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To the Memory of My Father



We are not going to end with a bang.
We are not going to end with a whimper.

We are not going to end.
That’s all.

Donald Wollheim, The Universe Makers
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Preface

This book began from a feeling which must be common to many
readers of science fiction. With the story read and a whole new
world of images lived in and explored, there is a sense of mystery
and power about these works which no mere dismissal in terms of
‘well thought-out story’, ‘interesting twist’, ‘subtle intellectual
argument’ or ‘superb imagination’ will suffice. All these phrases
are true, in their place, yet one feels that what has been explored
by the minds that made these works needs for adequate response
an exploration on the part of the reader also. We have to try to find
out why these strange worlds and events are as they are. We have
to journey into the interior of the text and discover in the end that
actually all the details can be part of patterns and the whole
work become rich with unity and unsuspected significance. This
has been one of the primary pleasures of writing this book; and the
communication of that pleasure is its first object.

Most of the chapter on Gene Wolfe’s The Book of the New Sun
originally appeared as an article in Kansas Quarterly for summer
1984. I am grateful to the editors for permission to reprint.

I owe a considerable debt to Edinburgh University Library for
its ready acquisition of large numbers of books making possible
essential research into current criticism of science fiction. My
thanks also to my colleague Ian Campbell for kindly lending me
his collection of journals on science fiction. And I am grateful once
more to Sheila Campbell for typing the manuscript so well: no-one
could ask for more care and diligence than she has given. To the
dedicatee of this book I have felt perhaps less a sense of obligation
than of renewed kinship with a mind which while sternly scientific
also liked to speculate among the interstellar spaces.

C.N.M.
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1 Introduction

Science fiction, for long spurned as the sub-literary product of
cranks and escapists, and read and ardently defended only by
cultists of the genre, has over the past decade in America at least
established for itself a wider acceptance in academic circles and
certainly a much larger world-wide readership, to the point where
some see it as taking over the role of the realistic novel. The reason
for the expansion of the readership is doubtless the increased
vogue for the fantastic generally, together with a heightened
awarenes of the dynamic process of scientific discovery and the
contingency of our frail and threatened world. But the reasons for
science fiction’s having become academically respectable are
rather different. It has done so largely by being seen as a
metaphor, myth or projection of our world.

It was always the case that the literary establishment was just
willing to give a place to such works as Mary Shelley’s Frankenstein,
or Wells’s Time Machine or Huxley’s Brave New World, because
these were seen to be visions of dangerous features of our own
society and selves, whether in the dangers of unfettered science,
the repression of the unconscious or the destruction of individual-
ity. But now this stance is hardening into dogma. Science fiction
we find is only really worth considering when it tells us something
about ourselves. Even some science fiction writers, eager to break
out of the laager of the genre, maintain that their fantastic worlds
are really heightened pictures of our own.! The ‘New Wave’
science fiction in the 1960s was in large part an attempt to escape
from adventure-yarn science fiction to a more complex and
referential literature, which among other benefits would bring the
genre in from the cold of the disreputable. In this it has certainly
succeeded. But if one looks at the writers and works repeatedly put
at the forefront of consideration, one finds that they are generally
the most extrapolative and satiric, and certainly the most
evidently intellectual and sophisticated — writers such as Olaf
Stapledon, Stanislaw Lem, Samuel Delany, Thomas Disch,
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2 Science Fiction: Ten Explorations

Ursula Le Guin, Philip K. Dick; particularly ‘meaningful’ works
by other authors, such as Clarke’s Childhood’s End, James Blish’s A
Case of Conscience, Pohl’s The Space Merchants. And one finds that the
science fiction medium, the images of other worlds and beings, the
strange narratives and laws, are often either ignored or reduced to
being carriers — albeit commendable — of some deep meaning that
tells us more about our condition.?

There can be no wish finally to disparage this form of reading. It
is good that science fiction should be able to carry this power, that
it should be able to hold its own in literary potency with other
more hallowed genres. Butit does seem the case that the ‘fictional’
element, the element of invention, is receiving less than its due.
And it is worth recalling that science fiction’s readership enjoys
the medium of fantastic worlds as much as — perhaps more than —
any burden of ‘significance’ the works may carry. The very
existence of the science fiction creation supposes that our world is
only one among many: why should we so obstinately seek to haul
it back to our world alone? This book is directed to restoring
attention to the fictional element in science fiction. We need to get
back to the creative impulse behind much science fiction and to
the strangeness of the worlds it puts before us. We need to
recognize that such themes as it may generate within itself can
have more immediately to do with the reality of its own world than
with that of ours. This is in effect a plea for a renewed awareness of
the alien in science fiction, the alien as the indestructible this-ness
of the worlds it makes, rather than as a projection only of our fears
or hopes.?

The book has another if perhaps lesser aim. All too often
criticism of science fiction has devoted itself either to talking about
science fiction in general terms only, or has considered individual
works only briefly as they relate to a single motif pursued across
the entire genre. When it comes to actual literary analysis many
commentators falter, give plot summaries with occasional com-
ment, talk at length about the meaning of a text rather than the
way that meaning is carried, or turn to the more evidently
discussible sorts of text already mentioned to provide often arcane
readings. In short, and to be very blunt, there is precious little in
the way of extended and plain literary criticism of science fiction,
certainly not of book length since David Samuelson’s Visions of
Tomorrow (1974). And this is actually parallel to the larger concern
of this book: just as critics refuse to attend to the individuality of
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science fiction’s worlds and look away from them to ours, so they
find it hard really to talk about the books as literature. It is not
easy to do either of these things, it is true: but they must be done if
science fiction is to be given its full due as literature.

The authors we shall be considering are most of them
household names in science fiction — Isaac Asimov, Frederik Pohl,
Brian Aldiss, Frank Herbert, Robert Silverberg, Philip José
Farmer, Arthur C. Clarke, Clifford Simak; and of the books
themselves all but three have won science fiction awards, and
several of them — Asimov’s Foundation trilogy, Herbert’s Dune,
Farmer’s ‘Riverworld’ series and Wolfe’s The Book of the New Sun —
are among the modern giants of the genre. Only a few of them
have been extensively analysed before. With most of them we shall
be exploring what 1s often a fairly resistant surface, finding a way
of both appreciating and understanding the peculiar idiom of each
work. For each is peculiar, each world sheerly different from that
of the others. Together they could be said to form a cross section of
science fiction: some are intellectual, some fantastic; some quite
near in terms of possibility, others very remote; some scientific,
some semi-mystical.

All of the books discussed here grew out of quite prodigious
Jumps of the imagination, as large if not as portentous as those of a
scientist discovering a new way of looking at something. It would
be wrong to say they are all ‘original’ in the sense of totally novel:
one can trace indebtednesses and ancestries. But all delight in
exploration of the new and strange: the desert planet Arrakis in
Dune, the mysteries of the world happened on in Simak’s
Shakespeare’s Planet, the afterlife world of Farmer’s Riverworld
series, the bizarre, jungled Earth of Aldiss’s Hothouse, the huge,
cylindrical spaceship explored in Clarke’s Rendezvous with Rama,
the nature of future history in Asimov’s Foundation books, the
changed Earth in Attanasio’s Radix, Silverberg’s Nightwings,
Pohl’s Alternating Currents and Wolfe’s Book of the New Sun. Apart
from Pohl’s Alternating Currents, which is often a satiric, if fantastic,
extension of present-day trends, or Clarke’s Rendezvous with Rama,
which poses contact with a ‘UFO’, none of them is given any
direct link with our world, whether as prediction, warning or
metaphoric portrayal of what we are; though this is not to say that
analogies cannot be drawn.* Like Wells’s The Time Machine,
Aldiss’s Hothouse and Wolfe’s Book of the New Sun are about Earth in
the far future: but unlike Wells they do not link the human
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condition then to tendencies at work in the present; and this is also
true of the temporally nearer but still islanded futures portrayed
by Silverberg and Attanasio. Asimov’s Foundation trilogy is
conducted in a galactic context with no reference to Earth; and the
same could be said of Herbert’s Dune, Farmer’s Riverworld books,
even of Simak’s Shakespeare’s Planet, which though it mentions
Earth, deals with human problems in confronting empty space
which have no direct reference to us.

All the works centre on imagery: one or more images, whether
of a hollow cylinder kilometres long and wide, or of endless rows of
bodies stacked in a void, or planets at the opposite ends of a spiral
galaxy. Because they are so founded they are guaranteed
irreducible power: no matter how much they work things out or
become explicit, the image is still there like some dark sun
breeding energy. In science fiction these images are usually quite
novel, where in fantasy they tend to be more traditional: Tolkien’s
Middle-earth is as he says a ‘recovery’ of the old, and Peake’s
Gormenghast is a huge castle. The object in science fiction is the
discovery of the new rather than of what we have somewhere
already been aware: no one has ever thought of a giant cruciform
war machine whirling through the air with people shooting from
turrets on each of its arms; no one has imagined let alone created
so solidly as Clarke has done a five-kilometre long spike sur-
rounded by lesser spikes as part of a possible propulsion unit of an
alien space-craft; no one has had as a character in a book a
walking pond that is the offspring of a far, watery planet. In
Farmer’s Riverworld series the creation of the images of the
afterlife that start the first book alone generates enough energy to
drive us through four books in search of an answer.

Anything so radically new and exciting as this deserves credit
simply for having been brought into being. Certainly it is where
this book starts from — the sense of the creativity of these works.
Just as they explore, the mind of the reader is drawn in, fascinated,
to explore them. Because they have given pleasure, one wants to
communicate some of it. We really do need to have some way of
talking about the power of such creations. This book is an attempt
to find such a language. It sets out to celebrate the originality of
the images and worlds created, both in themselves, and in the way
that they further the significances of the works in which they
appear. In this way the science fictional element of the books will
retain its own value without becoming justified solely in terms of
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the extent to which it is amenable to the methods of criticism
applied to ‘mainstream’ literature.

This approach must be set against some understanding of what
science fiction is — how it developed, and what are some of its
distinguishing features. For its beginnings one can go back as far
as Plato, but its real development starts with the time of the
industrial and scientific revolution itself, in the late eighteenth
and early nineteenth centuries, and with Mary Shelley’s Franken-
stein (1818), which reflects the new scientific powers given to
man.” In this work man has the god-like power to make life; but he
is repelled by his own creation. The work contains both progres-
sivist and sceptical tendencies, and these tendencies are to be seen
in much science fiction of the nineteenth century — indeed it is
possible to see them as part of the heritage of all British science
fiction, including the work of Wyndham, Clarke, Aldiss and Brian
Stableford (writers such as Huxley, Orwell and Ballard being
more exclusively satiric and sceptical). In Poe’s “The Facts in the
Case of M. Valdemar’ (1845), a life-extending drug fails, with
sordid results; in Lytton’s The Coming Race (1871), the scientific
advances of the Vril-ya beneath Earth will finally destroy man, in
something like an eruption of the suppressed unconscious. The
Strange Case of Doctor Jekyll and Mr Hyde (1886) portrays both the
convention-breaking power given to Jekyll through the drug he
discovers, and also the disaster caused when those powers no
longer keep to their allotted province. The same Faustian
ambiguity — praise of man’s mind together with condemnation of
its unfettered menace — is seen in H. G. Wells’s The Island of Dr
Moreau (1896) and The Invisible Man (1897), where scientific
brilliance is shown as dangerously amoral in its manipulations of
life. In many nineteenth-century works, too, the brilliance of
scientific mind is set beside a seemingly correspondent degrada-
tion of body: the ugliness of Frankenstein’s monster beside the
pure intellect of his maker, the loathsome decay of Valdemar, the
deformity of Hyde, the huge Martian intellects of The War of the
Worlds (1898) locked in their gross and helpless bodies, the
perversions of human and animal form shaped by Dr Moreau.
Science fiction continues to the present to show a sense of the
dualism of mind and body, if not in quite this form. The genre,
inasmuch as it is centrally concerned with the works of science,
often registers the alienation of modern man from his environ-
ment: mind from the body it inhabits, cities and machines from
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the country and the life on which they ultimately depend.
Nineteenth and early twentieth-century science fiction could
still often locate the pursuit of science in the individual, the manic
inventor with his lonely and often dangerous insight, his forbid-
den knowledge. But over the course of this century, and particu-
larly since the last war, the advance of science has ceased either to
be a peculiarity or the creation only of a single mind. Science has
become an arm of the state and a product of the collective, and to
that extent responsibility for its doings lies no longer with readily
identifiable personages but with nations or the human race as a
whole. In the nineteenth century the individual inventor in a
science fiction narrative — whether a Frankenstein or a Captain
Nemo — might pay for his indifference to humanity; but modern
‘dystopian’ fiction, from Huxley’s Brave New World to Thomas
Disch’s Camp Concentration, registers the sense that science isnow a
juggernaut before which the individual man, perhaps even society
itself, is now helpless. Increasingly one finds in modern science
fiction an element of determinism, of stress on fate or chance,
whether for the good or ill of humanity; and the heroes of science
fiction have often ceased to be eccentrics or outsiders and have
become representatives or even carriers of a wider collective, often
the entire human race, devoted to the same ends as themselves.
Modern science fiction has become far wider or ‘epic’ in its
purview. The action in nineteenth-century science fiction (unlike
the fantasy) is often fairly circumscribed —a mountain setting, a few
rooms and streets, caverns underground, a house; there may be
visits to utopias or dystopias, sometimes on other planets, but it is
not the journey or the distance that counts, but what is found there
and how it contrasts with our world. Frankenstein ends with the
magnificent chase over the far northern ice, true: it shows the urge
that is there in science fiction to push the mind and the
environment to its furthest limits: butit is only with Verne, in such
works as A Journey to the Centre of the Earth (1864), or Twenty
Thousand Leagues Under the Sea (1870), that the sense of a gigantic
new dimension and backcloth is opened up. What Verne initiated
in space, Wells continued, though also giving, in The Time Machine,
a sense of the epic vastness of time. The quest for sheer wonder at
the vast is continued in the so-called ‘space operas’ of the 1930s,
such as those of E. E. ‘Doc’ Smith in his celebrated ‘Skylark’ and
‘Lensman’ series, where heroes act out spy stories and western
shoot-outs against a galactic and temporally enormous backcloth;
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the novels of Jack Williamson (for example The Legion of Space
(1934) and The Legion of Time (1938)); and A. E. van Vogt’s
wonder-gobbling Voyage of the Space Beagle (1950) is a late example.

