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SECTION 1
Genre; Or, the Modern Proteus








Integral to the Plot: The Author-Reader Contract


by Ada Palmer and Jo Walton

NEW FOR THIS VOLUME

The detective must gather all the suspects in the parlor at the end because …

The sweet young secretary and her billionaire boss must take a while to get together because …

The giant robots must assemble into the larger giant robot before they beat the monster because …

The key characters must die in the last act of Hamlet because …

… because there is an unspoken contract between author and reader, which is rarely discussed yet has an enormous impact on many aspects of a story, including and beyond the plot, and which becomes especially visible as we look at works written in specific genres and subgenres, and works written in other time periods.

The author-reader contract is a set of expectations about the content of a story, set in the early phases of the reading process, or even beforehand, and which disrupt the reader’s experience if broken, unlike flexible reading expectations, which can be set by an author and then strategically broken in fruitful and enjoyable ways. The promises made in an author-reader contract can be very broad, or very specific, but the broad ones are a good place to start. Even before one starts reading a modern novel, the knowledge that it is a modern novel contracts the expectation that one or more core characters will be introduced early in the story, that they will experience character progression, and that the characters, people, details, and themes introduced will come together to develop toward some sort of climax, likely with a resolution or denouement. This is a very vague arc in some sense, but it is an arc, and if or when a novel violates it, if characters or themes are introduced that seem irrelevant and don’t connect up, if characters don’t appear to change at all from their experiences, or if the story doesn’t go anywhere, the reader will often feel dissatisfied. Note that, in this broad form, the author-reader contract is not about specific outcomes, i.e., whether a character will thrive or fail, but about the raw purpose of ingredients being in a story. For example, in most novels, if a character is introduced, the author-reader contract promises that that character’s presence will have a purpose which serves the larger whole and won’t be orthogonal or irrelevant. Similarly, the author-reader contract promises that when a character the reader has become invested in exits the narrative for the last time there will be some sort of resolution which gives the character closure. This closure can be positive (true love elopement!) or negative (sudden death!) but it must tie up the character, and one can sometimes see authors struggling to fulfill this contract in historical fiction when the immutable factual death or departure of a character happens to provide little closure (then the besieging general died of pneumonia, and the army went home), or in serialized television when an actor leaves abruptly, requiring the writers to struggle to produce character closure.

A more specific author-reader contract—one which does promise specific outcomes—gets set when a work is in a particular genre, subgenre, style, or mode. A novel whose cover proclaims it a romance novel has made a set of additional promises about the story centering on a couple eventually getting together after a set of obstacles. A novel whose cover proclaims it a cozy mystery has made a set of promises about the mood and setting: that the detective will be somewhat idiosyncratic, that a buffet of suspects will be presented to the reader each with a plausible motive, etc. A Shakespeare play which went on stage with the title “The Tragedy of” promised a wave of deaths in the last act, in a way different from something playbilled “The History of.”

Specialized subgenres make extremely specific contracts, often unintuitive to those unfamiliar with the genre. For example, romance novels vary in how sexually explicit they are, and some genres of romance code for levels of explicitness. The “Amish Christmas romance” subgenre, for example, is one which promises no sex in the story; the “hot romance” subgenre promises a large amount of sex in the story, but not as much or as explicit as “erotic romance.” Similarly epic fantasy contracts that the world will be at stake and the hero(es) will save it, and a cozy catastrophe will destroy civilization and bring humanity to the very brink of extinction (but never over it) in some ingenious way. Such contracts can be set even more narrowly within a specific ongoing series, or within a specific author’s works. One comes to realize that Mercedes Lackey novels will always have angst and horses, that John Webster plays will always have even more death and murder than average for tragedy, or that Georgette Heyer will always have witty repartee and Regency clothing details.

The author-reader contract is not identical with either genre formulae or setting up reader expectations, though in most abstract examples it can be hard to tell the difference. Genre tropes can be subverted, expectations can be set up only to have the rug pulled out from under them, and both of these things can be a delightful if unsettling experience if done well. But if the author-reader contract is violated, then the reader feels betrayed. It is the kind of broken promise that makes it hard to restore trust into a relationship. If a romance novel has the twist that the heroine gets together with the unexpected suitor instead of the expected one, that defies expectations, but if it has the twist that the heroine gets married in chapter 3 and the rest of the novel is about the social pressures of parenting and suburban life, that is not a romance novel, and if sold with a romance novel cover it will frustrate its readers, even if selling it with a different cover, as a different genre, might have worked. Setting up and then defying expectations can be very effective, and when thinking of the author-reader contract one’s mind easily goes to works which subvert, betray, or deconstruct expectations, but if we look first at the keeping of the contract, and how the author-reader contract shapes genres, we can see how those expectation-defying twists and endings which we find so exciting and satisfying succeed precisely because they set up and then defy expectations but still keep the fundamental author-reader contract.

Much of the power of a genre, especially a very formulaic genre like romance or cozy mystery, comes from keeping the contract, but doing so with exceptional skill, elegance, or cleverness. A mystery novel with a deeply original plot and structure can be very satisfying, but a profoundly formulaic mystery in which the suspects are all summoned to the final accusing parlor can be just as satisfying if not more so if the solution is really clever, the way the clues were distributed really satisfying, and it really sticks the landing, performing each step of its formula with excellence. We might compare such novels to gymnastics, in which the mystery with a deeply original structure is like a uniquely choreographed floor routine, while the formulaic mystery is like the athlete doing a specific vault, fun because we are watching a master of this art perform a set of formulaic motions with outstanding excellence.

One key element of the author-reader contract becomes visible through pointing out an unwritten axiom of science fiction: It will all make sense in the end. As science fiction readers, we need to trust the author as the author throws a lot of new things at us, incomprehensible things, bits and pieces of fractal strangeness, unfamiliar terms, new inventions, strange societies, etc.—just as the mystery writer seeds the narrative with clues to the true killer, the SF author seeds the narrative with clues about the way the world and universe work. We love this! Piecing together the tidbits to realize the exciting fact about the aliens, or about time and physics, or about how Earth has changed, can be a joy. But loving it involves trusting that the pieces we are being handed will come together to form an image, that when we spot some story-specific fact (the difference between a blue and a red vangata) that detail matters. We retain the information when we don’t even know what it is (Is a vangata a technology? A flower? An alien species?) trusting that it will eventually be worth it, and make sense. This is an author-reader contract: The reader is promising to work hard to gather puzzle pieces and put them together, while the author is promising that they will assemble into an exciting whole. A science fiction book can throw speculative ingredients at us thick and chaotically like wonders glimpsed in a menagerie, as in the works of A. E. van Vogt or Jeff VanderMeer, who pack their stories with inventive details while making clear to the reader that they are meant to be enjoyed in the moment, not as clues toward a larger whole. But this is a different structure from world-building-focused SF, and an author generally communicates which is the case quite early in a story, by having one set of puzzle pieces snap together, showing more will do so in the future, or having everything feel separate, like vignettes, signaling that the reader should expect no synthesis. Douglas Adams’s Hitchhiker’s Guide to the Galaxy books (1979–92) brilliantly do both at once, packing their pages with one-off references to aliens, events, or technologies, while other details do snap together to portray a larger world build, and the reader rapidly develops a clear and satisfying sense of which is which. But if some details do snap together early on, and the reader is led to believe that this book promises an ultimate image once the puzzle pieces have all been collected, yet in the end there is no larger whole, then the reader can feel betrayed. The larger image may follow or subvert a formula, overturn or reinforce expectations, but there needs to be some resolution, something that our effort in collecting puzzle pieces serves. We did the work of deploying our science fiction reading skills—in return it all needs to make sense in the end. What was that vangata anyway?

When the author-reader contract is broken, the reader experiences what we might call fiction burn, like rope burn or rug burn, unpleasantness or pain caused by being rubbed the wrong way. If one has been faithfully collecting the clues in a cozy mystery, the actual solution can be shocking (the best friend! a disguised suicide! the detective himself! they all did it!), but it can’t turn out to be a random burglar or a new suspect out of nowhere that was not mentioned before. If in a fantasy with a detailed magic system (i.e., not one where magic is elusive and numinous) one has been faithfully keeping track of the details, and pieced together most of it, but fire magic just doesn’t seem to work like the others, and you spend the middle of the book thinking hard about what that tells us (is the fire god not real? is some other part of the system a lie?), and in the end it never gets addressed and fire just works differently for no clear reason, the dissatisfaction is fiction burn. This is not the same as defying expectations—that would be having the answer to what is up with fire magic be really unexpected, like that the whole fantasy setting is actually a dream—it’s more fundamental, the author betraying the unspoken promise that, in magic system fantasy, tracking the details of the magic system will have payoff.

We might compare this to a juggling routine. The author starts by tossing upward several balls, a grapefruit, and an egg, and we watch them go up and expect them to be elegantly caught, but we can be delighted if he deliberately lets the grapefruit spatter on the floor, or lets the egg fall but it turns out to be rubber, or he unexpectedly throws a ball into the audience—all of those defy expectations, and can work. Even letting all the items crash to the ground in chaos, or walking away and leaving them all hanging impossibly in the air can be audaciously satisfying, even without an explanation. (Though genre readers will expect either a scientific or magical explanation for why they didn’t come down!) None of these break the contract, but catching them all neatly one by one except the grapefruit and leaving it hanging up in midair without ever mentioning it again, as if something so strange and unique didn’t matter, that is the kind of niggling promise-breaking that will leave a reader permanently feeling betrayed. If the title of the juggling act were “Except the Grapefruit,” that alone could make the grapefruit lingering in the air into a charming variation instead of an inexplicable distraction, much like the long, slow setup of Shakespeare’s Love’s Labour’s Lost, whose sudden twist ending gives satisfaction to the title, which sent us into the theater with suspense as to how this will both be a comedy (promised in the period’s genre expectations to end with a wedding) and somehow have love’s labors be lost—the title without the twist, or the twist without the title, would have failed.

Those elements most core to the author-reader contract often center on moments when the author asks the reader to do work. Gathering the puzzle pieces of world-building, or spotting the clues in a murder mystery, requires the reader to do observation and memory work. Making guesses, or being in suspense about what is really happening or might happen, requires the reader to do expectation work. Asking the reader to become invested in a character, to care, to wish for outcomes (I hope our heroine escapes! I hope that tyrant goes down in flames!), or to empathetically share the experiences of a character requires emotional work. That work needs to have payoff. The observation and memory work must lead to something, whether the revelation of the mystery or the larger image behind the world-building; the expectation work must lead to an answer, whether the one we expected or one we didn’t; the emotional work must lead to some arc, some climax for the character, whether the ending we would want, the opposite, or something unexpected. Work on the reader’s part must engender payoff. When it does—when the character we have been rooting for either wins or fails—the impact is enormously powerful; when it doesn’t, when the character we have been rooting for just exits stage left and is not heard from again, we experience frustration and betrayal.

The 2001 murder mystery film Gosford Park is a brilliant example of subverting many expectations while keeping the contract. Our grand English country home is packed with aristocratic guests gathered for a shooting party, with a cast of servants downstairs, and we constantly discover more secrets and more people with motives to kill Mr. Body—the cozy mystery contract is firmly made. But the detective doesn’t solve the crime; in fact the detective is wholly useless, and the one person who does realize who-done-it doesn’t gather the suspects in to reveal the truth; she chooses not to pursue justice for murder at all. Expectations are subverted, yet the contract is fulfilled, because the fundamentals of the reading process, the parts of reading which asked the reader to invest emotion and effort, had payoff. The mystery is solved (our suspense work), the clues the reader (or viewer in this case) has been gathering do add up (our observation and memory work), the most engaging characters do get narrative closure (our emotional work), our efforts to guess the solution are proved either right or wrong (something the mystery reader specifically expects and enjoys), the true solution is clever (we applaud this vault on the horse), and—vital within the mystery formula—the character who solves the crime is one whose point of view we have been following closely as a through-thread throughout the story, so we solved it together with her as we usually would with a detective, even though we didn’t realize early on that she was our detective (that she was the character who was paralleling our work as we too solved the mystery). Even her choice to keep the solution secret defies one aspect of the formula but falls within the well-established scope of cozy mystery, because the detective sometimes choosing not to expose the murderer is something detective fiction from Conan Doyle onward has often done, and the question “In what circumstances will our detective choose to hide the truth?” is one we now expect to be asked of all detectives—this moment of revelation about the interior ethics of our detective is itself a rich and worthy payoff for the mystery reader’s emotional investment, one which some mystery series make us wait many volumes to receive. Expectations can be set up and defied, formulae varied, but in a work like Gosford Park the author-reader contract has been met because all the big questions are answered (why is the grapefruit not falling?) and all the work has had payoff. If the mystery had been solved by a minor character we barely knew (no emotional work) it would not have been satisfying; if we never found out which clues were vital and which red herrings (observation and memory work) it would not have been satisfying; if we had never learned the secondary secrets which made some of the non-guilty characters behave suspiciously so their suspicious behavior went totally unexplained (both observation and character investment), that would not have been satisfying. It works because it understands what elements are simply formulae which can be varied, and which are contracts which must requite the reader’s efforts.

The author-reader contract does not dictate the plot, but it can dictate ingredients that must appear in a plot, not because they are actually necessary to advance the plot, but because the contract promises that they will appear. A romance novel generally needs to have one or more obstacles that delay the lovers getting together. An action film needs to have a midpoint climax resulting in incomplete victory. A Shakespeare-era tragedy needs to have at least one character death before the last act, signaling the tragic trajectory. Both military SF and martial arts films must have a training montage. Women’s fiction (the specific genre, not identical with all literature aimed at women) needs to have at least one awkward family meal. A giant robot anime needs to have a launching sequence in which the support and bridge crew prepare machinery. The contract in such works precedes and shapes the plot, requiring that the plot accommodate the ingredients. To take an example so stylized that it throws the phenomenon into sharp relief, in the Yu-Gi-Oh! animated series—which is fundamentally a giant advertisement for a collectable card game—the game must appear in every episode, to a degree which Martin Billany pointed out in his satirical Yu-Gi-Oh! The Abridged Series (2006–ongoing) by having one villain ask another why they need to challenge the hero to a card game instead of just killing him, receiving an answer too truthful for a non-parody work to admit: “The card game is integral to the plot.” In fact, the card game has nothing to do with the plot; rather it is integral to something beyond plot: The contract Yu-gi-oh has made, both with the card game company and with the viewer, promises that key story nodes will center the card game. The plot itself, or at least the means by which the events occur (a knife fight vs. a card game) bend around the requirements of the author-reader contract.

In some sense the ingredients required by the author-reader contract are elements of formula, or genre, but it is useful to think about them in terms of contract, i.e., a set of promises the reader understands to have been made, as we aim to understand when changing, omitting, or subverting some element of formula causes delight in the reader, and when it causes dissatisfaction. The contracted ingredients in a story are not constraints but tools, which give the author the ability to perform outstandingly: landing a great vault, writing a brilliant death scene, planning a very clever romantic obstacle, directing a gorgeous training montage. They can also be defied and subverted to great effect, but the subversion requires that the writer and reader/viewer understand the fundamentals of the contract and the expectations of how it will be fulfilled, so that elements of formula are subverted while elements of the contract are not. Love’s Labour’s Lost can end with the promise of weddings delayed and still in suspense, but not without weddings coming into the story. In Helen Hoang’s romance novel The Bride Test (2019), the heroine fears how the hero will react on learning she has a secret child, but the hero is instantly charmed by the child, and the romance reader is equally charmed to recognize the subversion of a trope, but since the child is not an obstacle, different obstacles (culture clash, attitudes toward autism and immigration) must still delay the happy-ever-after to the end, or it is no longer genre romance. The street fighting anime Air Master requires a street fight just as Yu-gi-oh requires a card game, yet in one fascinating episode no fight occurs because the characters go to get Korean barbeque and spend the entire episode declaring their love for Korean barbeque in escalatingly hyperbolic terms; it subverts the expectation of a street fight, yet it keeps the promise of a street fight because the genre-savvy viewer recognizes the stylized passion of this food-love-fight as a parallel to the fight scenes, and because the viewer realizes this character development foreshadows the next fight to come. A cozy mystery can end with an unexpected murderer, or the detective being the murderer, or everyone being murderers, or no murder, just a complex accident—all of which subvert formula—but not with the solution never being revealed, or the mystery reader experiences the frustration and dissatisfaction of fiction burn.

Possibly the most useful book for learning to perceive the author-reader contract is Diderot’s Jacques the Fatalist and His Master (c. 1765–80), an atheistic response to Voltaire’s Candide (1759) and Laurence Sterne’s Tristram Shandy (1759–67), which pokes at the author-reader contract so much it helps expose many fundamental promises we don’t realize we make. In one scene, the two titular characters reach an inn on their journey and go to bed, so our narrator Diderot says he will tell us a different story while we wait for them to wake up, and plunges into a totally unrelated tale. This jarring moment violates an unspoken contract so basic that we weren’t even conscious of it: that the author of a novel or narrative will compress and skip time to enable narrative flow. Partway through the unrelated but nonetheless engaging story, Diderot declares that he is tired himself, and will get into bed along with the two characters, ending the chapter, so the next begins when they all wake up. Reader brain: You can’t do that! This even more jarring moment violates three contracts we hadn’t been conscious of: the contract that once we get invested in a tale we will get the ending unless there is a good reason to interrupt it; the contract that the author will make different sessions of writing feel contiguous to the reader, and not tell us when he takes a break or goes to bed; and the contract that the author cannot suddenly enter the same physical space with his fictional characters (many may recall the similarly clever violation when the narrator enters the story in Stephen Sondheim and James Lapine’s Into the Woods [1986] or when the critic steps onto the stage to answer the telephone in Tom Stoppard’s The Real Inspector Hound [1968]).

In another sequence, Jacques and his master split for a time, and Diderot asks us, the readers, which of the two we want to follow—Jacques being the more engaging character we naturally choose Jacques (as Diderot knows) but he proceeds to tell us that Jacques’s experience will be boring and the master’s interesting, then proceeds to describe the master sitting under a tree tediously playing with his watch and doing nothing. Diderot then tells us that, at that very moment, Jacques is declaring, “Oh, to think that today I should be accused of seducing a woman and arrested as a highwayman!” at which point we yell at the book (if you sit in a room as someone reads Jacques the Fatalist you can usually tell where they are because the impulse to speak aloud at Diderot is irrepressible) and demand to see Jacques. Diderot then warns again that we will regret this choice, but says he will grant our wish, and goes on to describe the most mundane and unremarkable sequence of events which could possibly result in someone being (for about fifteen seconds) accused of seducing a woman and being a highwayman. After the sequence, which can only be described as brilliantly uninteresting, we return to discover that Jacques’s master has been robbed by bandits, but we missed it because we asked to see Jacques’s tedious adventure. Reader brain: No, Diderot, you can’t do that either! This irksome and yet somehow still deeply enjoyable sequence is extremely powerful, because it makes us conscious of another author-reader contract so fundamental we never think about it: that the author, who knows more than the reader about what is going to happen, will judiciously choose what events, people, and places to follow to let the reader see the interesting parts. By setting up the reader to make choices—effectively writing a choose-your-own-adventure book where there is only one option because Diderot knows which one his reader will inevitably choose—Diderot makes it feel for a moment like it genuinely was our choices as readers that saw the tedious and missed the interesting parts of the adventures, and in the moment of mental whiplash when we object that, no, it was entirely Diderot who did that, not us, we are reminded of the unspoken contract that the order of events are the responsibility of the author, and the author must respect and appropriately reward the trust the reader has placed in the author by letting the author dictate the reader’s next experiences.

Jacques the Fatalist pans down to the very lowest layer of the many-layered author-reader contract to show us elements we often forget are there. While a specific genre (romance, cozy mystery, Enlightenment philosophical novel) makes genre-specific promises (a couple getting together, a mystery revealed, adventures which provide radical social and theological commentary), underneath those lie the more fundamental promises of a novel (development, climax, characters having a narrative purpose, threads coming together). And yet, with enough skill, Diderot can peel even those away. Unlike the meandering yet always purposeful-feeling Candide, Jacques the Fatalist is truly structureless: a journey with no stated origin, destination, or purpose, undertaken by characters with no backstory or real introduction, is constantly interrupted by elements which don’t connect up, new characters who appear and depart without narrative closure, random events without foreshadowing, just like in real life. All narrative promises—character introductions, side characters having a purpose, events contributing to a conclusion—are broken. Diderot gets us so accustomed to all the usual contracts being broken we no longer crave them. The same reader who spent the first chunk of the book enjoying it yet mildly annoyed that the story isn’t going anywhere then reaches an end which (240-year-old spoiler alert) just stops. The reader is irked. Diderot says: Oh, are you irked, reader?—well, here is an alternate ending from a manuscript I think might be fake. The new ending gives everything a formulaic satisfying ending requires—a sudden reason for the journey, a dramatic backstory, love, drama, revenge, resolution—and it feels totally wrong! An ending like that doesn’t fit what we just experienced. All the work the reader put into following the meanderings of this bizarre and unique narrative, into arguing with Diderot, into following stories which don’t come together, it can’t have a mundane, normal ending! That is the wrong payoff. We end our experience laughing with delight as we realize that the first totally unresolved ending was the only ending that could give the right resolution to such a tale.

What Diderot does is so wonderful and audacious that even though we are yelling at him that he can’t do it, and he knows that perfectly well, we love him anyway, and he knows that too. He sets up a relationship with the reader even more fundamental than all the contracts we expect, one based on his own sincerity and warmth, and gives us a literary and philosophical experience that reaches out of the book and draws us in, as the critic is drawn onto the stage in The Real Inspector Hound. The bit where we’re arguing with Diderot and saying he can’t do that is not on the page, but it’s definitely part of the experience of reading the book.

Jacques the Fatalist pans so far down through the layers of author-reader contract that it reaches the barest base, beneath even the structure of a novel or story, the one unbreakable contract: that after the reader reads each sentence, they will want to read the next sentence. That is the genuine bare minimum needed to get the reader from the first page to the last. Everything above is optional, a contract, established between the author and the reader in the early pages, and often, for modern novels, in the marketing: the title, cover, publishing line, etc. Those additional contracts, above the basic sentence-level contract, are invaluable tools the writer uses, the apparatus (the vaulting horse, and rings, and padded floor) with which the writer can display mastery. The contracts layer on each other. Consider the contracts—many of them kept, with key elements subverted—which give Agatha Christie’s Murder on the Orient Express its power, from narrowest to broadest: Poirot mystery > Agatha Christie mystery > cozy mystery > murder mystery > novel > book > text. Consider the contract which gives John M. Ford’s The Final Reflection its power: Star Trek: The Original Series novel > Star Trek novel > hard SF novel > novel > book > text. Very often, when an expectation is subverted, it is just one layer in this multilayered contract that is overturned, leaving the rest intact in a structure that supports and emphasizes the subverted layer. In Murder on the Orient Express, a key detail of the cozy mystery formula is subverted at the which-suspect-did-it stage, but it keeps all the contracts of a Poirot mystery (his personality and methods of solving the crime), an Agatha Christie mystery (selection of genteel suspects gathered for the accusation at the end), a general murder mystery (a body, a solution), as well as of a novel (characters introduced for a purpose, climax, denouement) and book (satisfying at book length) and text (after each sentence one wants to read the next). To go back to an earlier example, Gosford Park is a stately house mystery > mystery > detective mystery > movie, only the detective mystery layer turns out to be a feint, while all the promises of the other layers are amply fulfilled.

In the first chapter of He Knew He Was Right (1869), Anthony Trollope takes us in breakneck pace through the entire arc of a normal Trollope novel: The hero and heroine meet, fall in love, obstacles divide them, are overcome, and they marry at the end of the chapter, while the usual Trollope formula would have them marry at the end of the book. Then the rest of the very long book looks at the disintegration of their terrible marriage. If Trollope wanted to write a book about the disintegration of a bad marriage, he could have begun after the wedding with the couple returning home from their honeymoon when things begin to go wrong, or he could have written the entire book as a sequel to one of his earlier novels that end at the altar. Either of those choices would have made He Knew He Was Right a very different book. Making it a sequel to another where the wedding was the happy ending would have felt like an absolute violation of the contract of the first book, which concluded with the expectation that the characters would live happily ever after. Making it start after the wedding would have lost the possibility, dangled before us in the first chapter, that they ever could have lived happily ever after. Trollope’s layers are Trollope novel > Victorian novel > sentimental romance > novel > book > text. Only the sentimental romance layer is subverted, since it’s still very much a Victorian novel, and he never violates those expectations and formulae. He makes you gasp at the speed he’s going through the motions of a romance in that first chapter, but it’s a gasp of admiration as much as anything. Trollope also subverts expectations, though fulfilling every tick of the author-reader contract, when he makes a man the heroine of Phineas Finn (1867–69).

Many have discussed the surprise they felt at the death of Ned Stark toward the end of A Game of Thrones (George R. R. Martin, 1996). The book introduced multiple protagonists early on, beginning with the Stark family, and broadened out from there. Because Ned is cleverly set up to feel like a key protagonist, with the right mixture of grimness, earnestness, strength, and outsiderness to be an epic hero, even as Ned is imprisoned by enemies, we’re worrying about the possibility of ongoing disability from his broken leg but not expecting him to actually be beheaded—it feels (intentionally) too much like the many near fatal tribulations that epic heroes go through. The layers at work are epic fantasy > fantasy > novel > book > text, and what the death is subverting is the expected pacing, timing, and significance of character death within an epic fantasy. The shock is powerful, even though it isn’t the first substantial death in the book—early on the Stark children and Jon Snow all receive direwolf companions, and one of the wolves is killed early, another driven away, leaving Sansa and Arya without protection, contrary to expectations, but the animal protector/partner formula is not as familiar as the epic hero formula, so the subversion isn’t as striking. The wolf’s death helps establish the work as on the grimdark side of epic fantasy, but still lies within a familiar pattern. Ned’s doesn’t. That is the only major subversion in the text, but, while he may have lost some readers, for those who kept reading, the series gained enormous power from the subversion, since after that point the reader now believes no character in A Song of Ice and Fire is safe, and reads on to the subsequent volumes with much more trepidation than usual. Deep into an epic fantasy—as in many genres—it’s hard to make the reader actually fear the protagonist might die at any moment; it just doesn’t happen, so efforts to create suspense over deadly threats to a protagonist don’t succeed; threats to a secondary character, or the reputation of a character, or a character’s precious possession are much more worrying, because they could really occur. In the middle of an Indiana Jones film, whether and how Indiana gets his iconic hat back after an action sequence is genuinely more suspenseful than whether he will die. But after Ned Stark’s unexpected death, Martin’s readers are prepared to genuinely fear for the life of any character at any time, adding great power to the series. Martin has not, in the four subsequent volumes, killed any other characters dear to the reader in unexpected ways or at unexpected times, but he hasn’t had to—the spell of that first powerful subversion still lasts.

