogy, the nature of
Historical Fiction - in essence, the Historical Novel -
must be ascertained. What formal resemblances link SF and
the Historical Novel, how do they complement each other?
As this Section will indicate, there are definite
characteristics identifying a text as an Historical
Novel, and these features can be observed, in more

speculative form, operating in Science Fiction also.

Three interlinking features define the Historical Novel.
The first is that an Historical Novel has literal
historical content: it invokes knowledge of the past, and
is set in that past. This is tautological for the
Historical Novel, but is significant in establishing its
relationship to Science Fiction, the historical content
of which is less obvious. The second feature stems from
the first: an Historical Novel must embody conceptions of
historical law or principle, which organise its
historical content into a textually realised past milieu.
Avrom Fleishman stresses that the Historical Novel
involves the ‘active presence of a concept of history as
a shaping force’, one which acts inside and outside the
text, upon protagonists, author and reader(l). The
Historical Novelist imitates the historian, filtering an
undifferentiated mass of historical material through his
or her own concepts of causal law into an integrated

whole. In Harry B. Henderson’s terms, this is a process



of world-creation, of ‘imaginative ordering’: the
Historical Novel 1s '“set” in the unexperienced past, in
the world that existed before the author was born’; this
entails the creation of a ‘“whole” imaginative world’ (2).
As in Science Fiction, the author realises a setting he
or she can never directly know; Henderson explicitly
compares the Historical Novel’s illusion of a whole
created society to the similar technique of texts set in
speculative alternative societies: ‘the historical novel

is an inverted utopian novel’ (3).

A third characteristic of any Historical Novel,
determining its precise configuration of the first two,
is its ideological function, its reflection of its
author’s shaping circumstances and biases, his or her
commercial and class context. In his pioneering work on
the Historical Novel, George Lukacs, assessing the
correspondence between the development of bourgeois
society after 1789 and the progress of the Historical
Novel form in the same period, established Marxist
criteria for analysing the genre. Broadly speaking, the
ideology of class and period shaped the author; the
setting in time and space of the author’s text was in
turn so shaped(4). Any particular group of Historical
Novelists, defined by and responding to their own
historical context, will select historical settings
attuned to the (often unconscious) demands of that
context., An example significant for Science Fiction is
discussed by Henderson: in Nineteenth Century American
literature, there was a tendency (existing in any
‘national literature’) to express individual authorial
vision in a context of ‘communal post-knowledge’, of
historically rooted and located myths with continued
contemporary ‘force’. The United States was a burgeoning
society, needing ‘unifying myths characteristic of the

new nation’, but lacking a very deep history to draw



upon; its writers compensated for this by selecting and
shaping ‘those elements of history that created a usable
past for America’ (5). In at times complex ways, James
Fenimore Cooper made mythical territory of the Eighteenth
Century frontier, and Nathaniel Hawthorne explored the
Puritan roots of New England, among many examples. For
genre SF, predominantly an American literature, the
parallel is clear: with the future blank, writers are
called upon to colonise it, to make it a ground for

affirmatory myth.

With some correspondences between the Historical Novel
and SF already mooted, it can now be established how
closely SF matches, in modified speculative ways, the
required characteristics of a form of Historical Fiction:
that its texts have historical content, content organised
according to recognisable historical principles, this
organisation being in turn reflective of a consistent
ideological agenda. The first criterion, of historical
content, is amply met by SF, as this Thesis
comprehensively demonstrates: the prevalence in the genre
of Future Histories based on the Roman Empire or the rise
of capitalism and Alternate Histories modifying given
historical milieux is readily perceived. SF’s
organisation of this material into imaginary worlds
parallels closely the Historical Novel’s causally
principled reconstruction of the ‘unexperienced’ past, so
meeting the second criterion; this deserves more detailed

investigation.

The preoccupation of SF with history and its structuring
forces has been noted by various critics. Edward James,
in an article noting SF’s abundance of Future and
Alternate Histories(6), suggests that the historical
sciences have rivalled the physical ones as a

preoccupation of SF: it is ‘possible to argue’, he



declares, ‘that history has been even more of a
protagonist of science fiction than science itself’ (7).
Like the Historical Novel, James notes, SF has to employ
some care in its construction of ‘historical’
backgrounds, even 1f rigorous verisimilitude is less
important for it, because SF¥, like all fiction, is
‘concerned with events which have occurred in the
narrator’s past’ (8). SF, in these terms, must build its
worlds as a consistent historical framework for its
action. David Ketterer notes the philosophical sense of
historical process shared by ‘sociological or large-
canvas SF’ and historical fiction, as well as by myth and
legend(9); historical movement is for SF a major
narrative principle, as it is for more overtly historical

genres.

This is borne out by Fredric Jameson, who, stating that
‘SF is 1n its very nature a symbolic meditation on
history itself’ [original italics] (10), identifies the
genre as having a crucial historical element, a ‘vision
of the relationship of man to social and political and
economic forces’ (11). SF’s foreground of individual
thought and action exists in relation to those background
forces; historical laws organise its narratives. Robert
H. Canary argues that SF ‘presents a fictive history set
outside our agreed-upon historical reality but claiming
to be consistent with our experience of that reality, to
operate by more or less the same rules’ (12). Those
historical rules govern SF, then, requiring its general
plausibility, its adherence to their limits; Canary
further suggests that SF’s move over the decades from
simplistic linearism and positivism to ambiguous heroism
and displaced alien settings marks a shift in
contemporary experience and perception of history, a loss
of historical certainty and of confidence in objective
absolutes(13). This points to SF’s fulfilment of the



thitd criterion of Historical Fiction: the direct
relationship of its historical ordering to its ambient

ideoclogy.

In a discussion of the resemblance between SF and the
Epic form, Patrick Parrinder notes that both deal with
history. The Epic is affirmatory, ‘a secular or
historical narrative of events and deeds which constitute
the heritage, or provide the key to the destiny, of the
people for whom it i1s written’ (14). SF can resemble such
massive narratives of the rise and fall of nations, but
its adherence to the full scope of the Epic becomes
meaninglessly exotic fantasy(l5), so that more serious SF
typically truncates the form, compressing millennia of
Future History into a short narrative, as in Wells’s The

Time Machine (16) or brief, selective episodes of a larger

story(17), as in Asimov’s ‘Foundation’ Trilogy. With
these reservations as to its ‘epic’ status noted, SF can
be seen to function like an Epic, relating grand future
or alternative events pertinent to the destiny of its
genre readers, conforming to their teleological
expectations (or, inversely and interestingly, defying
them). SF is in this similar to the Historical Novel, as
the Historical Novel is to the epic: it manifests its
ideoleogy in fictive historical narrations, the third

criterion of Historical Fiction fulfilled.

The outcome of SF's central use of historical structuring
in its fictions is historical analogy, the constant
invocation of of precedent: its texts are always rooted
in some past pattern of events, which the genre either
extrapolates, imitates, or modifies. This process has
been regarded as nostalgia. Albert Wendland talks of the
desire to be a part of the past: ‘worlds that resemble
the Wild West, Medieval Europe, the Roman or the British

Empire, might arise from the dreams of the characters or



the writers to be part of them’ (18). It is probable that
this impulse is less an unambiguous nostalgia than it is
the desire to pattern the future (or an alternate world)
along familiar lines, retaining the past’s more
comforting or interesting features in a new and modifying
context, a form of revisionist and selective analogy.
This is useful to SF’'s readership: in Charles Elkins’s
terms, ‘The SF writer’s task is to describe the nature of
and find resolutions to the role conflicts which vex his
social group by creating images of the past and future
which he and his readers use to organize action in the
present.’ (19) This ordering of conflict ‘may either
reinforce, question, or reject the principles upon which
this group’s existence depends’ (20). This formulation
recognises that images of the past as well as of the
future are employed in SF; a corollary is that the
‘images of the past’ are the basis for those of the
‘future’, the synthesis of history and expectation
serving the ideology of the present, or, in more

experimental SF, rebutting it.

Science Fiction, then, can be seen as a genre of
Historical Fiction. This is true on two levels. First, as
stated, SF texts are constructed in accordance with
historical principles and observed historical processes.
Second, SF writers objectify their imagined worlds by
placing them in relation to recorded history. In Kim
Stanley Robinson’s definition, in ‘every sf narrative,
there is an explicit or implicit fictional history that
connects the period depicted to our present moment, or to
some moment of our past.’ (21) This is a byproduct of the
interaction of historical analogising and SF’s ideology:
the concrete use of historical models by a text links it
implicitly to the events imitated; and SF’'s ideology,
which is a phenomenon of the present, demands some

explicit, plausible relation of dreams textually



fulfilled to that present. SF 1s historical technically
(through its appropriation of history) and contextually

(through its continued accountability to that history).

Science Fiction’s engagement with history has several
implications for it. The first is that historical content
disposes it in favour of macrocosmic subject matter. SF
is largely preoccupied with physical and political
matters, with large-scale events, whether individually or
collectively resolved; SF’s oft-observed lack of
characterisation is a side-effect of this. The second
implication is the paradox, that a literature supposedly
depicting the future should be firmly rooted in the past.
This apparent creative conservatism can be excused on the
grounds that the past is the only concrete source of
inspiration available to SF writers, and that
experimentation with the past can assume a multitude of
forms, as SF’s great variety demonstrates. Historical
appropriation can be creative instead of merely

derivative, as this Thesis will show.

1.3 Definitions of SF: A Critical Synthesis
With this Thesis’s definition of SF stated and

demonstrated, it is profitable to examine it in contrast
with some other critical definitions of the genre. This
Section considers how three such existing definitions or
sets of definitions can be reconciled with that of SF as
a variety of Historical Fiction. This reconciliation is
not exhaustive; while it may identify shortcomings of
previous definitions, it does not challenge their
separate viability; it suggests how they can be seen in a

common light.