But these large contexts began to take on more substance when
they became part of a cosmological vision, in the work of Olaf
Stapledon, particularly in Last and First Men (1930) and Star Maker
(1937). In Last and First Men Stapledon rises to an imaginative
projection of billenia of human evolution out into the solar system.
Star Maker is more teleological in concern, describing the journey
of a human mind out from the Earth to contact the minds of other
intelligent races and thence further outwards to communal minds,
interstellar and intergalactic minds, until reaching a final
transcendent awareness of the infinite spirit which forever
contemplates the multitude of universes it has actualised, with ‘all
pity and all love, but mastered by a frosty ecstasy’.

Stapledon’s view is Olympian and essentially boundless in
those novels (not so in the more ‘local’ Odd John and Sirius). In a
sense what he did could be done well once only: he captured the
essential lust for infinity of the mind. But he gave to later writers a
world view with which to shape the stubborn universe; even a new
teleology. Wells had tended to see the scheme of things as either
indifferent to or hostile to man: Stapledon accepted the indiffer-
ence and made a higher purpose beyond it. It is to him in large
part at least that science fiction owes its later recurrent concern
with the meaning of existence. And he gave back a contemplative
side to the genre, putting the universe and the stars and man’s
simultaneous significance and insignificance beside them at the
centre of his effect, rather than as the stimulating backgrounds of
‘space opera’. After him it was for Asimov in his Foundation series
to use a galactic perspective which is more bounded by human
purpose, and in which more individual human characters played
a part: he gave to Stapledon’s vision a relatively local habitation
and a name.® This fusion has played a crucial part in the evolution
of subsequent science fiction. Increasingly science fiction writers
have evolved their own worlds, stellar systems or universes and
put them and wonder at them at the centre of their work.

Unlike its sister ‘kind’ of fantasy, science fiction was early
established as a genre, at least so far as an audience was
concerned. This process was initiated through magazines of what
was first called ‘scientifiction’: the pioneering editor was Hugo
Gernsback, who began Amazing Stories in 1926. Gernsback’s aim —
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if he soon found it only partly capable of realization — was to teach
the possibilities of science through the medium of fiction. The
other side of what has been called this ‘physical science’ period of
science fiction was the vogue of ‘space opera’, of heroes in physical
combat against a galactic background; space opera was recklessly
insouciant of scientific plausibility, and was in effect a release for
the imagination, otherwise tied down to technical ‘exactitudes’.
The next vehicle of definition was Astounding Stories, begun in 1933,
which under the highly influential editorship of John W. Camp-
bell became Astounding Science Fiction in 1938, and continued thus
till 1953 when it developed through further titles. This, one of the
longest-lived of science-fiction magazines, served to develop the
talents of many of the giants of the field, including Asimov, Pohl
and Simak. Campbell looked for stories with a strong technical
basis, though not with technology at the centre: he looked too for
more predictive stories, and his concern was with ‘social science
fiction’, with the influence of science on man in general rather
than on individuals or by itself. Under his aegis science fiction
became more capable of vision. In the same period and partly
through his influence one finds increasing use of mental as much
as physical science in science fiction — thus telepathy, communal
minds (John Wyndham) or psychohistory (Asimov).’

The final magazine development of science fiction went one
stage further: the writers of the ‘New Wave’ in the 1960s and
contributors to the British magazine New Worlds under the
editorship of Michael Moorcock aimed to break down the ‘genre’
fence of science fiction, and, while still retaining its imaginative
and technical licence with ‘reality’, make it capable of effects
which would give it authority as literature in its own right. Even
this level of control has now gone, and science fiction is now
developing in myriad directions under its own momentum, as can
be seen already from the range of the invited stories submitted to
Harlan Ellison by science fiction writers for his Dangerous Visions
series (1967-72). Over the whole period it can be said that the
development of science fiction has been steadily away from hard
scientific content and towards the creation of more fantastic
worlds — though there are continual exceptions, such as Hal
Clement’s Mission of Gravity (1954), Stanislaw Lem’s Solaris
(1961), Frank Herbert’s Destination: Void (1966) or Frederik Pohl’s
Man Plus (1976). At the same time, if one excludes ‘space opera’
from consideration, there has been something of a development
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outwards, from the individual to the collective and from this world
to less plausible and finally fantastic ones. Thus science fiction has
in a sense been fighting its way out of its own corner for the last
fifty years, to the point where many science fiction writers can now
write semi-supernaturalist works of magical realms (even if the
magic often turns out in the end to be scientifically based) — Brian
Aldiss’s The Malacia Tapestry (1976), Ian Watson’s The Gardens of
Delight (1980), Robert Silverberg’s Lord Valentine’s Castle (1980) or
his Majipoor Chronicles (1982), Clifford Simak’s Special Deliverance
(1982).

Given such mutation, it might seem no easy task to find
distinctive features in science fiction, let alone define it. Surpri-
singly enough, however, there are a number of recurrent charac-
teristics. Even if the level of science in science fiction is not a
constant, the genre could generally be said to be concerned with
technology, or at least with the area of mind responsible for
technological advance — the intellectual, conscious self. Herbert,
Aldiss, Ballard, in their different ways stress the frailties of the
conscious mind, and show the devouring force of the primitive and
unconscious when they have been shut away: in one way
Herbert’s planet Dune, with the engulfing worms and spice
beneath the arid desert is an image of the layered mind. Others
such as Pohl or Philip K. Dick warn of the dangers of advances in
communication and mass control. Still others value technical
development and increasing control over nature — Asimov, Larry
Niven. A side of science fiction which makes the word ‘science’
accidentally opposite is the concern in many such works with
knowing, with finding something out — the location of the Second
Foundation, who made Riverworld, how to escape from a closed
planet, what has made the world as it is, what is the nature of an
alien space-craft. Fantasy, by contrast, looks more directly to the
unconscious or ‘spiritual’ as the source of behaviour; and the
concern is not so much with finding things out: in Morris’s The
Well at the World’s End Ralph knows in advance what his objective
is, as does Frodo in The Lord of the Rings, and in neither case is it to
find anything out; Anodos in George MacDonald’s Phantastes and
Maskull in David Lindsay’s A Voyage to Arcturus do not plan at all
but take experience as it comes.

Almost all science fiction is orientated towards the future;
fantasy, by contrast, looks most often to the past, and to past
values.? All the works we shall be considering, for instance, have
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the future as their concern. It is there that most of them are set —
Pohl’s stories not far from now, Clarke’s Rendezvous with Rama in
A.D. 2130, Farmer’s ‘Riverworld’ series from A.p. 2246 onwards,
Attanasio’s Radix in the thirty-third century, Simak’s Shakespeare’s
Planet a millenium beyond the early years of interstellar travel,
Silverberg’s Nightwings in the Third Cycle of humanity after the
ending of man’s domination over not only the galaxy but his own
destiny, Asimov’s Foundation trilogy and Herbert’s Dune
thousands of years beyond human colonisation of the galaxy,
Aldiss’s Hothouse and Wolfe’s The Book of the New Sun millions of
years into the future near the death of the sun. There are of course
future inventions that enable one to travel into the past, as in
Aldiss’s An Age (1967), but even in these stories it is a future
development that is the source of such travel; and Aldiss’s book is
striking in that it presents a world in which the apparent past
turns out in fact to be the future state of life. In keeping with this
future orientation is the emphasis on exploration one often finds in
science fiction, the charting of unknown regions. It is a modern
form of the voyage of the Argonauts — but where the Argonauts
explored some of the surface of the Earth, now it may be the
abysses of limitless space and time that are faced. Because of this
stress on exploration the science fiction genre is necessarily
concerned often with adventure purely for its own sake: it is a kind
of devourer of experience. It is interesting to see fantasy turning
into science fiction when it takes on the exploratory instinct:
Kingsley’s Tom in The Water Babies becomes, in his insatiable
desire to see all the world, an extension of Kingsley the scientist,
and the book ends with his future as an ineventor; as soon as
Mervyn Peake’s Titus wants to find out what lies beyond the
horizon bounding Gormenghast, he encounters (in Titus Alone) a
world founded on scientific invention.

Nearly all science fiction is founded on a sense of the
contingency of our reality. Science fiction writers seem imbued
with a sense of the frailty of existing conditions: they write of
invasions, disasters, alternative times or places, galactic societies,
human evolution, technological change. Lytton and Verne show
us new worlds beneath the earth; Wells gives us travel to the
remote future, invisibility, invasion by Martians, threat from a
star; Pohl has a future Earth run by ants, and Simak by dogs.
Curiously, for all their supposed empiricism, science fiction
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writers are almost the least enslaved by fact. They refuse to accept
finalities: even death itself is a mere interruption in Farmer’s
Riverworld. Science fiction contrasts with fantasy in its presenta-
tion of alternative worlds. The new world in fantasy — whether
Middle-earth, Earthsea, Gramarye, Perelandra or Fairyland — is
either more desirable or more real than our own: Tolkien and
T. H. White see the modern world in terms of a loss of contact
between man and nature which it is the business of the fantastic
world to counter; George MacDonald feels that the realm of the
imagination is the true and divine one beneath the shadow that is
this world. But for the science fiction writer, everything is
contingent and all worlds merely possible: ‘reality’ is constantly
subject to alteration without notice.

The idiom of science fiction, as has often been said, is change. If
one has a strong sense of the contingency of the actual, then the
‘actual’ will be constantly shifting, because it only has identity in
its shifts, its self-destruction, its nonentity. Fantasy, on the other
hand, often seeks to keep things as they are — to preserve worlds, to
contemplate phenomena for themselves, to maintain past values.
There is no single emotional drive behind this sense of contingen-
cy in science fiction: it can come as much from a sense of wonder at
the infinity of creative possibilities as from awareness of the frailty
of the world-order we take for granted: it can be born in delight as
in fear, and often in a mixture of both. But always it will not let us
stay still for a moment, from the billions of years of future human
development imagined in Stapledon’s Last and First Men, to the
metamorphoses of environment in Moorcock’s Dancers at the End of
Time or the ethic of unceasing dialectic in Herbert’s Dune series.
The narrative of science fiction, the ‘exciting story’, here sub-
serves this idiom. Such narratives often have no end: the voyagers
in Verne’s Journey to the Centre of the Earth do not reach their
objective; Wells’s time traveller returns to the future; the triffids at
the end of Wyndham’s The Day of the Triffids are as vyet
undestroyed; even beyond the end of time there is possibly some
further existence in Brian Stableford’s The Walking Shadow (1979);
more alien craft may be on their way in Clarke’s Rendezvous with
Rama; at the close of Wolfe’s The Book of the New Sun the Autarch
Severian is about to make his journey to the stars; Asimov,
Herbert and Farmer have extended their epics into new books.
Fantasy, by contrast, usually comes full circle, with all ends tied
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up, the hero often returning to his place of origin, and all things
back ‘as they were’: it does not have the expansive linearity of
science fiction.

On the whole the urge of science fiction is for more life. Survival
is one of its common motives. The hero, whether it be an
individual or the whole human race, must live on. In Henry
Kuttner’s Fury (1947), man is freed from the Venusian deeps to go
out to the stars. Each of the protagonists through death creates a
new personalized universe at the end of James Blish’s Cities in
Flight (1955-62) — the book ends, ‘Creation began’. Humanity is
saved from destruction by aliens in Samuel Delany’s Babel-17
(1966). Hell Tanner in Roger Zelazny’s Damnation Alley (1969)
brings a plague serum across a ravaged post-holocaust America to
rescue an isolated human community at Boston. As the universe
nears its end in Moorcock’s The Dancers at the End of Time
(1972--76), the remaining humans discover means of survival.
Even in works much more satiric of man, such as Karel Capek’s
War with the Newts (1936), or Walter Miller’s A Canticle for Leibowiiz
(1959), man survives disaster at the last. In fantasy by contrast
dying and loss of self are more the rule. In Lilith, George
MacDonald shows his longing for death as a means of becoming
one with God. Tolkien’s Frodo is mortally wounded in saving
Middle-earth, as is Lewis’s Ransom, or T. H. White’s Arthur in
his last battle. The children in Lewis’s The Last Battle are killed in a
railway crash and enter heaven. David Lindsay’s Maskull in A
Voyage to Arcturus learns renunciation of the world to the point
where he can die. The science fiction writer may allow that the
future may involve decline or the present may be disrupted by
disaster, but not often does he permit the extinction of the human
germ plasm.? Even in Stableford’s The Walking Shadow, which ends
with no humanity left in the universe, the two human protagon-
ists (male and female) have gone on to another continuum, and
the novel ends, ‘Meanwhile . . .