Another variation on the same method gave power to the series Attack on Titan, in which our group of plucky recruits go through a team-building and training montage so recognizable from mecha and other familiar anime subgenres that it makes the reader/viewer unconsciously expect mecha pacing, which—since Mobile Suit Gundam in the 1970s—has mandated no character deaths within the main crew until a single one happens at the dramatic midpoint. When instead our plucky novices are slaughtered right and left in their first battle, we discover suddenly that we are in survival horror pacing, not mecha pacing, creating an enormous shock which would not have been so shocking without the careful imitation of the mecha formula. As with A Game of Thrones, the reader/viewer continues prepared to fear that any character may die at any time, even if no further deaths among the core cast follow for a long time.

Unspoken author-reader contracts have an especially strong though often inverse impact on our reading of pre-modern works, or works translated from another culture, since when we are not familiar with the genre promises of another era, or the literary traditions of another culture, we lack the formula expectations that the authors expected us to have. A Game of Thrones doesn’t expect readers who haven’t read Tolkien; Attack on Titan doesn’t expect readers who haven’t seen mecha; Agatha Christie doesn’t expect Murder on the Orient Express to be anyone’s first murder mystery; and Don Quixote doesn’t expect readers unfamiliar with the tropes of chivalric and Arthurian romance he is inverting. Dante didn’t expect readers who hadn’t read Virgil, or who didn’t know the details of the scandalous story of Paolo and Francesca, nor did he expect readers who had read the Iliad—unavailable in Dante’s time—of which one needs read literally only one word to end up baffled when Dante puts Achilles in the circle of lust instead of the circle of wrath. At the end of The Tempest (1611) most modern people are dismayed when Prospero—without much setup—throws away his magic books (why?!), but Shakespeare didn’t expect the play to be seen by audiences unfamiliar with Marlowe’s mega popular Doctor Faustus (1588), in which Mephistopheles kept luring Faustus deeper into damnation with the bribe of tempting magic books. Shakespeare also didn’t expect readers who did read modern fantasy, with its many bookish wizard heroes, who can consequently suffer fiction burn. This tends to affect fantasy readers more than general playgoers, since if one has no strong expectations, then the destruction of the books is merely distressing (as all book destruction is), but if the playgoer approached this world of spirits and wizards expecting it to stick to the logic of bookish magic fantasy—that the books are precious and should be passed on to young wizards through apprenticeship—the scene can rub the wrong way so much as to overwhelm one’s experience of the play.

Occasionally, lack of contract familiarity can add power to a story. When Japanese horror movies like Ringu (1998) started to be translated into English, viewers found it shocking and enthralling because it was impossible to predict who would live and die, or when and why the threat would strike; this is because the ethical logic behind such films—who gets killed, who survives, what kind of transgression dooms a character—draws on Japanese ghost story traditions shaped by Shinto and Buddhism instead of Western ghost story traditions shaped by Christian ideas of purity and Providence (things like “don’t have sex in a horror film or you’ll die”). Many horror fans’ first exposure to Japanese horror was therefore shocking in a good way (since horror aims to shock), and the first few Japanese horror films one saw were more shocking and powerful than later ones, since with repeated exposure the unfamiliar logics became familiar. In the anime film Le Portrait de Petite Cossette (2004), a young man working in an antiques shop is haunted by visions of a beautiful young murdered woman whose portrait hangs in his shop, and The Picture of Dorian Gray (1891) prepares Western audiences somewhat to understand the period when it seems the portrait and the ghost are two different spirits, with the idealized portrait version of Cossette tormenting both the hero and the ghost of real Cossette, but nothing in the Western haunting tradition prepares us for the real antagonist to be the wooden chest of drawers and other furniture from the murder room whose natural spirits (ayakashi) present in the wood and craftsmanship were traumatized by witnessing the murder and became destructive or sick spirits (mononoke). With The Ring and A Game of Thrones alike, the shock and unpredictability of an unfamiliar formula delights some readers/viewers while discomforting others.

Such examples help us see how the author-reader contract is not the same as formula or expectations. We often set up expectations and either meet or subvert them, but, especially in genre works, differentiating the author-reader contract for that genre from what is simply an expectation can help us explain why some subversions enthrall the reader and others distress or frustrate. The death of Ned Stark subverted expectations and formula, but if Game of Thrones had started out seeming like an epic fantasy but then no existential threat actually showed up (no bad winter, no White Walkers), and it all just turned into a romance or a family drama, it would have violated the contract of epic fantasy, and frustrated many readers. If Game of Thrones had killed all the Stark family at the end of the first volume, so the time the series spent introducing them and getting us invested in them turned out to be a tangent unrelated to the main plot, it would have violated the contract of a novel (that the characters are introduced to contribute to a main story), and frustrated readers even if it kept the contract of epic fantasy. Martin’s own joke that the last volume of A Song of Ice and Fire will be nothing but a thousand pages describing ice and snow blowing over bones and corpses is funny because we realize it would violate even the fundamental contract, not only of a novel, but of a book—that it must be book-length to tell its story; even Jacques the Fatalist keeps more contracts than a thousand pages of bones and snow.

In sum, the author-reader contract is much more fundamental than conscious reader expectations, tied to the logic of a text rather than events. One promise of world-building genre fiction is that the puzzle pieces the reader works to collect will come together in the end to paint a coherent image—this does not dictate anything about the plot, characters, or events, but if the puzzle pieces don’t add up, the reader will be frustrated. One promise of science fiction is that the story will think through the second-order consequences of a new technology—this does not dictate anything about the plot, characters, or events, but if an obvious second-order consequence of the new technology has been ignored, the reader will be frustrated. One big difference between genre fantasy and magical realism is that the genre fantasy contract promises that the consequences of the fantastic element will be deep and significant, consistent through the world, while in magical realism the fantastic element will not affect the larger world and serves mainly as an allegory to help key character(s) undergo character development—anyone who has started reading or watching a work thinking it was fantasy only to become frustrated as the fantastic element has no consequences, or the protagonist never investigates the implications of the ghost or spirit or vision, has experienced fiction burn as magical realism fails to keep the unspoken contract of genre fantasy. The contract in cozy mystery that there won’t be terrible world-changing consequences to the death; the contract in weird horror that the threat will remain beyond understanding just enough to remain slightly numinous; the contract in genre romance that the process of the couple getting together will itself be ornate and interesting, becoming stable only at the end; the contract in fairy-tale fantasy that all the familiar ingredients of a fairy tale will appear—these contracts must be kept even in examples of each genre which subvert both formulae and expectations, and indeed the fact that all the core contracts are kept even when formulae are subverted is what makes the subversion so impressive and satisfying. Sticking the landing even when the detective doesn’t solve the mystery; when the horror threat is secretly the human heart; when the true love is the best friend, not the billionaire; when the witch is the protagonist and the prince the bad guy—subversions satisfy because they keep the contract even without the familiar motions, and many stories which do keep the familiar motions still satisfy because they stick the landing well. Teresa Nielsen Hayden has said, “Plot is a literary convention. Story is a force of nature.” Thinking about the author-reader contract—when crafting a story, when experiencing a story, when frustrated by a story and trying to articulate the reason—helps unpack many aspects of how that force of nature that is story works down at its deepest roots, where the red vangatas gnaw it away and the tears of the blue vangatas heal it toward new growth.
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Sometimes you order macaroni and cheese at a fancy restaurant, and the pasta is handcrafted elegant florets, the sauce a blend of small-batch heritage cheeses, accented with truffle oil and artisanal breadcrumbs, and it’s delicious, but somehow it just isn’t mac and cheese. And sometimes you read a fantasy or science fiction book, and all the ingredients are gorgeously wrought, but somehow it just doesn’t hit the spot of feeling like what your gut expects from SF&F.

This difference is a window on the question what is genre?

Some science fiction and fantasy comes from a community of people who read a lot of SF&F, are familiar with and draw on a vast toolkit of SF&F techniques and tropes developed by earlier writers (Golden Age, New Wave, Cyberpunk, etc.), and who craft their stories thinking of readers familiar with the same. We can call this imprint science fiction and imprint fantasy, not because it’s always published by an SF&F publisher or in an SF&F magazine (Le Guin’s Nine Lives was in Playboy, and Heinlein’s “—We Also Walk Dogs” in The Saturday Evening Post) but because its authors read work put out by SF&F imprints, are responding to books in SF&F imprints, and are the target audience of Reactor or Strange Horizons, and of fat paperbacks with rockets or dragons on the cover. Many such authors also go to science fiction cons or participate in SF&F fandom online. Others don’t participate in that way much, if at all, but eagerly devour the kinds of works celebrated by the awards that the imprint SF community gives to the best of its own work (Hugos, Nebulas), and reply to them through their work in an interconnected conversation.

Separately, some science fiction and fantasy comes from writers who have read very few books with rockets or dragons on the cover, but are shaped by other genres—mainstream literature, memoir, mystery, chick lit, etc.—and pick up a fantastic or science fictional concept (sometimes from reading a few books, or hearing a summary, or from separate media, like film, TV, or comics), and write work which, like our gourmet truffle mac, has the ingredients, but combines and treats them in a way which doesn’t use the techniques and tools of imprint SF and isn’t interested in being part of the same conversation. We can call this external science fiction or external fantasy, since it may contain a sentient robot, a Mars expedition, a time loop, or a vampire, but when you come from reading imprint SF&F, it may be delicious, but just doesn’t feel like mac and cheese. Magical realism is the best-known example, but there are also technothrillers, the ways imagined tech appears in James Bond films or aliens in SF sitcoms, and (especially) literary SF.

This difference is not quite the question what is genre, but some of the tools we use to define genre can help us think about what they share, and don’t share. One classic way to define genre is to look at the furniture of the genre: romance has star-crossed lovers, science fiction has people crossing between the stars, fantasy has wizards with stars across their hats. This way of slicing up genre would not distinguish between imprint SF&F and external SF&F—a ghost is a ghost whether the author uses it to power a magic system or (as magical realism does) as an allegory of how we struggle to communicate with our parents. A competing classic definition of genre (we will explore these more in the next chapter) is that it is a publisher and bookseller marketing category: Something published as romance is romance (put out by a romance imprint, with a romance cover and a romance font), something published as science fiction is science fiction (rocket on the cover, Tor, Ace, DAW, Orbit, etc., or in an SF magazine), something published as fantasy is fantasy, etc. This may seem to match the difference between imprint SF&F and external SF&F, but not quite. Susanna Clarke’s Jonathan Strange & Mr Norrell and Piranesi, Michael Chabon’s The Yiddish Policemen’s Union, and Kazuo Ishiguro’s Never Let Me Go are all examples of books whose authors read lots of SF&F and were responding to SF&F, writing with the same tools, pacing, and methods you would find in a Tor or Orbit book, but were put out by avowedly mainstream we-are-not-a-genre-press! presses, marketed to mainstream readers, but when Worldcon attendees pick them up, we recognize our mac and cheese. The occasional inverse also happens, in moments like Tor’s translated edition of Andreas Eschbach’s magical realist The Carpet Makers, and Jill Paton Walsh’s Knowledge of Angels, whose US hardcover edition was put out by her usual US publisher, Houghton Mifflin, but Bantam (in their SF&F line) did the paperback. By defining imprint SF as books written by and for readers of Tor, DAW, Strange Horizons, etc., not as works published by those genre imprints, the term imprint SF helps us describe a third and better definition: Genre is a conversation. Romance novels are in conversation with other genre romance, science fiction with other science fiction, and so on.

This is what makes imprint SF and external SF feel so different in those moments when we take up our fork and taste either luscious comfort-foody mac and cheese or artisanal campanelle in heritage cheese sauce.

Such SF&F shares a lot more than having spaceships or dragons; it shares pacing, structural methods, vocabulary, and a familiarity with past work. In imprint SF&F, you can quickly say empath, or ansible, or were-swan, or necronaut, or post-FTL economic revolution and move on immediately to the second- or third-order consequences of that concept and trust the imprint SF reader to get it without pausing for a 101-level explanation: “FTL means ‘faster than light’ and the introduction of this technology revolutionized the economy…” This toolkit includes more than concepts; it also and especially includes techniques, like incluing (scattering pieces of clues throughout the text and expecting readers to keep track of them), use of names for world-building, use of snippets of “nonfiction” within the text (document within a story), and knowing how much or how little explanation any given element needs. Within imprint SF, sentences like Heinlein’s famous “The door dilated” or Samuel R. Delany’s homage “The door deliquesced” expect readers to step right on through.

Imprint SF is a conversation which has been going on for just about a century, coalescing when the first SF magazines, and especially their letter to the editor columns, formed reader communities and an SF-fan identity (see the “History of Science Fiction Publishing” chapter for details on this history). From those fumbling beginnings, imprint SF has become a conversation with expectations and a toolkit for doing useful future work. The conversation of imprint SF thrives in the wider discussions about books and stories which thrived originally in fanzines and at conventions and now also thrive online, but there is also an all-important conversation within the books and stories themselves. A story comes out in which an author introduces a new tool or raises a new question, and a flurry of other stories take up that tool and address that question, whether in the form of the Asimov stories in I, Robot sparking many other great stories about robots, AI and technology transforming labor, or even more directly, how Samuel R. Delany wrote Trouble on Triton as a response to reading Ursula K. Le Guin’s The Dispossessed. In 1952 Ray Bradbury published “A Sound of Thunder,” in which time travelers step on an insect in the ancient past and thus change the outcome of an election in the present, and thereafter everyone had that concept, so it allowed many other writers to publish stories that assume the reader is familiar with that trope so they can riff on it, as in R. A. Lafferty’s 1967 “Thus We Frustrate Charlemagne,” which zips through repeated examples of time editors making small changes with ripple effects, trusting us to understand the concept so he can center the story on the editors themselves. This in a nutshell is how imprint SF could get more sophisticated over time, trusting the reader to know the 101 level and moving on to the 202.

When Ken Liu translated Liu Cixin’s The Three-Body Problem in 2014, readers of the Tor edition instantly recognized, not just its exciting new ideas, but that it was responding to familiar ones, using the familiar SF toolkit, a moment which made many think for the first time about how Anglophone imprint SF had not only been being translated into other languages for decades, but that its readers had taken up the SF toolkit and replied to the ongoing conversation. It had been a one-way conversation, because translation out of English is much more common than translation into English, so these replies never made it back to the Anglophone community, until The Three-Body Problem and other recent efforts to bring out translated works (especially in magazines) finally helped the conversation become two way. There is also a triangular version of this conversation in the case of Japanese SF&F, because very little Japanese prose SF&F gets translated into English, but Japanese readers of Heinlein or Le Guin often write manga or make anime, one of the few forms of SF from other cultures that does get translated into English in quantity, so there’s a pattern of Anglophone imprint SF being translated and absorbed in Japan, responded to in manga or animation, then the manga being translated, and some Anglophone imprint SF writers also consuming anime and manga and replying in their work, a triangular transmission in which the conversation moves not only between Japanese and English but between text-only and serial visual media. People writing today are responding to Tezuka responding to Asimov, and to Banks responding to Cherryh, influenced even if they haven’t read a particular specific work, because the tools, concepts, and questions get passed down through other voices in the conversation. This long conversation is how Ada could write Terra Ignota and then only afterward read Cordwainer Smith’s “Scanners Live in Vain” (1950), James Blish’s A Case of Conscience (1958), and Frederik Pohl’s The Gold at the Starbow’s End (1972), and 100 percent recognize the ancestors of parts of her own work.

Doris Lessing’s Shikasta (1979) has aliens secretly living on Earth and affecting history in conspiracy theory–like ways. Margaret Atwood’s Oryx and Crake (2003) is a postapocalyptic story about global warming. It’s clear their literary authors are using SF tools—one of the sequels to Shikasta even takes place on another planet—but neither of them are interested in engaging with the imprint SF conversation in any way. Andy Weir’s novel The Martian and even more his second novel, Project Hail Mary, have great tech, but imprint SF readers often comment on the slightly odd feature (is that … gorgonzola?…) that he explains the tech in what feels like a bit too much detail, all of it correct and interesting, but there’s just a bit more of it than instinct expects—his models include lots of comics, and the film Apollo 13, so he doesn’t have quite the same instinctive pacing that most imprint SF writers have for exactly how much to describe the tech and how much to skip over to get to other questions (character, social science, philosophy). SF&F film and television also gives us a taste of these subtle variations (is there sage in this sauce?), not because the writers don’t read imprint SF (lots of them do!), but because executives and directors want wide audiences, and tend to push writers to still explain at 101 level concepts so well-explored in imprint SF that current works just mention them (empath, FTL) and move on. A friend who writes for TV once described a meeting to get network approval for a script for an episode involving a vampire, in which the network executive asked, “What is the vampire’s motivation?” to which the writers answered, “It wants to suck blood,” to which the executive actually did reply, “I think you need to explain that to the audience.” It’s easy to laugh, though we need to remember that everyone meets the concept of a vampire, empath, or FTL for the first time at some point, and many people don’t enjoy (as imprint SF&F readers do) being plunged into a world of unfamiliar concepts and being left to roll with it.

Julie Taymor’s fascinating musical Spider-Man: Turn Off the Dark is infamous for its tech challenges, and most people who know it was substantially revised have only heard it was for tech reasons, but the original set out to actually resemble the experience of reading a real Marvel comic book, by having a “nerd chorus” of geeky kids discussing and analyzing the Spider-Man stories (“What makes a villain ultimate?”) in the familiar way nerds do, and went far beyond the simple movie-level plot of Spider-Man fights Green Goblin to plunge us into a world where the goddess Athena banished Arachne to a prison dimension, and Peter’s spider nature gets him caught up in her efforts to take revenge on reality via the logic: internet = world wide web = controllable by spiders. Sitting in the audience, when we got to the moment of We need to fight her on the Astral Plane, Ada heard the theater fill so universally with a chorus of confused people whispering to neighbors, “What’s an astral plane?” that one could actually see the conspicuous knots of nerds nodding in understanding, like rocks of salience in the sea of confusion. Those nerds were comics and imprint SF readers, while the rest of the audience was 100 percent ready for Peter Parker to fight Green Goblin, or ghosts to help us communicate with our parents, or Andy Weir to explain Martian potato farm biology, but not for a work which demanded familiarity with the many shortcuts and tools of imprint SF. The tools and shortcuts of imprint SF mean that works like the Broken Earth trilogy, Terra Ignota, or indeed Piranesi can jump over the 101-level explanations of genetics, geology, and that vampires suck blood to do things at 300 level. Both 100- and 300-level courses are essential, and the revised Spider-Man musical sent a larger percentage of the audience home unconfused, but for the minority who enjoy investing hours and experience points in leveling up our imprint SF&F reading skills, the Arachne on the Astral Plane version was truly awesome.

Another reason imprint SF and external SF often feel so different is that there have been historic and prestige reasons that authors and presses have kept them segregated. There has historically been an odd gradient of respectability with regard to science fiction generally. At first, works like Voltaire’s Micromégas and Shelley’s Frankenstein, and those by Jules Verne and H. G. Wells, which we could call proto-SF works with SF furniture, were still entirely respectable as part of a body of work by a writer, much of whose output had no SF content. But once imprint SF started to exist in the 1920s, with a community of readers and writers coalescing around SF as a category and community, the wider world of literature immediately started to deplore it. The lurid covers and cheap paper of early SF magazines and paperbacks (more on this in the chapter “History of Science Fiction Publishing”) made it seem like trash to those who didn’t read it, and it also came to be seen as something aimed at teenage boys, which an adult (man or woman) might be ashamed to be seen with. As the very conventions and techniques developed that made SF sophisticated on its own terms, it drew away from other genres, mostly because of their scorn. And at the same time, it stopped being approachable for an external reader, since understanding it required familiarity with its tropes, techniques, and reading protocols (see chapter on Genre Protocols)—when an intelligent adult picks up a story and finds a frustrating and difficult read, packed with unfamiliar terms and confusing settings (what is world-building?) that can easily reinforce negative stereotypes.

Within imprint SF, there also developed a desire to distance written SF from movie and TV SF, and from the tie-in novels associated with them. The term sci-fi, invented in the 1960s by fan and magazine editor Forry J. Ackerman as an abbreviation (and pun on hi-fi), came to be used within the imprint SF community as a disparaging term for shallow Hollywood SF, with the clear negative sense that the following anonymous doggerel shows:

Gentle reader, you may wonder why

SF’s not the same as sci-fi

Well, you see there’s a fine line

Between Robert Heinlein

And “Revenge of the Two-Headed Fly.”

From outside the imprint SF community, this “fine line” was, of course, utterly invisible, but you can still often notice that people who have been in the SF community a long time call it SF, not sci-fi.

For many years, academics did not consider imprint SF or sci-fi as worthy of study. When they did come to study it, from the 1980s on, they tended to approach it from a background of mainstream literature—the gourmet pasta which was closer to their usual diet than the mac and cheese of imprint SF. Such scholars and critics generally preferred works that could be read allegorically and symbolically (mmm, truffles) to works where the ghost really was a ghost and now we’re dealing with how humanity reacts to proof of ghosts being real. SF courses at universities tend to assign a very limited range of books, many coming from external SF—a fact we confirmed in 2016 by gathering over a hundred syllabuses of courses on SF offered that year at Anglophone colleges and universities, and comparing them to Arthur Evans and R. D. Mullen’s studies from 1996 (alas, little had improved). In addition to Frankenstein and Verne and Wells, who predate the solidification of SF as a conversation and community, they tended to assign Brave New World, Nineteen Eighty-Four, Cloud Atlas, Solaris, and the few texts they assigned that are imprint SF were generally not what an imprint SF reader would name as representative, like Ballard’s The Drowned World and Dick’s Martian Time-Slip, never Asimov’s Foundation or Bujold’s Barrayar. Additionally, most courses in our sample assigned only two books by women, Frankenstein and Ursula K. Le Guin’s The Left Hand of Darkness (1969), which is a wonderful book, but unlike all her other work, it is the one specifically about gender. Le Guin’s equally great and award-winning novel The Dispossessed (1974) appeared in none of the hundred-plus courses, and an academic who was teaching The Left Hand of Darkness said to Jo in 2017 that he had never heard of it. Giving students The Left Hand of Darkness allows women and gender to be dealt with and dismissed together in one class, without acknowledging that men also write about gender (Delany’s Trouble on Triton would be great), and women about thousands of other things.

Back to the stigma of SF: Publishers like to have clear water between their SF imprint, which publishes imprint SF, and their other book lines, even when their literary writers are writing external SF. Some writers have been asked by their publishers or agents to distance themselves from imprint SF by promising not to blurb any imprint SF books or go to conventions for a period of years, to be acceptable as literary writers. And because of this stigma, when writers of other kinds of literature want to include some SF&F furniture (a time loop, for example) or a tool from the toolbox of imprint SF, they generally also want to distance themselves from it (and are encouraged by publishers, reviewers, and book sales to do so). The expectation that a literary writer must say “No” to “Is your book SF?” sometimes gets so ingrained that authors are pressured to give it automatically without even letting themselves think about the question. A few years ago, one rising literary author who published a novel that definitely had science fiction elements said in a TV interview that her work wasn’t science fiction because it wasn’t written in the future tense, an easy moment to mock, but it actually shows that someone who identified as a literary writer worthy of a TV interview had never let herself look at or think about imprint SF at all, cutting herself off from a world she probably would have loved simply due to the persistent assumption by critics and pundits that what was cheap pulp a century ago remains cheap pulp forever.

The term speculative fiction is a fruit of this thorny vine. The term is often attributed to Heinlein, who used it in an essay in 1947, but it is documented back to 1889 when it was used to describe fantastic literature. It is also used by scholars to describe fantastic elements in works by writers as prestigious as Shakespeare or Euripides. However, it only entered widespread use in the 1960s and early 1970s as a term for external SF to distance it from (bad, cheap, insular, etc.) imprint SF. After a pause, it was thrust back into use by Margaret Atwood, who defined it as “no squid in space” science fiction about things that could plausibly occur, but by embracing the term she also solidified its positioning as a label for when respectable, literary, mainstream-selling writers borrow SF furniture but don’t want to be associated with the (bad, cheap) world of SF. Right now many SF&F readers use speculative fiction or spec fic as a broader synonym, embracing how supernatural horror, urban fantasy, magical realism, realistic dystopia, etc. are all kindred literatures, but, especially in literature reviews, one still finds the baggage of the fact that the term was developed precisely by and for people who wanted to distance themselves from inferior (sigh) SF. All science fiction is speculative. Le Guin, who had status both within imprint SF and in the mainstream, engaged in public with both Atwood and Kazuo Ishiguro about their coyness about using the terms science fiction and fantasy for their work. Ishiguro had said he was afraid people would say he’s a fantasy writer, to which Le Guin riposted that it was “like watching a man falling from a high wire while he shouts to the audience, ‘Are they going to say I’m a tight-rope walker?’” All the same, this attitude of drawing away the hem of the garment has persisted, summed up beautifully in Penguin UK’s About the Author section in John Wyndham’s books, which it describes as “a modified form of what is unhappily known as ‘science fiction.’” The Penguin staff writer who wrote of this “unhappiness” did so in 1961, but Penguin kept using the text at least as late as 1979—scare quotes with a long reach.

This brings us back to the artisanal mac and cheese.