The problem of defining SF is an old one. Many attempts
have been made, some of considerable ambition; but the

sheer variety of SF, its multitude of subgenres and the



vagueness of its boundaries, results in difficulties. The
definition attempted can be too prescriptive; for
example, Darko Suvin’s effort to exclude any form of
Fantasy or myth from SF fatally narrows the genre’s
creative brief, omitting much of its substance, as Peter
Lowentrout argues(22). Other definitions are too
inclusive, allowing many unrelated texts into the SF
fold. Essays at definition have declined in number in the
face of such difficulties, and out of doubt as to the
advisability of inflexible categories. But a
reconciliation of definitions - those considering Science
to be SF’s hallmark, that viewing cognitive estrangement
as its deciding feature, and those viewing SF as
apocalyptic - with that making SF an historical genre may
assist in identifying something of SF’'s true scope. A
part of this exercise is the removal of rigid ideological
positions from the critical equations of SF: if SF is
viewed pragmatically - with regard only to an objective
feature such as historical content - its parameters can

be more clearly perceived.

Many definitions of SF, especially those proposed in the
early decades of the genre’s history, suggest that
Science and scientific content are distinguishing marks
of SF. Common elements specified in such definitions are
the use by SF writers of the scientific method, the
effects of scientific innovation on human beings,
extrapolation from existing technological developments,
the use of scientific rhetoric by writers, and the
presence of some form of scientific rationalisation for
what is otherwise merely fantasy or mundane realism(23).
Certainly, SF has involved these features in a multitude
of cases, but there are invariably exceptions to any
Science-based definition. The scientific method is not
conspicuously present in many works of Science Fantasy,

and the ‘soft sciences’, prominent in SF since the 1950s,
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are not necessarily governed by the method. Scientific
innovation and technological extrapolation are not
necessary features of SF texts involving téchnological
regress, such as post-holocaust novels or Alternate
Histories predicated on the absence of Progress.
Scientific rhetoric was largely abandoned by many New
Wave writers of the 1960s and 1970s, if not altogether
then certainly as their prime mode of discourse. And the
idea that SF merely rationalises scientifically what is
otherwise not SF at all paradoxically excludes any
possibility of its genuine engagement with Science.
Science is in one form or another a determinant of most
but not all SF; definitions emphasising it are never

inclusive enough.

These definitions often reflect ideoclogical assumptions
based on scientism, on a positivistic confidence in SF’s
cognitive and utopian potentials, its usefulness as
scientific propaganda. For this and other reasons,
definitions based on SF’s scientific content never
describe fully the genre as it stands; they neglect the
genre’s scientific ambivalence, the presence of progress
and regress, complexity and entropy, rationality and
irrationality not only in SF as a whole but even within
single SF texts. Science Fiction is not necessarily
Fiction about Science. Viewed in the context of its
appropriation of history, however, its relation to
Science can be clarified. If SF is seen as the
speculative history of Science, imitating both Science’s
past successes and its past failures, articulating the
potentials both of Progress and of stagnation, account
can be taken of its full range. Positivistic Future
Histories and post-holocaust picaresques, high-
technological Cyberpunk scenarios and neo-mediaeval far
futures can be jointly contextualised as reflections of

the ambiguous and cyclical history Of Science. In these

11



terms, the absence and presence of Progress are equally

suggestive of a text’s status as SF.

A second major definition of SF is that offered by Darko
Suvin. His emphasis is upon ‘cognitive estrangement’ as
the distinctive mechanism of SF. In Suvin’s terms, SF is
set in worlds, or involves characters, significantly
removed from those encountered in mundane or realistic
fiction, this constituting estrangement; but these
displaced characters or worlds are conceived in terms
that are possible, logically valid, in the author’s (and
our) world, falling within its ‘cognitive (cosmological
and anthropological) norms’ (24). This formulation binds
the estranged realm of the fantastic to the cognitive
realm of the actual, disciplining the former, making the
two operate in a speculatively powerful harmony. Again in
Suvin’s terms, ‘SF is a developed oxymoron, a realistic
irreality, with humanized nonhumans, this-worldly other
worlds, and so forth’; this ‘means that it is -
potentially - the space of a potent estrangement,
validated by the pathos and prestige of the basic
cognitive norms of our times’ (25). For Suvin, this
potency of estrangement, the sense of the unfamiliar
familiar, is characteristic of subversive and utopian SF,
and is not found in bourgeocis, mystificatory, escapist
SF, for which estrangement is mere diverting novelty(26),
which makes his definition ideologically, if not
technically, exclusive of much of the genre. As with the
more simplistic definitions of SF in terms of Science, an
ideological prescriptivism interferes with SF’s objective

delineation.

A reconciliation of Suvin’s formulation with that
proposed by this Thesis can moderate this exclusivity. If
‘cognitive norms’ are descriptive of the historical laws

that govern the present of the author, then the author’s
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estranged world exists in a plausible historical relation
to ours. ‘Cognitive estrangement’ becomes ‘historically
consistent estrangement’. SF’'s imagined realms become
ones whose continued familiarity is based on their
continuity with familiar histories. This makes Suvin’s
definition into a synthesis of those by Canary and
Robinson cited in 1.2, allowing it to regard SF as
‘fictive history’ governed by known historical laws and
historically related to the known present or past. An
ideologically neutral recognition of SF’s competing
historical paradigms can, furthermore, allow Suvin’s
modified definition to accommodate all of SF equally.
Such inclusivity permits rival philosophies of history,
Marxist, liberal, and conservative, to compete for SF'’s
cognitive ground; the creation of estranged worlds can
proceed according to their different imperatives; and all
SF texts are covered by a redefinition which recognises

fully the historical estrangement that they all practise.

A third significant definition of SF is that put forward
by David Ketterer and later in modified form by Frederick
A. Kreuziger: SF as an apocalyptic literature, one
exploring the ‘limits of desire’, radical departure from
present norms. This formulation essentially regards SF’s
extrapolation of new worlds as revelatory: in David
Ketterer’s words, SF texts as ‘Works of the apocalyptic
imagination radically change and improve our
understanding of a present reality, indirectly by
presenting other worlds in space and time, thus placing
the present in a wider material context, or, more
directly, by presenting other worlds out of space and
time, thus placing the present in a transcendent
visionary context.’ This ‘transformation’ achieves ‘most
immediacy’ through the ‘devising’ of ‘new ontologies’,
the ‘radical’ reinterpretation of ‘aspects of the present

- the nature of man, the nature of reality or the nature
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of an outside manipulator’ (27). Ketterer emphasises that
the apocalyptically evoked ‘new world in the reader’s
head’ generated by SF, unlike the new worlds of the
fantastic, exists in a ‘credible relationship with the
putative real world’ (28), a qualification similar to
suvin’s: the imagined world must be cognitively
continuous with ours. If apocalyptically conceived worlds
are always objectified, always bound to and significant
for our reality, they are also historically continuous
with our reality: they stand in a temporal relation to
it. With this in mind, SF’s apocalyptic function, its
visionary but critical recontextualisation of the ‘real
world’, can, in reconciliation with the view of SF as
Historical Fiction, be seen as the repositioning of the
present with regard to the past and futures based upon
that past. The world is radically reinterpreted not
through apocalyptic ‘novelty’ (any novelty is past-
based), but through speculative history, which shows the
present’s location in a wider, and revelatory,

chronology.

This is not unlike the reformulation of Ketterer’s
definition by Frederick A. Kreuziger. He alters
Ketterer’s emphasis upon the mere philosophical re-
evaluation of the present through the extrapolation of
new worlds; in Kreuziger’s view, SF embodies the quasi-
religious longing of its readership for radical
transformation, preaching to them an attitude of
‘imminent expectation’ of such change, specifying the
general need to expect rather than the specifics of what
to expect(29). This brings SF close to the passive
expectation of redemption found in ‘Biblical
apocalyptic’: prophetic apparatus abounds, as SF purports
‘to be a revelation of things to come’; SF reappropriates
‘the myths of origins and ends’; it creates ‘a future

history {(which historicizes the cosmos)’ and rewrites
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‘past history according to its faith’ (30). This makes the
historical function of SF overt: in these terms, SF
places the present in a context of visionary history,
reinterpreting the past and extending it into the future
so that SF’s readers can feel that they have a meaningful
place in time, one at the moment when past trends climax
into a radically transformed future. The radical,
transcendent novelty the apocalyptic promises is realised
in the form of historical location near the point of
change. The apocalyptic definition of SF assists

recognition of its speculative historical function.

These attempts at the reconciliation of definitions allow
three clear conclusions, reinforcing those reached in
Section 1.2. The first is that the non-historical content
of SF, such as Science, can be seén as being governed by
the genre’s historical content. SF/s use of history
contextualises its other components in time, orders their
relations to each other, indicates their function in the
text’s larger scheme. The second conclusion is that any
rigorous definition of SF demands that an SF text have an
historical relation to the present of its author: history
is appropriated by SF writers in order to objectify their
imagined worlds, to maintain that historical relation.
The third conclusion is that SF's appropriation of
history occurs in resonance with the expectations of its
genre readership: meaning is imparted to the present of
those readers through that present’s speculative location
within a scheme of past and future history. History,

then, is the context both of the elements of the SF text
and of that text’s significance for its author and
readers. With the importance of SF’s historical
appropriation established, consideration can now be given

to the forms taken by that appropriation.

1.4 Historical Appropriation and Forms of History

15



As a form of Historical Fiction, SF employs different
varieties of historical appropriation and constructs
different varieties of history. For the definition of SF
in terms of history to be fully comprehensive, these
categories must cover all of its existing and potential
texts, must constitute, in other words, a complete
description of the genre. The emphasis here is upon
pragmatic description of the characteristics of
historical appropriation and historical construction as
objectively observed in texts; the ideological functions
of these characteristics are a separate issue, discussed
in Sections 1.5 and 1.6. This Section first defines SF’'s
process, its three broad modes of historical
appropriation; it then discusses SF’s product, the four
modes of history constructed through that appropriation;
and it finally examines how closely these sets of
categories apply to the Fantasy genre. In this manner,

much of this Thesis’s terminology is specified.

SF appropriates history by way of three techniques:
historical extension (extrapolation), historical
imitation, and historical modification. These modes at
times operate jointly, but they do distinguish the broad
strategies by which SF borrows from history. Each mode
achieves a distinct form of historical irony, by which
elements of history are present in a text where they
should not normally be: features of the future in the
past, features of the past in the future, features of one
world in another, ironic incongruities and resonances.
The three modes of historical appropriation can be

detailed as follows:

Historical extension. This is essentially extrapolation,
the continuation of observed contemporary historical
trends into the future. This is the basis of SF’s claims

to portray novelty, the foundation of its many fictional
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futures. But historical extension is historical, merely
drawing on the recent instead of the further past. It can
also describe extrapolation from alternative presents,
those of alternate or alien worlds, whose historical
bases differ from those of ‘consensus reality’. The form
of historical irony operative here can be described as
the irony of expectation, the incongruity between the
future the characters or readers anticipate and what in
fact results: what features of the recent past have been

extrapolated, and which have withered on the vine?