These are some of the ways in which we may describe or define
science fiction: and there are more that will arise in the conclusion.
There is also the issue of science fiction’s use of possible worlds
(however remote the possibility) as against supernatural ones:
science fiction will almost always go for the technical or rational
rather than the mystical explanation, even if that only comes long
after we may have taken the particular book for a fantasy (Simak’s
The Enchanted Pilgrimage, Silverberg’s Lord Valentine’s Castle, for
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example). Doubtless all these characteristics can serve to plot
science fiction’s position in relation to other genres on some
literary diagram. But the point here must be not which pigeon-
hole science fiction fits, but whether we come away with any single
‘feel’ about it. As we saw, its diversity is vast and its character has
changed considerably since its beginnings, and this does compli-
cate the issue. It is possible to produce a reductive formula from
the various features outlined so far, such as ‘Science fiction is a
literature concerned with the possibilities of the future and with
the survival of the race through change,’ or even, ‘Science fiction is
a picture of the germ plasm’s drive to change and survive, under
whatever conditions,” but the first sounds too ethical, the second
too instinctual, and both too abstract. The definition may provide
a fence around the various books, but it does not get close enough
for us to catch a central pulse.

And there is such a central pulse. It is one that makes the term
‘science fiction’ perhaps finally peripheral. It is the one this book
is about. For this is imaginative literature, where the most basic
urge is to make a new construct or world that will be self-
consistent. It is not any sense of the contingency of reality that
stimulates Pohl, but the desire to make logically-turned universes.
Asimov’s Foundation trilogy does not start only from the science of
‘psychohistory’: it is a throwing open of the mind to imagine a
galaxy of innumerable worlds with two of opposite character at
either end. Futurity is only the background, not the concern, in
Farmer’s To Your Scattered Bodies Go, where the main interest is in
the creation of an entirely new world inhabited by all the people
that ever were. The struggle for survival may be the condition of
being in Aldiss’s Hothouse (though the hero rejects it at the end),
but creative variety is the central effect. The energy that goes into
invention makes each world radically different from others, and
often sheerly divided form our own; indeed the same author can
often create worlds so diverse that we would not know they came
from the one mind.

It is this making that interests us here: the novelty of the
imagination and the strangely apposite purposes its constructs
can be found to subserve. Little has been written on this subject:
The usual preference as we said has been for more ‘discussible’ or
evidently ‘relevant’ science fiction, and for ‘meaning’ rather than
‘vehicle’. The creation of a finely imagined world with no direct
relation to our own has seemed to be something which, though it
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may be very fine, we can only admire, say how much it gives a
sense of ‘wonder’ to the texts, and pass on. We need to find terms
in which to talk about the imaginative energy behind science
fiction, and make admiration at least partially articulate. We need
to go out to texts in which the imagination is at its freest and and
most dominant, and yet, if we read it aright, also at its most
disciplined and directed. Above all we need to get as close as we
can to the life of the literature, to recreate it as fully as we may: like
science fiction itself criticism must be written as a series of
explorations, rather than as the construction of a motorway
through variegated scenery. This book is an attempt to do just
that; and the reader can be assured that it has at least been an
adventure to write.



2 Isaac Asimov, the

Foundation Trilogy (1951—
53; serialized 1942—49)

For many readers of science fiction, Isaac Asimov is the presiding
genius of the genre, the old master who revolutionized the form and
provided the basis of many of its present characteristics. The
primary work through which he did this is his award-winning
Foundation trilogy — Foundation (1951), Foundation and Empire (1952)
and Second Foundation (1953).! This trilogy is a foundation in more
ways than one: it is the basis of the development of the modern
science-fiction epic,? from James Blish’s Cities in Flight to Her-
bert’s Dune series, and from Piers Anthony’s ‘Cluster’ series to
Julian May’s Saga of the Exiles. Indeed Herbert’s Dune novels are in
some ways the ‘Foundation’ trilogy rewritten.®> What Asimov
succeeded in doing in this work was the combining of the
Olympian overview of the human future that we have in Olaf
Stapledon’s Last and First Men (1930) with the adventures of
individuals that had previously been the basic character of much
science fiction, from Mary Shelley to Wells and from Burroughs to
Van Vogt. In this he was not the first, but he was certainly the
most distinguished. From the time of his work, science fiction
gains a fully epic dimension.

The Foundation trilogy begins with a psycho-historian Hari
Seldon, living on the planet Trantor at the centre of a galaxy and a
galactic empire far in the future. Seldon foresees the imminent
collapse of the Empire and sets up a Foundation to survive the
collapse, so arranging things that the Foundation will be exiled by
the Empire to the planet Terminus on the galactic rim, and thus
escape the ruin. His apparent object is that the existence of the
Foundation civilization should ensure the reduction of the
barbarism that will follow the collapse of the Empire from thirty
thousand to one thousand years. But he has also set up another

15
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Foundation, at the ‘opposite end’ of the galaxy, at Star’s End, the
location of which he does not reveal. The Terminus Foundation is
based on physical science; but this other Foundation has mental
scientists: the two Foundations form a dualism.* The Terminus
Foundation lives through a variety of threats, and eventually,
under the genius of a mutant called the Mule, expands outwards
to absorb the galaxy under its influence. But the expansionist urge
increasingly has another object: the discovery of the other
Foundation, of which neither we nor the characters for long hear
anything, and its destruction. At the end, the location of the
Second Foundation is still undiscovered by the First. But we learn
its position — on Trantor. As the galaxy is a spiral, then one end of
the spiral is at its centre, and the other at the extreme periphery. It
was partly because the scientists of the First Foundation were
physical scientists that they failed to see this: they failed to
perceive that as a social scientist Hari Seldon would think of
opposite ends in social rather than physical terms, in terms of the
centre of civilized existence versus the extreme circumference,
where civilization turned to barbarism, and barbarism trailed off
into the night of intergalactic space.” What Seldon set up was a
kind of social dialectic.

In Olaf Stapledon’s Last and First Men is portrayed the often
futile attempts of men to escape the annihilating forces of
planetary environments in the solar system. The external world
applies the stimulus to which man can most successfully respond
by slow physical adaptation, as in the development of the Sixth
Men in the heat and storms of Venus. But in Asimov’s Foundation
series the environment is largely out of the reckoning. No one is
frozen or burnt on a planet, no landscapes or cosmic phenomena
cause racial disasters. Man is entirely in control. The galaxy is
conceived of almost as a megalopolis. The central image, almost
the only landscape Asimov gives us, is of Trantor:

He could not see the ground. It was lost in the ever increasing
complexity of man-made structures. He could see no horizon
other than that of metal against sky, stretching out to almost
uniform greyness, and he knew it was so over all the land-surface
of the planet. There was scarcely any motion to be seen — a few
pleasure-craft lazed against the sky — but all the busy traffic of
billions of men were [sic] going on, he knew, beneath the metal
skin of the world.
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There was no green to be seen; no green, no soil, no life other
than man. Somewhere on the world, he realized vaguely, was
the Emperor’s palace, set amid one hundred square miles of
natural soil, green with trees, rainbowed with flowers. It was a
small island amid an ocean of steel, but it wasn’t visible from
where he stood. It might be ten thousand miles away. He did
not know.®

The dangers in space are from enemy space-ships, the rigours on
planets are being out-manoeuvred in politics. In a sense Asimov’s
entire galaxy is a larger city, with the periphery the forgettable
slums and the centre the hub of administration.

The whole basis of the story is the alteration of blind
unpurposive nature by man — in this case blind unpurposive
human nature. The plan of Hari Seldon is the reduction of history
to science. Left to itself history is, so some would have us believe,
aimlessly and often miserably cyclic. Seldon’s history is also
partly cyclic: the collapse of the old Empire will eventually result
in the rise of a new one, and all his scheme aims to do (so he says) is
shorten the hiatus of barbarism. But inasmuch as Empire, at least
at its height, represents man supremely in control of his fate, and
barbarism does not, the reduction of the gap represents an
increase of human mastery over destiny. Furthermore the mental
scientists of the Second Foundation, who, it is briefly claimed late
in the trilogy, are eventually to assume leadership of the galaxy,
will bring about a positive evolution in civilization: progress will
in fact no longer be circular but spiral, like the galaxy itself. It is
the switch from circular or closed modes of thinking to more open
ones that constitutes the substance and end of Seldon’s plan.
Nevertheless the content of Seldon’s scheme involves prediction of
and provision for the events likely to occur in the barbarian period
itself. From the nature and position of Terminus, Seldon knows to
within 98.4 per cent certainty that within fifty years it will be
under threat from or actual occupation by the forces of the nearby
planet Anacreon; and he has near-certainty too that the group of
scientists originally set as rulers over Terminus while they
compiled an encyclopaedia of galactic knowledge will now have
been overthrown by a more dynamic, less bookish leader. Seldon
has arranged that at varying intervals a projection of him as he
once was on Trantor will be scientifically manifested in a special
capsule on Terminus, when he can sum up the likely historical
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progress to date and focus his listeners on their real problem —
without letting them know exactly how to deal with it. At his first
appearance, after fifty years, he announces that the Encyclo-
paedia project under Dr Lewis Pirenne has been a sham designed
to produce enough energy to start off society on Terminus, and
that the true issue is not preservation of the Encyclopaedia at all
costs — and hence the current misguided attempts to placate the
Anacreonian enemy — but survival, and immediate thought as to
how it may be most practically engineered. This gives the new
leader, Salvor Hardin, his head, and by a piece of skilful
diplomacy he is able to persuade the three other planetary powers
apart from Anacreon near to Terminus that it is in their interest to
issue an ultimatum to Anacreon which will otherwise use the
unique atomic power resources (actually scant) of Terminus
against them.

Thus Seldon the social and psycho-historian is able to cage
within his mind the likely progress of Terminus over several
hundred years. His stated objective in setting up the Foundations
may have been the reduction of the barbarous interregnum: but
we can also see that as a scientist what he is doing is attempting to
pattern the random, to show that under certain conditions, and
given a number of laws of mass behaviour, human conduct can be
developed over hundreds of years to produce a given objective.
And there is another aim, which becomes apparent only in the
third volume — the development of the human mind and its powers
further. Seldon’s Second Foundation is composed of only a small
band of people: but all of them are psychologists. They develop to
perfection what the mutant Mule shows in Foundation and Empire,
the ability to alter people’s minds and emotions, so that a
potential antagonist may be overcome simply by filling him and
his people with fear or despair. The Second Foundation eventual-
ly become able to exert secret control over people, so that their
apparently independent actions and responses are conditioned
and predetermined. They, for example, arrange matters so thata
giant Kalganian fleet that attacks the First Foundation will lose
purpose and collapse; they too insert the belief that Terminus is
the real home of the Second Foundation in the mind of a key
character; and fifty of their number operate as martyrs whose
eventual ‘confessions’ will further persuade the First Foundation
that it has located and overcome the Second. It is because Seldon
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has so divided physical from mental science in the beginning that
this prodigious advance in mental power has been possible.

In the end all is circumscribed. True, Seldon had left the
calamitous advent of the Mule out of his calculations, calculations
which depended on the assumption of human, not mutant powers,
at work in history: and that after the Mule the original ‘plan’
seemed to have diverged beyond recognition. But at the other end
of the galaxy the Second Foundation, with its powers not simply to
predict but now to adjust history to a scheme, was eventually able
to absorb and contain the apparent aberrations of the other, so
that, © “It was here that . . . the train of events [was] begun that
led to the great return to the Seldon Plan”’ (III, 186). Thus
Seldon arranged for his own psychological ‘long-stop’:” his actual
predictions might eventually diverge from historical fact, but the
facts could themselves be manipulated to conform to his plan. In
other words, even if by itself the experiment went awry, the
obstreperous data could still — at least when the Second Founda-
tion had fully developed its powers of mental control — be adjusted
to produce the right outcome. (Though as we shall see at one point
both the Seldon Plan and the Second Foundation were saved from
the Mule only by good fortune.) When at the end the First Speaker
of the Second Foundation says, ‘ ““All roads lead to Trantor”, says
the old proverb, “and thatis where all stars end” ’ (I11, 187), he s
right in more than one sense: Trantor keeps hold on the stars like a
magnet; it is the centre not only of force but of influence. At first
sight it might appear that the need for such manipulations exposes
the failure of the Seldon Plan and the whole experiment: but the
answer to that is that the Second Foundation was also part of the
plan from the beginning, and hence so were the adjustments of
which it would be capable. Of course, this proves that, left to itself,
the events and outcomes of history are not very predictable: but
then history itselfis not some given collection of events, but events
added to by fresh data in every moment: and such data here are
the two Foundations that Seldon has also set up and made a part
of that one thousand years of prediction, so that what may go
wrong for the one can be corrected by the other. And here we see
something of that paradoxical interplay of free will and
determinism which is one of the basic themes of the book.

The book is, as we have said, founded on duality: Seldon has so
arranged things that one Foundation of one character is at the
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opposite end of the galaxy from the other of opposite character —
the one at the periphery, the other at the centre. Because of this the
people of the First Foundation, quite apart from the knowledge
that they are able to take with them, are in a place of maximum
energy. As men of physical science they eventually quest out-
wards; the men of the Second Foundation, as mental scientists,
are more inward-looking and their primary aim is to remain
concealed. It is a case of positive and negative poles: between the
two energy is struck and progress is immensely speeded.? And
things are turned upside-down. The world of the periphery,
barbarous as the Empire collapses, becomes the focus of new
civilization, while Trantor, the centre of all, becomes a rusting
wreck from being sacked. In a sense the centre thus becomes
peripheral; though in another sense it is still central as the home of
the Second Foundation.

