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I
he future has been a viable locale for the novel ever since Mary Shelley 
imagined a twenty-first century world depopulated by plague in her 1826 
The Last Man. H. G. Wells turned Shelley's isolated experiment into a career, 
patenting the future as a playground of imagination and a laboratory for 

disciplined speculation. Beginning in 1895 with The Time Machine, he produced 
a series of romances of anticipation that marked out the iconography of a new 
genre. In The War of the Worlds, The Island of Dr. Moreau, When the Sleeper Wakes, 
The First Men in the Moon, and The World Set Free, he established the conventions 
and the taste for fiction about extraterrestrial intelligences, biological engineer- 
ing, the urban megalopolis, space exploration, and nuclear war. His 1935 Things 
to Come remains the most brilliant failure among all films about the future. But 
not until a decade after Wells died did the academy, pushed by one of its pushiest 
celebrities, begin to take reluctant notice of the most distinctive generic mutation 
of the twentieth century, science fiction. 

Robert Crossleyis Director of the Core Curriculum at the University of Massachusetts-Boston. His 
new book Speakingfor the Future: The Life of Olaf Stapledon will be published by Syracuse University 
Press in 1994. 
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In 1955 C. S. Lewis gave the Cambridge English Club the first systematic 
anatomy of science fiction, printed posthumously in Of Other Worlds: Essays and 
Stories (Harcourt, 1966). Finally, twenty years after Lewis's lecture "On Science 
Fiction," there was a comparable American event when Robert Scholes gave a set 
of lectures at Notre Dame, collected as Structural Fabulation: An Essay on Fiction 
of the Future (Notre Dame UP, 1975). Since that time science fiction scholarship 
has become a small industry, although a not entirely respectable one. To ask any 
English department with a science fiction specialist on its staff how that person 
was hired is to uncover the almost invariable story of a romanticist or a medie- 
valist or an Americanist who turned out to have a closeted second interest the 
recruiting committee did not bargain for. Many departments end up grateful for 
the enrollments the science fiction course generates; perhaps somewhat fewer 
departments regard the research pursued by their science fiction colleague as 
having weight or durability. The  proof will come at retirement: How many chairs 
will go to their deans to argue for replacing the science fiction specialist? And 
how many will just ask for another romanticist or Americanist? 

It  is just such questions that perplex the most distinguished American writer 
of science fiction-and one of its most articulate and honest critics. Ursula K. 
LeGuin's The Language of the Night was first published in 1979, and in a revised 
edition of those essays she now asks why the standing of science fiction has 
improved so little, despite the explosion of courses in schools and universities and 
despite major achievements in science fiction by the likes of Margaret Atwood 
and Doris Lessing. LeGuin puts part of the blame on "the Canoneers of Litera- 
ture" (3) .  And she is surely right. In the great reopening of the canon that has 
occurred in academic journals and in curriculum committees of the past twenty 
years, seldom has the case been made for replacing, say, D. H .  Lawrence with 
H.  G. Wells, or J. D. Salinger with LeGuin herself. The science fiction course is 
welcome in the curriculum, as long as it knows its place. 

But LeGuin also chastises those who write science fiction. In failing to 
require literary excellence of themselves, in pandering to readers' tastes for junk, 
in ignoring "such great cognate movements as the magical realists of South 
America" (4), she writes in her new introduction, the community of science 
fiction authors has forfeited the respect that might have come its way. Writers 
who draw thoughtfully on the imaginative traditions to which science fiction is 
most closely allied-myth, satire, and fantasy-can make art that responds deeply 
to the issues and tensions of the age. When they just plunder their predecessors 
for stock figures and themes "to get an easy emotional charge without worlung 
for it" (72), she argues in "Myth and Archetype in Science Fiction," the result is 
both phony and cynical. Blanket claims for science fiction as the new mythology 
of the twentieth century may mistake the gimmicks of a lazy imagination for the 
living truths of authentic myth. The  dreariest line in American science fiction, 



the one that runs from Flash Gordon to Luke Skywalker, gives the whole genre 
a bad name. Or, as LeGuin puts it: "You look at the Blond Hero-really look-
and he turns into a gerbil. But you look at Apollo, and he looks back at you" (73). 