Historical imitation. This is the direct appropriation of
the details and patterns of the past, the modelling of
futures or of other worlds on specific historical
precedents. This is a general practice in SF, explaining
the basis of Galactic Empires in the Roman Empire, or of
alien civilisations in Earthly feudalism. Historical
imitation can also (occasionally) describe the evocation
of an historical milieu in its authentic, undisplaced
form: a time-travel story set in Ancient Greece may
accurately imitate period detail. The form of historical
irony found here is definable as the irony of comparison:
a reader of a text set in the distant future or on an
alien world recognises in it patterns and structures
familiar from the mundane past. Futuristic or alien

‘novelty’ incongruously but inevitably echoes the known.

Historical modification. This involves the continued use
of historical models, but also a conscious deviation from
them. The most common instance of this technique is that
giving rise to Alternate Histories, in which the facts of
the recorded past are counterfactually amended, giving
rise to worlds in which, for example, Germany won World
War Two. A less frequent form modifies historical
imitation: if a Future History initially adheres to a

model such as the Roman Empire, but then departs in an
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historically incongruous direction, historical
modification has been invoked. The mode of historical
irony prevailing in this area can be called the irony of
anachronism: elements are present out of their
established historical order, because history itself has
assumed a revised course. A Victorian England with space

travel is one illustration of such irony.

One or more of these three types of historical
modification will govern the construction of any SF text.
Any such text must depart from a point in the past,
however eager its author is to escape that past; the
recent past can be utilised, or the past’s precedents can
be modified, but the point of origin remains that past.
Historical irony allows a fruitful interplay of
familiarity and incongruity in SF texts: the presence of
familiar historical components where they should not be
is a major source of SF’'s surprise, its ‘novelty’; that
‘novelty’ is thus historically determined, and again the
inescapability of history in the genre is confirmed.
Given this inevitability, what forms do SF’s Histories

take?

In his discussion of treatments of history in SF, Edward
James identifies four approaches to the subject in the
genre’s stories: historical theory as a theme; historical
theory in practice (as in Future Histories); the
investigation of history (through time travel); and
Alternate Histories, which he considers the most
interesting category(31l). James’s categories are by no
means exhaustive; for the purposes of this Thesis, an
amended set of four varieties of history is defined,
which, like the set of three sorts of historical
appropriation, describes the entire possible range of SF
texts. These four modes of History are the products of

different strategies of historical appropriation; they
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amount to four subgenres, dividing the entire territory

of SF between them. They can be identified as follows:

Future Histories. This is the largest category of SF by
far, embracing all SF narratives set in imagined futures.
This definition of Future History is very wide, covering
more than just those sequences of novels and stories
consciously grouped by their authors into ‘future

histories’, as in the case of Asimov’s Foundation

Trilogy. Instead, Future History here signifies any text
projecting a future, on the grounds that this invariably
entails borrowings from history, either the extrapolation
from the recent past involved in historical extension, or
the more general borrowing entailed by historical
imitation. Grand and consistent Future Histories like
Asimov’s stand alongside near-future satires and modestly

extrapolative short stories in this category.

Alternate Histories. Growing in number in recent decades,
these result chiefly from historical modification. An
Alternate History branches off from our own past history
as a result of an altered historical outcome; it involves
the element of counterfactuality, its Alternate World
recognisably akin to ours, occupying an equivalent
position in space and time, but ironically dissimilar
from it by virtue of anachronistic discrepancies. Thus,

Philip K. Dick’s The Man in the High Castle proposes an

America in 1962 that is still recognisable as America,
but is ruled by the victorious Axis Powers. Alternate
History is implicitly reliant on historical imitation in
locating and evoking points where history might have been
changed, but historical modification governs it from that

point onwards.

Secret History. This is a relatively small category of SF

History, dependent on historical imitation and
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modification. Any SF narrative which proposes an
alternative explanation for the recorded facts of past or
contemporary history without altering the recorded
details of that history is a Secret History. So is any
story relating past or contemporary events which recorded
history simply ignores. Conspiracies can feature: E.E.

‘Doc’ Smith’s Triplanetary(1948) makes of Earth’s history

before the Twentieth Century the product of the secret
manipulations of good and evil aliens. Or there are
subtler re-evaluations of history, indicating the voices
neglected in conventional representations of the past:

Karen Joy Fowler’s Sarah Canary(1991) brings an alien to

Nineteenth Century America, a being whose presence is
symbolically momentous but unnoticed by those in power,
those who write official history. Secret Histories
imitate history in the context of their action, and

modify it in the covert details of that action.

Renarrated History. This is another small category. It is
a product of a specialised form of historical imitation.
Any SF text set in the past but not modifying that past
is a renarrated history, in that its author imitates
history directly, retelling it with its recorded details
intact, in the manner of the Historical Novel proper.
Time travel is the customary means of locating such an SF
narrative in the past. In Connie Willis’s Doomsday

Book (1992), the protagonist visits the time of the Black
Death, and lives among the mediaeval English, without
affecting their destiny. Sympathetic rendition of period
detail is all that Willis attempts; such uncomplicated

historical imitation is, however, rare in SF.

These four forms of History employ historical
appropriation in all of its three modes and in various
combinations of those modes; these processes describe the

options available to SF writers in historically
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constructing their texts. The question now arises as to
whether the formation of fictive History through the
appropriation of the past is the technical strategy of

the Fantasy genre as well.

A survey of definitions of Fantasy suggests that the
genre 1s antithetical to historical laws, to the very
principle of cause and effect. Many definitions stress
the role in Fantasy of the inexplicable, of the
imaginary, of the impossible, of the other-worldly(32).
Roger Schlobin calls Fantasy ‘That corpus in which the
impossible is primary in its quantity or centrality’ (33).
If Fantasy is considered as a stage for the interplay of
unconscious elements made concrete, or as a form of moral
romance, it remains, in its entirety as a genre,
undetermined by history. The body of past experience
appropriated wholesale by Fantasy, if any, 1s myth and
legend, akin to history but not ruled by its laws. It is
in the pragmatically observed details of Fantasy texts
themselves, rather than in theoretical definitions of the
genre, that Fantasy’s correspondence with History can be

identified.

Genre Fantasy - the body of fiction commercially defined
as Fantasy in the wake of Tolkien’s success in the 1960s
- has recourse to the same historical processes as occur
in SF, both technically and ideologically. Technically,
Fantasy appropriates history in manners reminiscent of
those employed in SF. The histories of Celtic Britain,
mediaeval Scandinavia, and other epochs of elemental
conflict are freely, obviously, and multitudinously
imitated in genre Fantasy. More specifically, all four of
SF’'s modes of History, and therefore its forms of
historical appropriation also, are encountered in
Fantasy, giving rise to various subgenres of Historical

Fantasy. Renarrated Histories are frequent, as works of
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Fantasy are often set in past eras realised with a

nostalgic verisimilitude: Soldier of the Mist (1986) by

Gene Wolfe is a major example. Secret Histories occur in
Fantasy, as in many novels postulating supernatural

conspiracies underlying history, such as The Stress of

Her Regard(1989) by Tim Powers. Alternate Histories are a
growing subgenre of Fantasy, frequently resembling their
Science Fictional counterparts closely: an early text is

A Midsummer Tempest(1974) by Poul Anderson. Even Future

Histories can be discovered in Fantasy, as writers
speculate that atomic warfare might result in a post-
holocaust land of myth: this is the premise of The Empire
of the East (1979) by Fred Saberhagen.

These Fantastic Histories thus correspond with SF in
technique, in historical appropriation. But there is an
ideological correspondence also. Many authors of
Historical Fantasy are also SF writers - all of the
authors mentioned in the previous paragraph are examples.
The commercial association of the two genres encourages
cross-fertilisation; thus, many works of Fantasy share
the ideological characteristics of SF, which of course
determine its use of history. Given such affinities with
SF, many Fantastic Histories - in particular Fantastic
Alternate Histories, which closely resemble SF’s
Alternate Histories - are responsive to the critical
apparatus of this Thesis. Fantasy in general, then, is
not a genre of Historical Fiction, but overlaps
significantly with SF, for which history is a decisive

shaping force.

The Historical subgenres found in SF and Fantasy vary in

importance. Within S¥, Future and Alternate Histories are
far greater in number than Secret or Renarrated ones, and
constitute the genre’s central historical representations

and arguments. Consequently, they are the fictive
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histories discussed in this Thesis, Future Histories in
Chapters Two and Three, Alternate Histories in Chapters
Four and Five. In Fantasy, the Alternate History form is,
as mentioned previously, the most technically interesting
category, and the closest in method to its SF
counterpart; examples of it are analysed in the general
survey of Alternate Histories in Chapters Four and Five.
Thus the application of this Section’s theoretical

apparatus in later Chapters.

With the reasons for and nature of SF’s engagement with
history established, attention can now be paid to the
practical influences that have shaped that engagement
since 1926. The next two Sections indicate how SF's
shifts in ideology, and the genre’s assimilation of
theories of history, have conditioned its appropriation

of the past.

1.5 Science Fiction: Its History and its Histories

While genre SF has consistently engaged in historical
appropriation since 1926, its ideology has changed and
diversified greatly over seven decades. Inevitably, these
shifts have shaped the ways in which SF has imitated the
past. This Section divides the history of SF into four
stages, commenting on the broad ideological features of
each period and on each period’s resulting approaches to
history. Some attention is also given to the abiding

contrasts between American and British genre SF.