The mode of the narrative itself of the book 1s significant here.
Each critical point in the history of the First Foundation is told
through the doings of one central figure: Salvor Hardin, who
overcomes the threat from Anacreon; Hober Mallow, who defeats
the attempts of the Empire to back the Korellian republic against
the Foundation; Lathan Devers the trader, who tries to thwart the
skilful military campaign of the imperial general Bel Riose; the
young Bayta and Toran Darell, who witness the overthrow of the
Foundation and of the Traders by the Mule: and so on. While we
read the stories of each of these individuals, their thoughts and
doings seem crucial, yet even while they are so, they are not. We
are with each and his or her contribution for maybe fifty or a
hundred pages, and then they are gone, and the next story takes
up tens or perhaps hundreds of years further on, often in another
planetary system, by which time the individual who has just
loomed so large in our experience has shrivelled to the point of
being unknown, and the great event to which he has contributed is
a mere distant ripple on the vast historical ocean. And yet the
significance these characters had was real enough. The process
can be seen more largely in the triology as a whole. At first we see
all events from the point of view of the First Foundation: but by
the third volume the lens has shifted and we view that Foundation
through the controlling eyes of the Second Foundation. And even
Seldon himself becomes less important, his appearances no longer
mentioned after the first volume, his plan sometimes forgotten
even though still in operation.
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We thus move between the two poles of significance and
insignificance. Sometimes this is seen within single stories. The
trilogy begins by putting us squarely with one Gaal Dornick as he
comes — from the periphery — to see Trantor for the first time and
help, as he supposes, the work of Hari Seldon. In fact the young
Gaal is used somewhat as a gull, and by Seldon himself, who
arranges to have a conversation with him which he knows will be
overheard by the police, and in which he makes several statements
concerning the future doom of the Empire to force the hand of
the Empire against him and ensure the speedy exile of the
Foundation to safe obscurity. Or there is the story of the subtle
trader Lathan Devers (compare ‘Devious’) who seeks to over-
throw the imperial general Bel Riose by taking back to the
Emperor on Trantor a captured message sent by his fellow-officer
Brodrig to Bel Riose which can be construed as a plot to overthrow
the Emperor. On Trantor itself a number of factors frustrate
Devers’s plans, which makes them appear to matter even more:
but in fact his entire effort proves quite unnecessary, as the
Emperor has already decided of his own volition that Bel Riose’s
successes constitute a potential threat to himself, and has him
recalled and killed.

Throughout the story threads the theme of the interplay
between choice and necessity. At first Hari Seldon’s Plan is
dominant because the future is near enough to it to be either
manipulated or precisely predicted: Seldon himself on his second
‘visit’ says ¢ “my figures show a 98.4 per cent probability there is
to be no deviation from the Plan in the first eighty years” ’ (I,
111). But too great a trust in the Plan leads to a fatal complacency,
as in the case of Pirenne and the Encyclopaedists, or later under
Mayor Indbur before the advent of the Mule. In a sense Seldon
has forced a measure of complacency on all who trust to the Plan:
for he has so arranged his human experiment that every initial
crisis that faces the Foundation will force one line of action —

‘We have placed you on such a planet and at such a time that in
fifty years you were manoeuvred to the point where you no
longer have freedom of action. From now on, and into the
centuries, the path you must take is inevitable. You will be
faced with a series of crises, as you are now faced with the first,
and in each case your freedom of action will become similarly
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circumscribed so that you will be forced along one, and only

one, path.” (I, 64)

This supposed predicament is bound to lead to passivity in those —
at this point all — who believe it. Thus, as the second crisis with
Anacreon approaches, Hardin ‘ “let[s] things drift” * (I, 80) so
long as more than one course of action remains open. In this case it
works: but it works because there is a Hardin present to see what
must be done and to do it. And the same can be said of Hober
Mallow or Lathan Devers, the trader-heroes. Each is perceptive
enough to recognize a Seldon crisis, to see what must be done, and
courageous and adaptable enough to carry it out in the teeth of
opposition — Hardin from Pirenne and from Sef Sermak’s ‘Action
Party’, Mallow from Jorane Sutt, secretary to the Mayor of
Foundation. Mallow may say that * ““Seldon crises are not solved
by individuals but by historic forces” ’ (I, 184), but it is he who
sees how the threat from Korell can be lifted. He has sold the
Korellians all sorts of atomic devices, particularly for household
use, with the result that Korellian life is dependent on them.
When the planet of Korell declares war on Foundation, he sees
that they can be defeated simply by not servicing or replacing
these gadgets, which will quickly break down and cause a
domestic revolt in the Korellian economy. Certainly we may
accept that Mallow and the Traders could not have known in
advance the use to which the atomics could be put (unlike the
earlier Salvor Hardin, who made sure that the atomics on
Anacreon were controlled by a group of scientist-priests with a
mystic reverence for atomics and for Terminus as the source of
them). Mallow has only to manipulate a situation given to him;
but it took Mallow to see the point.

As is already being realised early in the second volume,
¢ “Seldon’s rules of psycho-history on which it is so comforting to
rely probably have as one of the contributing variables, a certain
normal initiative on the part of the people of the Foundation
themselves. Seldon’s laws help those who help themselves™ * (11,
18; see also pp. 77-8). Helping oneself does not mean great or
heroic acts of will or the bringing to bear of large forces: the forces
are already given and all one has to do is utter a few words or turn
aswitch to harness them to one’s own purposes. (Here too one sees
the simultaneous centrality and peripherality of the individual in
the trilogy.) What succeeds is always originality of thought, the



Isaac Asimov 23

mental jump that escapes from passivity and reverses the
direction of phenomena in parallel with its own shift. The last
originality of thought is the one by which Hari Seldon’s Plan
out-thinks its own First Foundation by the subtle riddle of the
location of the Second. But no amount of thinking would help
unless the conditions — known as ‘Seldon crises’ — were right.’
The advent of the Mule, not without significance a mutant,
since he is a mutation, something not catered for in the Plan, is
however the advent of total freewill and indeterminacy. Nothing
explains the Mule: the Second Foundationers are entirely baffled
by the sudden, isolated emergence of his mental powers of control,
far greater even than theirs. The Mule’s past exists almost entirely
in negatives: he is ¢ “apparently a man of neither birth nor
standing. His father, unknown. His mother, dead in childbirth.
His upbringing, that of a vagabond. His education, that of the
tramp worlds, and the backwash alleys of space. He has no name
other than that of the Mule” ’ (II, 76). He is renegade, his only
motives the satisfaction of an inferiority complex in the swallow-
ing of an entire galaxy under his control. True, he becomes the
spearhead of Foundation, but it is a Foundation which (for the
time) is quite other than that envisaged by Seldon. The gigantic
orders of power that Hardin or Mallow were able to turn to their
own use were external — the religion of atomics, the economic
underpinning of a planet: but the Mule has this sort of power in
himself alone. By himself he can remove the will to fight of whole
armies, and cast planets into despairing surrender, all without
more than a motion of his mind. With him, all use of external
materials, all determinism, seems to go. Nearly all the chieffigures
of Foundation are ‘Converted’ by him — that is, he has altered
their minds so that they are totally loyal servants to him. This
image of interstellar passivity before this one active mind throws
the mind’s nature into relief. And he nearly discovers and
overthrows the Second Foundation, which would finally have
wrecked Seldon’s Plan. With his advent, the Plan can never work
on its own any more — it has to be altered and adjusted if its aims
are to be realized; especially since to counter him the Second
Foundation was forced temporarily to reveal its existence (III,
90). Equally, though, the Mule is kept from total power and the
Seldon Plan saved by the free choice of an individual over whom
he indulgently chose not to exercise mind-control — the girl Bayta
Darell, who kills the Foundation psychologist Ebling Mis when
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in the library of Trantor he is on the point of telling the Mule in
disguise of the true home of the Second Foundation: there is a sort
of balance of acts of free will on both sides of the equation. Either
way, however, the survival of the Seldon Plan was, so far as the
Second Foundation was concerned, quite fortuitous (I11,22-3).'°
Thus psycho-historical determinism and acts of free choice are
here again necessary to the Plan’s continuance.

There are other oppositions basic to the book. Conflict itself, so
far as the First Foundation is concerned, is of the essence. That
Foundation was created by Seldon to form the basis of a new
empire. It was given enough members to colonise a planet and
thus became noticed by its neighbours. It had to struggle to
survive. It could not remain static or it would be overrun: that is
why the head-in-the-sand Encyclopaedists who originally ran it
were overthrown to meet the first threat from Anacreon. Then it
had to expand its influence, first by the atomic religion, then by
the Traders who were its economic extension and by whose means
an attack from the planet Korell was foiled. With the overthrow of
the last great general of the Empire, Bel Riose, the Foundation
then sank into stagnation and bureaucracy, and it was at this
point that it was defeated by the mutant, the Mule. But now the
Mule became the Foundation, and he began the spread over the
rest of the galaxy. But there is still further conflict, of a different
kind, to follow between the First and Second Foundations, a
conflict which the Second wins but the First does not lose: for it
becomes increasingly the objective of the Mule to discover and
destroy the Second Foundation, and of the latter to escape
detection finally. At the end of the trilogy, the two very different
Foundations continue to exist, the one concerned largely with
physical science and conquest, the other with mental science and
preservation, preservation in particular of the Seldon Plan;
neither is any longer in conflict with the other, but the continued
existence of the duality that together they represent sufficiently
shows that duality is in this work of the essential character of
existence. (Asimov may suggest the eventual leadership of the
Second Foundation (III, 89), but he chooses not to portray it.)
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. What at first was
dynamism against stasis, Foundation against the rigidities of an
Empire in decay, becomes eventually that which moves in uneasy
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equilibrium with that which sits still, the expansive First Founda-
tion that swallows whole areas of the galaxy, the Second and
unknown Foundation that remains at rest on its little patch of a
single planet.

Just as the book is full of the interplay of opposites, so too it is
imbued with paradox. Those who succeed in the early stages of
Foundation do so by using the very powers that are directed
against them — Salvor Hardin setting three planets on Anacreon
by a trick, Hober Mallow turning the economic base of Korell in
on itself. The power of the Mule is entirely invisible. A striking
image of this is the approach to his ‘palace’ on Kalgan:

Pritcher left his air car at the old vice-regal hangars and entered
the palace grounds on foot as was required. He walked one mile
along the arrowed highway — which was empty and silent.
Pritcher knew that over the square miles of palace grounds,
there was not one guard, not one soldier, not one armed man.
The Mule had no need of protection.
The Mule was his own best, all-powerful protector. (I11, 12)

True power is often to be found in the least likely candidates and
places. Salvor Hardin, the mild-seeming mayor of Terminus,
‘insignificantly dressed and uninteresting-looking’ (I, 97), even
while held captive by the Anacreon Wienis at the moment of the
latter’s apparent triumph, actually has the power of all Anacreon
in his grasp. Hober Mallow exerts power over the threat from
Korell through the household washing-machines and other
gadgets that maintain domestic life on the planet. The imperial
General Bel Riose is overthrown not in battle but by the jealousy
of his master. The Mule himself first appears as an inconsequen-
tial clown. The First Speaker of the mighty Second Foundation is
the apparently bumbling, uxorious farmer Preem Palver. The
central paradox of the book is the power greater than that of the
huge First Foundation wielded by the Second, which turns out to
comprise no more than a few farmer-inhabitants of the wrecked
planet Trantor, yet is able by mind control to destroy the
battlefleet of Kalgan and thus set the First Foundation on course
for Empire. As for Terminus, as Bel Riose at one point says, ¢ “Itis
a world the size of a handkerchief, of a fingernail; with resources so
petty, power so minute, a population so microscopic as would
never suffice the most backward worlds of the dusty prefects of the
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Dark Stars. Yet with that, a people so proud and ambitious as to
dream quietly and methodically of Galactic rule. . .. And they
succeed. There is no one to stop them”’ (II, 20~1). The
paradoxical mode comes down to names. Terminus is at the end of
the galaxy but it is the beginning of the Foundation. Stars’ End is
not at the periphery as from its name the first Foundationers keep
thinking, but at the centre of the galaxy.

The dialectical character of the book is part of an ethic of
forward movement that runs through it all. Movement is the
idiom of the work — movements of minds as they try to decide how
to act or where a hidden force or planet is, movements of
individuals across the galaxy: the characters are continually
journeying from one star system to another, and the point of
vantage shifts from Trantor to Terminus, from Terminus to
Anacreon, to Korell, to Haven, to Kalgan, to Siwenna, to
Tazenda. There is constant action away from modes of thought
that have gone static — the Empire, the habits that from time to
time beset the Foundation itself. Seldon’s Plan is a pushing
outwards in the face of sterile thinking: * ““It was a sign of decaying
culture, of course, that dams had been built against the further
development of ideas. It was his revolt against these dams that
made Seldon famous” ’ (I11, 60). The Empire thought it was in a
state of immense power: Seldon perceived and dared to say that it
was on the verge of collapse. The essence of Seldon’s Plan is
evolutionary. It is future-oriented, and so is the book. Each crisis
in Foundation’s history is a step forward to a goal, and each
involves different mental strategies to deal with it. And the Plan
itselfis not fixed:  “He [Seldon] never created a finished product.
Finished products are for decadent minds. His was an evolving
mechanism and the Second Foundation was the instrument of
that evolution™ ’ (II1, 60). Hence perhaps the irony of the name
Terminus: there are no ends.'' This insistence on the unfixed may
explain why the identities of central figures become progressively
more uncertain as the book proceeds — from the simulacrum of
Hari Seldon, the anonymity of Salvor Hardin or the obscurity of
the Outlander Hober Mallow, to the unknown character and
shifting identity of the Mule, to the totally hidden, apparently
cancelled, identities of the Second Foundationers.

