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Science Fiction: A Commentary O n  Itself As Lies 

Jeanne Jlnrra y 1Valker 

Kurt Vonnegut once observed in an interview that "if you allow 
yourself to be called a science fiction writer, people will think of you as 
some lower type, someone out of the 'mainstream'-great word, isn't it?''l 
Readers of mainstream literature, belles lettres, to use Matthew Arnold's 
term, when they notice science fiction at all, attack the  genre for shop- 
worn plots and stereotyped characters. Even such supporters of the genre 
as Franz Rottensteiner have pronounced most of what is written to be 
"resurrections of old cliches, dead modes of life."2 This criticism suggests 
the scenario of the  dull-witted science fiction writer who gets up and 
records his 5,000 formulaic words every day more mindlessly than the 
8:47 leaves for Midtown. Science fiction, according to this view, runs on 
the same tracks over and over. Because it is repetitive, it is ~nerelyrepetit-
ive. I t  reiterates fictional conventions thoughtlessly in an effort to get its 
ideas across or to entertain its readers. That is, science fiction is irrespon- 
sibly unconscious about its own aesthetic processes. Evidence shows that 
this is simply not the case. Although science fiction may be highly con- 
ventional, some examples of the genre-examples as markedly diverse as 
Titne Enough for Loue by Robert Heinlein and Perelurldra by C. S. 
Lewis--contain a running commentary on their own truth value. 

I t  is now generally accepted that self-commentary is one of the 
features of belles 1ettre.s. Reflexivity is a trademark of modern and roman- 
tic literature. To confirm this, one only needs to think of some of its most 
well-known examples: of Joyce's C1ly.sse.s,whose hero is language, of Yeats' 
"artifice of eternity," of Browning's dramatic monologues by musicians 
and painters, of Keats' Grecian urn, of Lf'ordsworth's Prelude, subtitled 
"The Growth of a Poet's Xfind." Earlier literature also contains unmistak- 
able commentary on the artistic process. Pope's Duncicld, for example, 
portrays the crowning of a dullard as poet-king and hugustan elegy self- 
consciously asserts the power of art to conquer time. In the Renaissance, 
plays such as Middleton's lb'o~rlen Beware lVorrlen and Shakespeare's The 
Tempest contain within them minidramas or  masques. Hundreds of Ren- 
aissance lyrics proclaim the superiority of art to nature. Allegory, too, 
which reached its highest sophistication in Spenser's Fnei-ic Qtrcenc, en-
gages constantly in the process of self-refigur t '  ton. 

The kinds and purposes of such self-commentary vary greatly, as 
these examples from helles 1ettrr.s indicate, but at the very least the 
examples suggest that the literature which our culture \.enerates is not 
tnerely conventional. O r  to put it another way, its con\~entionality in- 
cludes self-reflection. LVhether it conforms to or rebels against con-
ventions, good fiction co~nlnents upon the business of literature. I t  con- 
cerns itself with the moral nature of writers and readers and with the 



processes and meaning of literary acts. As the significance of these acts 
changes through time, literary forms change, and the forms of belles 
1ettre.s are explicable in terms of critical statements which can be discov- 
ered within the texts t h e m ~ e l v e s . ~  

One specific purpose for self-commentary in literature is the 
highly practical one of defending itself against attack, particularly the 
attack that it fails to tell the truth. Highly symbolic forms, forms which do 
not pretend to be "realistic," are most commonly accused of lying. For 
example, romance and allegory, which were popular during the English 
Renaissance, were vigorously attacked for lying. Even without access to 
the attacks themselves we can deduce them by tracing the defenses 
against lying which exist in works such as Sidney's Areadia, Spenser's 
Faerie Qneene, and Shakespeare's A.s You Like I t .4  So, too, science fic- 
tion, which rarely attempts "realism," has been disdained for its overt 
conventionalitv and attacked for lying. , L 

Science fiction writers are damned by some critics for being too 
"realistic" and damned by others for not being "realistic" enough. Many 
critics believe that science fiction intends to nredict tomorrow's societv in 
the same literal way that population graphs predict the actual number of 
human bodies needing food and shelter ten years hence. They argue that 
if science fiction manages to predict the future in this literal way, then it 
cannot be fiction. for fiction is ~ v m b o l i c . ~  Other critics areue that science 
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fiction claims to predict the future without actually doing so. James Stup- 
ple, for example, scoffs because science fiction does not "make use of data 
that have been precisely observed and meticulously a n a l y ~ e d . " ~  Both 
kinds of attack assume that science fiction writers attemnt to be "realistic" 
in the most literal sense. The first argues that when authors satisfy this 
goal they fail as writers of good fiction. The second argues that they do not 
satisfy the goal. 