John Clute has remarked that the first launching of a
spacecraft - Sputnik in 1957 - divided the history of SF
in two. Before 1957, the future was a blank, a ground for
infinite hope; now, the realities of space and the space
programme intruded on SF’s dreams: ‘Space was no longer
free space’, instead becoming ‘a sentence in the seamy

contentious intricate story of humans upon the planet, a
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continuation of life on Earth by other means’ (34). Clute
calls the pre-1957 genre SF, which was largely American,
‘First SF’ (35); what followed from about 1960 can
logically be termed Second SF. This broad division has
merit, but First and Second SF can each be further
subdivided. First SF encompasses two periods: the ‘Golden
Age’ of Pulp SF, in which the genre was almost
exclusively dominated by the magazine market and by a
common ideological ethos of positivism (linear optimism);
and the phase from about 1950, in which new threads of
pessimism and satire began to fragment the genre’s
solidarity. Second SF also yields two stages: the New
Wave era, commencing in the early 1960s and ending in the
mid-1970s, a time of Modernist experimentalism and the
assertion of left-wing ideologies; and the phase from the
late 1970s to the present, in which SF has become
polyglot, containing a host of tendencies - Romantic,
Cyberpunk, Humanist, Libertarian - in a Postmodern Babel.
Each stage continues previous trends, as well as
innovating upon them; but a broad ideological and
historical evolution can be traced through this
chronological scheme, the four periods of which are now

examined individually.

The ‘Golden Age’, 1926 to approximately 1950. This phase
was conditioned by various realities. Economically, the
Great Depression encouraged fantasies of technological
liberation from harsh economic circumstances; the Second
World War realised many such expectations in its
organised political and scientific strategies. The
magazine market, catering to a largely young male
audience, was dominated by powerful editors such as Hugo
Gernsback and John W. Campbell, who were able to enforce
the genre’s ideological norms on their writers, producing
a considerable unanimity: SF was a well-defined

subculture, its assumptions and expectations relatively
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uniform. Although there were some exceptions to this
uniformity, the broad ideology of this phase can be
identified as emerging Libertarianism, with supporting

attitudes of scientism, positivism, and historicism.

Of early American and British SF writers Patrick
Parrinder has commented that they ‘formed a largely
ingrown community, cut off from the mainstream of
literary culture by their outspoken support for the
values of scientists and technologists’ (36). This
ideology of scientism was, in Gavin Browning’s terms, an
uncritical acceptance of Science’s absolute value, a
belief that social problems could be solved through
scientific development rather than through the Marxist
modality of a political ‘resolution of social

forces’ (37). This not only entailed a generally crude
rational positivism, the SF ‘cult of rationality’, as
Gary K. Wolfe terms 1t (38); it could amount to a
mentality of elitist conspiracy, the belief that the
scientific elite of ‘scientists, technicians, and
industrialists’ would, as H.G. Wells and others
conceived, ‘take over world government’ (39), running
human affairs rationally and efficiently at last. This
elitism is the key to the central contradiction of
‘Golden Age’ SF’s ideology: that it desired boundless
freedom for the scientific elite, but authoritarian

control of the rest of humanity.

The Libertarianism (or belief in rugged individualism and
anarchic liberty) which characterised the period’s SF,
and which has remained influential since, is the
manifestation of that contradiction. As Albert I. Berger
has pointed out, early SF, such as that appearing in John

W. Campbell’s magazine Astounding, preached the

centrality of technological development and Progress in

human history, but was also pessimistic about the ability
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of the unscientific and unscientistic human majority to
accommodate such Progress; the majority’s obstructionism
and Luddism had to be restrained through elite and
authoritarian control (40). Early SF’s Libertarianism was
thus an ideology which claimed unlimited freedom for the
scientifically literate and Competent elite, in essence
SF’'s genre readership and the technocracy it hoped to
join and become, while desiring the denial of freedom to

those who defied or inconvenienced that elite.

Golden Age SF appropriated history in ways reflecting its
dogmas and contradictions. It generated a ‘consensus
cosmogony’ or Future History, a shared body of
assumptions of human colonisation of space, Galactic
Imperialism, and a final transcendent utopia of
Progress(41l), imitating and extending the rise of Western
capitalism, transferring it and its associated elements
of expansionism and technocracy to a wider stage. This
linear optimism was qualified by pessimism, reflecting,
in Albert Berger’s terms, a lack of confidence in the
capacity of broader humanity to sustain scientific and
Progressive ideals: thus the consensus Future History was
cyclical, involving phases of corruption and barbarism
before the utopian conclusion vindicated positivistic
scientism. The liberty of the future scientific elite
would be temporarily dampened, and authoritarian measures
would be justified, if only temporarily, to restore it,
ending the cycles of history, restoring its linear
imperative. Thus, the ‘Golden Age’’s use of history is
positivistic, serving scientism and a selective
Libertarianism, and regarding past history as a reliable
and quantifiable basis for extrapolation, a confidence in
history’s solidity shared with Nineteenth Century
historicists. Examples of Future Histories embodying this

mentality are examined in Chapter Two.
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Pessimism and Satire, 1950-1960. The later stage of First
SF modifies the ‘Golden Age’’s ideological
characteristics without fully departing from them;
earlier convictions retained much of their force. The
novel features of this phase of SF’s history included
postwar prosperity, which allowed some relaxation of
earlier Depression- and war-occasioned positivistic zeal
on the part of the genre’s readership; pessimism
resulting from the threat of nuclear holocaust as the
Cold War developed; skepticism concerning Western, and in
particular American, norms in reaction to Cold War
paranoias such as McCarthyism; and the appearance of new
magazine and paperback SF markets which could accommodate
a wider ideological spectrum than before. The imminent
possibility of doomsday, and domestic repression,
inspired admonitory SF texts: post-holocaust stories,
detailing regression into barbarism; fictions of greater
social realism than before, indicating the human
implications of technological change; and satires, which
subversively extrapolated unsympathetic contemporary
trends. The broadening of SF¥F's definition of Science to
include the ‘soft sciences’ such as psychology assisted
these revisionist subgenres in achieving a less
scientistic and more human focus. But these innovations
were not ultimately rejections of SF’'s dominant ideology
of positivistic Libertarianism; they sought rather to
warn of external and self-inflicted dangers to the
Western status quo affirmed by Libertarian SF, retaining
the ‘Golden Age’’s characteristic devices and much of its

Future Historical apparatus.

This period’s appropriation of history often involved the
same modes of historical imitation and extension as
applied in the ‘Golden Age’’s consensus Future History.

But as the discussion of Alfred Bester’s The Stars My

Destination in Section 2.5 indicates, this could occur in
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a revisionist and even deconstructive spirit; history was
at times imitated with a new irony. Postholocaust
narratives and near-future satires involved short-term
historical extension, usually of deeply damaging trends
rather than the merely curious scientific ones
extrapolated during the ‘Golden Age’. The setting of more
stories in a realistically evoked present required the
imitation of contemporary history on a considerable
scale. As SF’s ideological centre gradually admitted more
liberal influences, its readers became more tolerant of
the appropriation of past epochs and features other than
the rise of great empires and the erection of economic

hegemonies.

The New Wave, from the early 1960s to the mid-1970s. This
initial phase of Second SF, taking its name from the
experimental ‘movements’ in the SF of the period,
incorporated great ideological and historical crises of
the genre. The advent of space exploration (Clute’s
moment decisively separating First and Second SF)
increasingly made the future a territory not of dream but
of disillusioning certainty. And SF’s constituency had
additional cause for disappointment. As Gerard Klein has
argued, the expansion of SF’s readership after 1960
matched the growth of a technically trained Western
middle class, but that class was suffering
disempowerment: Science generally, and their abilities in
particular, were being harnessed by corporations(42). In
Patrick Parrinder’s words, ‘post-1960 SF responds to the
era of multinational corporations with its vision of a
neo-feudal world in which the individual is condemned to
servitude’ (43). Certainty was undermined: as Charles
Elkins observes, this loss of confidence resulted in
texts whose heroces, while still competent, were no longer
ethnocentric, but instead non-competitive, holistic, in

harmony with nature (44).



This was the essence of the British and American New
Waves: skepticism about positivistic values; a new
hostility to capitalism; the absorption of the
countercultural attitudes of the 1960s, including
mysticism, feminism, environmentalism, and fatalism in
the face of a perceivedly entropic universe. Marxist
critics question how complete this movement away from
scientism and Libertarianism was: Charles Elkins
criticises elements of the New Wave for their retention
of individualism, their failure to embrace collective
action rather than fatalistic mystical stances, their
implicit advocacy of the status quo(45). A.E. Levin
concurs, dismissing the New Wave’s pessimism,
‘decadence’, and mysticism as reflections of SF’s
continued bourgeois nature and of a general ‘deepening
crisis in bourgeois confidence’ (46). What these
condemnations underline is that the New Wave was
predominantly a liberal phenomenon, embodying the
ideological and existential perplexities of a genre
culture still fundamentally individualistic, and
critiquing the present from positions of personal outrage
rather than of collective anti-capitalist solidarity.
What helped New Wave authors to achieve a radical
differentiation from traditional SF was the continued
existence of the older modes of the genre throughout
their period, a conservative persistence with which they

made a striking contrast.

The SF texts of the New Wave are in the main
exXperimental, in style (as in the baroque language of
Roger Zelazny and Samuel R. Delany), in form (as in
imitations of Modernist techniques by Brian Aldiss and
Michael Moorcock), or in sensibility (as in J.G.
Ballard’s embracement of entropy). Pessimism displaces

positivism, confidence in the continuation of individual
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liberty is at a low ebb. The consensus Future History is
dismissed as empty. These factors have two major
implications for the period’s appropriation of history.
First, history is imitated with deep suspicion and irony:
it is rigorously scrutinised, its meanings revised and
inverted. Second, the historical periods imitated are
either ones of disillusionment, tyranny, and reversal, or
recent ones of a ‘hip’ anarchy. Historical extension in
New Wave terms involves short-term pessimistic
extrapolation, the retention of close objective links to
the present, rather than grand long-term prediction. And
historical modification comes increasingly into play,
allowing alternatives to grim realities to be ventured:
Alternate Histories grow in number, and attempts at the
construction of utopias - such as the feminist ones of
Ursula K. Le Guin and Joanna Russ - are increasingly

made.