Plasticity is of the essence. Each predicted crisis in the Plan is in
a way designed to shake the Foundation out of settled habits of
thought, as when the threat from Anacreon brings about the
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overthrow of the conservative Encyclopaedists, or Jorane Sutt’s
inability to see how the Korellian threat may be removed ensures
his downfall, or the attack by the Mule overthrows the inert
bureaucracy that the Foundation has become. The past is seen as
the road to sterility. No lessons are learnt from it, because the
conditions of each crisis are wholly new, and no guidance has been
given as to how to meet them. This position could only arise by
having the curious situation that prevails in the trilogy, whereby
Foundation is seen as not self-evolving, but only as changing
under the impact of external stimuli. In safe isolation, Asimov
seems to believe, the human mind and spirit do not develop but
grow stagnant: tension is essential to progress (I1I, 101). That is
why Foundation is never considered on its own, but only in
relation to other powers and stimulating threats from them —
whether Anacreon, the Mule or the Second Foundation. Move-
ment in itself is of no value, of course: only the relatively directed
and purposive movement supposed through the operation of the
Plan. It is between, or rather above, the two extremes of imperial
rigidity and meaningless barbarian flux that the career of
Foundation towards Second Empire moves.

And our minds too are moved as we read. The widening of
mental perspective goes in parallel with the expansion outwards
from Terminus. At first we think that the purpose of Terminus is
simply to preserve knowledge so that the period of chaos between
the fall of one empire and the rise of another will be reduced to a
minimum. But then, with the overthrow of the Encyclopaedists,
we see that the preservation of anything static is out of court, and
that it is the preservation of Terminus itself, helped by the
head-start of technology (applied science) that it has, that is the
central issue. Then we see that the Plan involves not mere
preservation at all but active conquest of others by the Foundation
and the beginings of a new empire centred on Terminus. When
Foundation falls to the Mule we think that Seldon’s Plan is
finished. At this point our minds are opened further to awareness
of the existence of the Second Foundation. What this is, and what
purpose it serves we do not know, and only come slowly to realize.
For the time we may think that the Second Foundation, because it
is called the Second, is meant to supersede the First. Now we see
that beneath the apparent wreck of the Plan lies a deeper Plan. We
begin to see too that Seldon’s thinking is the reverse of provincial.
He has not been concerned simply with the speedy return of a new
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Empire; he has tried to achieve a final solution to history, the
removal of the cycle of endless rise and fall for a constantly
developing civilization fuelled by dynamic tension. That ‘dyna-
mic tension’ itself has been partly experienced by us in reading,
through the use of suspense and uncertainty to pull us through the
book: the very act of reading is analogous to the directional
character of the history proposed by Seldon. The totality of the
form of the trilogy is in this sense fused to its meaning.

This work is more accurately to be called science fiction than
many that have the name because its mode is that of a scientific
experiment, albeit with people. Seldon’s Plan is an ‘experiment’
conducted by mixing different human elements over a definite
period in a galactic flask to make a new stable compound. The
Second Foundation is eventually a catalyst, changing others while
remaining unchanged itself. The inert medium is space. The
variables are time, human choice, and the humans making the
choices. It is a closed system, designed to generate perpetual
motion from within itself. As a scientific process, all that is
irrelevant to the interaction it supposes is excluded. The sole
motives operative on all the peoples are the desire to survive, and
the desire to dominate. No account is taken of morals, except
perhaps in the case of the martyrs who give themselves for the
Second Foundation. Perhaps, on Asimov’s reading of history, he
felt moral impulses to be ephemeral or subsumed in the other
impulses. We hear very little of the personalities of the characters,
and where we do, as in the case of the girl Arcadia Darell, this is
purely to explain her motives; in any case she is unknowingly
conditioned by the Second Foundation. The most memorable
picture of the Mule we have is of a clown on a beach: and thatis a
front. So too with the ‘Brooklynite’ Preem Palver, in reality First
Speaker of the Second Foundation. Persons are usually seen as
typical rather than special, even as clichés:'? the ascetic pedant
Pirenne, the fat bureaucrat Indbur, the dashing but corrupt Bel
Riose. The exception to this, since he is the exception, the variant,
is the mutant Mule, but he is not given a personality, he is merely
a powerful anomaly, the mysterious figure that does not fit. Nor do
we hear much of landscapes, apart from Trantor and one
sea-scape (one of the features distinguishing the Foundation
trilogy from its successor Dune). We do not know how one planet
differs from another, as, say, Ursula Le Guin differentiates the
desert Anarres from the lush twin Urras in her The Dispossessed.
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Nor are we given details of battles, lingering accounts of love,
different customs of civilizations. There are no animals, only man.
Doubtless these things ‘were there’, but since they are not seen as
vital to the experiment, they are ignored. Thought-processes and
conversations largely fill the trilogy, and nearly all these are
concerned with finding things out and with gaining power. If this
is scientific experiment, it has to be said that it is experiment
conducted in isolation from many of the facts of human existence.

And curiously, isolation, both from the facts and from the
reader, is one of the less happy features of this brilliant work. If
Seldon’s Plan addresses itself to history, it must, arguably, take
account of every datum injected into history, and that includes all
those personalities, landscapes, moods, animals and weathers
that the trilogy excludes. The trilogy does allow for the random in
the form of the Mule, certainly (though actually the introdyction
of the Mule was forced on Asimov by John Campbell®): but in the
end all is circumscribed and brought back to the predicted path by
the Second Foundation. We must question whether the law
supposed by the Plan that a strong Emperor will always owe his
strength to having no strong subjects, as with the Emperor Cleon
IT and his general Bel Riose (II, 62-3), is universally or
necessarily the case: yet this is axiomatic for Seldon’s scheme. The
more we ask questions like this, the more the scheme of the book is
seen to depend on a limited or contingent reality, and the more ofa
‘game’ world it inhabits.'* It is here that Asimov’s work goes
against its own tenets: for in the world-view that informs it,
nothing is finally contingent; everything is made part of a
scientific plan. The result of what can best be described as an
inveterately law-making habit of mind is a passage such as this:

If, from a distance of seven thousand parsecs, the fall of Kalgan
to the armies of the Mule had produced reverberations that had
excited the curiosity of an old Trader, the apprehension of a
dogged captain, and the annoyance of a meticulous mayor — to
those on Kalgan itself, it produced nothing and excited no one.

It is the invariable lesson to humanity that distance in time,
and in space as well, lends focus. It is not recorded, incidentally,
that the lesson has ever been permanently learned.

Kalgan was — Kalgan. It alone of all that quadrant of the
Galaxy seemed not to know that the Empire had fallen, that the
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Stannells no longer ruled, that greatness had departed, that
peace had disappeared. (11, 79)

We may resist the application of the law of the second paragraph
to the first: is it true, let alone an ‘invariable lesson’, that
reverberations are always the greater as distance increases? The
tone itself, rather pompous and condescending, reveals an unease:
maybe the lesson has never been learned, not only because it is not
a ‘lesson’ but only a piece of useless information, but also because
itnever was a lesson or law of any sort. And in the next paragraphs
we are to learn, a la Gertrude Stein, that ‘Kalgan was — Kalgan’:
or, to put it in other words, that it is the individuality and
peculiarity of Kalgan itself, not its non-conformity to any
supposed psychic law, that has produced its unruffled acceptance
of events. It has been untroubled because it has been unaltered,
unlike other planets near it: it is a luxury world able to buy off any
would-be conqueror.

The book moves towards a notion of inclusiveness: the powers
of physical and mental science are eventually in the far future to
work together; all the forces of the mind and of the material world
are to cooperate. And its orientation is to open-endedness. The
cyclic movement of history is to be replaced by steady expansion.
Yet in the end there is an effect of enclosure. The total movement
of the trilogy is inwards: inwards from the edge of the galaxy at
Terminus, towards the centre. The expansion outwards from
Terminus is in another sense an expansion inwards to Trantor,
with which the trilogy begins and ends. And this seems symp-
tomatic of the isolation of the book, not only from the full
randomness of reality but from the reader himself. Certainly the
reader is drawn in by the brilliantly-handled narrative, whereby
he is kept in a state of suspense throughout: not knowing how the
Foundation will become the basis of a new empire but seeing a
pattern form; knowing that there 1s a Second Foundation but not
knowing where it is till the end. Yet Seldon’s humanitarian but
impersonal desire to save civilization puts us at a remove from the
basic impulse of the work, as we are not when sharing the feelings
of individuals in other works of science fiction: Paul in Dune
grappling with his peculiar destiny to save a world, Severian in
Wolfe’s Book of the New Sun describing his journey through Urth,
Attanasio’s Summer Kagan in Radix growing towards ‘godmind’.
There is a coolness about Asimov’s work: it is detached,
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planetary. It gives us a universe quite different from ours, one
largely amenable to reason and science, one whose relative
metaphysical comfort it may be a pleasure to contemplate,'” but
one which lacks full force because it is not opened to the whole
character of reality. (Here again Herbert’s Dune is in marked
contrast.) Its world is also devoid of moral and spiritual issues:
though Seldon has made the universe conform to scientific and
historical laws, he has evacuated it of further significance. The
benefit to be derived from shortening the period of strife after the
fall of the Empire seems not so much the moral one of limiting
human suffering as the practical one of avoiding an enormous
waste of time. For all the analysis that goes on throughout the
trilogy into the right lines of action to be followed or the location of
the Second Foundation, no analysis is applied to the end itself. We
hear little of what the Second Empire will be like, except that in
some way it will be ‘better’ because guided by ‘mental powers’,
though the most evident application of those powers will be to
ensure its lasting survival rather than to make a greater civiliza-
tion. In the end, it seems, the restoration of civilization itself is a
sufficient object, because civilization represents order, and
‘order’, in the form of Seldon’s Plan, is what solely concerns
Asimov in the trilogy.'® It is enough for him that it is established:
what is done with it seems to be of less moment.

POSTSCRIPT — FOUNDATION’S EDGE (1982)

This book, which has received a Hugo Award and a fair number of
sour reviews, is essentially a fine continuation of the three books
just considered, particularly in its portrayal of relationships,
whether hostile or sympathetic, among characters, and in its
handling of suspense. It seems unfair to dismiss the book as an
anachronism in the current development of science fiction when
the author’s aim has been to integrate it with the character of
novels written thirty years before.'” Generally the job has been
done brilliantly, and the book has the same texture and feel to it as
the others, if it is twice as long as any one of them. But there are
differences. We follow just one plot and group of characters
throughout, instead of having a series of adventures and actors
often widely separate from one another in time. And there is a
stronger sense of individuality, from the aspects of space-ships or
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planets to the very physical situation in which Speaker Gendibal
of the Second Foundation is one day suddenly set upon by the
normally placid Hamish farmers of Trantor, and from the gentle
contours of Sura Novi’s psychic landscape even to the twin-tufts of
the beard of the customs official Jogoroth Sobhaddartha on
Sayshell Union. Indeed the novel is often ontological in its
concern, questioning the peculiar make-up of this particular
universe, and eventually receiving an answer of possible validity.

Foundation’s Edge adds a further dimension to our understanding
of the Seldon Plan. By the end of the trilogy we could feel that the
Second Foundation, with its mental power, could perhaps
outmatch the First. In this next book, five hundred years towards
the projected new empire, the Seldon Plan is again under threat.
The First Foundation has developed considerable powers of
resistance to mental force: in other words it has begun to develop
mental science alongside its advanced physical technology. We
learn too that, via the energetic Speaker Gendibal, the Second
Foundation will set about acquiring proficiency in physical
science. Thus the difference between the two Foundations is in
the process of being eroded. Yet by the end the Second Founda-
tion is again concealed from the First, and each has lost its urge for
contrary powers, so that the dialectic on which the Plan was
founded remains. But it was not any factor catered for by the Plan
thatsaved it: it was protected partly by an outside agency of which
Seldon could have known nothing, and partly by a simple act of
human choice.

In this book representatives of the First and Second Foundation
encounter a source of mental power greater than anything yet
known. It is located on a secret planet Gaia in the Sayshell Sector
of the galaxy. Gaia itself is the source, being a collective mind
composed of all the humans, creatures and material of that world.
(Actually the humans may be robotic, enormously sophisticated
developments of the robots that originally served man on
Earth.) The Gaians have foreseen the approach of a Seldon Crisis
in which the two Foundations will meet and one will be victorious.
The object of Gaia is actually to bring to the environs of the planet
leading representatives of the First and Second Foundations, and
to have an impartial human Trevize, uniquely capable of lucid
choice, select whether he will opt for the victory of the First or the
Second Foundation or for the continuation of the Seldon Plan for
its projected further five hundred years towards empire. Trevize
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chooses the Plan, as Gaia had hoped. Had he chosen either of the
other two the empire it would subsequently have established in
the galaxy would have been of the same transient nature as the
First Empire. After his choice the memories of the First and
Second Foundationers who have met are altered, as is the urge of
each Foundation to develop the skills of the other.'®

The Plan has survived, it would seem, by the skin of its teeth,
just as it did when the progress of the Mule (in fact a renegade who
escaped from Gaia) was hindered by the free choice of Bayta
Darell, allowing the Second Foundation time to develop the
power to stop him. Yet Seldon had never supposed that his plan
would work by determinism — his laws would help those who
helped themselves, his predictions would decrease in accuracy
over time. His plan needed the support of others to make it work:
and that is what both Golan Trevize and the benign Gaians bring
about. But that free choice depends on the essential ‘rightness’ of
the Plan as well as there being individuals with the perception to
seeitand power to effect it. Why do the Gaians wish it to continue?
The simple answer is that, insofar as they are robots, the ‘First law
of Robotics’ decrees that the welfare of human beings shall be
their first priority. But then they must have seen that only the
Seldon Plan guaranteed that welfare. And that perhaps leads usin
this novel to speculate a bit more about the nature of the
empire-to-come than we did in the trilogy. Will the mental and
physical sciences of the two Foundations be married, and if so,
how? What sort of a new creative dialectic will remain, if at all?
Having seen the power of the First Foundation in this book, can
we be so sure that it will be a case of leadership by the Second
Foundationers in the new Empire?