LeGuin is not really a naysayer, and she cannot easily be appropriated by 
those who would gladly condescend to science fiction. The  speeches, articles, 
prefaces, and reminiscences in The Language of the Night, though most are fifteen 
years old now, remain the sturdiest and smartest essays on science fiction pro- 
duced in this country. In the spirit of Samuel Johnson and Virginia Woolf, she 
has written for the common reader-without the special pleading of the science 
fiction fan, the lingo of the academic critic, or the self-importance of the theorist. 
One of her best essays, "Science Fiction and Mrs. Brown," applies Woolf's 
definition of the novel to science fiction. Le Guin asks if there's room on the 
spaceship for the little old lady whom Woolf observed on a railway carriage, 
christened "Mrs. Brown," and credited as the still point at the center of all novels. 
In other words, "Can a science fiction writer write a novel?" (99). 

In LeGuin's own oeuvre-notably, in The Left Hand of Darkness and The 
Dispossessed-there is plenty of evidence for an affirmative answer. The Language 
of the Night reprints prefaces to five of her own books, as well as homages to Philip 
K. Dick ("The Modest One") and Alice Sheldon ("Introduction to Star Songs of 
an Old Primate") that lay out the principles she cherishes for science fiction: that 
it does not predict the future but describes the present; that it does not sacramen- 
talize science but finds in science a source of new metaphors; that it conducts 
"thought-experiments" (1 5 1) because "truth is a matter of the imagination" (154); 
that it embodies neither kneejerk moralizing nor chic nihilism but still deploys, 
as she says of Dick, a "moral vocabulary" (178); that, like all art, it exposes the 
truth through a beautiful lie. "Distrust everything I say," the author of The Left 
Hand of Darkness writes. "I am telling the truth" (1 53). 

The  untrustworthy truthteller is on display most satisfyingly in a 1976 essay, 
recast in 1988 as "Is Gender Necessary? Redux." The  original essay was her 
defense against feminist criticism of The Left Hand of Darkness-a defense that 
twelve years later rang hollow. Rather than silently revise the essay-or bury 
it-LeGuin has brilliantly chosen to print the essay in double columns, the 1976 
version on the left and her 1988 interpolations, demurrers, grumblings, and mea 
culpas on the right. The dual text allows a reader to see two clear stages in 
LeGuin's evolution as a feminist writer, with glimpses of a third, more inchoate 
protofeminism in the 1960s when she was drafting the narrative that became The 
Left Hand of Darkness. Few authors have the strengths of character required for 
such public self-scrutiny. The form of "Is Gender Necessary? Redux" demon- 
strates one of the recurring themes of The Language of the Night: how an influx of 
women writers has altered the assumptions and boundaries of the genre-and, we 
might add, of its criticism. 
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When she won the National Book Award in 1972 for The Farthest Shore 
LeGuin used her acceptance speech to counterdefine a literary form often 
equated with escapism. "Perhaps the categories are changing, like the times," she 
said. "Sophisticated readers are accepting the fact that an improbable and unman- 
ageable world is going to produce an improbable and hypothetical art" (52-53). 
Those who teach science fiction-and more especially those who wonder about 
those who teach it-ought to read the one essay of LeGuin's addressed directly 
to the academy. In "Escape Routes" she parts company with fellow science fiction 
authors who view with suspicion the academic study of their work. Trained 
readers of science fiction, she believes, will demand better science fiction-and 
will hasten the end of the practice of consigning some of our best novels to 
separate and unequal reviewing columns labeled "Sci Fi." She wants science 
fiction to be read critically, taught rigorously-not as popular culture or as a 
refuge from the classics but as literature: 

What  science, from physics and astronomy to history and psychology, has given us 
is the open universe: a cosmos that is not a simple, fixed hierarchy but an im- 
mensely complex process in time. All the doors stand open, from the prehuman 
past through the incredible present to  the terrible and hopeful future. All connec- 
tions are possible. All alternatives are thinkable. It  is not a comfortable, reassuring 
place. It's a very large house, a very drafty house. But it's the house we live in. (207) 

Marleen S. Barr is also eager to explore that house, to call the madwomen 
down from its attic, the maniacs up from its cellar, and the spaced-out fugitives 
from its crawlspaces. In Feminist Fabulation: Space/Postmodern Fiction she attempts 
two things, the second more successfully than the first: to demonstrate how 
feminist fantasists and science fiction writers embody the concepts, language, and 
ideology of postmodern theory, and to unite those marginalized writers to their 
better-known sisters whose rooms of their own in the house of fiction have 
already been claimed and acknowledged. 