The Late Phase, from the mid-1970s to the present.
Echoing the shifting currents of wider history, the last
two decades of SF have been ones without any lasting
sense of a single direction. The New Wave was followed by
a phase of pessimistic or religious Romanticism
(discussed in Section 3.3), which perhaps corresponded to
the broader decline of the Sixties into complacency. Then
the resurgence of monetarist capitalism in the 1980s
evoked both the Cyberpunk movement, which extrapolated
the new information technologies in utopian and dystopian
terms, and ‘Humanist’ SF, which reasserted idealism in
more traditional modes. Meanwhile, many different
varieties of SF co-existed, including Libertarian Hard
SF, Science Fantasy, feminist SF, recursive SF, and
others. These co-exist still, with continuing Romantic,
Cyberpunk, and Humanist strains added. This reflects the
breadth of the genre marketplace over much of this

period: various sub-readerships are catered to by
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different subgenres; each subgenre mirrors a portion of
SF’s now diverse ideological spectrum, which incorporates
shades of ideology from earlier decades as well as new
variations. SF has become an arena for competing

discourses; it has entered a late or Postmodern phase.

For this reason, Late Phase SF does not exclude or
privilege any variety of historical appropriation or
history. Future Histories of the old pattern have
persisted (as seen in Chapter Two and in Section 3.2),
along with revisionist Future Histories of a quite
fatalistic sort (discussed in Section 3.3) and of a
utopian kind (see Section 3.4). Historical imitation and
extension operate variously in these Future Histories,
obeying a range of ideological impulses: models are
affirmatorily celebrated or ironically inverted.
Alternate Histories have grown enormously in number,
making historical modification a central technique of SF:
this is amply illustrated in Chapters Four and Five.
Alternate History is used to create wish-fulfilment
versions of this world, or to exaggerate its trends into
nightmare; it has repeatedly allowed SF writers to
recontextualise the genre’s own past, as in the recursive
Scientific Romances discussed in Section 5.3.
Conservative or subversive nostalgia is at times embodied
in renarrated histories; a radical sense of the present’s
ontological instability continues to be expressed in
Secret Histories. SF’s Late Phase, with its wealth of
ideological shades, gives corresponding rise to a

multitude of Histories.

SF has moved from a monolithic Libertarianism and
Libertarian Future History through phases of ideological
doubt and historical pessimism to its present ideological
and historical plurality: a long and varied procession.

But other than the successive periods of SF’s history
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anatomised above, a further factor governs the genre’s
use of history: the divisions between American and
British SF. The difference can easily be exaggerated, as
the influence of American SF on the British sort has been
large, and British New Wave SF certainly affected its
BMmerican counterpart; but a definite distinction remains.
In discussing the bodies of SF of various countries,
Patrick Parrinder suggests, ‘as a first crude
approximation’, that the catastrophism prominent in
British SF is owed to Britain’s long imperial and
industrial decline, while American SF’s more robust
attitudes stem from the optimism and ruthlessness of its
Frontier(47). Peter Nicholls qualifies this by observing
that British authors of disaster novels took a ‘guileless
pleasure’ in their catastrophes which cannot truly
qualify as pessimism({48). Still, the emphasis on decline
in British SF, an inevitable byproduct of descent from
world power, is notable when measured against the
boundless optimism of American SF’s grandiose Future

Histories, the sure result of a rise to global hegemony.

The British critic Brian Stableford sees the Scientific
Romance, the characteristic form of British SF, as its
mark of difference from U.S. SF. In his words, the term
Scientific Romance describes ‘works characterized by long
evolutionary perspectives; by an absence of much sense of
the frontier and a scarcity of the kind of pulp-magazine-
derived hero who is designed to penetrate any frontier
available; and in general by a tone moderately less
hopeful about the future than that typical of genre sf
until recent decades’ (49). By this reasoning, British SF
is unlike American in being contemplative, retrospective,
fatalistic, melancholy. Its use of history, as the
discussions of British texts in this Thesis demonstrate,
is accordingly pessimistic and nostalgic. British SF's

large-scale Future Histories are usually cyclical,
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imitating past models of decline, or are ironic,
depicting utopian conditions which by implication our
world can never achieve. British Alternate Histories
often involve inversions of history which impede Progress
instead of facilitating it; others revisit Britain’s
‘glorious past’, either ironically or in sombre re-
appraisal of ‘what went wrong’. American SF approached
Britain’s in mood during the New Wave and Romantic
phases; many British writers have imitated American
models faithfully; but otherwise, American hubris and

British melancholy have made a stark contrast.
The practical factors governing SF's historical content
having been analysed, the intellectual influences on that

content - Theories of History - can be assessed.

1.6 Lines and Cycles: Theories of History in SF

SF, as a form of Historical Fiction, 1is obviously
influenced not only by the periods it appropriates, but
also by the theories which have sought to interpret and
retrospectively structure those periods. Some SF authors
have openly proclaimed their debts to specific historical
theorists and historians: James Blish based his ‘Cities
in Flight’ series on the ideas of Oswald Spengler; Frank
Herbert drew much of the inspiration for Dune from Arnold
Toynbee; Isaac Asimov’s ‘Foundation’ Trilogy 1s a
reworking of Edward Gibbon’s history of Rome (as
discussed in Section 2.2); Brian Aldiss based his
‘Helliconia’ Trilogy on James Lovelock’s ‘Gaia’
Hypothesis (see Section 3.3). These examples indicate the
significance of Theories of History for SF; this Section
considers some Thecories of cardinal importance in this
regard, assessing their ideological and practical

functions in SF texts.
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One fundamental distinction in history and in SF is that
between concepts of individual, collective, and natural
agency. The ‘Great Man’ theory of history, proposed by
such Nineteenth Century historians as Thomas Carlyle, is
a component of the heroic individualism of American
Libertarian SF, conditioning its portrayals of Competent
Men and of messiahs; the ethic of scientism is that of
intellectual and practical genius taking charge of human
affairs. A less strident romantic individualism can
however often be a liberal counterargument to
Libertarianism, with conscience replacing competence as
the virtue advocated. Ideas of collective agency in
history, such as those propounded by Marx, are essential
to SF also, in that as a literature projecting
macrocosmic forces it must deal with human behaviour in
the mass. Huge-scale movements are often pivotal in SF
narratives, or serve as essential backgrounds to
individual heroism; the genre’s paradigmatic concept of
collective agency is Asimov’s ‘Psychohistory’, which in
his ‘Foundation’ series allows the statistically-founded
prediction of coming history. Collective effort as an
ideological ethic is not uncommon in SF, observable in
the authcoritarian side of Libertarian SF and in feminist,
environmentalist, and other post-1960 activist SF.
Finally, purely natural agency - the inevitable operation
of history, beyond any human control, as argued by Oswald
Spengler - is an ingredient of SF’s various fatalisms,
such as those of the New Wave and Romantic phases in the
1960s and 1970s: absolute inescapable determinism can
suggest either surrender to entropy, holistic engagement
with natural forces, or an appeal to God (options

explored in Section 3.3).
SF is however more strongly influenced by grand linear or

cyclical theories of history. This is partly because of

their intellectual glamour, the sense they provide of
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meaning and structures of meaning behind the chaos of
perceived reality. But it is also because they so readily
inform and structure narrative: many of SF’'s Future
Histories in particular are sequences of stories bound
together by a linking metanarrative of historical
argument. SF texts can borrow the principle of linear
history, which proclaims an inevitable evolution towards
a goal; this is simplistic, but inculcates a sense of
purpose and promises novelty. Alternatively, they can
appropriate the concept of history as a series of cycles,
which allows dramatic reversals of fortune, ironic
recurrences over time, a complexity with more conviction
than simple linear history:; but SF’s inherent positivism
demands some progress also. Therefore, SF frequently
combines the two principles, truncating repetitious
cycles with a culminatory linear utopia, or complicating

a linear history with interruptory cycles.

The linear and cyclical theories implemented by SF are
not uniform: there are variations within each of the two
theoretical paradigms. These subcategories require some
discussion, as their implications, and the manner of

thelr use by SF, can differ significantly.

Linear Theories of History. There are three distinct
conceptions of linear history which may be followed by SF
writers: Whiggism, Hegelianism, and Marxism. The first,
the Nineteenth Century ‘Whig’ interpretation of history,
which viewed the rise of Western liberal capitalism as
inevitable and as the natural culmination of history, is
easy to caricature or dismiss as simplistic, but has
pervaded SF. Whiggist history’s simple positivism is
imitated in many Libertarian Future Histories, which
share with it a confidence in the indefinite
prolongability of capitalism, and a capacity to view

worlds resulting from capitalism and rugged individualism

(]
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as ideal and as final. Whiggist linearism has been
satirised or deconstructed by various less sanguine SF
writers, such as William Gibson and Bruce Sterling in
their novel The Difference Engine(1990) (discussed in

Section 5.3).

The linear philosophy of history proposed by G.W.F. Hegel
in the early Nineteenth Century is rather more

complex (50) . Hegel in essence argued that history was a
progression of dialectics, of opposed theses and
antitheses resulting in syntheses which, as new theses,
encountered fresh antitheses, continuing the process cf
development. History was the reflection in time of the
dialectical coming to self-awareness of the Infinite
Spirit, the ultimate and only truly real embodiment of
the human mind; for Hegel, the German State of his own
time was the culmination of this process, the historical
stage in which Self knew Other, in which religious and
secular worlds were reconciled, in which the mind of Man
had self-awareness and so Freedom at last. This drastic
simplification of Hegel’s formulation sums up its appeal
for SF writers: the idea of a continuous dialectic is
deeply dramatic in narrative form, and the partly
concrete, partly abstract process described by Hegel is a
license for SF authors to associate grandiose
metaphysical structures with the physical details of
their fictive Histories. A good example is Gordon R.
Dickson, discussed in Section 2.4: Dickson narrates the
achievement of an ideal of ethical superhumanity through
the medium of secular events such as wars and political
intrigues. Hegel, as an idealist, affords SF linear
history with little of its customary materialist

emphasis.

A third linear theory of history, that of Marx, has

influenced SF writers for the most part indirectly.
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Because Anglo-American genre SF 1s ideologically
conservative or liberal rather than socialist, it does
not usually acknowledge or appropriate historical
materialism overtly (occasional exceptions, Marxist SF
writers such as Mack Reynolds or Terry Bisson, only prove
the rule). But Marxism has assisted SF authors in
comprehending the material basis of many of the
historical forces whose effects they portray: the
historical sophistication of such writers as C.J. Cherryh
and Frank Herbert is a result. More specifically, crude
or vulgar forms of Marxism may have helped shape the
materialist Future Histories of such writers as Isaac
Asimov; Marxist analyses fuelled some New Wave texts; and
recent utopian Future Histories (such as those of Iain M.
Banks and Kim Stanley Robinson, analysed in Section 3.4)
display affinities with Marxist utopianism. Marxism is in
the main a shadowy presence in genre SF, paralleling its
rationalism but reaching subversive conclusions which

American SF in particular is inclined to ignore.