Inevitably, perhaps, some of the best science fiction, like some of 
the best Renaissance poetry and drama, reflects on this issue of realism. 
For example, Ursula Le Guin begins her award-winning novel, Left Hand 
of Darkness with a rebuff to those who assume that truth lies in actual 
fact. 

I'll make my report as if I told a story, for I was taught as a child on my 
homeworld that Truth is a matter of the imagination. The soundest fact 
may fail or prevail in the style of its telling: Like that singular organie 
jewel of our seas, which grows brighter as one woman wears it and, worn 
by another, dulls and goes to dust. Facts are no more solid, coherent, 
round, and real than pearls are. But both are sensitive.' 

The opening paragraph announces that the book cannot be read literally, 
and moreover that "truth" lies beyond the literal, for "Truth is the matter 
of the imagination." Even further, this paragraph asserts that Left Hand 
of Darkness stands in a tradition of "stories" which achieve a truth beyond 
historical fact precisely because historical fact itself is not "real" unless the 
"style of its telling" convinces the reader of its reality. Lest anyone should 
miss her point in the opening paragraph, Le Guin has affixed an introduc- 



tion to the book which announces that "the only truth I can understand or 
express is, logically defined, a lie." This statement flouts the right of 
fiction to abstract from historical reality. 

The position Le Guin takes in Left Hand of Darkness, that the 
truth of fact and the truth of fiction both depend upon their manner of 
telling, is explored more radically by Robert Heinlein in Time Enoughfor 
Love. The novel is purportedly a history of Lazarus Long. The historian 
who supposedly records it, Justin Foote, actively participates in the 
novel's story. Throughout the history, Foote supplies footnotes which 
substantiate the "truth" of the facts which have been recorded. But of 
course all the "facts" are fictional, including the fact of the historian, 
Justin Foote. So Heinlein's book calls into question the relevance, indeed 
the possibility, of history and asserts the superiority of fiction as a mode of 
truth-telling. In the fictional introduction to the book, Justin Foote is 
made to write "I have left in lies and unlikelv stories on the assumntion 
that the lies a man tells tell more truth about him-when analyzed-than 
does the t r ~ t h . " ~  

Heinlein, in fact, denies the possibility of distinguishing between 
historical fact and fiction. He  does sd by parodying the forms of history in 
the novel. The apparatus of the historical form-footnotes and appendices 
in Time Enough for Lace-pretends to factuality without offering it. 
Heinlein's parody of historical forms exemplifies in fiction the logic Ro- 
land Barthes has used to argue that no history can replicate historical 
events. Because the structures of fiction and of history are essentially 
similar, Barthes has argued, their truth quotients are the same: 

It can be seen, by its structures alone, ~vithout recourse to content, 
historical discourse is essentially a product of ideology, or rather of 
imagination. . . . 9  

Barthes goes on to point out that historians isolate certain facts and disre- 
gard others. It is the isolation and recognition of facts that gives them 
status as historical reality. Therefore, what is presented to the readers of 
history as a network of facts is merely that which the human imagination 
of the writer has sorted out as important. It is easy to overlook this and 
assume that history reproduces the reality "out there" because historical 
discourse goes to considerable trouble to obliterate all signs of the teller. 
Besides its usual lack of an intrusive narrator, historical form supplies 
positive indicators which reinforce its pretensions to fact, among them, 
footnotes, appendices, and introductions. By supplying these indicators, 
while nevertheless using an ostentatiously intrusive narrator, Heinlein's 
novel mixes the formal indicators of history and fiction. The hybrid makes 
a mockery of the superior truth of history. 