Sometimes, external SF is excellent, and achieves fantastic things by putting an SF tool in service of another conversation. Michael Chabon decided to use both alternate history and the feel of a noir detective novel in The Yiddish Policemen’s Union (2007), a book mainly interested in being in a conversation about Israel. Nevertheless, Chabon is a longtime reader of comics and imprint SF (just check out his photo on Wikipedia, with that lushly unstylish long hair and beard and button-up shirt with atoms and planets all over it, and you can envision him walking the halls of Worldcon), so the imprint-SF reader picking up the book found that he used the tools of the trade as smoothly and powerfully as any expert, producing something which was good as imprint SF, as mainstream literature, and as a noir detective novel. Chabon also, though not published as imprint SF, eagerly joined Science Fiction Writers of America (SFWA) when his book was nominated for a Nebula. Ishiguro, Rainbow Rowell, and Audrey Niffenegger are other good examples, and, more complexly, David Mitchell. In contrast, when Iain Pears, Doris Lessing, Emily St. John Mandel, and Margaret Atwood write works which use the furniture of SF, they produce works that feel very definitely like artisanal cheese sauce, not mac and cheese. There is a common pattern wherein a writer is a master of parts of craft that are common to all genres (characterization and character arc, for example), but has very little familiarity with the special tools imprint SF has developed, and consequently uses them clumsily (explaining too much or too little, being heavy handed, getting the science irksomely wrong for no reason), even as the non-SF aspects of the book are brilliant. Jennifer Crusie, for example, is a truly excellent romance writer and writer overall, and sometimes includes fantasy elements like ghosts in her romances, but when in Wild Ride her characters get extended, solid, really convincing proof of the existence of a demon (she also does it with a ghost in Maybe This Time), they nonetheless end up doubting and denying the existence of what they saw in a way that just doesn’t feel plausible at all to an imprint SF&F reader who has spent a lot of time thinking about what kinds of proof of the supernatural are or aren’t convincing. Such authors are also often unfamiliar with imprint SF such that they think some idea or concept that was cliché in imprint SF circles by 1950 is new and innovative now—Douglas Adams calls this “reinventing the wheel and arguing about what colour it should be and how many corners it should have.” David Mitchell is in all other ways a terrific writer, but Jo often wants to weep at the unoriginality of the external SF parts of Cloud Atlas with its banal cyberpunk future and its Luddite postapocalyptic wasteland. It’s as if someone served you the most delicious soup you’d ever eaten, followed it with a wonderful soufflé, and then started carefully layering the subtlest truffle and the most beautiful cheese on a mess of gluey reheated stuck-together noodles. If somebody writes a bad book, it’s a bad book, but if somebody writes something where all but one of the ingredients are masterful, which could so easily have been wonderful, but messes it up by not bothering to check the fundamentals of how genetics or light speed works, it’s like watching an athlete vault magnificently and then trip over their own feet when bowing.

Imprint SF&F has often borrowed from the conversations of other genres, particularly horror, mystery, and romance. It is also influenced by other media that use SF&F furniture: comics, manga, animation, and the sci-fi fruits of Hollywood, whose 101-level engagement with what SF is doing on the 300 level still often triggers waves of “Hey, that movie about Mars gave me neat notions for a way more complicated story about Mars.” But imprint SF&F is much less often influenced by external SF&F. There are many reasons for this. The great, sophisticated things external SF&F is doing are usually great and sophisticated in terms of character, emotional arc, methods of introducing a scene, or comparing two moments of catharsis, aspects that are not actually the SF&F part, so while some imprint SF&F readers do read and enjoy them, they’re just as likely to be influenced by the non-SF&F work of those same mainstream writers, since that work still has all the things such authors are doing at master level, while the SF&F side will generally be fairly simple. When wowed by a stunning opera singer who can sing while juggling three balls, you may learn a lot from their singing and other skills of poise and stage presence, but if you’re used to juggling five-plus balls it’s not the juggling that’s your takeaway. It is also the case that mainstream publishers work to make such books not look like SF&F, and imprint SF&F readers are less likely to pick up a book whose cover has an artsy photo of a woman silhouetted in front of the sea than one with an alien landscape which codes 303-level SF here, friends! Also, fundamentally, imprint SF&F readers are in the middle of a conversation, and often more interested in the next interesting thing someone in that conversation is about to say than they are in listening to a conversation in a different corner of the room, even if their ear catches the word planet. Many SF&F fans do read and enjoy Mitchell, Lessing, and Atwood, as many also read Vikram Seth, Patrick O’Brian, and Hilary Mantel, but we read them with the expectations we have when we move to a different conversation at a party, not when we’re at the SF&F table in the corner.

It’s hard to find a perfect term for things, and imprint SF&F and external SF&F are definitely not perfect terms to describe the difference between SF&F written by readers of the long, evolving conversation descended from those 1920s pulps and SF&F written by people who have picked up some SF&F tools without stopping by our table in the corner. But it is valuable to be able to describe the causes of that feeling of reading a book and coming away with that slightly off sense that This isn’t the SF&F I know. The craft is full of masterful writers, both within and outside the imprint SF&F conversation, so as we talk about the details of the craft, and skills, and how a different story can excel at five or six particular techniques, we need terms to describe and group those techniques, and to talk about how many of those which make SF&F capable of reaching such high peaks come from the accumulation of 303-level tools and methods thanks to the conversation being so intense, so plural, and so long. Mac and cheese is simple, but the full breadth of SF&F is a giant banquet, covering the table before you with dish on glistening dish, all made with recipes and methods that have origins and histories. If we know to marinate our eggplants, to use chestnut flour to enrich our chocolate cake, to fry our frittata in a 50/50 mix of butter and olive oil so the oil’s smoke point is perfect for a golden crust, and to sous vide some cuts of meat while flame-grilling others, and if we have such advanced culinary concepts as fondue, stuffed pastas, sushi, or the occasional stunt-cooking turducken, the banquet is only this rich because thousands of chefs before us have developed these techniques and let us taste. And now we can articulate why so many dishes in the banquet share the same culinary logic, while a few others stand out: Some are shaped by tools and techniques honed via the imprint SF&F conversation, others by different traditions borrowing just one ingredient. Understanding that difference, we can now bite into both with the right expectations to be pleased, rather than surprised and dismayed, when a particular dish has or lacks something we expected. We have all had the experience of biting into a dish expecting it to be one way and being unpleasantly shocked (Why is this chicken weirdly sweet?! Why is this apple tart salty?! Why is this bao bun burningly spicy?!) when we might have enjoyed it if we’d understood what we were biting into (This is a fifteenth-century recipe for cinnamon almond chicken; this is a German savory cheese and apple tart; this is a Chinese Indian fusion place, so that bun is filled with vindaloo.). By understanding the traditions that shape different kinds of SF, we can see what we’re looking at, and better understand the astonishing array of tools at the disposal of today’s imprint SF writers, why only some of them can be deployed successfully in other kinds of SF, and how those differences shape and produce the work we love to love.






Genre Pacing and Protocols, or What Is Genre?


by Jo Walton and Ada Palmer

FROM JO’S 2010 TOR.COM (NOW REACTOR) AND 2018 GOODREADS POSTS

EXPANDED AND REVISED BY BOTH IN 2022

First an image, then some classic definitions, then details as we zoom in on one fact: A defining core of imprint SF&F is that it has distinct pacing and reading protocols.

Imagine a book as a necklace with beads on a string. It could be a string of matched pearls, or it could combine beads of many colors, shapes, and types, almost a bead sculpture, like one finds in ancient tombs, or the shops of handicraft artists like Elise Matthesen. If story elements are beads on a string, then genre is a set of expectations about the spacing of the beads—how far apart they’ll be, recurring patterns—and expectations of how much they’ll vary and in which ways. Some genres, like cozy mystery, are very formulaic, like a pearl necklace whose distinctness comes from very subtle variations in size, tone, and perhaps a pendant. Others, like a David Mitchell novel or a lot of avant-garde literature, build around one major moment, like those asymmetric modern necklaces which startle us with a large, bold chunk of something partway down on one side. In Roman tombs we find necklaces of semiprecious stone beads alternating with gold ones, and they don’t save the gold to be all at the bottom or in a chunk halfway down one side; the gold is distributed all the way along the string from start to finish; just so, imprint fantasy—the kind published by fantasy presses with a dragon or a wizard on the cover—distributes the fantastic elements throughout the string. In A. S. Byatt’s The Djinn in the Nightingale’s Eye (1994)—first published in The Paris Review—one of the things that marks it out as fantastic mainstream literature, not the kind of imprint fantasy put out by fantasy publishers, is that a woman finds a bottle with a genie in it 100 pages into a 150-page novella; if that had been published by a fantasy press, they would have wanted some magic on page 1, because books published by fantasy imprints just aren’t structured like that, just as Roman matrons didn’t wear their gold in one big chunk. Thinking of a story as a string of beads is not about whether something is plot-driven or not; it’s about pacing, distribution, arc, the path of where you expect to find what. To take the ultimate example: Dr. Seuss’s classic Fox in Socks has literally no plot, no story, no characters, it’s just a sequence of tongue-twisters, but it does have an arc, in that each segment is increasingly difficult to read aloud, building up the challenge (and the frequency with which the reader trips up, to the giggling delight of the child listener). It comes to a climax with its hardest sequence, “Luke Luck likes lakes,” and the bit with the freezy cheese trees and even has a denouement, since the final “tweetle beetle poodle puddle paddle battle,” is easier than the penultimate Luke Luck sequence. Pacing, development, climax, arc, all of these elements of structure can be present even when there is literally zero plot.

What, more formally, is a genre? There are many fascinating answers, but two standard ones are useful to zoom in on first.

One is that genre is a marketing category, that lets publishers put mating signals on the book so that people who like that kind of book will find it. If a book called Summer of Scarlet is published with a sweet young couple on the beach on the cover it will be picked up in the store by different people from if it has a glass of red wine and blood drippy font, and different yet if it has silhouettes of soldiers in a frame of poppies. Romance, Gothic horror, and war fiction are marketing genres, which publishers use to communicate, not only with readers, but with reviewers, with libraries, and with bookstores when the stores choose whether to order a book or how many copies, etc.

Another common answer, useful but not complete, is that genre is the furniture of the story: rockets and robots in SF, couples in romances, horses and saloons in Westerns, swords and sorcerers in fantasy, etc.

The marketing category definition is of practical use. There’s no point putting a romance cover on Robert A. Heinlein’s Starship Troopers and trying to sell it to romance readers with a blurb like “Johnny Rico loves Carmen Ibañez secretly, silently, and desperately. But everything in the galaxy is conspiring to keep them apart. Can they find each other and declare their love despite battle and interstellar war?” You can’t do that, not only because the answer is a resounding “No!” but also because it so isn’t what the book is about, and any reader of genre romance who picked it up thinking it was a genre romance would be frustrated. We think everyone will be with us here. But you also can’t put a romance cover and blurb on Joe Haldeman’s The Forever War (1974), even though The Forever War actually is a love story where the happy ending is a sappy reuniting of lovers. A genre romance reader might enjoy The Forever War and the romance in it, but they won’t enjoy it if they’re told it’s a genre romance, because it isn’t a genre romance, and they know what a genre romance is, and it isn’t any story with a couple in it, any more than SF is any story with a spaceship in it, or a string of pearls is any string with any number of pearls. A genre romance is about a couple overcoming obstacles to be together and find their happy ever after not by but at the end. If you told someone, “I found this gorgeous string of flapper beads!” and showed them a short Viking bead string with a dozen kinds of non-matching beads they’d be taken aback, so you’d be wiser to simply say, “Look at this nifty necklace,” if you don’t know what kind it is—just so, a genre Romance reader told, “I think you’d like The Forever War,” might enjoy it, but if told, “This is a great Romance novel,” they’ll start reading expecting a long string of flapper beads, and get more and more disgruntled when it isn’t that. The Forever War is a great and even a romantic book, but it doesn’t have romance novel pacing, it doesn’t explore the questions romance novels are interested in, and it’s not in dialogue with other works in the romance genre. Worse, with the flapper necklace you see it all at once and realize oh, it isn’t, but with a book you experience one bead at a time, slowly, so reading something while believing it’s the wrong genre makes you pay attention to the wrong things. Imagine starting a book or film thinking it’s a murder mystery, and carefully scrutinizing characters for motives and trying to guess at Mr. Body and realizing you’ve been paying attention to all the wrong things when it turns out to actually be chick lit focused on a middle-aged heroine finding new meaning in her job and family. Thinking about this mismatch, caused by our expectations of the order of the beads on the string (where is that big red pendant, i.e., the murder, it must be somewhere!) helps to understand how genre is not just furniture, or marketing, but a set of promises, pacing, and protocols—it’s in how the reader goes about reading the story, what the reader expects. Even if the same reader reads multiple genres (SF and genre romance) we read them differently, and get snarled up if we expect one and receive the other.

The furniture definition of genre, while it is often how people think about genre, is a lot less use than the marketing category one, especially for science fiction. Mysteries have murders and clues, romances have two people finding each other, etc. But trying to define science fiction doesn’t work well when you define it by furniture alone, because (as explored in the Imprint SF chapter) there are major differences between the world of imprint SF, written by people who read the kinds of books put out by F&SF publishers and magazines, and the works of external SF or Hollywood sci-fi which may have a robot or a rocket or even world-building, but don’t share the other uniting hard-to-express characteristics of imprint SF, which include their pacing, and their attitudes toward the future and the way the world works.

Samuel R. Delany suggested that, rather than trying to define science fiction, it’s more interesting to describe it, and that it is most interesting to start with drawing a broad circle around what everyone agrees is SF, rather than with quibbling about the edge cases. Our addition to this is that one good way to draw that broad circle around what we can all agree is SF is that SF is work read by SF readers—a body of people who have built up a set of skills for reading SF, which let us enjoy books which are often confusing and off-putting to those who don’t share our reading experience and approach. And the same thing goes for writing it—there are protocols for writing SF that we learn by reading SF.

(If you’re reading this, the odds are overwhelming that you have that SF reading skill set.)

What do we mean by skills for reading SF? We’ve all probably had the experience of reading a great SF novel and lending it to a friend—a literate friend who adores A. S. Byatt and E. M. Forster. Sometimes our friend will turn their nose up at the rocket ship on the cover (the publishing category trappings of the genre), but we’ll insist that really, this is good, you’ll like it. Sometimes our friend perseveres and does like it, but often our friend returns the book with a puzzled grimace, having tried to read it but “just not been able to get into it.” That friend has approached science fiction without the necessary reading toolkit, and has bounced off. It’s not that the friend isn’t intelligent enough. It’s not that they can’t read complex books. It’s that much of the fun of science fiction happens in your head, and their head isn’t having fun, their head is working hard and struggling because they don’t know how to read SF, just as someone who’s never encountered a murder mystery before doesn’t know how to watch for clues, motives, and suspects.

When an experienced, voracious reader of other genres bounces off imprint SF, it can happen in several different ways.

One common way people can bounce off is being too accustomed to the protocols of magical realism. Authors can experience this when readers or reviewers really, really want things in our books to be metaphors. Once a mainstream reviewer wanted to make the zombies in Kelly Link’s “Some Zombie Contingency Plans” (in the collection Magic for Beginners [2005]) into metaphors. They’re not. They’re actual zombies. They may also be metaphors, but their metaphorical function is secondary to the fact that they’re actual zombies that want to eat your brains, and the story is about what that does to its world, not about what aspect of mundane life can be metaphorically represented by zombies, as is standard in magical realism where werewolves are so often metaphors for something like teenage hormones, vampires for sexual transgression, ghosts for feelings of regret, angels for the wish for second chances, and zombies for any number of anxieties. Science fiction certainly uses metaphor, and is often open to metaphorical, symbolic, and even allegorical readings, but what’s real within the story is real within the story. If there are ghosts in imprint SF, there are ghosts! This has second-order consequences for history, theology, technology, employment—either the whole world knows about ghosts (a Ministry of Ghosts, ghost hunters, ghost lawyers) or something complex is concealing ghosts (an ancient cult, a government conspiracy, a faerie curse, an alien ray). Our protagonists’ lives are forever changed by the revelation that there are ghosts; they don’t—as the magical realist reader expects—return to the office when the ghosts finish helping them deal with their trauma about how they never really communicated with their parents.

Many people encounter the fantastic mainly through magical realism, or works that alternate between SF&F and magical realism without making the distinction clear, like Buffy the Vampire Slayer—when a “pack” of bullies turn into were-hyenas (pack, get it?), that’s a magical realist metaphor; when the government makes a secret lab to experiment with demon and vampire tissue, that’s SF&F; when the handsome associate of that experiment turns from friend to foe soon after our heroine has sex with him, that’s back to magical realist metaphor, which is what a lot of non-imprint readers imagine imprint SF&F must be too. Jo had this problem with one of the translators of her novel Tooth and Claw (2003)—he kept emailing her asking what things in the novel represented. She had to keep saying no, the characters really were dragons, actual, real dragons, and if they represented anything, that was secondary: The core of the story was that they were dragons. He kept on and on asking what they were a metaphor for, and Jo kept being polite but in the end she bit his head off—metaphorically, of course. People who read mainstream literature and don’t have imprint SF&F reading protocols are used to magical realism, where all the fantastical elements are metaphors, and this is likely one big reason that it’s those SF books that best lend themselves to metaphorical readings that tend to gain credibility with academia and mainstream reviewers. It’s Philip K. Dick who has a Library of America edition, not Theodore Sturgeon or Robert A. Heinlein; it’s Kelly Link who was getting that mainstream review, not Nancy Kress.

A second way experienced, voracious readers can bounce off imprint SF&F is people being genuinely unfamiliar with the fantastic, like Jo’s dear, wonderful aunt. She’s one of the core people Jo lent SF to as a teenager, and she obligingly tried the recommendations but could never get into it. When Jo was published she wanted to read it—her beloved niece published a novel!—and she worked her way through The King’s Peace (2000), and eventually managed to see past the metaphorical. “It’s just like Greek myths or the Bible!” she said brightly. That was all the context she had for anything fantastic, the only things she’d read that contained things (minotaurs, harpies, Moses turning sticks to snakes) which aren’t part of our daily life. Jo fell over laughing, but this really was her aunt’s first step to acquiring the reading habits we take for granted, realizing SF&F stories take place in worlds that have things in them our world does not, and that you need to track on the difference. Getting to that took her real effort, and when reading takes effort it’s less fun, like when we try a sport or game for the first time and struggle since we aren’t used to it yet. And, naturally, Greek myths and the Bible did not teach Jo’s aunt the pacing, tropes, and order-of-beads-on-the-string expectations of genre fantasy novels which Jo’s book was using, referencing, and varying—elements Jo had learned from reading Tolkien and so many more.

A third way people can struggle with and bounce off imprint SF&F is by failing to understand how to tell the difference between the genre elements which are a focus of this particular story, and the genre elements which are secondary, where we’re supposed to recognize a familiar ingredient from our past experience of SF and move on. Jo’s ex-husband once lent a friend The Forever War. The friend couldn’t get past chapter 2, because there was a tachyon drive mentioned, and the friend couldn’t figure out how that would work. All he wanted to talk about was the physics of tachyon drives, whereas we all know that the important thing about a tachyon drive is that it lets you go faster than light, and the important thing about the one in The Forever War is that the characters get relativistically out of sync with what’s happening on Earth because of it. The physics don’t matter—there are books about people doing physics and inventing things, and some of them are SF (The Dispossessed, Ursula K. Le Guin, 1974), but The Forever War is about going away to fight aliens and coming back to find that home is alien, and the tachyon drive is absolutely essential to the story, but the way it works is not important.

This tachyon drive guy, who stuck in Jo’s mind for years and years, got hung up on that detail because he didn’t know how to recognize what was and what wasn’t important in the story. How, when reading, do we know it wasn’t important? It was signaled in the story, by details of how much it was described, how the narration didn’t focus on it, how the characters’ conversations focused instead on the war, the aliens, and the regulations for bed sharing. How did we learn how to recognize those cues? By reading half a ton of imprint SF&F. How did we read half a ton of imprint SF&F before we knew how to do it? We were twelve years old, so we were used to a lot of stuff in books (and life) going over our heads. We were kids, we picked it up as we went along, the way kids do—kids are used to not knowing how to read things, so it’s no harder with SF than anything until we learn. Tachyon drive guy could have learned to read imprint SF&F with practice, how to pick up on authors’ cuing which details will be the focus and which are background, but until he learned to understand those cues it would be hard work, not fun, and he would feel out of his depth. He wasn’t a kid anymore and didn’t find it fun to plunge back into a world filled with unknown terms like a sea of dizzying question marks—it wasn’t fun.

One of the core things which makes reading imprint SF&F feel like hard, unpleasant work to people like Jo’s aunt, or Ada’s mother, or tachyon guy, or our many friends who just aren’t used to reading books like this, is world-building—specifically the way details of world-building are seeded through an SF story (or a fantasy story) like little scattered shards, which the reader needs to spot, gather, keep, and gradually assemble. Having a world unfold in one’s head is the fundamental SF experience. It’s a lot of what we read for. Delany has a long passage about how your brain expands while reading the sentence “The red sun is high, the blue low”—how it fills in doubled purple shadows on the planet of a binary star. We think it goes beyond that, beyond the physical into the joy of reading about people who come from other societies and have different expectations.

Another way to put this is that, in science fiction (and also fantasy), the world is a character, something we’re learning new things about page by page just as we learn about the characters by seeing them in different moments and under different pressures. Characters have to unfold and keep us engaged, and the world does too, so either the world has to change (character progression), or we at least need to gradually learn more about it, and usually the world needs to be interrogated and examined and seen all around the way a character would be. This means the author has to have thought about why things work the way they do. Put in character terms, what the imprint SF&F reader needs is for the world to have a consistent character, and not behave one way in one situation and a totally inconsistent way in another situation without some explanation of why. The reader doesn’t have to be given all the answers about the world, just as we don’t need to see a character in every situation, but the world answers need to be consistent, so all the glimpses are clearly consistent with each other, suggesting the overall structure, the way shards of an ancient vase preserve contours of an image which, even if we can’t reconstruct it fully, we can tell is one image—if any shard has a line that clearly doesn’t connect to the others we judge it to be part of a different vase. This means the author needs to have had a complete idea of the world in mind, even if we only see shards. It’s often very clear when the author didn’t have a full image in mind, because the elements of the world will not be consistent in a way that (A) could add up, and (B) takes second-order consequences into account. By “it needs to add up,” we mean those frustrating moments when it’s been firmly established that wizards can absolutely positively only cast spells if they have the target’s true name and the correct material components, except in chapter 7 where for some reason the hard-and-fast rule which has dominated the rest of the story goes away without explanation. By “taking second-order consequences into account,” we mean the very different frustrating moment when you realize that rookie wizards can cast “multiply bread” and “summon cow” trivially after a month’s practice, but there’s still somehow a famine and it makes no sense.

Both of these failure modes rub against the experienced imprint SF&F reader, because, while we don’t demand to see the whole image perfectly by the end, we spot it when one of the shards has a line that clearly doesn’t connect to the others. And imprint SF&F readers expect to get enough of an explanation of the world at some point that we could do a decent sketch of what the whole image might be, or perhaps a couple sketches, and we can then debate with friends which one is right. Sometimes the whole image, when we do get it toward the finale of a book, is deeply disappointing. There are a lot of books out there with questions that are much more interesting than their answers—a lot of Sheri S. Tepper, for instance, or Dan Simmons’s Hyperion (1989) present fascinating shards, but the whole image that eventually comes together isn’t as exciting as the theories we had about what might be there before the grand reveal. But even if the world-character whose portrait we finally see is disappointing, we at least expect our basic questions about that world-character to be answered once raised.

So, unlike in a lot of mainstream lit where the world is a static and familiar background, because imprint SF&F can’t take the world for granted, the genre has had to develop techniques for showing us the unfolding facets of the world. There are many such methods. There’s the simple infodump, which Neal Stephenson has raised to an art form in its own right. There are lots of forms of what Jo calls incluing, scattering pieces of information seamlessly through the text to add up to a big picture. The reader has to remember them and connect them together. This is one of the things some people complain about as “too much hard work” and which we (and many others) think is a high form of fun. SF is like a mystery, where it’s not simple human motivations for murdering each other but the world and the history of the world that are mysterious, and putting that all together in your mind is as interesting as the characters and the plot, if not more interesting. We talk about world-building as something the writer does, but it’s also something the reader does, building the world from the clues. In George Orwell’s Nineteen Eighty-Four (1949) when you read that the clocks were striking thirteen, you think at first that something is terribly wrong before you work out that this is a world with twenty-four-hour time—and something is terribly wrong. Orwell economically sends a double signal with that. In exactly the same way as Trollope didn’t explain that a hansom cab was a horse-drawn vehicle for hire on the streets of London that would take you about the city but not out into the countryside, and Byatt doesn’t explain that the Northern Line is an underground railroad running north–south through London and dug in the early twentieth century, SF characters casually hail pedicabs and ornithopters and tip when they get out. SF readers are used to seeing people’s names, place names, and product names as information clues, things that might be shards of the image. Because there’s a lot of information to get across and you don’t want to stop the story more than you can help, we have all kinds of techniques, including signals for what you can take for granted vs. what’s important—the signals that tachyon guy couldn’t pick up on.

Learning to read books with world-building and incluing is difficult for adults who aren’t used to it. Most imprint SF&F readers learned to do it when we were kids because that’s how kids read everything: Whether it’s SF or the newspaper, tachyon drives or uranium enrichment, Rivendell or Ecuador, kids’ days are filled with terms we don’t yet know. When kids hear them, we notice them, try to figure it out, and if we can’t we put them in our little mental box of figure out what this is later. Picking up world-building from little references here and there is exactly like picking up real-world facts when a kid hears parents mention a new place, or sees an unfamiliar technology. Ada remembers the childhood experience of trying to figure out the British pre-decimal currency system from mentions of sovereigns, shillings, guineas, and so on in BBC shows like Sherlock Holmes and All Creatures Great and Small, exactly the same way imprint SF&F readers try to figure out the currency or practices of an invented world. It’s how we all read and watch when we’re kids, and SF&F readers learn to keep on doing it in adulthood. Why couldn’t tachyon guy do that? Because the literature he reads is sophisticated, complex, subtle, but not saturated with unfamiliar terms you have to set aside for later. He transitioned to mainstream books where all the terms and concepts are either (A) familiar, or (B) explained, so he put aside that childhood reading protocol of meeting things and figuring them out from context, something SF (and world-building–heavy fantasy as well) demands.

Additionally, recent up-to-date SF is harder for new readers to enter than older SF of the nineteenth century or the Golden Age. People have been writing science fiction for more than a century, and we’ve had more than eighty years of people writing science fiction and knowing what they were doing. The techniques of writing and reading it have developed in that time. Old SF works sometimes look very clunky, as if they’re inventing the wheel—because they are inventing the wheel, explaining common SF concepts like telepathy or time dilation in plodding detail because they’re writing for audiences who (unlike current ones) hadn’t met those ideas before. Modern SF assumes we know the basics. It doesn’t say, “The red sun was high, the blue low because it was a binary system,” it assumes we’re familiar with binary systems, and with the fact that we’re supposed to be deducing facts about the world from such details. So there’s a double problem. People who read a lot of imprint SF&F sometimes write work that has so much hidden depth and incluing and long-term setup going on that it doesn’t have very much easier content that one can understand right away for a reader less familiar with world-building to get engaged with—such a book can be all depth, without enough surface to skitter over, all red and blue suns and hints of lore without an anchor like a fresh young rookie or a classic whodunit to give the less familiar reader some now to engage with amid the sea of setting up for later. Someone who doesn’t already have the imprint SF reader skill set can’t learn the skill set from a book like that, any more than a beginning language student can enjoy doing the advanced class’s worksheet. Conversely, people who don’t read much SF and write it often write old-fashioned clunky reinventing-the-wheel stuff, plodding along explaining basics like what a telepath is or that sound doesn’t travel in space, because they don’t know what needs explanation. They explain both too much and not enough, and end up with something that can be as teeth-grindingly annoying for a skilled SF reader to read as an intro-level language exercise given to someone fluent.