Cyclical theories of history. Three major conceptions cf
history as cyclical manifest themselves in SF: those
formulated by Vico, by Toynbee, and by Spengler. The
major distinction between them is their degrees of
optimism, the degrees of hope they extend that their

patterns of historical repetition can ever be overcome.

The early Eighteenth Century philosopher Giovanni Batista
Vico (51) offered a quite hopeful scenario. In this
scheme, every nation went through predictable stages: a
phase of childhood, the Age of Gods, in which savagery
prevailed but in which religion, language, and the family
emerged; a phase of adolescence, the Age of Heroes, in
which aristocratic elites ruled by harsh force; and a
culminating phase of maturity, the Age of Men, in which

secular law and learning came into their own, in which
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Reason and equality were achievable, and in which an
initial democracy, inevitably factional and decadent,
gave way to a protective and initially virtuous monarchy.
In due course, this monarchical state would succumb to
human frailty and wider decay, and the next cycle could
begin. But Vico did not see his cycles as closed; each
could improve on its predecessor, avoiding repetition of
its specific shortcomings, so that some broad progress
was possible. Vico’'s relative optimism lies both in his
sense of progress within each cycle - the rise from
savagery to maturity - and in his implication of a

greater evolution through a spiralling series of cycles.

Vico’s pattern is implicitly imitated in many SF texts
which construct cycles as obstacles to be overcome. In
such works, progress within a cycle can serve as a model
of the innovation the author desires; when the cycle goes
into decline, a struggle to preserve its progressive
legacy can ensue, withrthat legacy being revived and
expanded during the next cycle. In this way, both a
conviction of inevitable Progress and a sense of the
obstacles encountered by Progress can be textually

conveyed.

A second and mildly pessimistic cyclical theory, that of
the Twentieth Century British historian Arnold

Toynbee (52), has had a very definite influence on SF
writers. Toynbee proposed a standard model of the rise
and fall of civilisations: they arose through creative
human responses to challenges both natural and social,
their further growth fuelled by further inspired
responses to further crises. But eventually the creative
minority which had supplied leadership through the stages
of growth became decadent and tyrannical; it lost the
loyalty of the proletariats which had respected it for

its creative vigour; and disintegration set in. Toynbee



proposed religion as a general source of social
solidarity and cultural renascence at a late stage in
cycles, and advocated Christianity as the specific goal
of history, as the spiritual answer to its material

cycles.

For SF writers, Toynbeean cyclicalism has three distinct
recommendations. First, it emphasises challenge and
creative response as the dialectic giving rise to
civilisations. Libertarian SF in particular sees the
universe as a scientific challenge to be met with
scientific competence and ingenuity; Toynbee’s creative
elites find an echo in the technocratic scientific elites
which dominate Future Histories such as those of Asimov
and Robert A. Heinlein. Second, the dramatic vistas of
fated decline evoked by Toynbee are mirrored in SF’s many
collapsing civilisations: Future Histories contaln many
crumbling Galactic Empires, as well as decadent alien
civilisations which wither when human beings triumphantly
emerge onto the cosmic stage. Toynbee allows both the
melancholy of Imperial decline and the exuberance of the
sweeping away of the old. Third, Toynbee’s religious
conviction, his sense of a transcendent divine solution
beyond history, has a correspondence in the works of
religious or mystical SF writers, who can resolve the
cyclical pessimism of their fallen worlds by resort to
forms of divine intervention. Eternity can come to the

rescue of history.

A final cyclical theory, the most pessimistic by far, is
that of the early Twentieth Century German historical
philosopher Oswald Spengler (53). Spengler’s argument that
cultures are like biological organisms, going through
life-cycles of an inflexibility beyond any possibility of
moderation by humanity, has had two specific appeals for

SF. The first is Spengler’s breakdown of each cycle into
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seasonal phases. He defined four stages of a culture:
Spring, a childhood phase featuring the dawn of religion,
with patriarchy or feudalism dominant; Summer, a phase of
youth in which a more mature critical spirit began to
emerge, with more organised religious belief and
philosophy evolving, and with urban life commencing;
Autumn, a mature phase, in which intellectual vigour was
at its height, and in which an enquiring rationality
prevailed; and Winter, the phase of o0ld age and
mortality, in which ‘culture’ decayed into mere effete
‘civilisation’, in which vast deracinated populations
swarmed in great Imperial megalopoli, in which a
creatively moribund and disillusioning Utilitarianism
prevailed, and in which democracy gave way to despotic
Caesarism. This panorama, however inaccurate as history,
gives SF countless images and scenarios, motifs of
ascendancy and decline, a veritable vocabulary of
historical drama, as can be seen in the works of James
Blish. Spengler’s other legacy to SF is his pessimism
itself: the fatalism of some SF writers (such as the
authors of the Alternate Histories of the Reformation
discussed in Section 4.3) can be seen as a reflection of
Spengler’s proclamation of the inevitability and

inescapability of cycles.

Despite the evident adherence of many individual works of
SF to grand theories of history, the impact of these
theories on the genre as a whole should not be
exaggerated. Historical theories are useful sources of
historical ambience and useful structures for narrative
organisation, but SF generally appropriates history
according to its own highly specific ideological needs.
Its own, frequently idiosyncratic theories of history are
formulated as they are required; they may correspond in
some ways to earlier theories such as those of Toynbee

and Spengler, but will depart from them whenever
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convenient. Furthermore, SF writers are distanced from
those theories by two factors. The first factor is
philosophical: the doubt that prevails as to whether
grandiose theories have merit, whether they are not in
fact impositions of structure upon an historical fabric
that is infinitely varied, that cannot be so reductively
summarised. The second factor is practical: most SF
writers are acquainted with theories of history only at
second hand, and employ them erratically rather than
systematically. For every Asimov appropriating Gibbon or
Frank Herbert imitating Toynbee, there are numerous SF
authors whose debt to the philosophy of history 1is

indirect, reluctant, or unconscious.

However, even a vague or partial engagement with thecries
of history can have a considerable effect on SF, as 1is
shown by the presence in the genre of theodicy. This
term, coined by Gottfried Leibnitz during the
Enlightenment and introduced into the critical vocabuliary
of SF by John Clute, 1s defined by Clute as ‘the doctrine
that argued that a God who permitted evil to exist could
be just. Basically, evil exists as a measure - 1in this
best of all possible worlds - of good. The moment-to-
moment and ultimate function of evil - a parody of good -
is to make good visible.’ Theodicy supports assumptions
of the inherent virtue and rightness of the way things
are; any sufferings by those not privileged by the status
quo can be rationalised as part of the natural order of
the world. (54) If Clute’s critical use of the term
theodicy is applied to genre SF widely, it can be seen
that many of SF’s worlds are conceived by their authors
very much in the spirit of theodicy. Although such worlds
are constructed through historical appropriation, they
are essentially wish-fulfilment visions, static
embodiments of the political and socio-economic ideals of

their authors and the readers served by those authors.
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They combine specific features of the different theories
of history: the background to them is usually cyclical, a
set of crises which the text presents as a dilemma
requiring a solution; that solution comes as the sort of
linear culmination to history envisaged by Hegel and
Marx, a final plateau of utopian achievement exactly
matching the author’s wishes. SF texts of this kind are
frequently authoritarian, shouting down any dissenting
voices raised; as such, they have little of the
dialectical dynamism of genuine history; but this is
perhaps simply a reflection of the inflexibility of their

sometimes dogmatic theoretical models.

Most ‘theodictic’ SF texts are Libertarian; their
simplifications of cycles into linear ideological
manifestoes are discussed in Chapter Two. Without
ideologically or evaluatively judging such texts, but
rather by observing pragmatically their historical and
rhetorical strategies, 1t can be asserted that they form
a distinct category of SF, one whose writers commence
their arguments by reference to dialectical historical
process but conclude them through sweeping theodicy. For
this reason, this Thesis reqularly employs theodicy as a
critical term, describing texts of this kind, especially

Future Histories, as ‘theodicies’.

Genre SF utilises historical theories expediently, to
frame an historically resonant scenario, or to help
construct a vindicatory theodicy; this can have a very
significant effect on the specifics of historical
appropriation; but with some notable exceptions, SF
authors owe no abiding doctrinaire allegiance to fixed
historical paradigms.

* * *
With SF's nature as a form of Historical Fiction

established, with its methods of historical appropriation
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and its forms of fictive History identified, and with the
influences on it of its own history and of philosophical
theories of history analysed, attention can switch to the
many textual manifestations of these techniques and
influences. Chapters Two and Three discuss many of SF’s
more ambitious Future Histories, and Chapters Four and
Five detail how various phases of recorded history have
been modified in the Alternate Histories produced by both

Science Fiction and Fantasy.
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CHAPTER TWO: FUTURE HISTORIES - THE CONSENSUS

2.1 Introduction

This Chapter deals with Future Histories conceived in {or
rooted in works written in} the 1940s and 1950s, ones
therefore reflective of the genre mentality of First ST,
the age of the pulp magazines (the 1930s and 1940s), cof
their immediate and more slick successors (the 1950s),
and of the paperback revolution which moved SF into the
arena of book publication (alsc the 1950s). As indicated
in Section 1.5, this was essentially the era before
Sputnik and the advent of space travel, when SF was in
its formative phases, reflecting a future that had not
yet been decisively shaped. This results in certain
features common to all the Future Histories discussed

here.

First, First S¥ was distinguished by a broad innocence,
both of spirit and concept(l). Because SF’s central
ideas, most notably those involving space travel, were
not yet actualities or had not yet been subjected to
rigorous intellectual examination, the future was a
tabula rasa upon which any authorial fiat could be
imposed with little restraint. This meant that SF’s
dominant ideological tendencies, Libertarianism,
positivism, and scientism(2), could freely dominate
Future Histories, and proceeded to do so, as in the cases
of the “Lensman” and “Skylark” series by E.E. “Doc” Smith

and The Past Through Tomorrow by Robert A. Heinlein(3).

In addition, the novelty of SF’'s devices meant that they
were deployed naively, without the complexity and

recursive irony that were to emerge later..