Like LeGuin, Barr takes after the "Canoneers of Literature." She insists that 
the place of feminist fabulators like Joan Slonczewski, Alice Sheldon [a.k.a. James 
Tiptree, Jr.], Joanna Russ, and Octavia Butler is not behind the building, along 
Sci Fi Alley, but in the same wing that houses Isak Dinesen, Doris Lessing, Diane 
Johnson, Zora Neal Hurston, Christa Wolf, and, certainly, the other Woolf. And 
if that move causes some crowding even in the big, drafty place that LeGuin 
espied, Barr has ideas about who might be evicted to make room for the newcom- 
ers. Some of their names are Bellow, Roth, Pynchon, and Barth. 

A large measure of Barr's success in this project comes from putting authors 
and texts into fresh and luminous combinations, linlung writers who can be found 
in the "Fiction" section of the bookstore to those whose works are segregated 
on the science-fiction shelves: Woolf's Orlando and Russ's The Female Man; Hur-
ston's "Isis" and Sheldon's "The Women Men Don't See"; Kurt Vonnegut's 



Slaughterhouse-Five and LeGuin's "Sur." Sometimes the links are devastating, as 
when she cross-references Roth's "The Breast" with Wolf's "Self-Experiment" 
and Barth's "Dunyazadiad" with Wolf's Cassandra. And occasionally there are 
moments of deep satisfaction and sheer wonder: in the critique of the sexist 
iconography of the Pioneer spacecraft's depiction of the typical man and woman 
of Earth, in the evocation of a feminist creation myth in Italo Calvino's pas- 
tamaker Mrs. Ph(i)nko ("Boys, the noodles I would make for you!" [259]), and in 
the marvelous application of a pair of van den Valckert group portraits of the male 
and female governors of the Amsterdam Leper Asylum to the situation of feminist 
fabulators confronting patriarchal literature. 

This is an ambitious book, shuttling among fiction, the visual arts, popular 
culture, anthropology, and continental literary theory. But despite its virtues, 
Feminist Fabulation is not the book it might have been. Partly that may be due to 
Barr's decision to restrict her choices of illustrative texts to "postmodern" works 
that are self-reflexive metafictions. But a discussion of feminist fabulation that 
omits any mention of Mary Shelley, Katharine Burdelun, Catherine L. Moore, 
and Sylvia Townsend Warner is starved at the roots. To cite Naomi Mitchison's 
Memoirs of a Spacewoman only in passing, LeGuin's Left Hand of Darkness only 
left-handedly, and Pamela Zoline's "Heat Death of the Universe" not at all while 
giving extended attention to the minor talents of Marion Zimmer Bradley and 
Doris Piserchia undermines the project of canon reshaping. 

Procrustean bedmalung dictates the inclusion and exclusion of texts in Femi- 
nist Fabulation: "I turn next to Mary Caraker's Seven Worlds, a novel categorized 
as genre SF which I claim is a meta-metafictional commentary upon violent 
patriarchal stories" (22). Maybe so. But as scholar, as teacher, especially as com- 
mon reader, I'd rather she turned to Marge Piercy's Woman on the Edge of Time or 
Catherine Moore's glorious novella "No Woman Born." Theorists and critics 
select their texts to enforce a point; readers select theirs for the pleasures of 
narrative and artful instruction. "These chapters pound home my thesis with 
insistent repetition" (99), Barr writes unapologetically. Too true. When Robert 
Scholes restored the late medieval words "fabulator" and "fabulation" to our 
vocabularies in 1967 he emphasized that of "all narrative forms, fabulation puts 
the highest premium on art and joy" (The Fabulators [Oxford UP, 19671 10). 
Nobody much enjoys being pounded, even in a good cause. 