As if to underwrite this new interest in ‘ends’ more than in
‘means’, Foundation’s Edge draws on the cosmogony first used in
Asimov’s The End of Eternity (1955), which predicates a group of
Eternals, who chose from a myriad of possibles (also actualised)
one universe in which man would be the sole intelligent lifeform —
and in which, no doubt, a man called Hari Seldon would
eventually arise to make all events in that universe no longer
random but rational. There, indeed, 1s a larger Plan, a wheel
governing wheels within wheels. It mirrors the process of
expanding discovery that the novel follows — an expansion which
widens out not to an infinite, but curiously to a benign ‘enclosure’,
a circumscribing, that folds the universe back on itself; and back
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on its centre in the Seldon Plan. In parallel with this, one may
note, Asimov himself has reached out to incorporate much of his
literary output in the history of this galaxy, placing his novels The
Stars, Like Dust, The Currents of Space and Pebble in the Sky during the
period of the growth of the First Empire, and his ‘robotic’ novels
and short stories during a period in which the galaxy was
colonised by robots. His own separate works, like the temporally
separated acts within the trilogy, are thus caught up in a larger
Plan, devoured as it were by the very fiction they create. Nothing
could more surely testify to the dominant urge behind Asimov’s
work being the need to make life coherent. Yet as we have seen, he
does not enforce coherence in any desperate way: he lets it find
itself almost by chance and certainly as much by choice as by
imposition.



3 Frederik Pohl, Alternating
Currents (1956)

While Asimov was composing his ever-widening epic of the
future, devouring more and more of his own work in a huge fictive
universe, Frederik Pohl was laying the ground for his terser, more
satiric works. Pohl began his trade with conventional short stories
of travel to far planets,' but in the early 1950s discovered that his
métier lay as much in this planet, in the portrayal, via fantastic
metaphors, of men caught up in social and technical changes
beyond their control. Pohl did continue to write (in collaboration
with Jack Williamson) plain adventure stories in the form of the
Undersea novels (1954, 1956, 1958), but the central thrust of his
work became less ‘escapist’, more committed to visions at once
comic and nightmarish, of disasters man might bring upon
himself.? Pohl’s primary output, and the one for which he is
remembered, during the 1950s and 1960s is the short and satiric
story; only thereafter did he turn to the writing of longer novels of
vision. With his penchant for clarity, logic and neat plotting, Pohl
is probably the most witty of the authors considered here. His
warnings are real, and yet their science-fictional guise enables him
to escape identification; no one yet has pinned Pohl down to a
philosophy. He prefers to see himself as just one of the race of
science fiction writers, whom he characterises as imbued with ‘an
unwillingness to accept conventional wisdom, Arnold’s “divine
discontent” *.> Of all his fourteen collections of short stories,*
Alternating Currents is arguably the finest and most integrated.’
The stories in Alternating Currents seem at first sight very diverse.
In “The Tunnel Under the World’ (1954), a whole town which has
been accidentally destroyed by an explosion is recreated in
miniature with human simulacra by an advertising company so
that the company can test methods of selling their products. In
“Target One’ (1955), the earth has been largely destroyed in
atomic warfare, and one of the few remaining scientists has

35
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assembled a mode of time travel by killer atomic particles, which
will make possible the murder in his youth of Albert Einstein,
whose later theories were put to use in the construction of fission
bombs: but the different world thus brought into being by the
protagonists turns out to be vastly over-populated and itselfon the
verge of discovery of nuclear fission by another route. In ‘The
Ghost-Maker’ (1953), a scientific fellow of a museum is sacked for
publishing his belief in the efficacy of magic, and employs what is
close to black magic to take revenge on the superior who sacked
him, by bringing to phantom life numbers of the human and
animal exhibits in the museum.® ‘The Mapmakers’ (1955)
describes how a space ship becomes lost when the steersman who
could guide it through hyperspace is blinded: in the end the
steersman finds that though he is totally sightless he can chart a
way through space far more effectively than before, and thus
brings the ship home. In ‘Let the Ants Try’ (1949), we start, as in
‘Target One’, with an atomically-devastated earth and a
scientist with a time machine, but this time the scientist actually
travels in the machine, forty million years into the past with eight
mutant queen ants which he leaves there to develop; when he
returns to his own time it is to find the world filled not with a
society of ants and men together as he had hoped, but with
highly-developed giant ants alone.” ‘Pythias’ (1955) presents a
man with powers of ‘psychokinesis’, or the ability of the mind to
alter the external world directly, who can wall off the power of an
exploding grenade from his body or fly across the Atlantic; when
he reveals his powers to a friend the latter murders him, ostensibly
to save humanity from the dangers of such power. In ‘Rafferty’s
Reasons’ (1955) a man with a lowly job in a futuristic society plots
the murder of his repulsive boss. The central character in ‘What
To Do Until the Analyst Comes’ (1955) has discovered a
revolutionary substitute for cigarettes and drink that is both
harmless and non-addictive. ‘Grandy Devil’ (1955), a less
satisfying story, tells of a young man’s discovery that his family is
enormously prolific and each member immortal, so that things are
set fair for them to overrun the world; and all of them are the
progeny of a devil.

For all their diversity, the stories have a remarkable similarity
of theme and outlook. There are numbers of recurrent motifs,
which are less evident in Pohl’s later writings. One of these is
enclosure. The protagonist of “‘The Ghost-Maker’, Ehrlich, can
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release the wraiths of dead creatures when he touches their bodies
with a magic ring: but if he so touches any living being it becomes
dead and its ghost is released. As he wanders through the
museum, aware that the task of frightening Brandon his superior
is failing, and becoming addicted to bringing creatures to life
purely for amusement, he casually puts his ring hand without
looking against the skeletal tail of a tyrannosaurus rex to
demonstrate his skill to Brandon, only to see his own dead body
drop at his feet. He has touched his ring to a part of the
tyrannosaurus skeleton that had been reconstructed from plaster
by the museum staff, and the magic action, failing on the
dinosaur, has rebounded on its wearer. Now he is shut in the ghost
world, with only one or two of the human exhibits his ring released
to talk to, and the growing dread of the carnivorous phantoms,
harmless to humans, but real enough to ghosts, that he has made
his companions in this twilight world; there is only the hope that
the magician from whom he got the ring originally will be
prevailed upon to release him. ‘Grandy Devil’ too, ends with one
of the protagonists shut in, battering at the hatch of a cess pit in
which he has been confined.

‘Rafferty’s Reasons’ (a Pohl version of Nineteen Eighty-Four) is a
portrait of psychic enclosure. Rafferty is so consumed with hatred
for his boss, ‘dirty’ Girty, that fantasy takes over reality and the
knife with which in the end he thinks he is stabbing Girty turns out
to be merely a cigar butt. Throughout the story Rafferty keeps
uttering hate-filled curses at every passer-by who annoys him, but
the curses are actually soundless: ‘Wherever he was, Rafferty
talked to himself. No one heard him, no one was meant to hear
him.’® The result is that we repeatedly think Rafferty has really
spoken, only to realise that he has not; with a consequently more
powerful sense of his enclosure:

A man jostled him and scalding pain ran up Rafferty’s wrist as
the hot drink slopped over.

Rafferty turned to him slowly. ‘You are a filthy pig,” he said
voicelessly, smiling. ‘Your mother walked the streets.’

The man muttered, ‘Sorry,” over his shoulder.

Rafferty sat down at another table with a party of three young
Project girls who never looked at him, but talked loudly among
themselves. ‘
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‘I’ll kill you, Girty,” Rafferty said, as he stirred the coffee-
beverage and drank it.

‘I’ll kill you, Girty,” he said, and went home to his dormitory
bed. (p. 86)

And at the end, with the hapless Rafferty dragged away to prison
for his feeble assault on Girty, no one will know Rafferty’s Reasons.
When Girty asks why Rafferty did it, ‘Girty’s friend could not give
him the answer, though he might have had suspicions. Mudgins
[the leader of the state] could have answered him, and a few others
around Mudgins or elsewhere. . . . But only a few. The others, the
many, many millions, they could never say what the reasons were;
because some of them had never known them, and some had had
to forget’ (p. 96). In this sense it is symbolic that Rafferty is shut
off from reality, as his society is cut off from truth. But even then
we wonder, after this story and the rage portrayed in it, whether
Rafferty’s reasons, and the very emphasis on them in the title begs
the question, could properly be classified as reasons at all.

‘What To Do Until the Analyst Comes’ explores a situation of
unwillingness rather than inability to make contact with the
world. The Cheery-Gum in the story is chemically non-addictive,
but people do become addicted to the happiness that comes
through it, with the result that all humanity apart from the
narrator, who sponsored its use, is soon enclosed within the drug,
out of touch with previous reality:

I tried to lay in on the line with the Chief. I opened the door of
the Plans room, and there he was with Baggott and Wayber,
from Mason-Dixon. They were sitting there whittling out
model ships, and so intent on what they were doing that they
hardly noticed me. After a while the Chief said idly, ‘Bankrupt
yet?” And moments passed, and Wayber finally replied, in an
absent-minded tone:

‘Guess so. Have to file some papers or something.” And they
went on with their whittling. (p. 154)

The enclosure is demonstrated in the mental re-ordering of the
psychoanalyst Dr Yust who admits that he himself once felt
worried about the effects of Cheery-Gum on the world and on the
ability of society to keep working; but says that his fears proved
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groundless, as people still work, if slowly, and better still, he has
no more mentally disturbed clients to deal with:

‘And what’s more, they weren’t morons. Give them a stimulus,
they respond. Interest them, they react. I played bridge the
other night with a woman who was catatonic-last month; we
had to put the first stick of gum in her mouth. She beat the hell
out of me, Mr McGory. It had a mathematician coming here
who — well, never mind. It was bad. He’s happy as a clam, and
the last time I saw him he had finished a paper he began ten
years ago, and couldn’t touch. Stimulate them — they respond.
When things are dull — Cheery-Gum. What could be better?’

(p- 153)

The question invites us into the charmed circle also. The neatest
touch perhaps is in the narrator’s plight: his alienation from the
gum-takers and their bovine contentment is shown to depend not
on any high moral insight or principle, but on the fact that he is
allergic to the drug, and whenever he takes it, it gives him hives.
He is outside not because he chooses but because he cannot get in;
his sole escapes are through psychoanalysis or death. By removing
the narrator as a norm with whom to identify, Pohl makes his
story reach out to pull us in: if there is no good reason against,
what is there to stop us being ‘for’?

“The Tunnel Under the World’ is a fantastic vision of the
enclosure of consumers by producers. Time and space are shut in
to one day in the life of the town of Tylerton. It is always 15 June,
and only the two malfunctioning robot humans begin to sense
what is wrong. There is no escape from the town, for it is merely a
model on a table-top, surrounded by what is for its mostly
unknowing ‘inhabitants’ a huge drop; and beyond that, spot-
lights, and advertising personnel manipulating events. Ironically
— and here the story is reminiscent of ‘What To Do ...,
Burckhardt’s rebellious consciousness makes him aware of his
own helplessness and enclosure as continued ignorance would
never have done: he does not break out into freedom, but into
knowledge of a tighter constriction. And the reader, shut in his
assumption that Burckhardt is a full-sized human being and the
town a real town, suffers a further form of enclosure himself as he
finds out the limiting truth.

‘The Mapmakers’ plays with the ‘Tiresias’ idea that to be blind



40 Science Fiction: Ten Explorations

may be to see more truly: though here the issue is physical rather
than spiritual. Groden the space ship navigator, though cut off by
his blindness from the normal external world, is able without eyes
to ‘see’ the configurations of stars within hyperspace as he never
could when sighted; as he puts it to the others, * “I’m blind in
normal space; you’re blind in hyperspace” ’ (p. 82).

The protagonists of ‘Let the Ants Try’ and ‘Target One’ find
that manipulation of the past does not produce escape from a
miserable present. In the former the ruthless ants are no more
satisfactory an outcome to evolution’s labours than were human
beings. The story ends in a circular manner too. While the
time-travelling scientists Dr Gordy is planting his mutated ants in
the soil of the Carboniferous past, he hears what at the time he
takes to be a raucous animal cry from the Coal Measure forest. On
his return to ‘the present’ he finds himselfin a strange city of ants,
who first make him show them how his time machine works and is
put together before preparing to kill him. With a violent struggle
Gordy regains his machine and sets it once more for forty million
years in the past, determined to reverse his experiment. But there
is no escape from it, just as there was no real escape from grimness
in the present. He finds, like Wells’s time-traveller, that his time
machine, having been moved by the ants, has arrived at a slightly
different position in the primeval forest. He emerges, and a little
way on sees his time machine and himself from his previous visit.
But there is also another machine of strange design, closer to him.
As he watches, a door opens in it, and a horde of giant ants races
out of it towards him. Having learnt from Gordy how to make a
time machine, the ants had ‘infinite time’ to make one of their own
and realize what they had to do to prevent the destruction of their
race. The story ends, ‘As his panicky lungs filled with air for the
last time, Gordy knew what animal had screamed in the depths of
the Coal Measure forest’ (p .43).

In ‘Pythias’ the narrator kills the inventor Connaught (which
ironically means ‘know nothing’) to prevent the secret of psycho-
kinesis becoming known to man; and just as he has tried to shutin
this dangerous knowledge so, as he wished, he is shut in jail for
murder. His intention is to reach the final safe enclosure of death
through his own execution; yet his closing assertion that Con-
naught could not be trusted to look after the secret ‘But I can’,
comes over as rather sinister, suggesting that he may use his
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powers to defy the executioner at the last. But if the narrator may
thus break the enclosure and become the path by which this
knowledge is made known to the world, a different kind of
enclosure is entered: that by which there is no escape from
knowledge. That enclosure was also present in ‘Target One’
where the destruction of Albert Einstein did not prevent the
discovery of atomic fission by another route.