To a great extent, imprint fantasy shares the world-building expectations and reading protocols of science fiction. They are different genres with different pacing, and different author-reader contracts, but science fiction is closer to fantasy than it is to technothrillers that may share its furniture but not its pacing or world-building. And fantasy is closer to science fiction in many ways than it is to magical realism, since in both fantasy and science fiction the reader enjoys incluing and world-building, the dragon/alien, etc. is real, not a metaphor, and the reader is interested in second-order consequences, not in how the genre element represents our struggle to communicate with our parents. If characters communicate with immortals, whether in fantasy or SF, the reader expects consequences, changes in that character’s life and occupation, in the world, either a transformation of human attitudes toward death or, at minimum, a conspiracy to cover it up; only in magical realism does the immortal go away when the protagonist has dealt with their emotional issues, and life goes on unchanged. Science fiction and fantasy are also often part of the same conversation, so that works written in either genre may be in dialogue with works written in the other. This arises partly from the history of publishing: Magazines edited by the same people wanted both genres and asked for them from the same writers, and the first fantasy imprints were founded by science fiction editors. It’s possible to imagine a world where these two genres were less related. But in our reality, they are close sibling genres, and can usefully be considered together.

Another way to define science fiction (and many movements) is to define them, not by their content or their answers, but by their questions. Ada often does this when teaching the history of ideas, characterizing each era in the history of philosophy, not by the conclusions arrived at by the most famous thinkers of that century, but the questions which were ubiquitously in the air, being addressed and wrestled with by many authors, famous and forgotten. For example, medieval scholastic philosophy aims to answer questions like which faculties of the human mind are the best tools for reaching God, how to safely study the divinity without risking eternal damnation for slight errors; Renaissance philosophy, in turn, tends to ask how we can match the stability and strength of the ancients, and what kind of education makes the best ruler and the most stable society; seventeenth-century philosophy then asks how to reconcile too many competing truth claims, whether empiricism or logic is the better tool for escaping error and improving the human condition, and how the heck we can escape the terror that is Thomas Hobbes; the Enlightenment then turns to what happens when we examine social mores and institutions with strict Reason, which so-called truths of our culture are really true as opposed to invented (like gender, or social class), and what we can learn about the cosmos and its Maker (or lack of a Maker) by observation of Nature. In all these eras, we see innumerable discussions of these (and other) big questions, both by the big names in our Penguin paperbacks, and by students, letter-writing friend groups, rulers/employers, profit seekers, radicals, revolutionaries, nitpickers, and curmudgeons.

Just so, science fiction can be defined as a body of literature which always welcomes and asks a certain range of questions, in SF’s case questions about how possessing scientific knowledge and scientific tools of thought affect what it means to think and be human, not just how technology shapes our lives and society, but how we can now wonder about the points of view of other life forms, whether aliens, insects, microbes, or humans living in different circumstances on this world or another. Tiptree’s brilliant short story, “Love Is the Plan the Plan Is Death” (1973) involves diving into the point of view of what might be aliens but might equally be Earth insects undergoing the kind of complex life cycle humanity only recently came to understand (for a surreal reminder of this, see Shakespeare’s Henry V for a lecture on how the bee king commands his subjects)—the story feels appropriate in an SF anthology, but features no technology and no space exploration, only a dive into what it means to rethink life and how free we are to make our own choices now that we have modernity’s understanding of biological imperatives. Efforts to define SF by its themes or furniture would struggle to include it, but if we define SF as fiction animated by a set of questions, centered on how we are changed by having current scientific knowledge and awareness of our biological and technological contingency, then this and many other excellent SF stories fall into place. Molly Gloss’s “Lambing Season” (2002) has a classic UFO in it, but the story is about how the shepherd POV character is prepared to interact with and understand the alien using affect and body language thanks to experience interacting with sheep, sheepdogs, coyotes, etc.However, the actual questions of the story are about recent advances in our scientific understanding non-linguistic communication and current trends in science and social science analysis that are questioning how we value and devalue different kinds of expertise: rural vs. urban, agriculture worker vs. university expert. The questions the story asks are about how new knowledge (gesture is complex communication!) is affecting our values and our point of view. Defined by its questions, a lot of SF—especially cultural and social science SF—fits into place in a way “SF is about technology or space” doesn’t quite capture.

In addition to all this, pacing (back to our beads on a string) is a whole lot of what makes genre work. We learn genre pacing too when we read genre, and something having the right pacing for the genre is a lot of what makes us recognize genre. This is why Dan Simmons’s mainstream novel about a retired astronaut, Phases of Gravity (1989), feels like imprint SF, not because it has a retired astronaut—Terms of Endearment (1983) has a retired astronaut!—but because Simmons used SF pacing. And it’s why Jack Womack’s brilliant novels in the Dryco universe (1987–2000) don’t feel like imprint SF, even though they are set in the future and have alternate world travel, because their concerns are not the concerns of SF (world isn’t a character), and they are paced like mainstream novels. Genre as a marketing category gets in the way here: If you look at the blurb on Womack’s Elvissey (1993) it’s as bad as putting a romance blurb on Starship Troopers, because it says something like “A mission into an alternate world to rescue Elvis and bring him back to a world where he is worshipped as a god”—if you haven’t read Elvissey, but you are familiar with how SF works, based on that blurb, how far into the book, roughly, would you imagine the “mission” returns with Elvis? You have a sense, you have expectations about the shape the story would have as an SF story, even if you’re not a writer and you never thought about this before; you could draw a curve that was the shape of the story any SF author would have written. You probably have a couple guesses, that either it would happen right at the beginning so the story focuses on the aftermath of bringing Elvis to his worshippers, or that it would happen around the 2/3 mark, so the mission is much of the drama, but we save a bit of time for aftermath. Instead, in Elvissey they return at about the 25 percent mark, so the mission to retrieve him isn’t long and suspenseful but isn’t tight and over quickly either, and the whole arc feels off from expectations that we often don’t realize we have—the string of pearls tapered from smaller to larger at a weird point which we aren’t used to seeing. The experience is dismaying for an SF reader, but usually all we can say is “it feels like SF” or “it doesn’t feel like SF” because we don’t have good ways of talking about these things, especially pacing. And because outside the SF bubble lots of lit people don’t want to take SF seriously (and while this attitude is vanishing like summer snow, it’s still cold if you get stuck out in it) and inside the SF bubble lots of people refuse to take any literary theory seriously or even think about it, AND because SF really is different in fascinating ways, this gets very hard to talk about.

To zoom in on a side-by-side example which Jo found extra striking since one of the two examples is her own: Both Kate Atkinson’s Life After Life (2013) and Jo’s novel My Real Children (2014) involve seeing a woman experience multiple versions of her life. And since they came out so close to one another, it’s natural for people to compare them. (Jo read Life After Life because people were comparing them.)

It’s possible, by the furniture definition of genre, to think that Life After Life is SF, because it uses a device in it that comes from the workshop of SF. Its protagonist repeatedly dies and starts her life again, getting a bit further in her life each time, and learning and remembering some things from her previous lives. Nobody would doubt that this is a device from genre fiction. But imprint SF isn’t its devices. Life After Life isn’t looking to imprint SF examples of the trope, like Ken Grimwood’s Replay (1986), Heinlein’s “—All You Zombies—” (1959), George R. R. Martin’s “Unsound Variations” (1982), Alfred Bester’s “The Men Who Murdered Mohammed” (1958), Lisa Tuttle’s Lost Futures (1992), or even Tezuka’s Phoenix (1954–88) or Higurashi: When They Cry (2002–ongoing); it isn’t part of the same conversation My Real Children is, though My Real Children is itself a hybrid, a deliberate crossover between the imprint SF conversation about reliving lives and a women’s fiction conversation responding to Marge Piercy, Margaret Atwood, Marian Engel, A. S. Byatt, Joanna Trollope, Gail Godwin, and Margaret Forster.

In contrast, Life After Life isn’t imprint SF, or even a hybrid of imprint SF and another genre; it’s fully in the genre of literary fiction, and deeply unsatisfactory as SF because it grabs one shiny tool from science fiction’s toolbox but doesn’t follow through with any of the SF promises (world as character, putting shards together, questions about second-order consequences, getting a glimpse of a larger image of the world). But Life After Life is a wonderful literary novel with a level of characterization, emotion, and literary excitement that you only see in the very, very best imprint SF. It isn’t interested in the SF questions or the answer-space they open up.

Atkinson’s lit fic background leads her to think of the trope (reliving one’s life) and the questions it raises as just scenery, a tool she can use to set up an interesting situation for examining character and creating emotional resonance in the reader, using it exactly the same way she uses the death of a sibling to create the situation in Behind the Scenes at the Museum (1995). She takes one tool from the SF kit, but doesn’t change the way she does the pacing, the characterization, or the kinds of questions she asks; she just uses the SF element as an ingredient in a recipe which is otherwise 100 percent literary fiction. The pacing, the tools for revealing facts, the shape of its arc (remember Fox in Socks), the pattern of the beads on the string are 100 percent a lit fic necklace; it just has one bead on it that happens to be an SF bead. When she resolves the emotional plot, she expects the reader to be happy with that alone—and she’s right in that the reader of women’s fiction, of literary fiction, Jo’s aunt and Ada’s mom, anyone coming from that kind of reading background will be satisfied, but the SF reader, who was expecting a response to Grimwood, Bester, Heinlein, and Tuttle is left dismayed, asking: “Wait, what was this all about? Why was she going through all these versions of her life? Did I just read a whole book and you’re not even going to gesture in the direction of giving me the answer? What was it all for?” My Real Children doesn’t give the reader the full image on the vase either, but it expects there to be an image on the vase, it examines the question, comes to a resolution, and it leaves the reader firmly looking at the question and into the potential answer-space—its beads on a string have an imprint SF pattern.

All this does not mean that Atkinson’s use of the trope isn’t powerful. It is powerful, she achieves some amazing climaxes with it, but they are reader experience climaxes, not world-question-satisfaction climaxes. We will give two examples of what we mean by reader experience climaxes. In Kim Stanley Robinson’s The Years of Rice and Salt (2002), his repeated reincarnation stories are novella length, taking place across a huge span of time, connected by interludes in the “Bardo,” the chamber between life and death, which is sometimes a kind of hell. At first these segments don’t feel very necessary, and can even be tedious, but eventually there’s an amazing point where the characters are fighting and both the characters and reader realize they don’t know whether they’ve died and gone to the Bardo or whether they’re still alive—it’s an incredible emotional and character moment, making us rethink the consequences of actions taken in lives vs. between lives, and the book worked very hard to set it up—but it is not the same thing as giving the world-answers SF readers demand, which Robinson gives us later on. Similarly, Life After Life builds up its repeating structure, wherein the character keeps dying and starting life again, over and over, and there’s one point where something horrible happens and she’s dying and we want her to die, you’re ready for her to start again and get out of this iteration of her life which is horrible, so dying and starting again will be a relief—but instead she pulls through and has to keep living that horrible life, no new start. Realizing that we, the readers, wanted her to die, were rooting for her to use death to opt out of facing a difficult life, is an incredible emotional and character moment. That’s brilliant. Jo loved that. That’s the kind of reading experience we read for and so seldom get. But it isn’t the same thing as keeping the imprint SF world-answer promise, so in the end we, as SF readers, still felt cheated because Atkinson just dropped the book after an emotional climax with no answer climax, no explanation at all of what’s going on with the reiterating of lives. The beads on the string were wrong, a brilliant Luke Luck which leaves the imprint SF reader looking for the puddle paddle battle muddle to keep the final promise.

It’s fascinating to trace which works by literary authors that use SF elements do or do not match the SF string of beads enough to satisfy the SF reader as well as the literary reader. In Doris Lessing’s Canopus series, there are moments of writing which achieve absolutely brilliant intensity and emotion, but the whole thing fails at things that even the worst imprint SF&F writer accomplishes effortlessly, because they have a toolkit and Atkinson and Lessing just don’t. It feels to the imprint SF reader like somebody who can make a soufflé but can’t boil water. In contrast, Jo loves Kazuo Ishiguro’s Never Let Me Go (2005) even though it has very bad science mistakes in it—we want to beg Mr. Ishiguro to have dinner with us and some friends at a con so we can fix those things, easily, in five minutes. But the science mistakes don’t matter that much. Jo was able to get very excited by the book anyway because it got the world-building patterns right and the pacing works in both its genres, lit fic and SF, the same way Jo tried to make My Real Children work as imprint SF and as women’s fiction, or Tooth and Claw to work as fantasy and Victorian sentimentality. The same was true of Michael Chabon’s The Yiddish Policemen’s Union (2007) to which fandom, rightly, gave a Hugo. Some literary writers also read imprint SF, so when they want to write it they know how the beads go on the string, and they understand the SF questions that need answering. Chabon and Ishiguro understand how and when to give the reader the little informational pot shards and when to connect them up into an image, just the same as C. J. Cherryh or Daniel Abraham do.

Now, you’re likely wanting us to describe precisely what the beads-on-the-string pattern for imprint SF is, to give a formula for where the big and small beads go and where the pendant, but we can’t. It is a pattern, but it isn’t a formula, and it can vary a lot—if it couldn’t, one couldn’t hybridize it with women’s fiction, lit fic, etc. What we can do, instead, is give you some exercises to help you get the feel of it. Try reading half a book, in any genre you frequently read. Put the book down. Look at the page number, and look how many pages are in the whole book. Think about what’s left to happen in the second half, what still has to be resolved, what questions need to be answered. Then guess what page each thing will happen on. (Don’t do this with a book you’re really enjoying, because it will ruin reading the second half.) You might not be right about what happens, but the better you know the genre the more you will be able to predict roughly where the beats will fall. (If you’re using an e-reader, stop at 50 percent and do it by predicting the percentage through the book the beats will fall instead of page numbers.) This will teach you a lot about how pacing works, and how it is different in different genres. We’re not talking about plot, just the shape the story will take, the distance between scenes, how far until Luke Luck, the rhythm of the book. Even if you don’t know what the climax will be, you can sense roughly how far away a climax is likely to be. You can feel it from halfway, and extend it out. Write down your vague guesses, then read the second half, and compare the reality to your instincts. When you’ve done that, possibly more than once, then try doing it from another genre you read a lot of (mystery or thriller instead of SF, for example, and it’s also possible to do this with movies). When you’ve done it with the book from the new genre, then go back and think about the first one, and try imagining how the second half of the first one (the SF one, for example) would be different if it had the pacing—not the plot, the pacing—of the second (thriller, mystery, etc.).

Then read Elvissey. Then read Life After Life.

The feelings of disruption, expectation, of what does and doesn’t feel like it’s resolved, those chart out a map of your own instincts about the genre, your own proficiency, cultivated over years of reading, which you always use when reading SF but don’t often think about. And with that skill, you can often thereafter articulate more clearly when and why certain books with SF (or fantasy) elements work for you, while others don’t.

After you’re done, though, we recommend reading fifteen things with your twelve-year-old head on, or else something long and brilliant and unpredictable, because this exercise, while productive, can really mess up your enjoyment of reading fiction.







Poem: By Their Spaceships Ye Shall Know Them



Snatch the dreampulse,

The sunbounce

Reflecting off fins of slim rocketships

Rising from steaming spaceports,

Guided by slide rules

(Or logbooks,

Or ten ton multivax

That take a break to calculate dates

But dream themselves halfway human,)

Rising, rising, faster than light,

The double star, the fusion drive flash,

That contrail in the sunset

Beauty in mastery,

Outward, upward,

To coruscation decoration galaxies,

Universe held in our grasp

Because we don’t need heaven

Not while we have

The future perfect.

Jo Walton (in memory of Arthur C. Clarke, 24 March 2008)









History of Science Fiction Publishing


by Ada Palmer and Jo Walton

NEW FOR THIS VOLUME

For a book historian, equally fascinated by the tribulations of Aldus Manutius in 1490, Gekiga publishing in 1959 Japan, and Hachette vs. Amazon in 2014, one vital axiom is to recognize that art (including literature) follows money—artists and writers have to eat, and materials are necessary, whether plaster and bronze and furnaces or ink and paper and time on the printing press. A book historian’s training is in how to investigate how fine-grained details of the financing of art and lit impact, not just which authors thrive, but what they create. The more you zoom in on details of book production, the more you realize how much the texts we read—their length, their genres, who got published, which of their books were most reprinted, which countries printed them, how that incentivized and affected the next book the author wrote—were shaped by things which seemingly have nothing to do with art or literature, things like the size of magazine racks, the location of a print shop, or the strength of a kind of glue.

Our destination will be SF publishing, but we’ll be rewarded if we start way back …

The problem of publishing, that is, of authors needing to make a living somehow from their work, is as old as fiction. In the West, prose fiction began in ancient Rome, and was funded through patronage, that is, the author being supported by a rich patron in return for enhancing that patron’s fame and reputation. Most of what we know about how patronage worked in antiquity comes from two essays by Lucian of Samosata, a second-century CE Greek-speaking writer from Syria, who wrote an essay denouncing patronage, saying that it makes authors insincere since they have to say whatever the patron wants. Then Lucian himself got a patron, and wrote another essay in praise of patronage, saying patronage means an author can relax and write whatever he wants without cravenly catering to the market and reader tastes, and that while everything bad he said before is true of bad patrons, his patron is a good patron who [insert sycophantic drivel here]. Lucian’s novel True History (c. 160, before he had a patron) is often described as the first science fiction novel, since it involves voyages to the sun and moon as places, and he also wrote a ton of fantasy, making him one of the first two people who can reasonably be described as SF&F writers, along with his contemporary Lucius Apuleius Madaurensis, from Latin-speaking Numidia in North Africa, whose novel The Golden Ass (c. 170) is about a man who is transformed into a donkey by magic, a common folktale, but treated by Apuleius in a realistic way recognizable to fantasy readers today as being the same kind of thought-through thing as fantasy.

The process of writing for dissemination at this time was in fact dictation to multiple people, who would all write down what the “writer” said, making multiple simultaneous original versions, on wax, which would then be multiply copied onto papyrus scrolls, which could be sold or given away, and further copied. An interesting incidental about this system is that there was no original manuscript; there was just a book in the mind, and then there were multiple written books. There were libraries and bookstores, and a book cost about two months pay for a craftsman. The whole copying process was done by enslaved people. We have a report of the third-century Christian writer Origen being given a gift of six slaves with the skill to both take dictation and make fair copies from the dictation, to aid him in producing books. There were also publishing houses, sometimes attached to bookstores, which employed slaves to copy books that were then sold. There was no copyright, so unless the author’s own slaves copied and sold the books, the author didn’t make any money directly from the work, though it could lead to fame and rich patrons, or an author could be employed directly by a publisher to write things that would appeal to the reading public. We don’t have good figures for literacy for most of the period, but it was higher than we’d probably guess. There were plenty of uneducated people, but also plenty of educated people. Though most educated men could read both Greek and Latin, it was notable for a woman to read both, but many women were educated to read in their own language, either Greek or Latin. There was a market for books, there were lots of writers, lots of work was produced, and almost all on fragile cheap papyrus.

Toward the end of this period, St. Benedict, in the sixth-century Roman Empire, where slave-written scrolls were available in bookstores and libraries in all cities, wrote The Rule of St. Benedict, which laid down how newly invented Christian monks should live. Along with laying out times of prayer and work and silence, he said they should read a book every year, a book they had not read before. He had no idea how important this injunction would be. At the end of the Roman Empire, as trade connections collapsed, papyrus, which came from Egypt, stopped being universally available. The only alternative was vellum/parchment, which was specially treated animal skin. In addition, slavery was diminishing, so people now had to be paid to do the copying. The price of books skyrocketed, just as the market for books was going away. Libraries closed; bookstores and publishers ceased to be profitable and disappeared. There were still plenty of old books around, and there were still people writing books, but the price of making even one copy was high. Also, education was faltering, and available to fewer people. Greek was losing ground in what had been the Western Roman empire, and Latin was in the East, so now even educated people only had one language. People started to copy what they could of their flaky papyrus onto parchment. Of course, they only copied the things they liked best. At this point, The Rule of St. Benedict became really important—monks set up scriptoria to copy books, and copied them and disseminated them throughout the Middle Ages. The monks were not setting out to save science fiction for the future; they did it as a side effect of fulfilling St. Benedict’s requirement to have books. There was a huge winnowing effect as the last of the papyrus crumbled and some books were copied to parchment and some were not. Apuleius’s work survived because St. Augustine mentioned it without condemning it and monks could claim it was a complex allegory, or maybe because the book is a fun read with donkey sex scenes. Lucian definitely survived because his Greek is relatively easy, and so his books were used in Byzantium for teaching.

Throughout the Middle Ages and into the Renaissance a manuscript book, still on parchment, could cost as much as a house (cheap pocket Cicero = studio condo; big illuminated Bible = mansion; copying a manuscript yourself = building your own extension on a house), so an author writing a new book was just as dependent on finding a patron who could pay to have a text copied in return for being the book’s dedicatee as Michelangelo and other monumental sculptors were on finding a duke or city government who would pay for a seventeen-foot block of marble. If the duchess will pay for an epic about King Arthur or a statue of herself, that’s what you get, and other aspects of artistic expression will find their way into the details (which bits of King Arthur, which classical queen or goddess the duchess’s image evokes). In centuries when a library cost as much of GDP as the moon landing, you only got a library when there was a strong political and strategic incentive like the space race, and that inevitably shaped content, location, who had access, etc.

Paper as well as woodblock printing were both invented in China and spread south and west. Paper reached Europe by 800 AD, but for the first several centuries it was not used in Europe for serious book production. It was a cheaper but less physically strong option, so it was used for rough drafts, sketching, note-taking, the court clerk’s messy transcript of the trial before it was copied onto vellum to make the serious copy, and so on. If you go to Venice and look at the file from when Galileo was being considered for the equivalent of tenure at the university, the fancy vellum copy preserves the main application and the decision, so it’s only the messy crude paper copy that has Galileo’s own notes explaining why he thinks he’s worthy of tenure, and the committee saying this new telescope thing seems pretty sketchy but that he’s made some good mathematical advances so that seems worthy of employment. Wood block printing reached Europe in the first half of the 1400s, but at first it was used only for announcements, playing cards, and other single-sheet uses thought of as impermanent.

The movable type printing press was invented in the easily remembered year of 1450, by Johannes Gutenberg, in Germany. Before Gutenberg, there had been a few printed books in Europe in the form of block books, which (like those in Asia) meant carving each whole page as a single unit out of a block of wood, and made sense mainly for heavily illustrated books in high demand, like sermon books for semi-literate priests, which would combine a Bible quote on each page with an image of an Old Testament story and an image from a New Testament story and often another from a saint’s life. Movable type, which worked well with Europe’s alphabets of fairly few characters, reduced costs greatly. A movable type printed book cost much less than a manuscript—by forty years after Gutenberg’s invention, a small printed book cost a schoolteacher’s salary for one month; a lot but not nearly as much as a house. But Gutenberg himself went bankrupt, because he had just produced 300 copies of a high-end commodity for which there were only about ten buyers in his landlocked German town with a low literacy rate, and there wasn’t yet any distribution mechanism to make it possible to send those copies to other towns to sell them. Think of how e-books technically existed the instant someone first typed up a book on a computer, but they didn’t exist as a market until the first e-reader made there be a distribution system to sell them. Developing that took time.

Gutenberg’s four apprentices set up their own presses in different cities, and printing grew literally exponentially, as each printer trained four more, and it spread across Europe. What they printed included books, but the vast majority of the money they made came from printing announcements, ballads, pamphlets, playing cards, broadsides (i.e., text posters), and certificates. Because these were impermanent, they were printed on paper. Books were a luxury item, and early printed books were made to be as much like earlier manuscript books as possible, and were often printed with spaces for hand-illuminations to be individually added later. If this seems odd, consider that it was a lot less work to add illuminations than copy out the whole text, and they were producing something similar to what people were used to getting, but at a lower price. Several of Gutenberg’s apprentices and their associates also went bankrupt, but then fled to Venice, the hub of the Mediterranean transportation world (think O’Hare airport, the place everyone has a layover), which became the first commercially successful printing hub, because no city had enough buyers to purchase three hundred or a thousand copies of the same book; in Venice you could sell ten copies to each of a hundred ships setting out for a hundred towns. And over the following decades, book fairs and news rider networks developed to distribute books inland. (See Andrew Pettegree’s The Invention of News for more on this fascinating time.) Now for the first time books began to use paper instead of more expensive parchment. As printing took off and printed books became more available and cheaper, books themselves fed the appetite for more books. Printing became cheaper, and demand grew, so printing spread across Europe, encouraged by not just scholarship and entertainment but controversy—the Reformation, for example, was largely spread by the eager consumption of books, and especially pamphlets, and people’s eagerness to hear the latest news of Reformation wars fed the demand for more pamphlets, which financed more print shops.

Apuleius’s The Golden Ass had been circulating in the Middle Ages and was read by Boccaccio in the fourteenth century, influencing some of the stories in his Decameron (c. 1350). It was printed as early as 1475, with some philosophical works attributed to Apuleius. The same goes for Lucian, his works were always popular both in Greek and in Latin translation, but Lucian was not printed until 1496.

Before 1700, authors did not live on book sales. Printers did, but authors lived on either family wealth, a salary for something else (teaching, being a doctor), or by dedicating their books to the Duke of Such-And-Such and trusting the duke to reward them with a bag of gold and, hopefully, a job at court. In the later 1500s, the polymath Conrad Gessner tried really, really hard to live on book sales, and lived down the street from one of Europe’s biggest printers, where he would check in every couple of days to see if they needed a learned introduction to something (Do you need a learned introduction? I’d love to write you a learned introduction! What are you printing this week? History? Math? Encyclopedia of lizards? You name it and I’ll write you a learned introduction!). By doing that on top of writing lots of his own books, he managed to derive one-third of his income from book sales, but still relied for the other two-thirds on a teaching salary. There just weren’t enough consumers yet of books to yield enough profit to pay the author and the printer, since—even though Gutenberg’s press was more than a hundred years old—it had been spreading exponentially, and exponential is slow at first, like the puzzle where you put one penny on the first square of a chess board, two on the next, four on the next, doubling each time until you have trillions, but at the end of the first row you still don’t have all that much cash. (On Gessner see the fabulous work of Ann M. Blair.)