At crucial points in her exposition, Barr lets a hectoring agenda-speak re- 
place persuasion and criticism: "Most members of English departments would not 
respect Caraker's text, which, rather than being frivolous, mirrors [anthropologist 
Donna] Haraway's theories about the informatics of domination. This attitude 
ensures that feminist myths and meanings will continue to fail to structure our 
imagination and reality. If the feminist academic empire does not strike back, the 
militaristic informatics of domination will be further strengthened" (45). I hold 
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no brief for small-minded English faculties, but reading Feminist Fabulation is 
sometimes a joyless duty as text after text gets baptized by the appropriate 
theoretical authority and then slotted into its ideological pigeonhole. A more 
rewarding case for feminist fabulation might have been made not by constantly 
reducing works of fiction to glosses on theoretical constructs (Margaret Atwood's 
Lady Oracle assists our understanding of E. Ann Kaplan's "movement of culture 
and texts beyond oppressive binary categories" [217]; Diane Johnson's Persian 
Nights can be plotted on Elaine Showalter's reproduction of Edwin Ardener's 
diagram of a gendered "wild zone" [201], etc.) but by taking up directly and 
forthrightly, without the protective jargon of academic theory, the questions 
raised by Carolyn Heilbrun in her challenging essay, "Why I Don't Read Science 
Fiction" (Women's Studies International Forum 7 [I9841 11 7-19). When someone 
finally makes a good reply to Heilbrun, we will all be better served, including 
those "female students" Barr cites in her opening pages who "tended not to enroll 
in my SF course" and "who fail to associate SF with the visions of feminist 
writers" (4). 

Apart from the feminist utopians and visionaries who have, in Barr's term, 
"replenished" the exhausted conventions of the scientific romance, the other 
important revitalizing movement in recent science fiction marches under the 
catchy banner of "cyberpunk," a term that connotes a style as much as, maybe 
more than, an ideology. Its chief propagandist, the writer Bruce Sterling, identi- 
fies cyberpunk with such stylistic markers as mirrored sunglasses, computer 
decks, chrome, and designer drugs. A hybridization of the cultures of high-tech 
information systems and grungy, fistic low life, of the computer hacker and the 
punk rocker, cyberpunk revisits American science fiction's roots in fast-paced 
masculinist adventures in technotopia-the very ethos against which feminist 
fabulators were reacting. 

A product of the 1980s, cyberpunk has largely been defined by two artifacts, 
William Gibson's Neuromancer and Ridley Scott's film Blade Runner, and by 
Sterling's introductory manifesto in his Mirrorshades: A Cyberpunk Anthology 
(Arbor House, 1986). But aside from an essay by Tom Shippey on "bricolage" and 
"semiotic ghosts" in Sterling's work (2 13-14) and Frances Bonner's fascinating 
study of the "eyeball kicks" of cyberpunk in the visual media (193), it is Gibson's 
1984 novel that holds pride of place in the eighteen pieces collected by George 
Slusser and Shippey in Fiction 2000: Cyberpunk and the Future of Narrative. 

The title of Neuromancer glitters with possibility and irony. Its author an- 
nounces himself as a new-romancer, and it is the very issue of newness that most 
preoccupies and divides the essayists in this collection. Just how "new" is cyber- 
punk in general, and how new in particular is Gibson's contribution to the 
tradition of scientific romance? Is cyberpunk the symptom of a jaded fin-de-sikcle 
weariness or of a millennarian venturesomeness? Does it forecast the future of 



fiction in the next century, or is it just another instance of "forward into the past"? 
For the title also chimes with necromancer to suggest a crossing of science with 

~ ~ 

magic, of cutting-edge cybernetics with an old-fashioned sense of the marvel- 
ous-a suggestion explored in rich detail by Paul Alkon, whose essay on Gibson 
cunningly demonstrates how Neuromancer is tied into "the tradition of Wellsian 
scientific romance rather than Vernian hard science fiction" (79). Others give it -
a different home in the tradition: George Slusser links Neuromancer to Franken- 
stein, Gary Westfahl to the American pulp stories of the 1920s, Carol McGuirk 
to the stylistic experiments of Alfred Bester in the 1950s. In fact, McGuirk calls 
Neuromancer a postmodern, Bakhtinian pastiche that, through allusion, parody, 
and subversion, becomes a "startling revisionary recapitulation of science fiction's 
entire early history" (1 2 5). 