There are enclosure motifs in some of Pohl’s later stories,
several of them in the collection Day Million (1970). The title story
(1966) in Day Million describes what seems a bizarre love relation
between two physically transformed humans remote from us in
time, only to turn and ask how we might look to them. The
narrator of ‘Making Love’ (1966) in the same collection prides
himself on the fact that as one of the privileged classes he has a
mistress who is a real human being and not a robot —or is she? The
humans in “The Snowmen’ (1958; The Frederik Pohl Omnibus, 1966)
are cold predators shut in their houses and indifferent to the
steady freezing of the Earth caused by their rapacious consump-
tion of energy, and about to experience the consequences. ‘Speed
Trap’ (1967; Day Million) is the story of a man who discovers a
means of immensely reducing bureaucratic inefficiency and thus
of hastening social and economic change: he finds that one of his
associates commits suicide and that he is shunted into a job where
he is rendered ineffectual: the implication is that it isin Someone’s
interest for things to stay as they are. But most of these stories
differ from those in Alternating Currents in that the enclosures have a
moral base in human pride and self-delusion: the stories in
Alternating Currents deal much more with people trapped in
situations beyond their control; and it is perhaps in keeping with
this that they contain much more in the way of imagery relating to
enclosure, signifying that the environment is its source rather than
the self. Alternating Currents has much less sense of personal
responsibility than later collections: it is shot through with Pohl’s
sense, perhaps heightened by contrast with wartime victory, of
man’s powerlessness before his own creations, the atom bomb, the
consumer society, conformism, drugs, advertising, and thus has a
darker, more tragic vision than many of his other stories,? which
generally end happily or at least justly.'” This is highlit by the
anomalous stories with happy endings (among their other
different features) which were added to the US and British first
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editions of Alternating Currents — respectively ‘Happy Birthday,
Dear Jesus’ (1956: written by Pohl for the collection) and ‘“The
Children of Night’ (1964).

Much of Pohl’s later fiction could be said to deal with exposure
rather than enclosure. In ‘I Plinglot, Who You? (1958)'! and
‘The Day The Icicle Works Closed’ (1959),'2 the evil schemes of
an alien and a human are unmasked. In Drunkard’s Walk (1960)
and A Plague of Pythons (1965), the source of human destruction in
a group of power-crazy mind-rulers is discovered and destroyed.
In The Age of the Pussyfoot (1969), the hero exposes an alien plot
against Earth. The Cool War (1979) ends with the exposure to the
world of the covert international warfare being carried on by
unscrupulous politicians. Much of Pohl’s fiction of the 1970s has
left its previous confines of Earth, and visits other planets or roams
the galaxy. In Man Plus (1976) the protagonist has his self and
body totally altered, torn away from human identity, so that he
may survive as a cyborg in the harsh environment of the Martian
surface. ‘The Merchants of Venus’ (1972),'* Gateway (1977),
Beyond the Blue Event Horizon (1980) and Heechee Rendezvous (1984)
are about a civilization of aliens nicknamed ‘Heechees’ who have
left tunnels containing some of their artifacts on Venus and
tunnels plus Heechee space ships on an asteroid; initially the urge
is to open (‘expose’) the tunnels, but increasingly through
exposure to risk (Gateway), the purpose becomes to discover the
nature of the Heechee themselves. Syzygy (1981) ends with man
realising that he is no longer alone in the universe. In Starburst
(1982) a group of people is sent ostensibly to colonise a planet near
Alpha Centauri, but actually to develop their minds prodigiously
in the controlled environment of their space ship and give Earth
the benefit. The plot is exposed, Earth punished and a new and
higher human civilization actually established in Alpha
Centauri.'* In ‘The Five Hells of Orion’ (1962)'® captive humans
are brought into increasing contact with an alien race, and as they
do so their environment becomes progressively less enclosed: first
the darkness with which one of them is surrounded is lightened,
then doors are opened till he makes contact with another, then
each is made one with the consciousness of the aliens, brought up
to a planetary surface and all journey from thence to perceive the
lurking threat in the far centre of the galaxy.

A second theme behind most of the stories in Alternating Currents
is the idea that attempts at changing ‘the given state of things’
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somehow will not work — a peculiar message for science fiction,
and again one that does not occur in Pohl’s later work, such as
Man Plus, Syzygy or Jem: The Making of a Utopia (1979). Despite the
efforts of the time-manipulators, the present stays stridently the
same in degree of misery in ‘Target One’ and ‘Let the Ants Try’.
In ‘What To Do Until the Analyst Comes’, nothing its sponsor
can do can reverse the universal use of Cheery-Gum or its social
and economic effects. In “The Tunnel Under the World’, we think
that the intrepid narrator, having discovered something odd
about Tylerton, will be able in the end to right matters, but in fact
his efforts only result in the revelation of his true helplessness. The
same reversal of hoped-for change comes at the end of ‘Let the
Ants Try’, when the narrator rushes back to the past to try to
reverse his experiment. The paradox of this story is that the
narrative constantly changes, the bottom falling out of it, as it
were, in constant reversals, to show that there can be no change.
In ‘The Tunnel Under the World’, the bottom literally falls out of
Burckhardt’s world when he suddenly realises that beyond
Tylerton there is only an abyss. Gideon Upshur in ‘Grandy Devil’
fails to halt the spread of the Orville family. Rafferty in ‘Rafferty’s
Reasons’ fails to kill Girty. While releasing the wraiths of the
museum creatures, Ehrlich in ‘“The Ghost-Maker’ becomes a
ghost himself.

Another, related motif of these stories is the benefits of losing
the separate self. If “The Mapmakers’ is anything to go by, it is
only when man is helpless, lost in space and blinded, that he can
begin to see aright; for only then is he no longer separate from, but
in tune with the larger patterns of the universe. The very assertion
of the narrator at the end of ‘Pythias’ of his mastery over his own
fate poses its absence; indeed his very intended death is a paradox,
since he proposes by it to destroy the mastery over fate given by
Connaught’s invention. It seems that peace only comes when one
submerges one’s mind with the collective, when one becomes in a
sense unconscious. It is Rafferty’s sharp sense of injustice that
marks him out and dooms him to his tormented life and fate.
McGory in ‘What To Do Until the Analyst Comes’ longs to be
part of the society taking Cheery-Gum and becoming literally
unconscious of the external world, but is forced to be separate and
judging. In a sense inventions prove a ‘Bad Idea’ — Cheery-Gum,
time machines, psychokinesis. Partly this is because they are
aimed at changing humanity. Pohl, in an almost eighteenth-
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century manner, seems to insist on the limits of the human
purview. Looked at one way his stories sometimes appear to
propose that we should submit, and that ‘whatever’ — and the
whatever is often hard to take — ‘whatever s, is right’. Seen thus, it
is ‘better’ that one should put up with the disasters of atomic
warfare that the collective wisdom of mankind has brought about
than that one man should seek to reverse them. ‘Better’ that one’s
mind should not be so abnormal, so awake, as to permit
realization of the horror of one’s predicament: thus with Burc-
khardt. ‘Right’ that Grandy Orville wins against Gideon Upshur,
because he is part of the family and the latter an intruder. ‘In
Pride, in reas’ning Pride, our error lies’: Pope’s words might
certainly be applicable to the protagonists of ‘Target One’ and
‘Let the Ants Try’. Certainly it is pure hubris that brings about
the doom of the narrator in ‘The Ghost-Maker’: he has already
interfered with the system of things by propagating so many
ghosts (upsetting the natural order was one of Pope’s bétes noires);
and it is when he idly puts his ring to the tyrannosaurus rex
without looking, while addressing ‘some mocking phrase’ to
Brandon that he is himself ghosted. In a sense he is fittingly made
a ghost, for he has just refused Brandon’s offer of the return of his
job, indeed he has renounced any of his former concern for
scientific truth, so that he no longer belongs to the collective that
previously gave him his identity. The narrator in the anomalous
story ‘Happy Birthday, Dear Jesus’, by contrast, succeeds by
separating himself from the collective, by abandoning his pre-
vious identification with a materialist culture, leaving his job and
country, marrying into a family of people opposed to the system.

Yet it would be absurd to suggest that conservatism and
submission of the self constitute the sole ethic of Pohl’s stories.
Pope’s dogmas were directed at making men submit to a broadly
happy state of affairs, with an ultimately benign créator in control
of an ordered and on the whole delightful universe. It is different
when it comes to atomic deserts, exclusion from happiness,
manipulation by others, or rejection. We sympathise with, rather
than find absurd, many of the rebellions in the stories. Submission
may be ‘better’ but it is not always nobler. Isn’t Burckhardt’s
struggle towards awareness of the manipulations being carried
out on the model Tylerton a finer thing than stupid ignorance —
even if Burckhardt himself turns out to be other than a man? Isn’t
McGory’s sense of the degradation of humanity in ‘What To Do
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... atleast as valid as the assertion of the Cheery-Gum-chewing
Dr Yust that the disasters are real only to him (pp. 151-3)? Isn’t
Rafferty’s painful hatred of Girty, however inaccurate and blindly
personal, a better thing than the kind of happy acceptance of Big
Brother than ends Orwell’s Nineteen Eighty-Four?

Rebellion does not go away in Pohl’s stories save in death, or, in
the case of Burckhardt, when ‘the maintenance crews take over’
(p .141). Gideon Upshur still clamours at the lid of the cess pit,
Rafferty presumably continues to express his rage at Girty from
behind the bars of a prison, McGory cannot escape his isolated
rejection of Cheery-Gum. Therefore several of the stories are
essentially dialectical. They call for rebellion, indeed sometimes
almost prescribe it, only to show it to be quite futile and
dangerous. In part of course it is simply the case that without the
rebellions there would be no story. But this is not quite the merely
circular argument it might seem. It is often rebellion that brings
the new worlds into being. Had it not been for Burckhardt,
Tylerton would have remained Tylerton on 15 June to all its
inhabitants: it is Burckhardt’s abnormal consciousness that
makes him aware of the fact that it never becomes 16 June and
eventually find out what Tylerton ‘really’ is. It is the rebellions of
the scientist protagonists of ‘Let the Ants Try’ and ‘Target One’
that bring about a world dominated by intelligent giant ants, and
an overpopulated planet on the verge of discovering atomic fission
by a different route. It is the revenge-seeking drive of Ehrlich in
‘The Ghost-Maker’ that makes a little company of released
spirits, the human members of which are vividly characterised. In
a sense the scientist is like God: he makes (though perhaps
unwittingly) a new creation; the scientist in ‘Let the Ants Try’ is
named Salva Gordy. The impulse of rebellion seems here directly
linked to the impulse to create. The ants in ‘Let the Ants Try’,
unlike Dr Gordy, do not create a time machine: they copy it.
Gordy has brought them into being: they do nothing but cancel
his being. Equally one can rebel at the new creation, as do Gordy
or the narrator of ‘Target One’ or McGory at the invention of
Cheery-Gum, or the narrator of ‘Pythias’ (ostensibly) at the
powers of psychokinesis.

The very existence of all these different stories depends upon a
‘rebellion’ against the status quo of our reality: in each of them we
start from a context which is an alteration of our world as it is now
— a world in which travel through ‘hyperspace’ is possible, or
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atomic wars have been fought, or magic spells work, or matter can
be directly manipulated by mind, or time travel is possible. And
the world of each narrative is, as it were, in ‘rebellion’ against that
of any other, in the sense that each is an ‘Alternating Current’. In
‘Let the Ants Try’ human beings can travel through time, while in
“Target One’ this is ‘impossible by definition; matter cannot leave
its locus in the chronon’ (p. 100), though a special destructive
particle known as a K-meson can be made to span time. In ‘“The
Ghost-Maker’ magic replaces plodding science as the wonder-
worker; in “Target One’ scientific ‘explanation’ is given in terms of
the operation of K-mesons, reactors, and Einstein’s laws; in
‘What To Do Until the Analyst Comes’ the irreverent lay
narrator’s explanation of the process of manufacturing Cheery-
Gum as told to him is by way of ‘a substance in a common plant
which, by cauliflamming the whingdrop and di-tricolating the
residual glom, or words something like that, you could convert
into another substance which appeared to have much in common
with what is sometimes called hop, snow or joy-dust. In other
words, dope’ (p. 145). Thus we have Pohl the creator ‘rebelling’
against the external world in writing at all; each story ‘rebelling’
against others; and within each individuals rebelling against the
conditions, or else rebelling against the results of their own
rebellion. Pohl likes the idea of Chinese boxes, of events within
events, worlds within worlds, rebel/creators within rebel/
creators. Pope, by contrast, insisted on our entertaining the notion
of only one external world, the supposedly empirical one about us:
for him the artist was not a creator but a follower of nature. The
very variety of Pohl’s worlds suggests the contingency of ours: it is
subject to alteration with the minimum of notice, whether by the
creator or his creatures. Thus the fact of change, even ifit is only of
the mutant type, plays against implicit criticism of change.