It was in the eighteenth century, the early 1700s, that it became possible for the first time for a writer to make a (precarious) living by writing and publishing. Montesquieu, Voltaire, Rousseau, and Diderot were among the first to do so. The incentives shaping art change radically when the artist is supported by micropatrons: The many readers who bought Voltaire’s Candide or prints of Dürer’s rhinoceros paid a coin or two, which added up to substitute for the duchess’s bag of gold—a form of what we now call crowdsourcing. By 1700 in Europe the saturation of printing presses reached the point that in big cities (e.g., Paris) authors could live on sales without a patron or separate salary for the first time. Result? Giant burst of philosophical novels packed with Persian princes, romantic intrigues, porn, and all that good Enlightenment jazz. Thus, if medieval and Renaissance art was shaped by the tastes and tribulations of the patron (the ducal palace has been sacked!—no art budget this year!) small-buyer-funded or crowdfunded art, like the modern novel, the modern manga, and the Shakespearian stage, is shaped by the tastes and tribulations of consumers, so not only trends, crazes, and fears but also recessions and financing practices shape what stories actually get told.

Copyright (the ability to grant a monopoly on printing a certain text) is what made it possible for an author (and a publisher) to gather the small amounts of money from lots of people and produce crowdfunded mass art, instead of being reliant on the bag of gold from the duchess and producing what that patron wants. Without such a monopoly, anyone can print the text who has a copy, without any money going to the author. (Book historian Robert Darnton has written delightfully fun books about the economics and the practicalities of the book business in pre-Revolutionary France, and Adrian Johns has about seventeenth- and eighteenth-century England.) Copyright was at first deeply entangled with censorship regimes, since it was easy for the same office to censor a book and grant and enforce the monopoly right to print a book, so copyright and censorship generally evolved together, but uniquely in each region. Enforcement, payment, pirating of texts, and expectations about books (length, title, whether the table of contents goes at the front or the back) generally developed very differently in England vs. France, and differently again in Italy and Germany, though the biggest split was between the way Catholic lands did it (which involved the Inquisition) and the way Protestant lands did it (which involved different religious censorship, but still involved religious censorship—what do you think this is, modernity?).

When the US split from England in the late eighteenth century, in addition to being separate nations, the two became rival centers of English-language publishing, and developed rival distribution networks, which evolved over time into why today North American rights and UK/Commonwealth rights tend to be sold separately. A writer now commonly sells a book’s publishing rights in English to two different publishers, usually one in New York and one in London, which each produce different editions for the markets into which they distribute, with different covers and so on. For a long time, the US was basically a copyright pirate, putting things out without UK authors’ permission, but by the end of the 1800s via negotiations, the two settled down to two generally agreed zones of distribution, with little overlap except in Canada. While Australia, New Zealand, and many other English-speaking Commonwealth regions use the UK edition, Canadian bookstores that stock English books operate in a gray zone as to which is the legal edition in Canada, and while contracts do sometimes specify that the Canadian rights go to the US or the UK publisher, it’s really hard to keep US books out of Canada, so in many cases the US and UK licensors end up agreeing to share Canadian rights. Texts are also copyrighted for different amounts of time in the two systems, US vs. Commonwealth. Copyright is also different in innumerable other countries, but in other countries books are usually translated before publication, and the translation is itself a new copyright, so it doesn’t get entangled with the copyright on the English original.

Just as the printing press vastly increased the number of people who could access books (three hundred copies for the cost of one!) and the kinds of things that were published (Racy pamphlets! Castle gossip! Breaking news!), other technical innovations have affected publishing, especially—for our purposes—publishing of disposable works such as the all-important magazine. State news digests were circulated as far back as ancient Rome and Han China (200s CE), but the 1500s and 1600s saw more general markets in news, first with the development of news riders as a profession, speeding news and gossip from court to court, and then disposable printing, things like quickie pamphlets with racy crime stories or satirical songs designed for lowbrow public consumption, which were a major part of the printing industry by 1600. These really were for the public—Shakespeare’s Winter’s Tale (c. 1611) depicts the common-at-the-time sight of a salesman selling pamphlets and song sheets to illiterate rural farmers, who ask him to tell them what the texts say, and buy his entire stock with the intent of taking them to a literate neighbor (often the parish priest) to read to them. (Yes, Shakespeare includes a dig about fake news, and how the ignorant folk believe in ridiculous tales of flying singing fish and bankers’ wives giving birth to money bags, because they’re in print “for then we are sure they are true.”) The spread of printing and improvements in paper costs let these one-off news sheets develop into the first regular periodical newspapers by the first decades of the 1600s, and, with some specialist precedents mostly focused on philosophy, general interest magazines began in 1731 with The Gentleman’s Magazine—the origin of magazine as a term for periodicals—which combined digests of the month’s news with such familiar content as op-eds and celebrity letters, stock market coverage, archaeological finds, obituaries, medical and tech news (new hernia treatments! the first hot air balloon!), royal wedding coverage, illustrations of court fashion, even letters to the editor.

For SF&F purposes, the next major tech change came in the 1840s with the invention of cheap acidic wood pulp paper, which was much less expensive than rag paper (though, as we later learned, after a while it turns yellow and decays) and allowed for cheaper printing. You know that beautiful old book smell when you go into a used book shop? Books made pre-1840 don’t smell like that, since that’s the smell of acidic wood pulp paper decaying and turning brown, releasing lignin, a chemical closely related to vanillin, which gives vanilla its smell. While the delicious-smelling downside wouldn’t manifest for decades, the enormous cost savings in making paper from lumber by-products instead of costly fabric fibers enabled an explosion of cheap printing, and especially of magazine printing, supported by both sales and advertising. Specialist magazines multiplied, which could have any focus, and many were eclectic, but they often contained fiction. Those that did tended to contain multiple stories, many of them installments of continuing serials, to encourage the reader to buy the next volume and find out what happens next. Jules Verne in France, and many writers of Gothic fantasies in English, first had their work distributed in installments this way. A serial would later be collected, first into cheap editions aimed at circulating libraries, and later in more expensive books for gifts and collectors, in reverse of current expectations of first an expensive hardcover followed by a cheap paperback.

In the second half of the nineteenth century, printing began to change with a number of other innovations. The first was an innovation in typesetting: the Linotype machine. From Gutenberg until 1876 (fully four hundred years), typesetting had been an extremely labor-intensive task, requiring the typesetter to take individual lead letters out of slots in a type case (one slot for a, one slot for b, small letters from the literal physical lower case and capitals in the upper case), and assemble them into the words. Setting a full sheepskin-sized-sheet of pages (to be cut down to make multiple book pages) usually took a professional a full day, so as one team was printing a day’s pages, another whole team was typesetting the next day’s text. Linotype machines were about the size of a Volkswagen Bug or a very tall piano, and used hot molten lead and a typewriter-like interface in which typesetters could type letters, which the machine would then cast into lines of type molded in order, as one long “slug” or strip of letters for each row of text (instead of each letter being a separate lead object). This innovation meant that one typesetter could set many pages of text in a day, greatly reducing the labor costs of printing, and making it possible for even fat newspapers and magazines to be set by just one or two typesetters instead of requiring a huge team. This reduced the costs of all printing substantially.

By the 1880s and 1890s, just as Jules Verne was beginning to be translated and H. G. Wells was beginning to publish, another transformation came with the development of binding machines, allowing books to be sold with beautiful, alluring covers. Up until the 1820s, many books were sold naked! without covers, with only the title page to advertise the book (that’s what they’re for), and you yourself took a new book to a binder to have a cover of your choice made, usually out of leather, or cloth stretched over cover slabs of wood or cardboard. By the last decades of the 1700s, publishers had started sometimes releasing books with temporary cardboard covers, intended to be stripped off and replaced by the buyer, and by the 1820s and 1830s publishers started issuing publisher-made bindings, made of materials ranging from cheap card to cloth or leather depending on the intended market, but with only text or simple monochrome illustrations. Fancier bindings developed by the 1850s, demanding the first dust jackets to protect them, but the big change came in Verne’s and Wells’s moment in the 1880s and 90s when books and magazines started to be bound in covers with actual multicolor eye-catching illustrations, printed on paper or cardboard (for stiff ones, the term of art is boards). This change caused hardcovers and paperbacks to be differentiated for the first time, and also birthed the moment when one might pass a bookshop window and have one’s eye caught by a rocket ship, or submarine, or sexy woman on a cover, a fact key to Verne’s and Wells’s style and sales.

These first modern science fiction novels—like Jules Verne’s Journey to the Center of the Earth (1864) and H. G. Wells’s The Time Machine (1895)—were written in France and England and published there (and later in the US) in periodical and then in book form, marketed among other books. In all these markets, SF was not yet a distinct publishing category; these were simply novels that happened to be about science or the future instead of Gothic romance or the Wild West. Wells, for example, wrote more other kinds of fiction than he did SF, and it’s very clear he didn’t think of his SF work as categorically different from his other fiction. The same is true for Verne, and this is even more true for earlier ventures that we now claim for the genre such as Louis-Sébastien Mercier’s The Year 2440 (1771) and Mary Shelley’s Frankenstein (1818).

Fantasy too existed, in that there were books we now call fantasy—Sara Coleridge’s Phantasmion (1837), Théophile Gautier’s Spirite (1866), William Morris’s The Well at the World’s End (1896)—but not as a distinct category in the minds of printers, authors, booksellers, or readers. Fantasy has always existed—the earliest fiction we have in all human cultures is now considered part of the fantasy tradition, from Gilgamesh and the Mahabharata through Arthuriana and Icelandic sagas to today, but the fairy tales and folktales that were written down by the Brothers Grimm and Perrault in the seventeenth century, and many equivalent tales from other world cultures (China, Japan, India) which were being collected and shared in Europe (in colonialist and paternalistic ways) were not considered as a body, since nobody was drawing a categorical genre line between a story that had a ghost, magic, or a talking animal in it and stories that didn’t. If you look at The Arabian Nights or Boccaccio’s Decameron, you can very clearly see a story with what we’d call fantasy elements next to a story that’s just humans doing stuff, just as Verne and Wells were writing books with imaginary tech and books without but did not consider them categorically separate.

In the last quarter of the nineteenth century there were a few publishing genres developing, but they were defined by their target audience rather than their topics: Children’s books came into existence as a distinct publishing and buying category, hitherto undistinguished from adult books; at the same time romance in a broad sense came into being, not meaning just the work we recognize now as genre romance, but a broader category of books aimed at women. These early “genres” were not defined by their subject matter but their expected audience, as is still the case with manga in Japan. Everything else was still all lumped together. At this time while there were all kinds of things we can now clearly call science fiction or fantasy, these were not publishing genres, and not particularly more in conversation with each other than they were with novels and fiction more broadly.

The biggest-ever transformation of SF publishing—and the formation of SF as a publishing category, which happened earlier than fantasy—came after World War I with the explosion of pulp magazines, enabled by special very big printers designed to print on huge sheets of supercheap wood pulp paper. Unlike in earlier printing, when the parchment and then paper was often the largest cost, with these printers the paper was so cheap and the production so fast that the main cost was now the manual labor that couldn’t be eliminated by machines: typesetting (though this was greatly reduced by the Linotype), physical preparation of machines, and any extra labor needed to bind the pages in any way other than standard. Printing the covers (color, stronger paper) was the other big expense, and sixteen covers could fit on a sheet, so if a publisher (such as William Clayton) was publishing thirteen magazines on topics like politics, fashion, etc. and throwing away three magazines’ worth of blank cover paper, it cost virtually nothing to add three extra magazines on more specialist topics like gardening, golf, or (later) Clayton’s SF magazine Astounding. Ads, which were not a large proportion of the revenue for these magazines, could sometimes be sold across the whole group of magazines in a scattershot rather than a targeted way. The most popular magazines might sell a million copies in a month, but the less popular magazines could be sold extra cheap and still make money, since they were effectively printed on trash that would have been thrown away after printing more popular magazines. In the USA mailing of magazines (as well as newspapers and books) was subsidized by the government for ideological reasons, on the theory that informed citizens make better voters, and cost almost nothing. Thus cheap magazines on a whole range of specialist topics suddenly burst onto the scene in the 1910s and 1920s. Pulp printing for magazines and newspapers also took off in the UK, Europe, and around the world, but the magazines thrived most in the US because of the subsidies, and SF magazines were practically unique to the USA because they could only thrive with subsidies and the huge scale of the US market.

At that moment, early in the twentieth century when the pulp magazines were looking for subjects for more magazines, they looked at the popularity of Wells in particular and saw something that might have a market and fill up one of their slots. Once the first pulp science fiction magazines came into being, they caused SF to come together as a genre, recognized by publishers, marketers, booksellers, and readers, even though the genre did not yet have a name or a clear definition. Technology was going through an exciting boom, with new inventions like heavier than air flight, automobiles, automation, etc., and there was clearly a desire to have more stuff like Wells and Verne, more stuff set in the future, reprints, and imitations. Editors put together magazines and commissioned stories that would provide that, just as they were providing the equally newly crystalized genres of westerns and romance. Pulp magazines thrived even during the Great Depression, because they were so cheap, and the Depression-era US had a huge market desperate for inexpensive entertainment. They also specialized. While pre-WWI magazines had been mostly very vague, with titles like Adventure or Short Stories, now there were specialist titles like Flying Aces, Spicy Detective, and—in 1926—the single greatest solidification of SF in the genre’s history occurred when Hugo Gernsback founded Amazing Stories specifically for science fiction. Other SF magazines rapidly proliferated, with alluring titles and covers featuring scantily clad women and space monsters: Thrilling, Amazing, Astounding, Tales of Super Science, Fantastic! Some flourished for a short time and disappeared, others are still published every month, but there were always several in thriving competition. As they chose what to include or exclude (Aliens? Dinosaurs? ESP? Ghosts?), Gernsback and other editors of such magazines shaped what did and didn’t count as the genre which Gernsback called scientifiction. He and others, consciously and successfully tried to shape the genre they already loved into a form they thought would be even better. Gernsback first, then other editors, published, in the backs of his magazines, letters from readers about stories, and included the readers’ mailing addresses, which allowed the readers to reach out to each other to discuss the stories that excited them, and form community. SF fandom became self-aware, crystalizing around the catalyst of seeing letters from like-minded enthusiastic readers published in the backs of pulps, and having the means to reply and form friendships. Soon magazines actively encouraged clubs to be formed, and from these came the first science fiction conventions in 1937, then the first Worldcon in 1939.

John W. Campbell, who took over editing Astounding Science Fiction in 1937, was a strange man with many strange ideas, innovative (yes), nutty (yes), problematic (yes), and extremely formative of the genres of imprint SF&F as we know them today. Campbell believed that science fiction had the capacity to shape readers into the kind of men (specifically men) the future needed, a new technological elite that would soon move into power and direct the world toward its techno-utopian-destined future, the 1930s ancestor of “Nerds will inherit the Earth.” Campbell was on the extreme end of how much he believed this, but others, including Asimov, Heinlein, and A. E. Van Vogt, also believed to varying degrees that they were shaping a new elite of scientists and engineers, a concept very visible in their many world-shaping nerd and scientist hero characters, and their tales where Earth goes wrong due to non-scientists being in power. Campbell also—and this was perhaps his greatest innovation—believed he could find better SF work from new writers who were shaped by reading in the field than from writers who wrote across a range of genres as needed. Most pulp authors at the time wrote in any and all pulp genres, whatever editors wanted to buy at any given moment (western, crime, SF, romance, horror), pouring things out for the magazines without having a strong identity with any particular genre or necessarily reading much in it. Campbell wanted SF by people who read SF and were shaped by its scientific elite-forming project, and while the elite side of that is something we very justly condemn today, the interconnected world of story and reply that we know—in which Ursula K. Le Guin wrote The Dispossessed and Samuel R. Delany responded with Trouble on Triton—is the outgrowth of his experiment in actively encouraging the fans who bought the magazines and wrote those letters to the editor to reply, not only in letters, but in stories of their own. Campbell would reply to submissions from new writers, even to quite unsuccessful stories, when they clearly came from readers of his magazine, and he would respond by sending them ideas, and helping them to revise and develop work, as he sought to cultivate a genre in which SF writers would also be SF readers. This developed into the “Golden Age” of science fiction, as writers such as Isaac Asimov, Arthur C. Clarke, Robert A. Heinlein, Judith Merril, C. L. Moore, Alfred Bester, and others began to be recognized and have followings, and the genre became more self-aware.

The result of having SF writers be SF readers is that SF stories could now build on each other, expecting you to be already familiar with concepts (FTL drive, robot sentience) enabling 200-level instead of 101-level examinations of a concept. Just as an orchestral symphony is much more complex and thickly layered than any medieval music, because we have invented more instruments and methods over time, so one by one, authors of the Golden Age and later invented new instruments (an AI, a time loop) and new ways to use those instruments (an AI in a civil rights struggle, a time loop from a point of view that doesn’t realize it’s a time loop), and passed those to their readers. As new instruments were invented, authors familiar from reading in the field could then make more and more complex and sophisticated work with them, advancing from the simple medieval antiphony of Asimov’s now quaint-seeming early robot stories to the symphonically thick achievements of Naomi Kritzer’s Catfishing on CatNet and Vina Jie-Min Prasad’s “Fandom for Robots,” or the ways we (Jo and Ada) both could include robots and AI as familiar instruments within the thickly layered symphonic complexity of Thessaly and Terra Ignota. The SF conversation, authors rising from their own reader community, what would make imprint SF so different from external SF, had begun.

All this centered in the US, with its huge population and postal subsidies. The rest of the world received it but was not the crucible. Starting in the 1950s, the UK periodically saw the launch of one SF magazine which would inevitably go bust, to be replaced by a successor, in a long and unstable sequence, which was never as affordable as subsidized US versions. It also meant that, in the UK, there was only one magazine to submit work to at a time, so if the editor didn’t like your work, you had nowhere to turn but the US, which is why it so rapidly overtook Europe as the dominant sphere of SF creation.

In the US of the twenties and thirties, and even later, there were also more expensively produced general magazines on better paper, publications like The Saturday Evening Post and The New Yorker, known as “slicks” because the paper was smoother and more durable. They were more upscale, designed for an audience across the US who felt these magazines made them part of a more cosmopolitan world. These magazines were never SF magazines, but published mixtures of articles and stories for larger mainstream reading audiences, occasionally including SF works. These were more prestigious and paid more, and had more sophisticated artwork, since slick paper enabled better printing of images. The distinction between “pulp” and “slick” was one of paper quality, but it was often assumed to be one of literary quality as well, with slick publications being recognized as a bit closer to real literature. Ray Bradbury’s best work was published in the slicks; he sent their rejects to the pulp magazines. Robert A. Heinlein managed to break in to The Saturday Evening Post, with two stories, and also into Collier’s, and saw it as a great achievement. Later, under Alice K. Turner in the 1980s, Playboy magazine, another slick, came to be the highest-paying venue that occasionally took SF, and an object of aspiration for many short-story writers.

In the 1930s, pulp magazines could pay as little as a penny a word. Campbell’s Astounding paid 6 cents a word, the slicks paid 25 cents a word. It was therefore possible, when rents and prices were low, for SF writers to make a living writing novels (to be serialized) and short work for the magazines. Frederik Pohl, in his autobiography The Way the Future Was (1978) talks about living in Brooklyn supporting himself in this way. Sadly SF magazines today still pay these same rates from a penny a word to a high of 25 cents a word—Analog still pays the traditional 6 cents a word for serials, though they have increased their rates for shorter fiction to 8–10 cents a word. In 2022 this would not go far toward paying rent anywhere. (Writing is seldom the road to riches!)

As for fantasy publishing, as distinct from SF, early fantasy pulp magazines came into existence in the 1920s and ’30s, titles like Unknown, Uncanny, Weird Tales, and later, to some extent, If, the borders of fantasy in the early twentieth century looked very different from today’s. Fantasy pulps published fantasy, dark fantasy, weird tales, and horror freely commixed, with occasional SF horror, so a single volume might contain a Lovecraft tale of alien gods and a sword and sorcery story side by side, but they did not contain fairy tales, which continued to be published exclusively as children’s fiction, generally as books. Some pulp writers wrote both fantasy/horror for fantasy magazines and SF for the SF magazines, like Fritz Leiber and Randall Garrett, but such authors generally did not write books (except for occasional collections of their short work), and their fantasy was not in conversation with book-length fantasy. As for books, Gothic stories had developed into a distinct genre during the course of the nineteenth century, which sometimes had a fantasy element like a ghost or a curse, but often just had a shadowy castle, took place near where there were Borgias once, or featured a fake ghost, like the fake ghost in Daphne du Maurier’s Rebecca (1938) or the fake hellhound in Arthur Conan Doyle’s Hound of the Baskervilles (1901–2). Unlike modern genre fantasy, a Gothic was Gothic whether or not the supernatural was real. Meanwhile, up to and including Tolkien, fantasy novels as we recognize them now tended to be written by oddballs, like Lord Dunsany, E. R. Eddison, Clark Ashton Smith, Hope Mirrlees, etc. These books continued to be marketed among and alongside general fiction, not understood as a distinct category. Tolkien, certainly in the fantasy tradition in being an oddball, wrote The Lord of the Rings in England from 1937 to 1949, and published it there in hardcover (Allen and Unwin, 1954–55), but its release did not galvanize fantasy to become recognized as a genre publishing category—not yet. By the 1940s there were some small fantasy presses such as Arkham House, publishing authors like Lovecraft, but these had small circulation and little reach compared to SF.

In 1949 the new magazine F&SF (full title The Magazine of Fantasy & Science Fiction) launched as a more up-market magazine, with classier cover art than typical pulps, endorsements from intellectuals like Charles Van Doren, and marketing which strove to distance it from the lower literary quality of pulps. They published Heinlein juveniles, Flowers for Algernon (1959), and other major works. Critic Rick Ashley describes it as, “Bridging the attitude gap between the slick magazines and the pulps.”

In addition to printing magazines, the huge pulp presses could print cheap paperback books. This meant the birth of the pulp paperback, and a major split between printing practices in the US vs. UK, centered on the question: Paperbacks, who are they for? Before the 1920s, both hardcover and softcover books were printed on small presses owned by publishers, which used sheets of paper about the size of a sheepskin (since that’s what the first printers had printed on). For hardcovers, the folded quires of pages were then sewn into board covers with paper wrappers, while for paperbacks they might be sewn or glued with high-quality glue into strong soft paper covers. Then, when the pulp magazine revolution came, US publishers started to also employ the huge pulp presses that were printing the magazines. These giant presses were far too big to be owned by publishers—instead they were owned by giant printing factories, and different publishers would book time on the machine to print their books and magazines. Pulp paperbacks were then glued into thin card covers, with cheap glue which easily fell apart after a few (or one) readings—a disposable book for a fast-moving America. To differentiate traditionally printed paperbacks from these new, cheap pulp paperbacks, the term trade paperback eventually developed, an abbreviation of carriage trade, meaning trade intended to cater to people who rode in carriages, that is gentry and affluent buyers, quality commodities to be sold by bookstores in rich cities and near universities.

The status side of the term trade paperback is key here. In the US, from the 1890s to 1930s many publishers tried launching lines of cheap paperback books to target less affluent readers, but US bookstores preferred to sell only hardcovers, which made more money, so they wouldn’t stock cheap paperbacks. Everything in US bookshops was in hardcover, as was the Book of the Month Club. The rare paperback that did appear in a bookstore was a more costly, more enduring object, designed to appeal to the same high-status buyer as a hardcover. After World War II, as the US was growing in many ways, publishers, especially visionary publishers like Ian Ballantine frustrated by bookshops’ rejection of their cheap pulp paperbacks, decided to bypass bookstores entirely. They used not just the technology of the pulps but, crucially, the distribution methods, and created the American mass market paperback (MMPB), designed to be sold where magazines were sold, on wire racks in grocery stores or hardware stores, not bookshops. This is why, to this day, when mass market paperbacks don’t sell (even at bookstores, late adopters of the mass market paperback only after it became successful), they aren’t returned to the publisher’s warehouse; instead they’re stripped and thrown away, only the covers returned to prove they didn’t sell—this was what happened to unsold magazines, and was designed to make the books feel to sellers more like magazines, so grocery stores, etc. would carry them.

Thus the postwar paperback wire rack was born, and out of the blue it sold 100,000s+ copies of authors like Arthur C. Clarke and Leigh Brackett. These wire racks were the heart of the US mass market publishing revolution, whose downside was that pulp works were seen as cheap and pulp authors and genres as low status (a stigma SF&F still faces), but its upside was that it was enormously democratizing. In the 1950s there were very few bookstores in vast swathes of the US, and most were in big cities or university towns, but suddenly kids whose families didn’t go to bookshops or libraries had frequent encounters with a colorful rack containing 144 cheap 65-cent books, easily within the reach of allowance money. And at the peak of the pulp boom, in the late 1960s and early 1970s, publishers, finding that demand exceeded supply, would put anything into a wire rack, no matter how bad, but no matter how good, and a kid visiting a wire rack for a quick read might find there not only Thomas M. Disch’s Camp Concentration (1968) and Ursula K. Le Guin’s Rocannon’s World (1966), but also Wuthering Heights, a collection of three plays by Euripides, and the latest Gore Vidal novel, all right there for 65 cents each. The same pulp printing system that put very inexpensive books into the hands of millions relied on fast turnover and destruction, and often the repulping of unbought books to produce new paper. This continues to be the case with mass market paperbacks, which you still sometimes see in grocery stores and airports, treated as disposable commodities by the economy, intended to be thrown away like last month’s New Yorker or expired milk, but in fact sometimes becoming treasured, or circulating for years secondhand.