Furthermore, the importance of the historical acts in Time Enough 
for Loce stops with their immediate meaning. The best illustration of this 
is the view of time which Lazarus Long enunciates. "Each individual lives 
her life in norc independently of hoxv others may measure that life in years 
. . . Life is too long xvhen one is not enjoying the norc" (398).Such an 



existentialist view of time throws extreme significance on each human act 
at the moment of its performance but, inevitably, denies significance to 
the act as it recedes into history. Lazarus Long counsels ". . . never think 
about the past. No regrets, ever" (25). Thus, Heinlein minimizes the 
significance of human acts as history, even in the sense of fact remem- 
bered hy the actor. As a result, characters repeat the same actions over 
and over. The novel is built on the hypothesis that a person can live for 
thousands of years by periodically undergoing rejuvenation. Lazarus Long, 
the main character who does so, relives the same life cycle with minor 
variations throughout the entire novel, which is almost 600 pages long. 
H e  migrates to various planets; he  fights various enemies, physical and 
economic; and he marries various women. It is the unfolding, not the fact 
of these actions, which counts. At one point, for example, Lazarus Long 
has to ask a woman, "Dear was I ever married to you?" (49) He  must ask 
because the act of marriage, like all other human choices in Time Enough 
for Loce, bears significance only at the moment it is being performed, not 
afterward, when it passes into history. 

Such agnosticism about the importance of history leads Heinlein 
ultimately to a denial that certain kinds of truth can be transmitted 
through historical form-pretended or real. The novel attempts to rescue 
itself from such denial by asserting pointedly that its function is to impart 
wisdom. According to its own explanation, Ti~ne  Enorlglz for Loce, which 
is a biography of Lazarus Long and a compendium of his wisdom, exists to 
remedy mankind's fumbling ignorance. "We aren't doing things much 
better than we were two thousand years ago;" therefore "we do need to 
learn what you know" (19), says the character who exorts wisdom from 
Long. Long's response is frankly skeptical: 

Lazarus scowled and bit his lip. 'Son one of the few things I've learned is 
that hu~nans hardly ever learn fro111 the experiences of others. They 
learn-when they do, which isn't often--on their own, the hard way.' 

'That statement is worth recording for all time.' 
' H m m ~ n ~ n !  . . .' (19)N o  one would learn anything from it 

So, paradoxically, the character who is regarded as the font of the book's 
wisdom counsels the impossibility of passing knowledge from one human 
to another. Although the novel explicitly questions its own capability to 
teach the reader anything, it nevertheless attempts to do so. For example, 
several sections near the center of the novel subtitled "excerpts from the 
Notebooks of Lazarus Long" contain epigrams. These pithy bits of wis- 
dom are obviously intended to educate the reader. Yet the novel's previ- 
ous skeptical stance, both toward the possibility of maintaining insight for 
longer than the existential moment and toward the possibility of passing 
insight on from one consciousness to another, denies the value, not only 
of history, but  also of epigrams--or any literary form-which preserve 
human wisdom. Heinlein's existentialism casts a deep irony over his own 
mock-historical novel. It would seem that Tiine Enough for Loce, in the 
attempt to defend the truth of fiction, has defeated the possibility of 
trapping truth in literary form. 



Yet in the fact of such skepticism, the novel boldly asserts the 
power of its vision to make the reader imagine and, in the act of imagin- 
ing, to make him discover truth: 

Stand with me on "can's old planet, gazing north when 5ky has darkened; 
follow down the Dipper's handle, half again and veering leftward-Do 
you see it? Can you sense it? Nothing here but cold and darkness. Try 
again with both eyes covered, try once more with inner vision, hearken 
now to wild geese honking, sounding through the endless spaces, bot~nc- 
ing off the strange equations- 

Tlzr~reit glistens! Hold the vision, warp your ship through crumpled 
spaces. Gently, gently, do not lose it. Virgin planet, new beginnings. 
(252) 

Humans never run out of the need for or the possibility of new begin- 
nings: that is the novel's theme, the "truth" that it offers over and over. 
Heinlein does not attempt to establish the validity of this "truth." Its 
validity does not even lie in anything so permanent as the reader's ability 
to remember it. Its validity lies rather in the novel's power constantly to 
refurbish its own vision of "new beginnings" and by its continual revision 
to make the reader imagine the same truth repeatedly. In the literary act, 
which occurs whenever the reader imagines the scenes of Tilrw Enough 
for Loce, lies the novel's validity. The novel argues that it verifies itself in 
the reader's imagination; it appeals to no higher criterion of truth. That 
may be why it is so long, repetitive, and open-ended in structure. Hein- 
lein wishes to prolong the "now" of the reading as long as possible and to 
make the reader imagine f ~ ~ r t h e r  versions of the "new beginnings" theme 
if ~x)ssil>le. Heinlein appeals to reader imagination as a criterion of truth. 
If his novel meets this criterion. it is true. So Heinlein defends his novel 
against the attacks ofcritics who wrongly assume that science fiction must 
be based on scientific fact to be "true." 