So far as the protagonists of the stories are concerned, another
motif of the collection is alienation. Most of the central figures are
alone. Gordy in ‘Let the Ants Try’ has his companion De Terry
only for the first part, till they arrive in the city of the ants, where
De Terry is killed. Ehrlich in “The Ghost-Maker’ is a man on his
own and against society, as is Rafferty in ‘Rafferty’s Reasons’.
Burckhardt in “The Tunnel Under the World’ becomes isolated
from his world by his own developing knowledge. The protagonist
of ‘Pythias’ makes himself a condemned murderer to keep the
secret of psychokinesis from mankind. McGory in ‘What To Do
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Until the Analyst Comes’ starts as the brilliant member of an
advertising team and ends as a man burdened with lonely gloom,
cut off from the reliefand integration with humanity that would be
given by the Cheery-Gum he himself sponsored, if only he could
eat it. The space ship in ‘The Mapmakers’ is lost, and Groden
severed from the normal world by his blindness and alone able to
see his way through hyperspace. The scientists in ‘Let the Ants
Try’ and ‘Target One’ refuse to accept society as they find it: one
irony of this is that the alternative societies they bring into being
refuse to accept them. In stories in others of Pohl’s collections,
such as Tomorrow Times Seven, Turn Left at Thursday or Day Million,
by contrast, there may be several protagonists, or the protagonist
is in relative harmony with society. We are with a group of
Earthmen defending themselves against Martians in ‘The Middle
of Nowhere’ (1955);'¢ the apparent tribesman in ‘It’s a Young
World’ (1941)"7 ends by stepping into leadersh1P of a planetary
council; “The Day of the Boomer Dukes’ (1956)'® is told from a
plurality of points of view; fellow-humans help the hero to escape
from destroying Martians in ‘Mars by Moonlight’ (1958);"°
‘The Man Who Ate the World’ (1956) the gross protagonist ends
by reintegration with himself and society; in “The Day the Icicle
Works Closed’ (1959) a lawyer exposes an international fraud
that has isolated the home planet from the rest of the galaxy; in
‘The Seven Deadly Virtues’ (1958)?° a man outcast from society
on Mars recovers his identity in the end. There are exceptions of
course, such as ‘The Hated (1961)2! or ‘The Fiend’ (1964),%2 but
it is remarkable how consistently Alternating Currents is different
from others of Pohl’s collections.

Together with the theme of alienation goes one relating to
identity. Isolated, and without a social niche, a place that gives
some validation to what one is, the characters in the stories lose
their selfhood. The scientist Ehrlich in “The Ghost-Maker’ sinks
to vengeful magician and thence to ghost. An outsider, opposed to
the family, Gideon Upshur in ‘Grandy Devil’ is shredded in a
waste-disposal unit. The similarity of the names among several of
the characters — Gordy, Groden, McGory, Girty, Grandy Orville
— suggests further a dissolution of self. “‘The Tunnel Under the
World’ explores the dissolution not only of a self but of a world. His
world becomes steadily stranger to Burckhardt as the story
proceeds. His wife has dreamed the same terrifying dream as he
has, an outrageous voice screams commercials from a van parked
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in the street without the police intervening; Barth, who is never
absent from the office, is so on this day; the cellar of Burckhardt’s
house is no longer plain concrete but a thin sheath of concrete over
a floor, walls and ceiling made of copper; the interior of the boat he
had built now appears unfinished; and repeatedly Burckhardt is
encountered by the desperate features of an aquaintance named
Swanson in the streets. And then there are the neat touches that
really distinguish Pohl: it is not that Burckhardt’s world is simply
becoming less normal, it is also the fact that it is losing its
abnormalities, that is disturbing:

It isn’t the things that are right and perfect in your life that
make it familiar. It is the things that are just a little bit wrong —
the sticking latch, the light switch at the head of the stairs that
needs an extra push because the spring is old and weak, the rug
that unfailingly skids underfoot.

It wasn’t just that thing were wrong with the pattern of
Burckhardt’s life; it was that the wrong things were wrong.

(p. 117)

And so the story continues until Burckhardt finds that the world
he thought was his is no longer his at all, but a completely alien
one with only the simulation of some normality remaining. His
world drops away from him; and finally his own identity drops
away from himself. He finds that he is not a man, that as a man he
died in the explosion he thought he dreamt. Now he is reduced to a
midget; and the humanity he thought he possessed turns out to be
an electronic reproduction located in a robot. By the kind of
circularity that often reinforces Pohl’s coolly ironic tone in these
stories, Burckhardt’s own job in ‘real life’ was associated with the
very factory that thus engineered the transference of human
memories, minds, emotions and habits to vacuum-tube cells: he
himself ends as one of his own factory’s products.

Perhaps the fullest and most suggestive account of alienation is
the least fantastic story of the collection, where we are much closer
to a tormented psyche — ‘Rafferty’s Reasons’. Rafferty has lost his
former identity as an artist during the machine age, when he
became unemployed: now, under the Mudgins Way, everyone is
given full employment and machines are abolished. This has
meant two things: first, people must do the work formerly done by
machines, which means largely repetitive labour; and secondly,
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artists such as Rafferty will be degraded to manual workers, while
morons will succeed. At least, this is what one gathers from odd
hints in the story, which refuses to come clean with its own
context, almost like Rafferty unable to speak or act openly, or to
piece out his ‘reasons’. Thus Rafferty, who once was worth
something, is treated as trash by his boss Girty, who is far from
being a better man. It is this refusal by Girty and the world he
represents to give Rafferty his own valuation and identity that is
the spring of his rage — though by the time of the story his rage has
become so large and formless that it has almost lost touch with any
identifiable cause (the motive has lost its identity) and Rafferty
can only burn with fury at Girty’s physical being.?* Rafferty has
lost all notion of what ‘the studio’ or ‘Art’ were, though he senses
vaguely that they were better than the New Way (p. 124). The
enforced sameness of the world of Mudgins and the New Way is
fused with the sameness of the anger that Rafferty always feels,
‘He sat down and ate what was before him, not caring what it was
or how it tasted, for everything tasted alike to Rafferty’ (p. 85).
When his fury takes him, the normally clear and neat numbers
which ‘the artist that lived in Rafferty’ enjoys making (p. 84)
become ‘hot red and smouldering black, and they swirled and
bloated before his stinging eyes’ (p. 87). Rafferty’s words and
feelings have no identity, remaining unuttered, as with his acts
which remain undone. The girls at his table in the cafeteria do not
notice him. His whole object in the story is to whip himself up to
such a point that he will make some overt definition of himself to
the world. His constant mental harping on how he will carve and
slice Girty is an image for cutting his way out of himself, and for
shaping himself by actually carving someone else’s flesh. He fails
to accomplish these dramatic acts, but in his failure he reveals a
truer self, that of helpless protest.

Clearly outcasts everywhere will be inclined to identify with
Rafferty: but we have to remember that he is a creature in a work
of science fiction, and that his failures may not be simply
psychological but created by the new machines which have been
set to turn humanity into unthinkingly obedient operatives before
the machines are finally dispensed with. When Girty, announcing
to the workers on the Project that an important visitor is coming,
tells them all to © ““try to act like human beings this morning™’
(p. 86), the words carry no little unintended irony. Constantly the
story presents us with definition, only to pull it away. As Rafferty
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searches for Girty, looking in the free-market restaurants, he
presses ‘his forehead against the glass like an urchin on Christmas
Day, only with the blackness coming out of no urchin’s eyes’
(p- 88). That phrase ‘blackness coming out of no urchin’s eyes’
suggests thatit comes out of a nothingness, before we read it aright;
and the effect of the whole has been to give us a clear scene of a
street urchin and Christmas time before whisking both away.
When Rafferty, who has only two dollars, takes a taxi to follow
Girty, ‘The driver . . . never knew that murder was right behind
him. But it was only a short ride — fortunately for Rafferty’s two
dollars’ (p. 89): at that ‘fortunately’ we think the reference will be
to the taxi-driver who has escaped Rafferty’s murderous intent,
but in fact it is directed at the two dollars; the sentence starts in
Rafferty’s melodramatic idiom and then shifts to the dry tone of
the author.

Throughout the story Rafferty is constantly being portrayed as
saying terrible things to people, whether to Girty, a stranger, the
taxi-driver or a masseur, before this is taken back and we realize
that they have taken place only in his imagination, not in reality at
all. Rafferty’s hatred is both present and not, burdened with
intent and starved of act. Lying on the massage slab in the steam
baths to which he eventually follows Girty, Rafferty rages at ‘the
darkened, shapeless core of the light’ (p. 94): it is as though he is
raging at an image of his own hate. That hatred has lost definition
as, in a different way, has Rafferty’s past, of which he retains only
a hazy notion: he dimly recollects having been at the baths before,
but loses certainty in a thicket of vague pronouns and shuffled
tenses, ‘Once upon a time, it seemed to Rafferty, a long, long time
ago someone who then had been that which was Rafferty now had
been in a place like this. That was during what they called the
“Old Way”’, although it seemed to Rafferty, they hadn’t called it
that then’ (p. 90).

The steam-baths where the story ends are symbolic. They are
hot, like Rafferty’s rage. They are impersonal, like society —
functional, anonymous square rooms, functional attendants.
Those in them have to go naked, which suggests revelation of the
true self. Yet at the same time the steam obscures everything,
reducing people to dim shapes, enabling Rafferty to conceal
himself from Girty, even (for a while) when he lies down on the
slab beside him for massage. This double aspect, of revelation and
concealment, mirrors Rafferty’s eventual revelation of his feelings
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to Girty and the world, and at the same time his delusion that he
has revealed them far more violently than in fact he has, ‘After he
committed suicide, he sat there and watched his victims running
about. It was several seconds before he noticed that he wasn’t
dead’ (p. 95). When Girty suddenly recognizes Rafferty in the
massage room, it is then that Rafferty reveals his true self by
getting slowly off his slab, voicing his incoherent hate and
assaulting Girty: as Girty penetrates through the steam to
Rafferty’s physical identity in the baths, so he discovers some-
thing of Rafferty’s inner being.

It has taken that to bring Rafferty to act: he has been lying
passively on his slab waiting for ‘some sort of signal’ (p. 92), and
one may suppose that had Girty not recognized him he might
never have acted at all - in short that Girty, in a way, has brought
Rafferty ‘into being’. Rafferty depends on the very world he hates
to stimulate him: perhaps it is more a part of him than he knows.
Nor can he make his act fully his own: it is always like something
else, like somebody else. He uses multiple analogies, seeing his
eventual movements as being ‘fast as lightning or the star rays
that shoot across the void’, even mixing his metaphors, as when he
describes himself as ‘an avalanche waiting on cue in the wings of a
spectacular drama’ (p. 91). When he attacks Girty and those
about him, ‘It was the moment of the knife’, and

He was a Spartacus, and a Lizzie Borden, swordsman and
butcher. He stabbed every one of them to the heart and ripped
them up and down, and for the first time in longer than he could
know, Rafferty was Rafferty, Mister Rafferty, a man who had
once been a human being and, God save the mark, an artist,
and not a mere flesh ersatz for a bookkeeping machine. Kill and
slice and tear! They overturned furniture, squealing and
thundering, like a trapped horse kicking at the flaming,
booming walls of its stall. But he killed them all, many times,
this Rafferty who was Spartacus and Lizzie Borden —
And, at last, a warrior of the Samurai as well. (pp. 94-5)

The circularity of the first paragraph suggests the isolation from
reality, from which the only escape is the suicidal gesture of the
final sentence, a gesture which is quite imaginary. Just as Rafferty
denies his true self in these analogies, so his own words lose
identity. He uses cliché throughout — ‘the moment of the knife’,
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‘God save the mark’; his words are repetitive — ‘Dirty, dirty, dirty’,
‘I have a knife to cut you with and stab you with’; and they are
exhausted, short-breathed, lacking the emphasis even of an
exclamation mark: ¢ “I’ll kill you, Girty”’;  “Fat, soft thing.
You’re dirty, cow” ’; * “Your mother loved hogs”’ (pp. 90-4).
Rafferty does in his way succeed in identifying himself, but the
identification is limited. How far he realized he had deluded
himself about the knife we do not know, as he is carried out,
weeping. As for the world, he has left little mark on it: he had
hoped literally to make a mark with the knife, and Girty’s death,
but all he has done is give Girty’s body some temporary bruises.
As far as Girty’s mind is concerned, to it Rafferty is mere
riff-rafferty, the kind of degenerate who will snap under pressure.
True, Girty is left vaguely wondering at Rafferty’s reason for
attacking him, but that is all. All we know is that a few others not
unlike Rafferty may exist, such as Girty’s friend, who dislikes the
harshness of the Mudgins Way, but voices his criticism only to
himself. In the last section of the story the conversation of Girty
and his friend largely walls off Rafferty’s act from comprehension.

In this and the other stories in Alternating Currents Pohl is not
bent on making a point or in putting over a message, which makes
them all the more effective. The story of Ehrlich in ‘The
Ghost-Maker’ may be shown to illustrate ‘pride punished’ or the
Faustian theme of the perils of going beyond permitted limits of
knowledge and power, but Pohl never says so, never reduces the
story to these lessons, and the result is that it conveys these
meanings and many more. Similarly in ‘Let the Ants Try’ and
‘Target One’ the moral thread may be the danger of playing God,
but this is no more than hinted in the name Salva Gordy, which
leaves the story free to work at other levels. In ‘Rafferty’s Reasons’
we deal with a very mixed person in Rafferty, who is not reducible
to any formula. Always Pohl prefers the oblique, or the dryly
detached: ‘Sometimes he screams, sometimes he wheedles,
threatens, begs, cajoles . . . but his voice goes on and on through
one June 15th after another’ (pp. 142-3);

It was entirely my own fault and carelessness; but I wish I had
not been so free to conjure up the ghosts of lions and lizards; I
have wished it more and more since N’Ginga came running to
me, face almost pale, to show me what lizard-teeth had done to
the wraith of the Boy. (p. 34)
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(That ‘almost pale’ is a marvellously pre