Second, there was a wide consensus as to the shape any
Future History had to assume. As Donald A. Wollheim has

indicated, the standard Future History SF presented



involved a succession of definite steps: human
colonisation of the rest of the Solar System; then, with
Faster Than Light travel available, interstellar
exploration and alien contact. The new human worlds would
consolidate into a federation, frequently warring with
alien empires; the federation would grow into an empire
itself, corrupt, preoccupied with dynastic conflict,
unadventurous; it would fall, succumbing to a chaos of
revolt, war, and economic collapse. A Dark Age of
ignorance and barbarism would be followed by a
Renaissance of science and trade, a movement to wider
galactic harmony, the assumption of godlike power by the
human race(4). This drama of rise and fall, culminating
in triumphant transcendence, cyclical pessimism giving
way to linear optimism, made the grand march of Progress,
so reminiscent of American expansion westward, more
exciting than any simplistic Whig teleology, but as
comforting as one, in that anything lost to barbarism was
reclaimed tenfold later. Although the emphasis individual
writers placed upon the details of the consensus Future
History might vary, the fundamental vision was similar.
The “historical” plurality postulated by Samuel R. Delany
for the early decades of SF, the variety of historical
perspectives expressed by authors, ranging from fascistic
mysticism to entrepeneurial individualism (5), was

channeled uniformly through a common myth of the future.

Thirdly, the degree to which SF writers of the early
decades were extrapolating arbitrarily into the future,
more in line with the wishes of the subcultural ghetto of
SF than with the help of any rigorous understanding of
the forces shaping what was to come, meant that First
SF’'s Future Histories partook of a large element of
theodicy(6). The future as wish-fulfilment, as an
evolving enactment of a vision of secular perfection, was

an inescapable utopian component of early attempts at
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delineation of the future. This has remained a trend in
later periods (see Section 3.2), but subject to
exceptions and many ironies. Early Future History writers

rarely examined their own premises very critically.

This chapter discusses five significant Future Histories
conceived in the 1940s and 1950s (Jack Vance’s ‘Gaean
Reach’ future, first explicitly constructed in 1963, was
built upon his 1950s works) and in some cases their
continuations into subsequent decades. Isaac Asimov’s
“PFoundation” Trilogy is scrutinised as an engagement with
Edward Gibbon and the Enlightenment; Poul Anderson’s
cyclical “Technic” history is viewed as a projection into
the future of nostalgic Libertarian Romanticism; Gordon
R. Dickson’s “Childe” Cycle is analysed as an especially
theodictic evolutionary thesis; Alfred Bester’s The Stars

My Destination is argued as an iconoclastic text, which

untypically for its period appropriates the past in or'er
to dismiss it; and Jack Vance’s “Gaean Reach” universe 1is
seen as the utilisation of an archaic mentality and
stylistic register to freeze the future in the service of
a particularly static theodicy. All these Future
Histories obey the imperative of outward expansion to
Galactic Empire, however varied in detail they may be;
all build upon the same vision as seen in earlier works
by Smith, Heinlein, Jack Williamson, and A.E. van Vogt:
the domestication of the universe and of history by a
technologically triumphant and fundamentally chauvinistic

human race.

2.2 Isaac Asimov: The Decline and Fall of the Galactic

Empire (7)

After the appearance of the early sections of Robert
Heinlein’s ‘The Past Through Tomorrow’ Future History,
with their accompanying apparatus of a time-line chart

and their sense of a consistently argued fictional
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teleology, SF writers like Isaac Asimov were equipped to
develop similarly ambitious and serially argued segquences
of stories. Heinlein’s own inspiration may have come from
H.G. Wells and Olaf Stapledon, from their complexly and
rigorously argued experiments in Future History(8), but
his example to his fellow writers, in keeping with the
nature of early genre SF, was not socialist or cosmic,
but, rather, technological and technocratic, concerned
with the immediacies of scientific innovation and the
engineering and entrepeneurial mentalities required to
foster it. Asimov, in his ‘Foundation’ Trilogy, widened
the temporal and physical scale of Heinlein’s scheme, but
retained his emphasis on scientistic positivism. On the
stage of an entire galaxy, Asimov portrayed the triumph

of the scientific method over history itself.

The ‘Foundation’ stories originally appeared in

Astounding Science Fiction from 1942 to 1950, under the

editorial aegis of John W. Campbell, who assisted Asimov
in drawing up his future-historical plan(9); the series
thus shows the influence of Campbell, in its positivism,
its emphasis upon a chain of scientifically solvable
problems, 1its privileging of the human race in the
universe (Asimov includes no aliens). In its final form -

Foundation(1951), Foundation and Empire(1952), and Second

Foundation(1953) - the ‘Foundation’ Trilogy assumes a
human galaxy, the manipulation of the history of which is

a scientifically feasible project.

The scheme that Asimov adopted supposes that the history
that is to be manipulated is also inevitable.
Inevitability takes the form of the impending fall of a
Galactic Empire of millions of planets and quadrillions
of people; the vastness of this doom provides Asimov’s
sclentists with a suitably impressive obstacle. Twelve

thousand years of Imperial history will be followed,
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according to the founding master of the Psychohistorians,
Hari Seldon, by a thirty-thousand year Dark Age (F,34).
This can be shortened to one thousand years by the
application of Psychohistory, history as a predictive
science. Seldon’s Plan follows from that assertion: two
Foundations are established at opposite ends of the
Galaxy to preserve knowledge and in due course guide the
human race on a scientifically determined path to the
Second Galactic Empire, a (presumed) utopia. This process
of historical manipulation is notably successful in the
few centuries viewed by the Trilogy: crises, all foreseen
by Seldon, are overcome with a rather complacent ease,
until the Mule, a mutant and thus a random factor,
disrupts the Seldon Plan. Even though the Mule defeats
the First Foundation, which has an open location on the
planet Terminus, the Second Foundation, a secret
establishment founded upon ‘mental science’, restores the
Plan to its proper course through further manipulation.
By the end of the Trilogy, the Galaxy is the guaranteed
inheritance of the Foundations; the inertia of history
and any statistical flukes it can generate have been

overcome.

The ingredients of the success of Psychohistory are
essentially those the positivism of early American genre
SF always offered as the keys to human control of the
physical universe: engineering skill, mathematical
thinking, a bold, piconeering pragmatism, and consequent
access to such assumed scientific resources as atomic
power and faster-than-light space travel (the First
Foundation) and telepathy (the Second Foundation). The
Foundations succeed in dominating the Galaxy through
brute scientific ascendancy. For this reason, and because
0f the crude and unrealistic character of Psychohistory,
the Trilogy has been assailed as a naive work, one guilty

of a vulgar historicism(10), of an inability to address
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the complex and unpredictable nature of true history(ll),
of a conspiratorial elitism which deprives ordinary human
beings of any ability to shape their own destinies(12),
of a futility and fatalism characteristic of any doctrine
0of determinism(13), and of the somewhat sterile and
simplistic creation of a closed universe, a ‘game-world’
in which a forced intellectual experiment can proceed in
the absence of reality’s chaotic uncertainties(14). These
criticisms do much to uncover flaws in Asimov’s design,

and in the body of pulp magazine SF generally.

Perhaps the most acute indictment of Asimov is that
offered by Charles Elkins, who argues that the Trilogy's
simplistic positivism is an attempted appropriation of
Marxism, an application of wvulgar notions of historical
materialism available to Asimov as a young American in
the 1930s(15). These Stalinist models might have
suggested to Asimov the inevitable operation of
historical laws, the predestined succession of historical
rhases, the same assurance of progress towards a Second
and t -hnocratically utopian Empire as crude Marxist
teleclogy saw towards a socialist utopia. Such an
inflexible strain of Marxism, which placed history in the
hands of a theoretically informed and correct elite, be
they Communists or Psychohistorians, manipulators and
beneficiaries of planned historical process, while
depriving all others of historical insight and control,
may indeed lie behind Asimov’s scheme. Asimov envisages
the Second Galactic Empire as one ‘in which Mankind will
be ready for the leadership of Mental Science’ (SF,89)-
that is, of the highly secretive and manipulative Second
Foundationers. Crude historical prediction as the
conspiratorial tool of an informed few thousand in a
Galaxy of quadrillions reads like a parody of Marxism. It
also corresponds directly to the self-image of the

readership of 1940s SF, one which conceived that
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readership as a privileged grouping, aware of and
equipped for the potentialities of science as broader
society was not. Psychohistory is readily explained as a

by-product of Asimov’s period influences.

It is however also wise to examine the impact on Asimov’s
thinking of the major historian whose work gave shape to
the ‘Foundation’ Trilogy. Arnold Toynbee may well have
instructed Asimov in the dramatic flavour of historical
cycles, but the greater influence was that of Edward
Gibbon and his History of the Decline and Fall of the

Roman Empire(1776-88). Asimov had certainly been reading

Gibbon prior to the consultations with John Campbell that
led to the Trilogy; he definitely saw a correspondence
between Roman decline and the plight of the West in World
War Two(16). The Trilogy consequently was based on
specific events in later Roman history, as will be seen.
Donald M., Hassler has identified the strong reliance of
Asimov’s thinking on that of the Eighteenth Century(l17);
the further discussion of the ‘Foundation’ series here
concentrates on how Asimov’'s text engages closely with
Gibbon’s, reproducing the ideology and historical
assumptions of the Enlightenment. If the Trilogy can be

seen as a metafiction upon The Decline and Fall, this

suggests that Eighteenth Century historical optimism was
a crucial root of early genre SF, and that forms of
positivism other than crude Marxism informed SF’s initial
Future Histories. Asimov, of course, influenced many
subsequent authors, so that Gibbon’s vision of history

became widely broadcast.

Asimov does not merely borrow Gibbon’s historical ‘plot’,
that of a decaying Empire, an age of barbarism, a
struggle to preserve knowledge, an eventual Renaissance.
Rather, Asimov appropriates Gibbon’s historical and

ideological structures, through a technique involving
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both historical imitation and historical modification.
The Trilogy imitates the history of Rome’s decline and
the Dark Ages precisely as Gibbon presents them, in so
doing repeating Gibbon’s emphasis upon the necessity of
activism in the shaping of a desirable history for
humanity. At the same time, the Trilogy diverges from
Gibbon’s model, introducing a conscious agency
(predictive Psychohistory) into its historical scenario,
translating Gibbon’s regret at the absence of rational
activism among the Romans into the positive presence cf
such a course (Seldon’s Plan) in the Galactic Empire.
This historical medification allows a utopian outcome to
the Dark Ages, the Second Empire. Asimov repeats 1in his
narrative the circumstances of Imperial decline which led
Gibbon the historian to desire a solution to the cyclical

repetition of barbarism, and provides that solution.