Time Enough for Loce questions whether any truth exists at all 
except in the imaginative nolc of the literary act; but the criterion of truth 
is defined quite differently in C. S. Lewis's novel PereZandra.lo Lewis, 
who spent his life reading and writing about Medieval and Renaissance 
literature, appropriated Renaissance psychology, cosmology and aes-
thetics for his science fiction.". Although Perelandra is set on the planet 
Venus, the people and the animals there exist in the same hierarchical 
and harmonious relationship with one another as kledieval theologians 
~ostulatedexisted on earth before the Fall. God is the ultimate Truth and 
everything follows from him. So the Green Lady, who is the perfectly 
innocent woman on Venus, explains that "The beasts would not think it 
hard of them to walk on their heads. It would be their delight to walk on 
their heads. I am his beast and all His biddings are joys" (76).The people 
on Venus duplicate the image of God so perfectly that the narrator corn- 
ments "You might ask how it was possible to look upon it and not commit 
idolatry" (205). In the book's cosmos, according to the Green Lady, a 
great dance goes on continually (61), the same sort of dance in  which, 
according to Medieval commonplace, stars turned in perfect order 



through the heavens. This dance illustrates and partakes of the perfect 
order which reigns on Venus,.where euch creature on the chain of Being, 
from the God, klaledil, to the lowest rocks, acknowledges his place and 
performs his duties. 

Whereas Heinlein defines imagination as the umpire of reality, in 
Perelandra, Lewis defines the human imagination as the least trustworthy 
of man's mental faculties. This psychology, like the cosmology in 
Perelandra, is characteristic of Renaissance thought. In Renaissance psy- 
chology reason, the highest faculty, was informed by memory and imagi- 
nation. Tabulating and weighing the data of the memory and imagination, 
the reason reached conclusions upon which the will could then act. Natu- 
rally enough, given this psychology, when the Green Lady is tempted it is 
via her imagination. Ransom, the hero, comments on her temptation in a 
way which clearly betrays the vulnerability of the imagination: "No evil 
intention had been formed in her mind. But if her will was uncorrupted, 
half her imagination was already filled with bright, poisonous shapes" 
(134).The novel, then, portrays the capacity of the human imagination to 
confuse reason t ~ y  feeding it false information. 

In fact, Perelandra shows the imagination in the process of being 
tainted by nothing other than the literary act. In order effectively to 
tempt the Green Lady to disobey her God, the scientist Weston must 
tutor her so that she can imagine performing an action which she has heen 
told by Maledil is evil. He tutors her first t ~ y  telling her stories and second 
by showing her a mirror. The two acts amount to one and the same, for as 
Hamlet said, the purpose of stories is "to hold, as 'twer, the mirror up to 
nature." The stories Weston tells do not mirror the innocent nature of 
Perelandra, but rather nature as it has been corrupted on earth. So they 
produce in the Green Lady the capacity to imagine herself something that 
she is not, a tragic hero. Weston hopes that because she imagines herself 
so, she will act to reproduce on Perelandra the tragedy of the Fall. She 
does not. Yet the implication is clear in Perelandra that stories create 
confusion in their readers. To Ransom 

the fatal touch of invited grandeur, of enjoyed pathos-the a~sumption, 
however slight, of a role-seemed a hateful \-ulgarity. Perhaps she was 
doing no more . . . than responding in a purely imaginative fashion to 
this new art of Story or Poetry. "By Cod she'd better not!" (134) 

What is at stake here is not merely an evil act. What is at stake is not even 
more subtle than the capacity of the Green Lady to imagine herself the 
sort of character who might perform such an act. Rather, Lewis's point is 
that stories lead the Green Lady to imagine being someone other than 
herself. Such role-playing destroys the absolute, innocent integrity of the 
Green Lady. It is imaginative confusion-the blurring of distinctions be- 
tween the fictional and the real-which Lewis shows taking place as the 
Green Lady hears Weston's stories. 