For the past eight years Neuromancer has operated as a touchstone for the 
state of science fiction in much the same way that LeGuin's Left Hand of Darkness 
did throughout the 1970s. The famous, laconic, anti-romantic opening sen-
tence-"The sky above the port was the color of television, tuned to a dead 
channeln-is at once amusingly unexpected, unsettlingly electronic, and emphati- 
cally punk. The most cogent argument for Neuromancer's newness is made by 
John Huntington, who finds in it a structure of deliberate confusion that induces 
nervousness, anxiety, and a feeling of helplessness in the reader: "Gibson repeat- 
edly refers knowingly to a futuristic machine, concept, or situation before it has 
been explained. Like a student in a class a little too hard, the reader finds the 
language being spoken always just a bit beyond comprehension, though never 
incomprehensible" (139). Eric Rabkin is more skeptical about the distinctiveness 
of what he gingerly labels "so-called" cyberpunk (270), questioning whether it 
deserves to be lionized as the prototype of fiction of the future or appreciated 
simply as the current and passing manifestation of an oxyrnoronism that is 
inherent to all science fiction. 

In introducing Fiction 2000 Slusser asks whether the electronic den of cyber- 
space is replacing the Platonic cave as the central emblem of the conditions within 
which we represent and apprehend reality. Are we witnessing the end of linear 
narrative, the end of reading, the end of "the tyranny of mimesis" (2 )?  Such 
questions, especially when linked-as Slusser does link them in the authors' 
roundtable that closes the volume-to possibilities for interactive fictionmaking 
through "hypertext" software and gaming systems provoke furious debate among 
science fiction writers themselves, most of whom are not eager to surrender linear 
structure because it means surrendering authorship. "I strongly believe that 
there's a perfect and final form for every piece of fiction I do," says one author 
usually identified as part of the cyberpunk group. "I'm not interested in having 
alternative versions or expansions or contractions available. If I make a change in 
my fiction, I'm making it for a reason" (287). 
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If interactive novels seem to threaten the end of narrative rather than point 
to the fiture of narrative, Ruth Curl's essay on cyberpunk's metaphors may open 
a less apocalyptic line of thinking. She defines cyberpunk in ways reminiscent of 
LeGuin's "thought-experiments," finding that Gibson's metaphors emphasize the 
fiction more than the science in "science fiction." Although the cyberpunk move- 
ment has been widely regarded as grounding its fiction in cybernetic technology, 
Curl insists that in Neuromancer the computer is essentially a metaphor. She cites 
novelist David Brin's assertion that a cyberpunk author "cares about the texture 
of technology and science, not about veracity or inconvenient reality [and] will 
choose an unlikely but beautiful metaphor over the best extrapolation, any time" 
(233-34). 

None of the contributors to Fiction 2000, with the exception of Rabkin in his 
final paragraph, goes so far as to suggest that Gibson's practice is a lot like 
LeGuin's. But despite the tendency of critics like McGuirk to distinguish the 
"humanism" of LeGuin's "soft" science fiction (1 10) from cyberpunk's postmod- 
ern rummaging about in scrapheaps, there may be one striking similarity: a 
facility for turning the cultural preoccupations of their own presents into reso- 
nant metaphors. Gibson's fantasia on the 1980s culture of the personal computer 
may spring from the same region of imagination as LeGuin's fantasia on the 
counterculture of the 1960s. LeGuin, it is worth noticing, insists that she used 
androgyny as a metaphor in The Left Hand of Darkness: 