The wire racks themselves were also major shapers of the lengths of books, since three volumes of 80,000 words each could fit in one slot in a rack, so any book longer than 80,000 words took up a double slot, encouraging publishers to pressure authors to keep novels below 80,000. This is a huge part of why Golden Age and New Wave SF novels are shorter than today’s, decades of Hugo finalists and SF history shaped by the number of millimeters in a rack. A bestseller could be fatter and have just two in a slot, but generally publishers aimed for that sweet spot of three books per slot. This became almost a self-fulfilling prophecy—if readers saw a fat book that the editors and distributors had been persuaded to publish and stock, they assumed it was a bestseller and thus made it one. This was the case for Frank Herbert’s Dune (1965), Heinlein’s Stranger in a Strange Land (1961), and Delany’s Dhalgren (1975), but the vast majority of SF books of the sixties, seventies, and on into the eighties had to aim close to that 80,000 word limit (though this had a little flexibility, since presses could vary type size, etc.). Delany writes about being told to cut 15,000 words from an early novel not because the book was flabby but because it needed to meet a very specific page count. Sometimes publishers would split a long work into three (because stories have a beginning, middle, and end) and publish it without much more attention to volume completion. C. J. Cherryh apologizes for this in the Chanur trilogy, in the alarming “what has gone before” sections. In addition to how this shaped the stories we read, it also meant that US writers were much more likely to be published in the UK, which did not have this hard length limit, than the reverse. Canny British writers who understood the realities of the US market wrote short books, but less savvy ones wrote books at whatever length and had them published in Britain, but they could not break the US market. Christopher Priest and Keith Roberts had US hardcover releases of their 1970s science fiction books, but not paperbacks.

In the UK, the development of the paperback and hardcover had been completely different, though still involving social class. UK book publishers did not start using giant magazine presses; they still printed softcovers on the same machines as hardcovers, producing high-quality, lasting paperbacks. And bookstores still did not particularly want to stock them, since the same shelf space gets you more money with a hardcover. What happened to bring about the UK popular paperback was instead a project of self-conscious cultural uplift. Just as the BBC at its inception had cultural uplift among its stated goals, committed to broadcasting “all that is best in every department of human knowledge, endeavour and achievement,” and “the preservation of a high moral tone,” as its general manager John Reith put it in the 1920s, so it was presented as a public service for publishers to produce edifying literature in affordable paperbacks to uplift the poorer classes. Publishers like Penguin got social respect for printing paperbacks, 50 percent of which were nonfiction, and bookshops got status from stocking them, but also got more money, since they cost double what a US pulp paperback did, earning sellers not too much below what hardcovers earned. These higher-quality UK paperbacks were also less numerous, less experimental in what they published, and much less attentive to things like eye-catching covers. UK popular literature, whether in hardcover or paperback, was often produced in uniform matching covers, like orange Penguin fiction and signature Gollancz yellow SF books. Many UK SF readers’ hearts still thrill at the sight of a bright yellow hardcover spine, and this standardization communicated curation and a promise of uniform quality, very different from the gaudy US pulp covers which aimed to compete with candy bars and magazines in catching the buyer’s eye. This is why, to this day, series like the Penguin Classics or even the new Tor Essentials use uniformity of cover design to project high status, books presenting themselves as curated collectibles, not part of the general bookselling mêlée. All these high-end UK paperbacks were what the US would call trade paperbacks, but the term was rarely needed, since there were no pulp paperbacks in Britain, except when fans learned to visit seaports, where sometimes masses of trashed, unsold US pulp paperbacks with the covers ripped off were used as ballast for transatlantic shipping, and lay in discarded mountains waiting for readers to sort and circulate these mangled treasures from another world.

These systems, in both the US and UK, became entrenched in the immediate postwar years, and it was for this reason—specifically for the US—that the larger and better-made trade paperback had to develop later on. The US started producing larger, more durable and costly paperbacks in the 1970s, intended like the UK ones to be sold in bookshops, and these increased steadily in importance, reaching today’s saturation level by the 1990s. For bookshops especially, the vital thing about the trade paperback was its new size, a trim size halfway between a mass market paperback and a standard hardcover size (equivalent to a British B format paperback). This new size communicated that trade paperbacks were not printed on pulp presses, not intended for wire racks, and not cheap and disposable—size projected a higher quality to match their higher price. In the 1990s and early 2000s, the proliferation of bookshops, including via chains like Borders and Barnes & Noble, meant that more people could get books from bookstores, not grocery stores. At the same time, distributors were consolidating, and grocery stores too were becoming national chains. Even bestsellers were a marginal part of their business, and in a time when the buzzwords were “efficiency” and “top-down control,” the business of distributing MMPBs got lost in the shuffle. For publishers this meant that the MMPB declined as the bookstore-focused trade paperback grew. It is still the case that buyers—and indeed sellers—in the US associate MMPB-sized books with cheapness, and the size difference cues bookstores and buyers about status, durability, and intended market. Americans tend to be willing to pay more for a book of any size other than MMPB, even one much smaller than an MMPB, since only that size suggests quickly browning paper and cracking glue. E-books completed the decline of the MMPB, since the e-book is even more affordable and disposable, so soon after the rise of the e-reader, the MMPB vanished almost entirely, except for the few movie tie-ins and bestsellers which still appear by magazine racks in grocery stores, but six or eight per checkout, not 144. In the UK, meanwhile, MMPB size paperbacks (known as A format) are still common, because they really are a very convenient size for reading, and they were never seen as disposable or shoddy.

In the 1950s and 1960s the pulp magazine market shrank substantially as a side effect of TV—which was free in the US once you had bought the machine—becoming for many the cheap entertainment of choice. The shrunken pulp market started chasing after advertising, which was now a larger part of the profits, while the cheap MMPB market grew, and became a greater focus. In the US, hardcover rights to print a book (the “prestige” book rights) and paperback rights (“down-market” rights) were sold to publishers separately, MMPBs hardly being thought of as books at all. The kinds of science fiction novels which had previously been serialized in pulp magazines were now published as, usually, paperback originals. Many Golden Age SF novels never had hardcover editions at all, selling only as what were effectively fat, one-author magazines. Up to this point, Britain had been almost entirely untouched by pulps (both magazines and paperbacks) except for those which traversed the Atlantic coverless as ballast waste, so UK sales of an English-language book were now a third market, beyond US hardcover and US MMPB. Many books started having both disposable US and non-disposable UK paperback editions, making an additional income stream for the writers. Some pulp magazines died, but others did continue throughout these years, now in digest size, but many SF pulp writers were—like Heinlein—anxious to break the pulp glass ceiling and be published in the slicks, which paid more, and to have hardcover books. In the fifties Heinlein secured hardcover publication by Scribner’s for a set of stand-alone science fiction novels intended for boys. While the book design of the US editions of these Heinlein juveniles made it clear at a glance that they were aimed at boys, the UK paperback editions said nothing about children, and were published as normal SF—this segregation of juvenile from adult SF in the US and lack thereof in the UK was one factor which shaped the two regions’ fandoms differently.

The 1960s show how powerful a few editors could be in shaping a genre. In 1961 Frederik Pohl took over from H. L. Gold as editor of Galaxy Science Fiction and If magazines, after having been Gold’s assistant for some time. In 1964, Michael Moorcock became editor of New Worlds magazine in London. Between them, Pohl and Moorcock began to publish a new kind of science fiction more in tune with—and indeed helping to shape—the emerging cultural zeitgeist of the sixties. Writers like John Brunner, Samuel R. Delany, Katherine MacLean, Michael Moorcock, Robert Silverberg, Kate Wilhelm, and Roger Zelazny came to the fore, and at the end of the sixties Cordwainer Smith and Ursula K. Le Guin. Older writers continued to write, and to adapt to the new markets and styles. Science fiction became more self-conscious, and more conscious of social science, producing more stories which speculated about alternate social structures or governments, a different voting structure now just as exciting as a different starship engine. In 1965 Damon Knight and Kate Wilhelm founded the Science Fiction Writers of America (SFWA), and Knight edited an influential series of paperback original anthologies, Orbit (1966–80). Earlier, in the 1950s, Knight had also published literary criticism of SF, an important development, though not always met enthusiastically by fandom.

As for fantasy taking shape as a genre and a fandom, that too was shaped by individual editors, and details of the law. Science fiction had sold very well in paperback in the 1950s, typically in editions of 75,000 words or more. Paperbacks thrived, including the much-loved “Ace doubles” with two short novels or one longer novel and one novella, usually by different writers, adding up to 80,000 words in total, bound upside down relative to each other in the same volume with two covers. Many of us think of Ace doubles as mainly an SF medium, but there were also Ace double westerns, spy stories, etc. In the 1960s, publishers began to have special lines for SF, such as the Ace “specials.” And then …

 … Lord of the Rings—the catalyst urtext of modern fantasy—had not yet had a paperback edition, or a US edition of any kind, and had only been sold in the US through the import of small numbers of UK hardcovers. While C. S. Lewis read Astounding, Tolkien was much less part of the pulp F&SF world, and had never wanted paperbacks because of their lower literary status—in fact, despite how often he took on extra academic work to make more money to support his large family, he repeatedly turned down paperback offers. Thus, because of technicalities of the copyright difference between the US and UK, it was possible to argue that The Lord of the Rings was not in copyright in the US, so Ace editor (and Tolkien superfan) Donald A. Wollheim published an unauthorized (but technically legal) cheap US paperback edition in 1965. Wollheim had tried to license it, and wrote to Tolkien offering to set aside royalties for him, but received no replies, and went ahead with the unauthorized version. Tolkien, guided by his publishers, produced a slightly revised edition and authorized Ballantine Books to rush a new paperback edition into print. The Ballantine Tolkien paperbacks have bizarrely psychedelic covers, and the famous note on the back: “This paperback edition, and no other, has been published with my consent and co-operation. Those who approve of courtesy (at least) to living authors will purchase it and no other.” The controversy over the edition increased the fame of the books, and their excellence and appeal made them US bestsellers, as they had never been in hardcover in the UK.

Thus, while Tolkien’s trilogy first came out in elegant hardcovers in the 1950s, it had a sudden huge second reception a decade later, and it was that which triggered the creation of fantasy as a publishing category. Seeing the giant sales of The Lord of the Rings, editors started to look around to see if there was anything else like that. Betty and Ian Ballantine commissioned freelance editor Lin Carter to find a number of arguably forgotten quirky books that could be repackaged to look like Tolkien, and rushed them back into print as the Ballantine Adult Fantasy line, including works by Lord Dunsany, E. R. Eddison, and Hope Mirrlees. He also republished H. P. Lovecraft, Fritz Leiber, and other writers who had been originally published by Unknown magazine. In this special decade, readers were so hungry for the Tolkienesque that even the strangest works, whether new or a century old, could become fantasy bestsellers. Later, in the mid-1970s, editors Lester and Judy-Lynn del Rey, by then at Ballantine, actively reached out for new Tolkien-like work, and packaged Terry Brooks’s The Sword of Shannara (1977) in such a way as to deliberately mark the branding of a new genre, thereby building but also constraining the genre.* More bestselling writers, like Stephen R. Donaldson, David Eddings, Robin Hobb, and Robert Jordan followed, and by the mid-eighties genre fantasy was a huge unstoppable publishing force, much of it in fat trilogies trying to be as Lord-of-the-Rings-like as possible. There were always stranger fantasies published around the edges, by people like Greer Gilman, Patricia A. McKillip, and Ellen Kushner, experiments less certain to sell but which publishers could gamble with thanks to the predictable big sales of the Tolkienesque. (Hence our editor’s saying: “One Robert Jordan pays for a lot of Jo Waltons.”)

All this meant that over the decades between 1965 and 1985, science fiction vs. fantasy rapidly reversed their relative importance in terms of publishing focus, fandom visibility, and money. Until that point, science fiction had been the major seller, preferred by publishers. When SF authors like Poul Anderson produced fantasy labors of love like his homage to Icelandic sagas, The Broken Sword (1954), their reception never matched that of their SF work, incentivizing pieces like The High Crusade (1960), whose combination of medieval + aliens expressed Anderson’s passion for history in a way more appealing to SF buyers and Hugo nominators. Authors like Anne McCaffrey, Marion Zimmer Bradley, and Andre Norton, whose work centered things now seen as fantasy themes like dragons and prophecies, were published as science fiction, partly because authors and publishers knew that adding talk of genetics or other planets could get a book an SF label and so sell more copies, and also because writers like McCaffrey grew up when SF was the exciting, dynamic core of the field they read, loved, and wanted to write in, while through their formative years fantasy was seen as a (less-rigorous) sideline. But in the sudden post-Tolkien paperback boom, fantasy sales overtook and eventually far exceeded science fiction sales, so by the mid-1980s sales numbers reversed. First in the US and a little later in the UK, writers interested in both SF and fantasy started drifting toward fantasy, many longtime SF writers taking fantasy more seriously than they had before, and others disguising SF with fantastical veneers to increase sales. New writers soon debuted who—for the first time—had spent their formative years in bookshops and libraries which offered as much fantasy as SF. The days of the modern fat epic fantasy had come, not from Tolkien’s initial popularity, but a delayed popularity triggered by a single editor’s decision.

The next big change was the contraction of backlist, older books that publishers kept in print. Keeping older books available had a cost: Storing large numbers of books in a warehouse that sold only a few copies a month might not break even, so once an author had published five books, publishers often didn’t find it cost-effective to keep the first couple available while only the recent ones were selling in volume. An often-told myth about this change attributes it to a 1979 US Supreme Court decision, the infamous Thor Power Tool Co. v. Commissioner. This court decision affected the tax status of inventory—how much unsold stock could be deducted as a loss by a corporation. The debate was about whether the cost of unsold stock sitting in a warehouse could be counted as a loss (it didn’t sell) or if unsold goods only counted as a loss if they were destroyed, proving it would never sell. The court decided only destroyed goods could give tax credits, and so suddenly publishers (and all manufacturers) had a financial incentive to rapidly destroy unsold stock instead of keeping it around in case they might sell later. In fact, publishers had savvy lawyers who quickly developed new ways to justify tax losses, so the real impact of the Thor Power Tools case was much smaller than it is often made out to be. At the same time, however, warehousing costs were rising, MMPB sales were declining, affecting publisher revenue, and as many factors made it more costly for publishers to keep old books in print, it was easy to use Thor Power Tools as a stand-in representing a long, elaborate list of cost increases.

For all these reasons, in the 1980s books stayed in print for much less time than before, older books were harder for bookstores to order, and if a favorable review or award came along to suddenly spark interest in a book, it was often too late, and the book had already gone out to be pulped. Books going out of print was a bigger impediment in these decades than it is today, since the manual labor of the typesetting and setup was still a huge part of the cost of printing a book. In a sense, printing the first copy of a book on a big manual printing press cost many thousands of dollars in setup costs, while every subsequent copy cost just a few cents in ink, paper, and machine time, so one had to print about 5,000 copies for the cost per copy to work out to something publishers could sell. Once one print run was done, however, doing another cost just as much in initial setup, so reprinting a book that had sold out didn’t make sense unless you were sure you would sell at least 5,000 additional copies. Thus, many great books blipped in and out of availability quickly, and once an initial print run was gone, it took truly exceptional circumstances to convince a publisher to bring something back into print. The tax pressures to destroy unsold stock simply exacerbated this.

This problem was actually less bad for SF than for many other fields. Some books blipped in and out of print and became unfindable and almost legendary, like Edward Whittemore’s Sinai Tapestry (1977). But science fiction had three advantages—(1) fandom, through which fans eagerly kept each other informed about books at conventions and through fanzines, (2) specialist bookstores and booksellers, run by people who knew and cared about the field and kept books in stock even when they were not in print, and (3) the Science Fiction Book Club, which republished (or even pre-published) lots of genre books in inexpensive hardcovers. Between 1973 and 2007, the knowledgeable Ellen Asher made many books widely available through the book club. Additionally, SF fans were far from reluctant to buy MMPBs, which had always had a short shelf life. In the seventies when there were only a few hundred SF books published in a year, it was possible for a fan to read all of them.

One technological innovation helped the most to offset this change: the spread in the 1960s and 1970s of phototypesetting, followed by digital typesetting. Just as the development of Linotype had substantially reduced the size of the manual labor team needed for printing, phototypesetting—first developed in 1949 but rolled out mainly in the 1960s—made it possible to produce a whole typeset page from an image of a page, generating the whole thing as one sheet without a typesetter manually typing and aligning the letters. Using photographic techniques at first and later, in the 1970s, digital techniques greatly reduced the setup costs of preparing a printing press to print a book, and especially transformed reprinting, since, once a book existed in physical form, the pages could be photo-reproduced from a physical copy of the first print run, or—in the later 1970s and 1980s—from a saved digital file. This meant that, in the 1980s and 1990s, it became much easier for publishers to print just 1,000 to 3,000 extra copies of a book which had sold out instead of committing to gross increments like 5,000, 10,000, or 15,000 copies, a change which made work stay in print much longer, and made it cost-effective at last for publishers to sometimes bring older books back into print. (This has had a major effect on both of our careers, as both Among Others [2011] and Too Like the Lightning [2016] sold vastly more copies than Tor had anticipated and had to be reprinted multiple times in hardcover.)

These changes could have triggered a vast blossoming of the variety of books in print, but over the course of the eighties and nineties another change happened to reduce variety: MMPB distribution networks in the US consolidated. Before this point, mass market paperbacks were mostly distributed to grocery stores and many other shops by local distributors, who might each cover a few towns or one small section of a US state. Since they genuinely were just a few people (“a guy with a couple station wagons”), they knew their specific geographic areas’ venues and tastes very well. Each local distributor ordered the specific books they knew their customers would want, and curated a wide variety of individual selections for individual retail locations, so the rack at a grocery store in Memphis might have 90 percent different books from a rack at a grocery store in Dallas, with the distributors knowing the demand in the stores and what would sell there the same way a small bookstore owner might know their customers. But over the course of the 1980s and 1990s, larger companies bought up these smaller distributors and started providing standardized distribution, sending the same identical range of books to all the racks in all the cities in their range. Consolidation in retail drove this consolidation of distributors, since big-box chain stores preferred to deal with one distributor. A story is often told that the Safeway grocery store chain informed its eight or so distributors that it was only going to deal with one henceforth, telling them to sell out to each other and make bids to become the sole distributor. As a result of the switch away from different small distributors curating their individual lists for individual cities and stores, the variety of orders dwindled—big distributors ordered 10,000 copies each of the same twenty books instead of small distributors ordering 1,000 copies each of 200 different books. Non-bookstore distribution shrank for everything but the biggest bestsellers, as did print runs for genre paperbacks, especially those by new or less-known authors. The total number and variety of new books being printed in the US diminished, and the number and variety of UK authors whose work was brought to the US, and of US authors whose work sold enough to draw the attention of UK publishers, also shrank. Fewer distributor options also meant that bookstores had to put up with more frustrating practices from distributors who lacked competitors—think of how much we complain about internet companies like Comcast but are stuck with them because there are often no alternatives. Bookstores have to put up with orders coming at the wrong time or with the wrong number of books (too many, too few), and a huge portion of bookstore managers’ time goes into negotiating with the distributors to even get ahold of the books they hope to sell. If you want to hear true horror tales, go into a comics shop and ask the staff what it’s like dealing with Diamond, the monopoly distributor for comic books.

The seventies had been a period where feminist SF had flourished, with writers like Joanna Russ, Suzette Haden Elgin, Ursula K. Le Guin, James Tiptree Jr., John Varley, Samuel R. Delany, Pamela Sargent, and Marta Randall all doing well. But the distribution squeeze coincided with the rise of cyberpunk, marked by William Gibson’s Neuromancer, and with editors keen for the hot new trend and distribution in crisis, many of these writers found their careers in jeopardy. Some, like Vonda N. McIntyre, moved into the booming genre of writing movie and TV tie-in novels, while others, like George R. R. Martin, left fiction writing and went to Hollywood, or, like Lisa Tuttle and Judith Moffett, moved to small presses; Kate Wilhelm started writing thrillers. UK publishing, which could keep books in print for longer, sometimes took up the slack. I recall US fans buying UK editions of books by US writers in the nineties. Meanwhile, Puffin in the UK was pursuing a policy of buying, republishing, and keeping in print long-term award-winning US children’s books, like Madeleine L’Engle’s A Wrinkle in Time (1962) and Sylvia Engdahl’s This Star Shall Abide (1972). The sequels, which were not award winning, were of no interest to Puffin’s editors, nor does any other publisher want to publish a series without its first volume, so they still have no UK editions.

This US consolidation of mass market book distributors was part of a much larger process of corporate mergers and monopolization (familiar to anyone who follows the nonfiction work of Cory Doctorow) which began in the US during the presidency of Ronald Reagan. Reaganomics posited that large companies were good for consumers since they could reduce costs, and under this theory America’s antitrust law stopped being enforced, so long as companies could argue in court that their mergers would result in greater efficiency. This consolidation affected all sectors, from office supply shops to baby formula makers, including several separate parts of the publication world: bookstores, book distributors, and publishers.

Reaganomics and its tolerance of monopoly also triggered the rise of huge chain bookstores like Borders or Barnes & Noble in the US, whose models were imitated by Chapters and Indigo in Canada, and squeezed out most of the smaller independent bookstores in North America. Specialist bookstores, like Uncle Hugo’s in Minneapolis and Borderlands in San Francisco, tended to survive, but many generalist independent bookstores could not compete with the big chains, which could reduce prices on more volume and smaller margins, and which also had amenities customers valued like bathrooms and cafés. The big chains also used predatory tactics, such as selling books at very low margins, or even at a loss, until they had driven the independent stores in an area out of business, and then raising their prices once they had a captive audience. This process had bad impacts on the field, but also good, since a giant Borders drew customers by being giant—more like visiting a book-focused theme park than going to a shop—and their showy tactics meant that, at least for a time, they made more money per square foot the larger they were. Thus, while a small shop with only one bookcase of SF could only afford to have the biggest sellers, these big box stores had miles of shelves to fill, and would happily stock plenty of backlist knowing it had a double function, selling modestly but steadily while helping the store sell more of the big movers—from new releases to chocolate bars—through the dazzling allure of endless shelves. This allowed older books to stay on shelves and keep selling in a way which had been impossible with a small shop model, so editors and publishers found themselves torn between sympathizing with independent bookshops under pressure and yet benefitting from the real increase of sales, which often made the difference between a book turning an eventual profit or not. What big box stores did stock they stocked nearly forever, but they had to stock it in the first place, so by the early twenty-first century, when Chapters and Indigo had merged in Canada, if the chain decided not to order a book, it became almost impossible for anyone in the country to buy it. This also affected the SF&F markets far beyond North America, since the US is such a dominant producer and market for SF that many countries look to what gets published in the US as they seek to acquire titles, and a UK or European author who can’t sell to the US market will struggle to ever become widely read. UK publishing houses did in the nineties discover Ken MacLeod, J. K. Rowling, and Michael Scott Rohan, but mostly they were repackaging a small selection of US writers that they felt would sell.

In 2005, Barnes & Noble—the last big US book chain—became highly reluctant to stock books which cost more than $25.99 unless they were (A) bestsellers, or (B) in a very particular range of niches, such as coffee table books or luxury Bibles. This policy was and remains a major chokepoint on publishing. A book’s cover price is generally affected by how long a book is (more pages cost more in paper, and in hours typesetting and editing) and how many copies the publisher expects to sell, since the production cost per copy of a 10,000 copy print run is much lower than the cost per copy of a 2,000 copy print run. Thus, the $25.99 maximum meant that books with very small print runs struggle to get bookstore distribution, and it puts pressure on publishers to limit the length of books they don’t expect to be bestsellers—a big-name epic fantasy can be fat like a phone book, but almost all other genre books need to be substantially shorter to make it onto B&N shelves. This length cap—an echo of the 80,000 word cap imposed by wire racks decades before—especially affects debut books, since new authors without established readerships are a gamble, and publishers often like to start with smaller print runs.

By the year 2000, however, there was a new player in the bookstore game: Amazon. While recently Amazon is better known as a predator, implementing on a larger scale the same monopolist practices of selling under cost to drive out competition which let Barnes & Noble and Borders destroy independent bookstores, when Amazon first launched in 1994 as the first way to order a wide selection of books online, it was greeted as a savior by many people facing a bookstore monopoly in Canada, and duopoly and then monopoly in the US after the demise of Borders in 2011.

In these decades without antitrust enforcement, the speed at which companies could swallow each other became lightning fast, and affected publishers as well. Taking Tor Books (currently the US’s largest SF imprint) as an example of how quickly growth and mergers can come, Tom Doherty—after years learning the field by working for Simon & Schuster, Grosset & Dunlap, and Ace—founded his own company, Tom Doherty Associates (TDA), in 1980, with Tor as one of its imprints. In 1986—after only six years—TDA became a subsidiary of St. Martin’s Press, then the US branch of UK publisher Pan Macmillan. In 1995—when Tor Books was fifteen years old—Pan Macmillan was in turn sold to Holtzbrinck Publishers, an even bigger LLC headquartered in Stuttgart, Germany, which also owns a number of other publishing ventures, including Scientific American (acquired in 1986), and in 2015 merged with some science divisions of Springer, acquiring the field-dominating science journal Nature and many associated journals. In a parallel development Orbit was founded in 1974, bought by Little, Brown and Company (part of Time Warner) in 1992, then Little Brown bought the once-separate Legend imprint from Random House in 1997, and the lot was sold to Paris-based Hachette in 2006. 2013 saw the giant merger of Penguin with Random House, birthing the term Big Five publishing houses: Hachette, HarperCollins, Macmillan, Simon & Schuster, and Penguin Random House—the merger of the last two was prevented in 2022 by the first major US implementation of antitrust law in decades! These five currently produce about 60 percent of all global English-language books, with the other 40 percent coming from a variety of much smaller publishers which generally must work much harder to get books into shops; as with Macmillan and Hachette, these publishers tend to be owned by parents which also own and partner with other language presses too. As with the pulps earlier, the fewer dominant publishers dominate the market—getting books into bookshops and onto websites—the fewer different places there are for an author to turn to if editors don’t take a book, so consolidation tends toward larger print runs but fewer total books, and a very large difference for authors between being with a Big Five publisher and being with any of the many much smaller publishers.

Now, it is true that these Big Five publishers are big bad wolves who made use of lax antitrust enforcement to swallow up a lot of smaller publishers and reduce competition, but it’s also true that a wolf (even if big and bad) is still the little guy when faced with a T-Rex like Barnes & Noble, or a Godzilla like Amazon. Even powerful editors at major SF imprints, like Patrick Nielsen Hayden, who is editing this volume (Hi, Patrick!), wait with bated breath to learn how many copies of a book are ordered by a few giant accounts, like Barnes & Noble, Amazon, and Books-A-Million, a moment which can make or break books, series, and careers. By 2014, Amazon was already an order of magnitude more rich and powerful than even Big Five publishers, $100+ billion vs. $10 billion, and by 2022 it became two orders of magnitude as Amazon crossed the trillion-dollar mark. Size and money are power, and we will come back to the wolf pack vs. Godzilla drama, but first we need to trace the innovation behind both the growth and the drama: e-books.