Perelandra shows that the suspension of disbelief necessary to the 
act of reading may rapidly turn into belief and trap the reader. When 



Ransom first arrives on Perelandra he hi~nself confuses fiction for reality. 
Remembering stories of paradises, he fancies himself not a human being, 
acting in history, but a character in a myth: 

The golden beast at his side seemed no longer either a dragon or a 
nuisance. If a naked man and a wise dragon were indeed the sole in- 
habitants of this floating paradise, then this was also fitting, for at that 
moment he had a sensation not of following an adventure but of enacting 
a myth. To be the figure that he was in this unearthly pattern appeared 
sufficient. (47) 

To be a character in a story rather than one in history is to live synchroni- 
cally, free of the necessib for choice and the peril of risk. The human 
desire to stop flux, to be able to predict events, is shown to be the moral 
crux of the book: 

This itch to ]la\-e things o\-er again, as if life were a film that could be 
unrolled twice or e\-en made to work back\vards . . . was it possibly the 
root of all e\-il? No: of course the lo\-e of money was called that. But 
money itself-perhaps one \-alued it chiefly as a defense against chance, 
a security for being able to have things over again, a means of arresting 
the unrolling of the film. (48) 

Perelandrt~defines essential evil as the human desire to avoid having to 
make choices under unstable conditions. l2 Ransom satisfies this desire not 
bv monev, hut bv his belief in fictional convention. Until the conclusion of 
Perelandra, Ransom evades his responsibility to act decisively by assum- 
ing that the paradise myth must inevitably repeat itself on Perelandra. He 
onlv becomes free to imagine alternative behaviors for himselfwhen he is 
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released from the persuasion that he acts a predestined part in the inevit- 
able story of the Fall. When he realizes that "the patallel he had tried to 
draw between Eden and Perelandra" is "crude and imperfect," when he 
perceives that "nothing is a copy or model of anything else" (144), he 
becomes capable of acting imaginatively. 

Lewis's warning not to mistake history for fiction directly con-
tradicts the position of Heinlein in Time Enough for Loue. Perelandrt~, at 
the cost of criticizing its own fictional mode, articulates the responsibility 
of human beings to act in history and insists on the significance of their 
choices. This becomes most clear when Ransom considers whether to 
fight Weston. 

The fate of the world really depended on how Ransom and the Green 
Lady behaved in the neut few hours. The thing was irreducibly, nakedly 
real. They could, if they chose, decline to save the innocence of this new 
race, and if they declined its innocence would not be saved. It rested 
with no other creature in all time or all space. (142) 

Ransom acts with the knowledge that the fate of worlds hangs on his 
choice and in making that choice he has to innovate. No fiction or history 



suggests a means whereby Weston can be successfully attacked. In Ran- 
som's case, then, human action in time rather than fiction is the para- 
digmatic imaginative act. As Lewis points out in The Allegory of Love, 
human emotions and actions are the "real"; their expression in fiction 
must be, admittedly, less real.13 

If Perelandra and Time Enough for Loce differ in their analysis of 
the significance of the literary act, nevertheless they both are preoccupied 
by the issue ofwhat kind of truth the reader can find in fiction. According 
to Lewis, reading demands an involvement which fissures the reader's 
consciousness and which may rot, him of his freedom. Heinlein, on the 
other hand, shows that fiction fulfills man's need for history and creates 
paradigms on which he can pattern his behavior. Different as these views 
may be, each is supremely self-conscious. They illustrate the conflict 
which has entered the genre of science fiction from mainstream literature, 
the conflict over the truth-value of literary acts. Perelandra and Time 
Enough for Loce, like Renaissance allegory and romance, comment on 
the nature of truth as well as the process of encoding and decoding truth. 
Although it is unwise to generalize from two examples, such self-
consciousness may be common in science fiction. One thinks of Franken-
stein, where the monster reads t~ooks, for example, and of Canticle for 
Leibowitz, a \look in which a poet figures prominently. In any case, it is 
simply wrong to fault science fiction for offering its readers dull, thought- 
less repetition of conventional plots and characters. In some examples of 
the genre, at least, the process of reading requires that the reader think 
about what those conventions mean and whether they may ultimately 
lead him to the truth. 
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