The correspondence of ideolcocgy between Asimov and Gibbon
is reflected in their parallel presentations of their
Empires. For Gibbon, the causes of the decline of the
Roman Empire were primarily moral and intellectual. They
were related to a relaxation of philosophical and
military discipline; to a consequent rise of
superstition, notably Christianity; to the failure of the
Romans to maintain their civic and stoic virtues, without
which they were helpless against the naive vigour of the
invading barbarians. In Gibbon, the city of Rome becomes
a seat of tyranny and vice, rather than the rational and
philosophical republic which Gibbon, as an Enlightenment-
era scholar, saw it as having originally been(18). The
attractiveness of this scenario to a 1940s SF writer is
clear: it was dramatic in its details, and presented a
decadence and ruin to which the genre virtues of
scientific objectivity and competence were the ideal

antidote.
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Unsurprisingly, then, Asimov’s description of the
Galactic Empire is closely akin to Gibbon’s of Rome. Hari
Seldon specifies the causes of the decline of the
Galactic Empire as ‘a rising bureaucracy, a receding
initiative, a freezing of caste, a damming of
curiosity...a hundred other factors’ (F,33). The symptoms
will include such more concretely verifiable conditions
as ‘interstellar wars’, a ‘decay’ of ‘interstellar
trade’, a ‘decline’ in ‘population’, these ensuing upon
the fall of the Empire(F,33). Thus, Asimov shares
Gibbon’s view of Imperial degeneration as primarily a
moral, intellectual, and social condition - a failure of
individual and collective character and discipline. He
relegates factors of trade and demography to the status
of symptoms, not causes - an Enlightenment, not a
Marxist, tendency. His dramatisation of the Empire’s
collapse follows the Gibbonian lead further; it is
decadence, the decline of learning and of competence,
that is emphasised: in the ease of Hari Seldon’s
manipulation of the poorly informed Commission of Public

Safety in Part 1 of Foundation; in the caricatured

second-hand knowledge of Lord Dorwin concerning
archaeology, his effete impracticality(F,62-8); in
Anacreon’s ignorance of the ancient technology of atomic
power (F,Part 2); in the easy lapse of the people of the
Four Kingdoms into the superstitious worship of the
“Galactic Spirit”(F,Part 3); in the degenerate
theocracies and tyrannies of the Periphery(F,Parts 4 and
5); in the lapse of technical expertise into the
“mysteries of atomics” practised by hereditary castes of
“tech-men” (F,203). In the late Empire, an atomic power
plant can explode, killing millions, because technicians

are unavailable(F,67).

Like Gibbon, Asimov sees knowledge as an active

commodity, to be applied rather than enjoyed passively in
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seclusion. Just as Gibbon rebuked monasticism as idle,
Asimov reduces his scholarly Encyclopedists to dupes of
the Seldon Plan, leaving them as perplexed bystanders
while Mayor Salvor Hardin applies active learning to the
task of repulsing Anacreon(F,Part 2). Knowledge unapplied
is knowledge denied; the information the Encyclopedists
gather must be used to save the Galaxy immediately as
well as in the long term, just as the mathematics of
Psychohistory is used. The decadent Empire is castigated,
like Gibbon’s, for its failures of discipline: as its
cognitive faculties fail, its fabric disintegrates. Civil
war 1s the outcome, as irrationality assumes command:
Siwenna, a sector capital, is a scene of rebellion and
massacre (F,198); a frontier governor intrigues beyond the
marches (F,Part 5); the Empire’s last great general, Bel
Riose, 1is recalled from certain victory over the
Foundation on suspicion of harbouring Imperial ambitions:
on that occasion Ducem Barr comments that ‘Events have
shown that three-fourths of the Emperors of the last two
centuries were rebel generals and rebel viceroys before
they were Emperors’ (FE,81). Without intellectual point or
legitimacy, the Empire collapses; Trantor, its capital,
is sacked by rebels(FE,182). Had any rational Imperial
ethic persisted, this anarchy, born of a corrupt system,
might have been averted; Seldon, as mentioned above,
blamed the fall upon a failure of rational initiative, an

immobility of caste that denied merit.

The similarity of this to Gibbon’s presentation of
decadence and tyranny is profound. Asimov draws upon
Gibbon’s first volume for his vista of endless civil wars
(the narrative of the military anarchy of the Third

Century A.D. in Chapters 4-14 of The Decline and Fall);

Gibbon’'s attacks on the monastic and passive intellectual
attitudes of Christianity, beginning with his famous

Chapters Fifteen and Sixteen, inform the Trilogy's



dismissal of similar superstition and passivity in the
Encyclopedists, the Church of the Galactic Spirit, the
tech-men, as well as the late Imperials generally. Like
Gibbon, Asimov saw a rational, informed activism as the
solution to these syndromes. He embodied this activism in
the Seldon Plan: a scientific context for all action, in
C.N. Manlove’s formulation a ‘final solution’ to the
random cyclic vicissitudes of history, the creation of a
civilisation developing ceaselessly through the ‘tension’

of challenges understood and harnessed(19).

This is the method of the Seldon Plan: an obstacle or
“Crisis” arises every few decades, which must be overcome
through the initiative and competence which the
Foundations nurture in their citizens (the First
Foundation emphasising technology, the Second telepathy
and the psychology of history, Psychohistory) (20). Seldon
himself manipulates hostile Imperial officials into
allowing his group to go into a desired exile on
Terminus; Salvor Hardin uses Machiavellian intrigue to
defeat Anacreon twice; Hober Mallow ingeniously uncovers
the Imperial-linked conspiracy of Korell; Lathan Devers
and others see off Bel Riose’s invasion. The Mule
interferes as a random interruption of the flow of
history, only to be neutralised by the Second Foundation.
The Plan, deterministic but flexible enough to adapt to
the unexpected, harnesses the rational activism of the

Foundations as antidote to the tyranny of history.

The historical structure of the ‘Foundation’ Trilogy is
thus one of tests, which strengthen the Foundations as
they progress towards Galactic hegemony. These
invigorating tensions, which generally echo Enlightenment
optimism in their sense of forceful progress, match with
a deliberate thoroughness the structure of Gibbon’s first

three volumes. Those volumes narrate two conflicts, other
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than the Roman Empire’s civil divisions: that of Rome and
the barbarians, and that of Rome and the Christian
Church. The barbarians attack physically, from the
frontiers inward; the Christians work quietly from
within, spiritually and morally, attacking classical
pagan civilisation and its stoic integrity. The clash of
barbarians and Empire sees the defeat of the latter in
Volume Three, and the merging of barbarians and Church
into that mediaeval society so hateful to Gibbon and his

age.

This strongly resembles Asimov’s process; as Manlove
says, ‘The progress of the trilogy is almost Hegelian:
the thesis of the Foundation against the antithesis of
the Empire leading to the synthesis in duality of both
Foundations.’ (21) The First Foundation, dismissed as part
of the barbarian Periphery by the Empire, functions like
the Goths or Franks, eating away at the boundaries of the
Empire, displaying a raw youthful energy which is in this
case not nomadic but technological (see Hober Mallow’s
analysis of the Foundation’s novel approach to
technology, F,213-2). Again, the “barbarians” are the
Empire’s external, physical foe; they inherit its
provinces, build new political and econcomic structures.
The Second Foundation is the Empire’s spiritual enemy,
like Christianity(22); it is internal; it operates
spiritually, through telepathy, in a quiet, gradual
manner; like the Christianity of Gibbon’s History, it is
the custodian of a Plan to which only it is truly privy
(the Christian Divine Plan was a teleology regarded with
the same conviction by the early Church as the Seldon
Plan is by the Foundations). The ironic resemblance of
Christianity and the Second Foundation is carried
further: like Gibbon’s Church, which the historian only
reached in his Chapter 15, the Second Foundation only

enters the Trilogy’s plot late, in Part Two of Foundation
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and Empire. The barbarians, or the First Foundation,
initially seem the only enemy because they operate

openly, unsubtly.

Besides resembling the proselytic Church in its practice
of telepathic conversion, the Second Foundation
ironically echoes the conversion of Rome by early
Christianity: it is located on Trantor, the Imperial
capital, which remains its seat after the Empire falls.
The Popes resided in the Rome they had subverted; the
Second Foundation nests in the hulk of its fallen enemy,
a similar symbolic victory. Trantor remains central in
the Galaxy, but only as a convert. Now, with the Empire
destroyed, as in Gibbon’s pattern the two forces,
temporal and spiritual, First and Second Foundations,
will coalesce into a new order, the Second Empire, the
synthesis of their qualities. This parallel is the most
significant reflection of Asimov’s historical imitation
of Gibbon.

Further parallels exist, however. A number of the
Trilogy’s major episodes recapitulate elements of
Gibbon’s narrative. The home planet of the First
Foundation is Terminus, which does not only signify the
‘end’ of the Galaxy or of the Empire, but relates also to
Gibbon’s description of the Roman god Terminus, ‘who
presided over boundaries’, who was the guarantor of those
of the Empire(DFRE,Vol 1,7). The irony is that the planet
Terminus is both the high-water mark of the Empire (the
Periphery) and the point where its frontiers at last
begin, fatally, to recede; the god ceases to watch over
the Empires. Another example of Asimov’s imitation is Bel
Riose, the Imperial general who attacks the First

Foundation in Part 1 of Foundation and Empire. His name

is, not coincidentally, similar to that of Belisarius,

whose attempts to reconquer the Western parts of the



Roman Empire are described by Gibbon (DFRE,Vol 4,chs 41-
3). Both generals are dispatched to regain lost territory
by strong Emperors who appear to be leading Imperial
renascences: Justinian I 1in Gibbon, Cleon II in Asimov.
Both are so successful, in military and popular
charismatic terms, that the Emperor recalls his
overweening subject, who seems a rival, and the plans of
reconquest lapse. In Ammel Brodr