Yes, indeed the people in it are androgynous, but that doesn't mean that I'm 
predicting that in a millennium or so we will all be androgynous, or announcing 
that I think we damned well ought to be androgynous. I'm merely observing, in 
the peculiar, devious, and thought-experimental manner proper to science fiction, 
that if you look at us at certain odd times of day in certain weathers, we already 
are. I am not predicting, or prescribing. I am describing. I am describing certain 
aspects of psychological reality in the novelist's way, which is by inventing elabo- 
rately circumstantial lies. (Language of the Night 153-54) 

It  is left to the practicing novelists who have contributed to Fiction 2000 to 
play the cranky spoilsports in the debate over cyberpunk. Lewis Shiner, whose 
Deserted Places of the Heart is one of the true marvels of 1980s speculative fiction, 
admires the work of Gibson and Bruce Sterling, but is contemptuous of the 
formula fiction he labels "sci-fiberpunk" (17)-a recycling of the male fantasies 
of science fiction's adolescent years. "I think it's time to grow up'' (23)' he says 
with a terseness that once again echoes LeGuin's complaint about cheap science- 
fiction myths. Novelist and physicist Gregory Benford shares Shiner's disdain for 
cyberpunk as a marketing concept rather than a mature art form or intellectual 
model, and while offering a faint compliment ("I like the literature of surfaces, 
from Ballard to Gibson and beyond-but I don't believe it means very much" 
[224]) makes plain his own allegiance to a kind of science fiction that takes its 



science more seriously. "In SF, as in the sonnet," Benford chides those who can't 
tell their fantasy from their science fiction, "the rules define the form. If you write 
a sonnet that doesn't scan or rhyme or has thirty-three lines, you haven't written 
a bad sonnet, you've not written one at all" (225). 

Only a few of the essays in Fiction 2000 are graced with the eloquence and 
clarity of LeGuin's pieces in The Language of the Night, but Slusser and Shippey 
have nevertheless provided an immensely useful map to the current state of 
science fiction and to the productive controversies among both those who write 
it and those who comment on it. Fiction 2000 can't quite deliver the goods on 
its subtitle's promise-the place of cyberpunk in the future of narrative-for 
the same reason that Dante gave, as Istvan Csicsery-Ronay recalls in a witty essay 
on "Futuristic Flu," for putting fortunetellers in the eighth circle of hell with 
their eyes turned to their asses. But this book is full of prickly and passionate 
arguments about how the future is represented in science-fiction narratives and 
how we struggle, pleasurably if haltingly, to apprehend the form of things un- 
known. 

For an experimental take on the future different from what either romance 
or criticism offers, readers may want to try an exercise in speculation that be- 
strides the historical and literary imaginations. "I want you to stretch open your 
mind as if it were a pelican's pouch or a snake's jaw or a whale's womb. Stretch it 
wide, fill it full!" (5). So the twenty-third-century narrator of W. Warren Wagar's 
Short History of the Future exhorts his readers at the outset of an extraordinary 
survey of the human adventure from the 1990s to the year 2200. Wagar, an 
historian, a utopian, and the most accomplished Wellsian scholar in North Arner- 
ica, has written a book that has few precedents and models. 

Most fiction about the future ignores or finesses the process by which the 
future emerges from the present; in such fiction-whether in Bellamy's near- 
future in Looking Backward or Wells's far future in The Time Machine-the world 
to come is presented as a given, attentively rendered in precise sociological detail. 
Neuromancer elides its future cyberculture and 1980s subcultures, but is uninter- 
ested in transitions and disdains explanations. In that respect, at least, Neuro-
mancer is the work of an old romancer. Wagar's Short Histovy, though, belongs in 
the select company of Olaf Stapledon's 1930 Last and First Men: A Story of the Near 
and Far Future, Wells's The Shape of Things to Come (193 3), and the American poet 
Frederick Turner's futurist epic The New World (Princeton UP, 1985), each of 
which explores the historicity of the future by imagining how critical decisions 
being made in the present would generate new crises, cultural alterations, and 
forking paths among which the human species consciously or unconsciously, 
prudently or foolishly must keep choosing. The  premise of such scenarios is that 
the future is not something that happens to people but something we are con- 
stantly in the process of making. 