Technically, e-books first became available in the mid-nineties, but they lacked a clear distribution and consumption mechanism, so they sold in tiny quantities starting mainly with the palm pilot in 1997, then solidifying with the advent of e-ink devices, Amazon’s Kindle, in 2007, and Barnes & Noble’s Nook, launched in 2009. E-books, with lower overheads, empowered self-publishing and small press publishing, and became a major income line for large publishers too. E-books took off fastest in Romance, a genre whose readers move voraciously through many short volumes, rarely rereading, for whom digital books were an ideal alternative to the growing mountain of paperbacks in the corner. As soon as e-books became big, articles began to pour out about how they were the death knell of traditional paper publishing, but contrary to the clickbait hyperbole, sales of paper books have been continually going up, not down, even as e-books have grown. Books both digital and paper are now cheaper and easier to get than ever before, and all the global pro-education programs have been doing their work, so reading is up, of all kinds and in all places, and the convenience of e-books has not diminished the desire of book lovers to have beautiful bookcases of gorgeous editions. What e-books have done is deliver the final death blow to America’s already dying industry of cheap, disposable MMPBs, the kind which crack after a couple readings and browns soon thereafter. E-books taking the place of the cheapest books is good for the environment and publishers, who now focus on producing beautiful hardcovers and high-quality beautiful trade paperbacks, while only a very few big bestsellers (usually with movie tie-ins) ever come out in MMPB. But the e-book killing the MMPB did harm one important kind of reader: kids under eighteen without credit cards, who used to be able save up allowance money and buy those supercheap books once available in great diversity in wire grocery store racks, in easy reach even for kids whose parents would not take them to bookshops or libraries.

You do still see dramatic articles from time to time declaring that reading is down or books are dying, but if you click through to their sources you rapidly discover their clickbait nature. In 2017 and 2018 a pair of such articles came out lamenting that reading was down, with links to global statistics. In the 2017 article, if you followed links, the real statistics were that reading was up in all sectors of publishing in Europe, Asia, Africa, and South America, and in the US it was up among all kinds of reading and all age groups except adult fiction, which had dropped about 2 percent, with a corresponding rise in adult nonfiction reading, as more people were reading nonfiction about the political crises then shaping the world. Like clockwork, a year later, another article appeared lamenting that “serious” reading was dying, linking through to the same chart showing adult nonfiction down 2 percent and adult fiction up 2 percent again as reading reset. Meanwhile, kids’ books, Middle Grade, YA, and international book sales were up an average of 5 percent each of those two years, which was nonetheless reported as reading “dying.” The same articles also lamented that less than 5 percent of books make it into bookstores, which seems shocking until you remember how many specialist and academic books there are, and that it is very natural that Barnes & Noble very sensibly doesn’t stock Brill’s $608 Encyclopaedia of the Neo-Latin World, Shepheard-Walwyn’s The Letters of Marsilio Ficino Vol. 10, or Droz’s The Population of European Cities, 800–1850: Data Bank and Short Summary of Results.

E-books were also a boon for independent small presses and self-publishing, as was another development: print-on-demand. Using small machines, not much bigger than a Xerox-type photocopier, on-demand printers can create and bind a single copy of a book. Back in 1966, Frederik Pohl in Galaxy discussed the idea of bookshops having a machine which could print any book in the world right there, eliminating print runs and distribution and making every bookshop an infinite bookshop. This has not fully materialized, partly because Amazon itself has been working hard to block it (and refuses to list on-demand books printed by anything but their on-demand service), and partly because the cost per book of a small-scale print-on-demand book is still much higher than that of large-scale print runs. While very few bookstores have print-on-demand machines in-house, many small and midsized publishers now use print-on-demand technologies at various scales, either for reprints or entire print runs of niche titles. Some publishers, like the academic press Brill, have gone entirely print-on-demand, enabling the publication of extremely specialist titles, though at very high cover prices. In fact, Amazon itself has a deal with publishers so that, when it runs out of copies of a major hot release, it uses its own print-on-demand machines to print up a few hundred or thousand extra copies to meet immediate demand, indistinguishable from those it orders in bulk from Macmillan, Random House, etc. Print-on-demand has been especially valuable for self-publishing, and the 2000s have seen a broad proliferation of services where one can order between one and a thousand copies of a book.

As for our wolf pack vs. Godzilla, by the 2010s Amazon—having secured a 65 percent market share of all book sales, much higher for e-books—used its monopoly strength to demand that the Big Five publishers allow Amazon to set their e-book prices, specifically to $9.99. When they refused, Amazon accused the Big Five of conspiring to price fix their e-books, an iteration of the tactic of accusing the other party of using the dirty tactic you yourself are using, so when they turn the accusation back, they sound ridiculous (“He cheated! He drew an extra card!” “What? No, I didn’t—you did!”). At the core of this lawsuit was the question of what Amazon is: a distributor, a wholesaler, a bookstore, a literary agent, or a publisher? Amazon, in fact, does all these things, and has lawyers enough to change these masks when convenient, presenting itself as a publisher so it can decry the actions of a “rival publisher” like Hachette, but switching to presenting itself as a humble bookstore or distributor to dodge accusations of conflict of interest. Amazon can also spend more on lawyers than the entire income even of a “big” publisher, so four of the Big Five settled out of court in 2013—Macmillan, for example, paying a fee and enduring headlines like “Publishers plead guilty to price fixing!” as the alternative to risking the entire company going down. In 2014 Hachette stood firm, and faced ferocious tactics, including not only in the law court (where Amazon even convinced the DOJ to accept expert testimony about the definition of publisher from an independent publisher, Amazon itself!) but also in direct sales, as Amazon delisted Hachette pre-orders, jacked up the prices it charged for Hachette books, and set up its search engine so that, if you searched for a Hachette title, instead Amazon would show you a similar book from a different publisher. In early 2015, Hachette did strike a deal with Amazon and retained the power to set its e-book prices, but at a substantial cost (details are confidential), and the long battle and suffering of Hachette and its authors made it clear to the industry that opposing Amazon would mean paying a high price. Amazon continues to overtly state its intent to grow and dominate all retail sales and publishing globally, and many SF editors discuss it as a “frenemy” of publishing, since its reach is invaluable for actually selling books, but its ambitions continue to squeeze, and grow.

In conclusion, much has changed since Lucian of Samosata sought and found a patron for his books. The history of SF publishing is an ongoing history. Lucian would be surprised and delighted to know that his complete works are available today as an e-book from Delphi, with both an English translation and the original Greek included in the volume. Science fiction and fantasy books may no longer get many mass market paperbacks and massive distribution of every title, but on the other hand, the “carriage trade” side, the hardcovers, trade paperbacks, and newborn e-books, are a much bigger and more profitable trade business than publishers would ever have imagined even in the 1980s when the rug was pulled out from under the MMPB market. E-books for the first time allow novellas to be profitable, and novellas have always been one of the lengths where our genres thrive and are most powerful and innovative. We don’t know what the future of SF publishing holds, any more than Lucian could have imagined the way we’d read him today. All we can be sure about is that things will change, more rugs will be pulled out from under us, nothing is ever static, the future will be different from the past, from the present, and from what we expect. People love books: long books, short books, weird books, comfort read books, scrolls, codices, manuscripts, paperbacks, hardcovers, e-books, you get them to us we’ll buy them and read them and argue about their merit and lament the old days when everything was better, even as we carry about our e-readers with thousands of books on them, the true “library in the pocket.” Whatever the future holds, we are confident it will have books in it, and that people will be reading them. We hope that one day someone will be reading this book in a format as hard for us to imagine as it would have been for Lucian to imagine the Kindle.






Sheep’s Clothing: Why SF and F Might Be Disguised as Each Other


by Jo Walton and Ada Palmer

FROM JO’S 2010 TOR.COM (NOW REACTOR) POST

EXPANDED AND REVISED FOR THIS VOLUME

Sometimes the elf turns out to be a robot, or the alien turns out to be an angel, and we feel satisfied, and other times we don’t. Let’s look at why.

Many works have both science fiction and fantasy ingredients (the steampunk alchemist traveling with the fire mage), but those are different from the moments when imprint SF and F readers find ourselves arguing fiercely with fellow readers over whether a work is fantasy or SF, or when we find ourselves in the midst of a story that seems to be fantasy, not SF (or vice versa) only to suddenly discover the opposite.

The moment the sheep’s clothing comes off is a risky one for the writer, because it can create a kind of narrative whiplash. For example, in the Arthurian TV series Merlin (2008–12), Merlin and Arthur encounter dragons, griffins, faeries, basilisks, witches, and sorcerers without us batting an eye, but it feels a little weird when they encounter giant scorpions, and when they then encounter classic gray big-headed UFO aliens, something inside the audience cries out: No! That’s wrong! It was solidly fantasy, and suddenly it’s not. Mixtures that mix throughout the narrative are fine—when The X-Files alternates between ghosts and aliens or the TV series Gargoyles includes dragons, witches, and faeries plus hovercraft, a cyborg, and laser guns, the UFO alien encounter episode flows comfortably—it’s the sudden reveal moment that most often risks making audiences feel betrayed. And yet authors keep producing such risky hybrids, for several causes. Let’s look at three:


The Publishing Motive: From Cloned Space Dragons to Magical Biology

It used to be quite common for books that were fantasy, but not standard quest fantasy, to be published in the thinnest of SF disguises. There was a straightforward reason: Before 1977–80, when the trend reversed, SF sold much, much more than fantasy, to the degree that fantasy was not even a marketing category, and the few fantasy novels were isolated oddities, while SF was a genre in which one could build publisher relationships, fan bases, and earn a steady living. Thus, Anne McCaffrey’s Pern (1967–ongoing) began life in hard SF magazine Analog. Telepathic teleporting time-traveling dragons are pretty fantastical, but it’s hinted all along and explained in little introductions that this is a lost human space colony, eventually explained in full in origin story Dragonsdawn (1988). Readers who followed the series from the beginning had no problem with this, but many who came along later and encountered the books in the wrong order and read large quantities of ostensible fantasy with few or no clues as to the science fiction background were blindsided when they came across it in other books and hated Dragonsdawn. They felt it was a violation of the author-reader contract, because they hadn’t been aware of the science fictional framing that McCaffrey signaled early on. McCaffrey herself identified lifelong as an SF writer and considered Pern fully part of the SF world she had grown up on and was excited to be part of, but in later Pern volumes the SF elements often vanish, appearing only in those books in which McCaffrey had an SF idea she wanted to make core to the plot, while volumes that didn’t need SF read like pure fantasy, and pleased more readers in the fantasy-hungry generation which hadn’t existed when McCaffrey began.

There are many other examples, like Marion Zimmer Bradley’s Darkover series (1958–ongoing), which also has a prequel explanation of how things got weird (Darkover Landfall, 1972) and Andre Norton’s Witch World (1963–2005). Both of these are fundamentally fantasy stories, structured and experienced like fantasy, but because they limit the supernatural abilities to those encompassed by the ESP/psionics palette (telepathy, telekinesis, clairvoyance, pyrokinesis, etc.) and discuss genetics and other scientific terms, they borrow the umbrella of science fiction even though their stories and focuses have much more in common with A Song of Ice and Fire or Robin Hobb’s Farseer books (1995–2017) than with SF ESP stories like Alfred Bester’s The Stars My Destination (1956), Ursula K. Le Guin’s The Left Hand of Darkness (1968), or Katsuhiro Otomo’s Akira (1982). While a post-1980 author would simply have made the settings of Darkover and Witch World secondary world fantasies, instead both series justify their worlds as SF by having a backstory where original humans from Earth colonize new planets and thereby become something more magical—when Earth rediscovers the lost civilizations, and culture clashes ensue, the pre-1980 SF reader is satisfied but the post-1980 fantasy reader is often dismayed.

When you look at 1960s SF generally, you do get a lot of odd bits of magic and mysticism called something else, as in Frank Herbert’s Dune (1965) and Robert A. Heinlein’s Stranger in a Strange Land (1961). Similarly, Roger Zelazny’s Lord of Light (1967) is fantasy disguised as science fiction disguised as fantasy—it seems to be fantasy with Hindu gods, but they’re on another planet and just pretending to be Hindu gods, except that maybe they’re not quite just pretending, and though the reincarnation is technologically mediated, and the Buddhism is made up as a way of rebelling, there’s something deeper and more numinous going on. Walter M. Miller Jr.’s A Canticle for Leibovitz (1959), a postapocalyptic story of monks saving civilization, contains the Wandering Jew and has a miracle at the end. Robert A. Heinlein’s Glory Road (1963) blends typical fantasy elements (hero, dwarf, queen, quest) with science fictional–seeming other planets, multiple universes, and unexpected pieces of technology.

You may see books that do this kind of thing as a charming blend of genres, or you may be horrified to find fantasy cooties in what you might reasonably have thought was SF, or distressed to find that your efforts to piece together a nice fantasy world build are suddenly shredded by talk of DNA and cloning. The publishing incentive that shaped such works in the 1960s and 1970s is clear, though some authors actively wanted to write something that crossed and played with genres—Bradley in particular leaned into the culture clash, and Cherryh’s plots and characters in the Morgaine books (1976–88, more on this below) wouldn’t work without it.

By the eighties, genre fantasy existed as a coherent market (on the audience side and the editor/publisher side) and was starting to overtake science fiction in popularity, a process that was complete by the late 1980s. Almost immediately as the change was underway, we started to see the inverse form of disguise: science fiction with a mask of fantasy. Robert Silverberg’s Lord Valentine’s Castle (1980) is a very strange blend of fantasy and science fiction, which feels like it’s doing the same kind of thing as Lord of Light, fantastical trappings on an underlying science fiction world, though it never quite resolves, sustaining the genre ambiguity. Megan Lindholm’s Harpy’s Flight (1983) and sequels seem at first to be fantastical but turn out to be alien, science fiction disguised as fantasy both by the text and by the cover art and marketing blurbs. These books were all unquestionably published as fantasy, during a fantasy boom, despite their science fiction cores.

In 2010, Charles Stross wrote a long essay on his blog about his Merchant Princes series (2004–21). His essay makes it clear that these books intentionally disguise science fiction as fantasy. Instead of trying to make fantasy respectable with a few mentions of orbits and genetic engineering of dragons, they try to make science fiction fantastical by not explaining how things work:

“I could begin writing in the back-story behind the Clan’s world-walking capability. In the first three books it was presented as a black box, implicitly magical; by book six it should be fairly obvious that the series is SF in fantasy drag, and as the series expands the breakdown and decay of fantasy tropes continues.”

The reason for selling them as fantasy was economic and contractual. Ace had an option on Stross’s science fiction novels, and he wanted to sell something quickly. His agent said:

“On the other hand, if you really want to write for a living, can you do something that isn’t specifically SF, so we can sell without breach of contract? Like, say, a big fat fantasy series?”

So the series began looking like fantasy, and got to look more and more like SF as it went on, as his contractual obligations changed and Stross could present the books more to his own taste. How did the readers feel about the SF cooties in their fantasy? The worldwalking was dealt with from the very first paragraphs of the first book in a way that felt refreshingly nifty for fantasy, so many readers found this geeky rhetorical stance toward the seemingly fantastical meant that they didn’t feel betrayed when the scientific underpinnings showed up later.

Another more recent series that feels like this is Lois McMaster Bujold’s Sharing Knife (2006–19) books. These are very complex intersections, with distinct elements of Western and romance, but they’re also postapocalyptic fantasy—there was a big fantasy evil long ago, and it was only sort of defeated, so there are little evils—malices—showing up all over. This is fantasy, but the way it works, the way the malices molt and change, is solid and logical and scientific. There’s magic, but the way they work with it is just as geeky and experimental as the way Stross treats worldwalking in The Family Trade. There’s a way in which what makes this come down firmly as fantasy is the covers, the marketing. If it was 1965, the covers would have said SF, and nothing else would be changed. Much the same can be said of Brandon Sanderson’s Stormlight Archive (2010–ongoing), whose technical explanations of the magic system and its functioning has a quasi-biological or quasi-physiological aspect which pre-1980 would absolutely have been sold as SF.

For such books, this is a labeling issue. A writer with an exciting idea for characters and setting can slant it toward fantasy or toward SF, choosing to forefront aspects of stories which will make them sell more and reach more readers, given preferences and marketing at any given time. Whether the moment of the sheep’s clothing being lifted away is satisfying or frustrating depends how well the revelation fits with the setup—whether it makes one go “Oh, yes!” or “Wait, what??”—whether it ties all the threads together or feels like it comes out of nowhere and undermines the caring and work you’ve done reading so far. There aren’t specific things to do or not do usually; it comes down to the quality of the writing, whether it feels right and connects up well, as well as whether the fundamental contracts of the genre are kept. SF, for example, promises that things will come together and make sense, and the application of cunning and scientific knowledge will yield meaningful results and understanding—a hybrid must keep this promise in both its fantasy and SF phases to feel right. And even in the best-executed versions, usually some readers still get fiction burn.



Mixing and Examining: Medieval Wormholes and Candlelight Futures

But for some books, the SF&F hybridization, and disguising one as another, is about more than a question of marketing slant; it’s fundamentally important that the book look like one and be the other. And it’s so difficult to talk about such books without spoilers!

In the backstory of C. J. Cherryh’s Chronicles of Morgaine (1976–88), a high-tech civilization built gates between worlds with complex but scientific properties. The wormhole system making the gates work collapsed, leaving some planets connected and others unconnected, and the whole universe threatened with implosion by the continued use of the gates. The inhabited planets linked by the gates include humans, aliens, and hybrids; the alien qhal use the gates to renew their youth or transfer their minds to other bodies. The books concern Morgaine’s desperate mission to close the gates. Yet because the point of view character Vanye comes from a low-tech world much like much typical medieval fantasy, whose culture is bounded by oaths and oathbreaking, honor and loyalty, and because beautiful perilous Morgaine uses these things to manipulate him, the feel is that of fantasy, and so are many of the trappings. You’d reach for The Lord of the Rings or Ursula K. Le Guin’s A Wizard of Earthsea (1968) as a comparison. The culture clash between the two of them on Vanye’s world drives the first book, and their exploration of increasingly alien worlds as they move on, closing gates behind them, drives the sequels. There is no ending: Morgaine will quest forever, just like a Michael Moorcock fantasy hero, but in the service of science, and often dealing with aliens. These books tightrope-walk a thin line between genres, where they look and feel like fantasy, but the reader is never in doubt of their underlying science fictional nature.

There’s Rosemary Kirstein’s Steerswoman series. These start off looking exactly like fantasy, standard medievaloid world, wizards, inns, barbarians. As the story goes on, you find out slowly that this is science fiction, that a lot of the “magic” has to do with terraforming, and the trappings of magic have to do with the “wizards” keeping the population under control. In these books, the slow process of revelation of what’s really going on—which I haven’t spoiled—is a large part of the joy of reading. This isn’t a case of “it has to look like X so it will sell”; it’s an absolute requirement of the story that it be in the world it is in and the world be the way it is. You need to come to it from the direction of believing it is fantasy to truly experience the specific way in which it is science fiction. People were angry with me for pointing out in a (very positive) review that the books were really science fiction, and centered around seeing the world from the perspective of the scientific method.

Yusuke Kishi’s From the New World (which won the 2008 Nihon SF Taisho, Japan’s Nebula award) plays with even more genre layers, beginning with schoolchildren telling spooky stories of a monster cat that stalks naughty kids, and creatures in the woods which kill you if you meet them on a field trip, but these don’t simply turn out to be real; they become our first access to the sinister history of their village, the story transforming rapidly from children’s folklore horror through supernatural apocalyptic elements to a very scientific narrative that ends up focusing on things like genetics and social change. The finale keeps the SF contract perfectly—making everything connect up and make sense beautifully—but since the beginning seemed like a folklore tale, and we are not used to folklore monsters all making sense at the end, the conclusion feels like a marvelous bonus, overperformance, a triple axel when we were promised just a simple jump.

Gene Wolfe’s The Book of the New Sun (1980–83) sheds its sheepskin quickly, but never fully. Its cloaks and towers and apprenticeships let one mistake it for a medieval fantasy, but only for the first few pages, since hints of advanced technology and ancient crumbling spaceships rapidly reveal its SF substructure. Yet enough of the strange beings and powers we encounter resemble magic or divinities, and push the boundaries of what science can explain, that the narrative never lets us differentiate physics from metaphysics, or sufficiently advanced technology from magic. The “Strange Beings” chapter of Tezuka’s Phoenix (1981) does something similar, following a person who becomes a healing priest at a Buddhist temple and receives visits from people, then from folklore monsters, then from what are clearly aliens, blurring and inviting us to question where the line between alien and folklore creature lies, and whether historic tales of goblins and fox spirits might actually describe alien visitations. And in Usman T. Malik’s marvelous novella The Pauper Prince and the Eucalyptus Jinn (2015) what begins by looking like immigrant fantasy is slowly revealed beneath the layers to be science fiction embedded in deeply Islamic physics and metaphysics.

The hottest debates over whether things are science fiction or fantasy often involve the presence of distinct ingredients which are definitely acceptable in fantasy but not core to it, and whose appropriateness in science fiction is a question of perspective or debate. The two biggest such ingredients have both come up already in some of the works on our list: ESP/psionics/psychic powers and metaphysics/miracles/ghosts/souls.



The ESP Palette: Psionics Research and Telepathic Ascension

Repeated interviews show that college students today—even nerdy and SF-loving ones—can’t define what ESP (Extra-Sensory Perception) is, and listen with bemused perplexity as one tries to explain that a particular palette of paranormal abilities—sixth sense, second sight, telepathy, empathy, telekinesis, levitation, pyrokinesis, clairvoyance, precognition, psychic combat/healing, and sometimes teleportation or causing death by willing it—was a subject of serious research in the 1930s to 1970s or so which both mainstream people and especially Cold War governments took seriously as a field of scientific study. The Rhine studies at Duke University in the 1930s, now dismissed as statistical flukes or bad methodology, were at the time taken very seriously. Even Alan Turing in his 1950 paper “Computing Machinery and Intelligence” says that “the statistical evidence [for Extrasensory Perception], at least for telepathy, is overwhelming.” Today many are surprised to learn such powers were ever taken so seriously, but, despite their discrediting, SF&F is still strongly affected by literary remnants of the period when these abilities were considered (A) a distinct set of associated things, and (B) scientific or quasi-scientific.

A number of major older SF works take very seriously the hypothesis that humanity has unlockable psychic abilities, which are (A) plausible and (B) definitely not magic!! Such works present these abilities in ways which make very clear that their existence does not imply the existence of bookish mages, magic potions, alchemy, or any other fantastical art. They dwell in science. The Stars My Destination (1956) has both telepaths (rare) and human-will-powered teleportation (universal), but is definitely not fantasy. The E. E. “Doc” Smith Lensman books (1937–54) have benevolent aliens with incredible mental powers giving telepathic tech to humanity after conducting a breeding program to get humanity to the point where they can use them, but the series is definitely not fantasy. Dune also has a breeding program and has even more powerful psychic powers, especially precognition (even their spaceships are guided by it), but the books are definitely not fantasy. Robert Silverberg’s Dying Inside (1972) is focused on a telepathic character losing his telepathic abilities as he ages, but is definitely not fantasy. John Brunner’s Telepathist aka The Whole Man (1964) is about a telepath who can enter other people’s dreams, but is definitely not fantasy (and features space suits on its US cover and trippy dream monsters on its UK one). Robert A. Heinlein’s Time for the Stars (1956) is about twins who have telepathy, even when one of them is on a spaceship at relativistic speeds, but nobody has ever remotely considered it fantasy. Jedi too have the same textbook palette of non-visible abilities to read and alter minds, lift objects, psychically project, heal, perceive with senses beyond vision, use precognition to aid combat, and in very rare cases to shoot visible and scientifically definitely extant electricity—yet, like the rest, Star Wars is firmly categorized as SF, not fantasy, as is Star Trek despite the Vulcan mind meld, and others with empathic and precognitive abilities. Stephen King’s Carrie (1974, telekinesis/pyrokinesis) and The Shining (1977, precognition/second sight) are within the ESP palette, and considered distinctly less fantasy than The Dark Tower (1982–2012), Pet Sematary (1983), or The Eyes of the Dragon (1984). Across the ocean, Japanese authors also embraced ESP in hard SF, as in Keiko Takemiya’s space epic Toward the Terra (1977–80), Fujiko Fujio’s ESPer Mami (1977–83), and Katsuhiro Otomo’s Domu (1980–81), which received the Seiun award (Japan’s Hugo). Returning to Witch World and Darkover, their fantasy tales were made palatable to SF audiences by confining the abilities within the ESP palette, and, in Norton’s case, using the language of psionics.

It can be funny to reflect on how coherent a body of abilities the ESP/psychic power palette is/was despite being unreal. One can make clear statements about its attributes: ESP powers are invisible and do not have shiny special effects or sparkle like magic; ESP powers can be developed through personal focus, meditation, and training, and observed and enhanced by technology; ESP powers run the risk of going out of control and demolishing buildings like an earthquake. One familiar with the ESP palette can read through a list of superhero powers and sort them easily into whether they are or aren’t in the palette: Legion’s telepathy/telekenesis, yes, Plantman talking to plants, no; the Human Torch’s fire powers, yes; Mr. Fantastic’s stretchy body, no. The original 1963 X-Men team gives a fascinating glimpse of how these powers dwelled on the science side of the science/fantasy divide, since X-Men focused on genetics and mutation—SF elements—as the cause of powers, and of the original six members three had ESP-palette abilities (telepathic Professor X, telekinetic Jean Gray, and Iceman, whose cryokinesis is the seriously-researched-at-the-time inverse of pyrokinesis), while two had anatomical/biological abilities (winged Angel and super-agile Beast), and Cyclops’s laser-beam eyes were explicitly “solar powered”—telekenesis and telepathy were, to the writers and readers in 1963, as scientifically plausible as skeletal differences or solar power.