In the 200 years it documents, A Short History of the Future charts the rise 
and fall of ideologies and political structures as a variety of planetary calamities, 
human errors, and developments in knowledge instigate change. We witness: the 
ambivalent triumphs of early twenty-first-century market capitalism after the 
demise of the "so-called communist regimes" in the 1990s (34); the collapse of 
food stocks and mass starvation as the planet exceeds its carrying capacity; the 
"Great Catastrophe of 2044," when the long-feared nuclear conflict occurs, 
begun by supranational "lords of capital" after the election as U.S. President of a 
radical Cuban-American woman and champion of the poor; the end of national- 
ism and the establishment of a world commonwealth; the "great housecleaning" 
in which the world, greatly depopulated after the catastrophe of 2044, sets about 
repairing the damage done to the biosphere in the previous periods of exploita- 
tion; the dismantling of the Commonwealth's utopian bureaucracy by a revolu- 
tionary Small party, modeled on the principles of twentieth-century economist 
E. F. Schumacher; a decentralized "House of Earth," prizing regional diversity; 
an emerging "gerontocracy" as life-spans are dramatically increased and a genetic 
revolution produces new strains of homo sapiens along with a whole new set of 
questions about human destiny: 

Do we still have a species, or are we fragmenting into scores of new ones that will 
soon go their separate ways? Will our chief competitors in times to come be 
artificial beings? Will the new superraces, human or robotic, share our humane 
values? Even if they share such values at first, what will prevent them from 
modifying themselves and arriving, in due course, at  priorities and purposes hostile 
to our own? (282-83) 

Wagar's Short History, alternately philosophical and exhilarating, frightening 
and unexpectedly moving, is not entirely exempt from the risks of the genre of 
the future history. One of the risks is evident in this revised 1992 edition. The  
first edition (the only hardcover edition) appeared in 1989, and the events in 
Eastern Europe of that year made parts of the book obsolete as it came off the 
press-including the part that imagined fifty more years of confrontation be- 
tween the Soviet Union and the United States leading up to the conflagration of 
2044. Wagar immediately set out to rewrite his future history to keep up with 
actual history. Even though the genre never intends to work as fortune-telling or 
prophecy-or "Sibylline history," as Wells called it at the end of The Shape of 
Things to Come-readers invariably get hung up on the historian's "mistakes." You 
can speculate about the far future all you want, but wayward guesses about the 
near future, which is heaving and shifting under your feet, can subvert the whole 
project. Stapledon, whose future history of the next two billion years was re- 
viewed ecstatically in 1930, blamed the later decline of its popularity on the fact 
that he had "missed Hitler" in the early pages of the book. Wagar's second 
edition-representing a decision sharply different from LeGuin's over "Is Gender 



Necessary?"-is an expedient that seems required to get this remarkable book the 
audience it deserves. 

A Short Histoly of the Future tests the imagination more strenuously than 
most of what is marketed as science fiction, but-caveat emptor-it does not offer 
readers the familiar pleasures of a novel: Time itself is the chief protagonist, and 
casts of characters come and go in the course of events. There is intellectual 
suspense in the uncertainty about what ideological and political forces will domi- 
nate events and to what effect, but plot as psychological drama is largely absent. 
And because dynamic process rather than static achievement is the motive of the 
fiction-making, resolution, closure, the novelistic sense of an ending, are not 
appropriate. Future histories end abruptly or arbitrarily, and unless, as in Last and 
First Men, the planet or the species itself dies out, the expectation is that the 
human experiment will continue, that new social priorities and patterns will 
emerge, take shape, and ultimately replace existing ones, that "to be continued" 
rather than "finis" is the appropriate signoff. Wagar's narrator ends his account 
of changes through the 2200 with an image that promises still more change: 
"All I can say is what I see. I see an earth that resembles more and more an egg 
about to hatch. Cracks appear in its shell. The  egg heaves and rocks to and fro. 
A new humanity strives to be born, and we who watch tremble in fear and joy" 
(289). In the envoi to his granddaughter, to whom the narrative is addressed, he 
quotes Whitman's "Passage to India": 

0 brave soul! 

0 farther, farther sail! 

0 daring joy, but safe! are they not all the seas of God? 

0 farther, farther, farther sail! 


I t  does not make a bad motto for all fiction about the future. 