In these decades, extrasensory abilities were often discussed as a possible next stage of human evolution, the inevitable destiny of the species, but very much science fictional (not fantasy) because, like so much SF, they belonged to the future. New generations would be better, with these powers given by evolution, unleashed by progress, and enhanced by science itself. This is explicit in the name of the British TV series The Tomorrow People (1973–79), where adolescents developed the explicitly psi powers of telepathy and telekinesis, and were visited by aliens who shared their powers, while needing to hide them from their parents and school friends. John Wyndham’s The Chrysalids (1955) aka Re-Birth, also makes explicit the idea that ESP-wielders are a natural next stage in human development. In this postapocalyptic future, nuclear wars have made mutants a threat, but the telepathic and telekinetic mutations of the characters are seen as positive and a sign of progress by the text even as the characters are persecuted for them by their own society. M. A. Foster’s Ler series (1975–79) is about an explicitly bioengineered next step in human evolution, which naturally includes psychic abilities. Babylon 5 (1994–98)—explicitly drawing on the works of Alfred Bester—presented telepathy as not only a natural presence in an SF story, but as the destiny of humanity, a step toward becoming immortal beings of pure thought and energy. Across the ocean, the same discourse about ESP as humanity’s next stage appeared in prose as well as anime and manga. After receiving the Seiun for Domu, Katsuhiro Otomo started Akira (1982–90; film, 1988) which focused on psionics as humanity’s evolutionary future, while Mobile Suit Gundam (1979–80) posits that humanity has natural psychic powers suppressed by Earth’s gravity well, which are unlocked as humanity moves on to dwell on space habitats among the stars. The Gundam version was so influential that the name for its psi-active space humans—Newtype—was embraced as the title of an SF/anime fan magazine which (a bit like Locus) became a core of Japan’s coalescing fan community, who identified with the dream of a future with both space exploration and psychic exploration.

So things stood in 1980, but over the following decades (1980s, 1990s), ESP studies began to be more discredited, and serious research on psychic powers faded to mocking smiles, so the idea of telepathy/telekinesis, etc. being categorically different and more realistic than other imagined superpowers dwindled. Superhero comics today—whether X-Men or others—tend to treat ESP-type powers as identical with other superpowers that have little to no scientific explanation (bringing statues to life, or having diamond skin). Gaming is an interesting example of this change, since it very directly aims to match what fans expect, rather than what envelope-pushing authors imagine. Dungeons & Dragons had introduced psionicist alongside druid in its third supplement Eldritch Wizardry (1976) as new character classes distinct from wizard and cleric, and released an overhauled second edition psionics manual in 1991, with psionic sub-specialties being called “sciences,” yet by the third edition (2001), psionics was treated almost identically with wizardry. GURPS included ten pages of rules for psionics toward the end of its first Basic Set in 1986, releasing a full psionics manual in 1991, whose art and descriptions focused on modern and SF settings (psychic police, cities, psi-tech), but, in later revisions (and widely in gaming), the flavor of ESP/psionics drifted more into generic superpower-ness. The 2006 space empire videogame Stellaris is very overtly based on Babylon 5, yet one of the few changes it made to the Babylon 5 cosmos was to associate psionics explicitly with religion, and make the psionic energy being evolutionary path the culmination of a religious ascension path opposed to and incompatible with scientific worldviews and technological advancement, which lead instead to immortality through uploaded consciousness and robot bodies. By the year 2000, psionics had drifted firmly out of the realm of being definitely SF, into the realm of feeling like mixed SF&F, wizard-like, appropriate to hybrid settings, and orthogonal to or even opposed to science and to hard SF. Today, many debate whether the Jedi mean Star Wars is fantasy rather than SF, but such debates did not happen when it was new, and the ESP palette was firmly SF.

The same transition did not happen in Japan, where ESP has remained a much more live presence within science fiction. Justy (1981–84), Kimagure Orange Road (1984–87), the Ghost Hunt novels (1989–92), Angel Cop (1989–94, with a run in Newtype magazine), Gilgamesh (2003–4), Psychic Squad (aka Zettai Karen Children, 2005–21), Night Head Genesis (2006), From the New World (2008), Night Raid 1931 (2010), The Troubled Life of Miss Kotoura (2010–15), Tokyo ESP (2010–16), and The Disastrous Life of Saiki K. (2010–18) are only a few among numerous examples of ESP-focused Japanese fiction which continues to nest psychic powers within SF—partnering it with space exploration, robotics, genetics, futuretech—and/or as realistic slice-of-life. The tellingly titled A Certain Scientific Railgun (2007–ongoing) focuses on ESPer training, presenting ESP as the “scientific” inverse of sorcery explored in its crossover partner series A Certain Magical Index (2004–10). Several of these, as well as Extinct Device Girl: Amazing Twins (2013–14) and the outstanding Mob Psycho 100 (2012–ongoing) showcase twin telepathy, of the kind Heinlein took seriously as hard SF in 1956, but which in Western SF has drifted into the realm of mixed SF&F superheroes, or magic. One of the most striking presences in Japanese psychic power SF is old-fashioned spoon bending, which features very seriously in both Mob Psycho 100 and Naoki Urasawa’s renowned 20th Century Boys (1999–2006), despite spoon bending in English literally becoming a phrase we use for sham or fake powers. Japan also kept interest in ESP alive in other traditions strongly influenced by Japanese fiction, which occasionally blip back into English language via works like the postapocalyptic SF film Snowpiercer (2013) which features a clairvoyant character, and was filmed primarily in English but is a Korean-written adaptation of a French graphic novel, a hybrid of two traditions both strongly shaped by Japanese media.

Why the continuity in Japan while ESP as a live concept diminished in the West? Partly, fiction traditions keep themselves alive, and the centrality to Japan’s SF fandom of works like Toward the Terra and the Gundam Newtype concept kept ESP live. Also, Japan has an extremely large and visible presence of what we might call oddball new religion cult groups—there are plenty of harmless ones themed around things like vegetarian pure living or Buddhist or Shinto spiritualism; some predatory ones like the financially exploitative Flower of Buddhist Teaching foot-reading cult or the Pana-Wave Laboratory doomsday cult which believed a tenth planet was about to suddenly materialize and cause a magnetic apocalypse; and a few dangerous ones like the branch of the Unification Church which influenced the man who in 2022 assassinated former Prime Minister Shinzo Abe. A number of these cults, whose innocuous or pyramid-scheme-y forms spring up with remarkable frequency, have leaders who make claims of having spiritual/psychic powers and even do spoon bending or levitation demonstrations, which keep the subject of ESP vivid in popular consciousness. As recently as 1996, Sony invested serious funds in an ESP research lab, led by mathematician Yoichiro Sako.

Another major difference between Japanese and Western ESP traditions is that, in Japan, ESP-type psychic powers are very strongly associated with much older traditions of belief in individuals with spiritual powers, and the ability to communicate with ghosts and spirits. The clergy-like onmyōji yin-yang masters of ancient Japan, and diverse monastic disciplines focused on interacting with spirits (ayakashi, mononoke, yōkai, etc.) still exist, both in literature, and in live practice, since in Japan a business suffering bad luck or patients with mysterious illnesses still today sometimes hire such figures, as in other regions of the world one might hire a feng shui expert to improve a space, or a Christian priest to perform an exorcism. In the same period that studying ESP was in vogue at Duke, the televised and flashy ESP research shared in Japan often borrowed the language and even the costumes and practitioners of these older spiritualist traditions, so television demonstrations of spoon bending and ghost talking were discussed as one. Japanese ideas of ghosts and haunting also had very old associations with mental strength and emotion, and even medieval ghost stories often had the haunting monster turn out to be, not a dead person, but a mental projection of strong emotion from a still-living person, a supernatural model easily connected to ESP ideas.

This association linked ESP literature to ghost story and folktale literature, so even as ESP interest faded in SF, it thrived in Japanese urban fantasy, horror, and SF&F hybrid works. In the extremely influential ghost horror film Ringu (1998), about a ghost which kills via VHS tape, flashbacks show a woman—Sadako Yamamura—who could speak with sea spirits and foretell storms who is taken to ESP researchers by her greedy father who hopes to get rich from her abilities. The researchers she encounters have her prove her abilities in a showy demonstration of writing down the same text someone on the other side of a screen writes down, exactly the kind of demonstration that was in vogue after the Rhine studies at Duke, but in the US had no association with ghosts or spirits. Notably, the original 1991 Ring novel also had Sadako demonstrate the technopathic ability to project images onto TVs, setting up the ghost’s mode of attack, but the film did not bother to include this—the audience was assumed to feel that talking to spirits is proof enough that one can also psychically modify tech. The 2002 US remake of Ringu removed ESP entirely, leaving only haunting, and substituted a Western stigma, having the evil derive from a child being born from a mother who had many miscarriages who “was never meant to have a child.” Japan did see some diminution of ESP fiction in the decades that it faded in the West—for example, early works about having kill-people-at-will powers tied them to ESP, science, or psychic powers, as in Ring, or Hideshi Hino’s Panorama of Hell (1984), which ties it to the atom bomb, but Death Note (2003–6) used shinigami death spirits—though in many ways this was less Japan losing interest in ESP than picking up many of the West’s narratively fruitful substitutes for it, and developing its own.

A final component of the narrative fate of ESP—both in the West and Japan—is eugenics. In the West, ESP increasingly lost credibility during the seventies and eighties, not only because the Rhine experiments were discredited, but because people began to be uncomfortable with the eugenicist side of ideas like goal-focused evolution, reaching humanity’s next stage through people who were born genetically superior, and with ESPer human breeding programs, which had been explored in earlier works. Some books, like Brunner’s Telepathist aka The Whole Man (1964) had examined this in a thoughtful and nuanced way (in Brunner’s case using the lens of disability), but others had leaned into it in ways which make many modern readers cringe. Storm Constantine’s Wraeththu (1987–89) books, set in a future Earth where weirdly gendered psychic people are the next stage in evolution, and J. K. Rowling’s Harry Potter series (1997–2007) are relatively recent examples, but most SF works from more recent decades that address the question of heredity among people with the ESP palette are older series like X-Men, Star Trek, and Star Wars, where the ESP is grandfathered in. In Ben Aaronovitch’s Rivers of London series (2011–ongoing), despite the presence of ancient magic-using families passing down secrets, it is specifically stated many times that anyone can learn to use magic. And indeed, addressing and deconstructing the uncomfortable superiority-through-heredity element of Star Wars was one of the large focuses of Star Wars: The Rise of Skywalker (2019).

Recent Japanese ESPer stories likewise tend to intentionally exclude eugenicist lines of thinking, assuming that some people naturally have such powers just as, throughout history, some people have always had the ability to speak with spirits. In older works like Akira and Gundam, in which psionics was presented as the next stage for humanity, the implication was usually that all humans would in time awaken to such powers, and that they could be deliberately sought through technological study and experiment, not DNA or breeding, but even so their modern variations like Mob Psycho 100 and recent Gundam works have moved firmly away from narratives with ESPer/Newtype as humanity’s future. The exceptions are deconstructions, as in From the New World in which (major spoiler alert) the world has indeed passed on to Akira-like powerful ESPers whose telekinesis is so uncontrollable that all non-ESPer life has long since been either wiped out or mutated beyond recognition by their psychic outbursts, and they live in terror of their own genetics, knowing every child they produce could unleash yet another psi-apocalypse. Meanwhile, in both East and West, we still tell tales of special powers, and pour out stories about being “special” and better than ordinary people because of inborn abilities, but we have moved them solidly into the booming genres of fantasy, where genetic causes and their eugenicist implications can be excluded, and superpower tales, which tend to mix some fantasy within their soft SF, and in which characters who favor breeding powers—like Mister Sinister and Apocalypse—are now fairly consistently the bad guys.



Miracles and Metaphysics: Godlike Aliens vs. Robot Angels

Does the presence of a miracle or a divinity automatically make something fantasy? The question is a meaty one. Mainstream works with no connection to fantasy as a genre have long featured angels: think of A Christmas Carol (1843), It’s A Wonderful Life (1946), the supernatural detective series Millennium (1996–99), Wim Wenders’s Wings of Desire (1987), Robertson Davies’s literary Cornish trilogy (1981–88), or Donald E. Westlake’s Humans (1992). Recently this usually happens as magical realism, as in Salman Rushdie’s Midnight’s Children (1981) or Keri Hulme’s The Bone People (1984). Five fascinatingly similar films—A Canterbury Tale (1944), Being There (1979), The Hudsucker Proxy (1994), Tokyo Godfathers (2003), and Millions (2004)—are largely realist, each ruled by a string of conspicuously improbable luck implying a sense of Fate (encounters, the wind blowing a newspaper just so) which then climaxes with a moment of divine intervention, the Western examples with angelic visitations or miracles and the Japanese versions with a divine wind which saves a trans woman and a baby; all are a little separate from reality but firmly outside what we can call fantasy. Meanwhile, within imprint fantasy, miraculous effects are common but frequently viewed as fully distinct from non-miraculous magic, especially through the enormous influence of Dungeons & Dragons (1974–ongoing) and its choice to make the cleric, whose spells depend on prayer, fully distinct from the wizard, whose spells depend on books. Characters who cast spells every day can be shocked at the appearance of a miracle, and priestesses who receive frequent divine visions outraged at the practice of fully secular forbidden recipes or spells. Gandalf’s return in The Lord of the Rings is a miracle distinct from the book’s magic, as is the goddess Brigid’s appearance in R. A. MacAvoy’s The Book of Kells (1985). In many settings—modern, medieval, and second world—fantasies mix elements of divinity/miracle with magic and magical beings, sometimes making them quite similar and interlinked, sometimes very distinct.

While we can easily agree that a book with sorcery and magic books is fantasy, and is still fantasy if it also has gods and miracles, it does not need gods and miracles to be fantasy, and some works well outside F&SF have miracles. But what about miracles on spaceships?

When people say they aren’t sure if a work is fantasy or science fiction, there’s an old two-part genre-identifying test (first voiced by Debra Doyle): (1) Does it have spaceships? (2) Does it have the Holy Grail? If the answer to (2) is yes, then it’s fantasy even if the answer to (1) is also yes. Why? Reasons are plural, but a key one is science fiction’s author-reader contract: If a story has the Holy Grail, or a similar fate-shaping MacGuffin whose powers are transformative, irreproducible, and numinous, that ingredient is in tension with the core SF contract that everything will come together and make sense, often shifting the narrative into a sphere where some things will come together, but others will remain transcendent and numinous, fitter for fantasy reading protocols than SF.

Debra Doyle and James D. Macdonald’s Mageworlds series (1992–2011) is clearly identified by its title as existing on this Holy Grail line. Kristine Kathryn Rusch’s Alien Influences (1994) is another, as is Sheri Tepper’s Raising the Stones (1990). None of them have the literal Holy Grail, but all of them have numinous magic within a solidly science fictional setting—other planets, aliens, spaceships.

Godlike aliens—now an SF staple—go back via Star Trek and Stanislaw Lem’s Solaris (1961) as far as H. G. Wells’s “The Man Who Could Work Miracles” (1898). SF audiences are comfortable with Earth’s religious figures—whether Greek, Norse, Egyptian, or Christian—turning out to be aliens, and “it was an alien” is explanation enough for an SF story to keep its contract that everything will make sense, even if the things the godlike aliens do (think of Star Trek’s Q) go far beyond anything our current science can explain. But many—at least within Western SF audiences—are less comfortable with the inverse: Science fiction where all the science works and technology is the focus, but god(s), fate, and metaphysics turn out to be real. The new Battlestar Galactica TV series (2004–9), the seminal SF anime Neon Genesis Evangelion (1995–96), and Ada’s Terra Ignota novels (2016–21) all share the characteristic of mixing SF settings with characters who talk about fate, Providence, gods, angels, etc., and all three of them shocked audiences, and indeed frustrated and angered many who had liked them, by (spoiler warning again) having the religious things they discuss from the very beginning actually turn out to be what they said they were from the start: angels, prophecies, Providence (though those who have read Perhaps the Stars [2021], the last volume of Terra Ignota, know how the godlike alien hypothesis remains in play). All these series—and indeed The Book of the New Sun—consistently maintain the efficacy of science, having the visions or miracles operate through material means, which, if not yet fully explained, could be explained and (importantly) do not suspend physical laws. When Gene Wolfe has aliens teach humanity to time travel and rewrite fate using holograms, we can say that sufficiently advanced physics is indistinguishable from metaphysics, and when Evangelion’s giant bio-robots cloned from angel tissue help humanity prepare for the apocalypse, we can say the same of sufficiently advanced alien biology. Are these works not science fiction because of their metaphysical ingredients? Many answer yes, but since, compared to fantasy, these works keep so much more of the SF promise that everything will come together to make sense, it is tellingly hard to give a simple yes, or a simple no. And in all four cases, that complexity—the conversation about whether this is SF or something else—is very deliberate.

That stories can state on page 2 that there are angels and yet shock readers by having it turn out on page 200 that they really are angels shows how much SF audiences are honed to expect metaphysics/fate/miracles to turn out to be science/aliens, rarely the other way around. The very influential Babylon 5 (1993–98) engaged positively with personal religiosity, affirming characters’ personal practice of religions both human and alien and celebrating Earth’s religious pluralness, but when an alien is revealed to be an angel, the story comes down solidly on the SF side, explaining how the aliens were responsible for the images of angels in Earth religious beliefs and not ascribing them metaphysical abilities, only very advanced technologies. When Babylon 5 flirted with the Holy Grail line by having a visitor to the space station declare himself King Arthur, it plays with the F-SF crossover for a while, but explains it with a medical trauma narrative sufficiently to let the visions be waved away and keep its all-makes-sense promise. The same is true with the explicitly grail-quest narrative of Delany’s Nova (1968), which is unquestionably a case of SF using the resonance of myth.

The intensity of many fans’ negative reactions to the religious aspects of the end of the new Battlestar Galactica (2004–9) shows how fiercely many consumers of hard SF react against miracles appearing within SF—a much stronger reaction than a Pern reader confused to learn our dragons are genetically engineered, or a Merlin watcher perplexed by gray UFO aliens under Camelot. While throughout the series various characters had engaged with religion—the Greek polytheism of the humans and the monotheism of the Cylons and Baltar—fans accepted it as cultural beliefs, but when the angels are presented as angels, Baltar’s status as “an instrument of God” (first discussed in season 1, episode 10, “The Hand of God”) is affirmed forty episodes later, and when the Plan-with-a-capital-P mentioned in the opening credits proves to be a genuine Providential Plan, the long rollout of foreshadowing did not prevent backlash, partly because the religious reveal was also mixed with an anti-technological sub-theme at the very end (always grating for many SF fans), but largely because we are so used to the answer being godlike aliens that they become default. While earlier Babylon 5 had depicted the religiosity of many Earth characters, especially Ivanova’s Judaism, nonetheless when it came to priests having real visions or engaging with the alien-driven metaphysics metaplot, Babylon 5’s story dipped much deeper into non-Earth beliefs than any Earth one, and even the series’s Jedi/Aragorn space-mystic-ranger character is a practitioner of the alien Minbari faith, a system comparable to a hybrid of Buddhism and Platonism which has prophets (enabled by time travel) and angelic guides (godlike aliens), but is notably devoid of any active worship or named divinity, a spiritualism more like Silicon Valley Stoicism than any theism with gods.

This touches on a pattern in Western F&SF: that SF has much more discomfort with monotheisms, especially Christianity, than with polytheisms or, even better, vaguer spiritualties without named gods. Even afterlife fiction—works like the World War II film A Matter of Life and Death (1946), or the TV series The Good Place (2016–20), or the way Buffy the Vampire Slayer (1997–2003) engages with the existence of souls, demons, Heaven, and Hell without God or religiosity—is more comfortable than works with full-on god(s). This ranking of discomfort has deep cultural roots (the many fans who have trauma from overbearing Christian parents are a big part of it), but Evangelion and The Book of the New Sun, which borrow trappings of Christianity, are discussed for their religious aspects far more than Dan Simmons’s Hyperion (1989) and Ilium (2003), or indeed Dune. While Providence governing a spaceship sparks heated debates about the definitions and limits of SF, we nonetheless often accept space hauntings, space visions, space prophets, space messiahs, and indeed space clerics; after all, one of the SF franchises most saturated with spiritual belief—and famous for finding lack of faith disturbing—is the most ubiquitous in the world: Star Wars (1977–ongoing).

Are Jedi space wizards? Space priests? Space clerics? Their presence in an SF urtext is comfortably accepted even by many who dislike how Battlestar Galactica or Terra Ignota mix Providence with SF, but they are also strongly shaped—at least in their origin—by old ideas of psionics and ESP.



Conclusion

Fantasy and science fiction are marketing categories, but also separate genre conversations. The lines between them as marketing categories can be as thin as the choice whether to put a dragon or a spaceship on a cover. The lines between them as conversations can be crossed deliberately, and with results that can be fascinating and powerful, or jarring and threatening, depending on whether it fulfills or undermines the author-reader contract. This can vary for two readers of the same text—which is why there are so many arguments about works like the new Battlestar Galactica. Merging the genres can be part of deep world-building, as with Wolfe and Palmer, or done by deliberately disguising the world-building, like Kishi and Stross, or by waving words like orbits or harpies around briefly before moving on to the story you want to tell, like McCaffrey or Lindholm. In the end what matters is which conversations the story is part of, and the most valuable thing is when, by being part of both genres, works open up a more interesting answer-space by gaining that wider range of possible answers, and questions.







Where Does Dystopia Fit as a Genre?


by Jo Walton and Ada Palmer

FROM A 2011 TOR.COM (NOW REACTOR) POST

EXPANDED IN 2022

Dystopias have often been written by literary writers—they are the form of exterior SF literary writers are most likely to attempt, and most likely to succeed at. This raises the question whether it makes sense to think of dystopias as a subgenre of imprint science fiction, or as a mode of literary fiction that imprint science fiction writers use from time to time, similar to noir, and which uses some tools of imprint science fiction—i.e., considering the future and looking at technology—but fundamentally has more in common with mainstream literature than with most SF.

Genres are marketing categories, but genres are also useful ways of thinking about things that are in dialogue with each other. We certainly have dystopias from within imprint SF, like Suzette Haden Elgin’s Native Tongue (1984) or Octavia E. Butler’s Parable of the Sower (1993), but we also have SF noir and SF mysteries and SF romances. Science fiction writers are adept at taking literary modes and making them into SF.

Dystopia as a genre was forged outside of SF, by Aldous Huxley and Yevgeny Zamyatin and George Orwell in the 1920s to 1940s. It has largely been writers of exterior SF like Margaret Atwood and Ira Levin who have carried it forward. This recent burst of young adult dystopias are mostly written by YA writers and not by SF writers. Dystopias existed when SF was still a very young genre. And when we think of canonical dystopias, it tends to be ones by exterior writers that leap to mind.

Does it make sense to look at something like Marge Piercy’s Body of Glass (aka He, She and It, 1991) or Kazuo Ishiguro’s Never Let Me Go (2005) in an imprint SF context? They are certainly “set in the future,” but they lack most of the defining characteristics of imprint SF, such as attention to secondary and tertiary consequences of social and technological change, and the kind of world-building in which readers are expected to work out the differences between our reality and the imagined world by collecting puzzle pieces sprinkled through the narrative. They don’t do these things because they’re more interested in doing literary things, and in being read by people who read with literary reading protocols instead of SF reading protocols, and if you look at them as imprint SF, you start saying they don’t make sense from angles that their authors haven’t even considered. Never Let Me Go suffers if you compare it to Cyteen (C. J. Cherryh, 1988) because, while Ishiguro has done the social extrapolation, he doesn’t really understand the science of cloning. But if you compare it to his other work, and to Ian McEwan and Vikram Seth and other contemporary literary writers, you can see much more interesting connections between Never Let Me Go and the body of work that it is responding to, which is largely not imprint SF. The fascinating case of Norman Manea’s The Black Envelope (1986, English translation 1995) highlights the kinship between dystopia and mainstream literature, since it is a nonfiction dystopia, a memoir of living under truly dystopian circumstances in Romania, which uses all the methods of mainstream memoir and absolutely reads like a typical modern dystopian novel, while taking all its literary methods from mainstream and none from SF. On the other hand, Cyteen is inarguably in dialogue with Brave New World (Aldous Huxley, 1932), so here we have an imprint SF work responding to an exterior SF dystopia. Note too that Ursula K. Le Guin wrote an “ambiguous utopia” (The Dispossessed, 1974) and Delany an “ambiguous heterotopia” (Trouble on Triton, 1976), yet neither chose dystopia for works which were very much responding to conversations within imprint SF.

While imprint SF is a genre that has its own reading protocols, it isn’t a genre distinguished by furniture (something can be SF without space stations, aliens, or flying cars) or tropes. Genre romance must have a romance, genre mystery must have a crime, but there’s nothing SF must have in that sense. Daniel Abraham has written about genres as being “where fears pool”; nurse romances are about fear of women working outside the home, murder mysteries are about fear of living surrounded by strangers. Dystopias are definitely a genre in that sense. They take a current fear and push it to extremes, producing a world where everything is as bad as the writer can imagine. They have a shape of story, in which somebody begins accepting their world as the default, and then comes to reconsider, question, and learn deeper truths about it, and perhaps attempt to change it. The attempt can go well or badly, and the more the book is part of imprint SF, where worlds are characters and more likely to change, the more likely it is to end with positive change. But dystopian works mostly don’t require SF reading protocols. And they are mostly in dialogue with the news and literary fiction more than with current imprint SF.

Dystopias are certainly doing “what if,” and share some questions and methods with imprint SF, but a dystopia tends to focus on one thing carried to the worst excess—whether a new technology (cloning, genetic analysis), or a problem (overpopulation, income inequality, climate disaster). A single difference from reality is often enough for an imprint SF short story, but a full-length imprint SF novel usually interweaves multiple changes and examines their intersections and cross-pollination. Dystopias also tend to focus mainly on primary consequences, and occasionally secondary consequences, but almost never tertiary. Even in a very well-thought-through technological dystopia, such as the film Gattaca (1997), which focuses on a world where people’s lives are defined by genetic testing and genetic prediction, we see the primary consequences in the extremes to which the protagonist must go to be an astronaut despite his imperfect genetics, but we don’t see non-social background effects of the world having such advanced genetics, such as a restaurant serving a strawberry the size of a grapefruit, fashion seeing a fad for genetically modified bioluminescent furs, or the relative political power of different regions of the planet shifting as changes in both crop genetics and human disease resistance make different places have population booms or become agricultural breadbaskets. The focus is on the primary changes, and the immediate human social changes, not the many vast secondary and tertiary effects that ricochet out from a technological or social change, and that the SF reader is trained to delight in. So much of imprint SF, much like alternate history, is about thinking through how many dozens or hundreds of different consequences one change can have, while dystopia, like literary fiction, tends instead to focus on the reader imagining being a different person facing different personal challenges in life, love, employment, seeking justice, etc.

Of course, the answer to this question should not be a binary: Dystopias aren’t really either firmly within imprint SF or firmly outside it. Perhaps dystopias may best be seen as an encapsulated subgenre on an uneasy border, but it is important to note how many of the most influential and genre-defining dystopias expect the reader’s methods and approach to be more that of a reader of literary fiction than that of an SF reader.

There has also been an important change in the expected narrative arc of a dystopia since the genre’s mid-twentieth-century founding—the change from the immutable dystopia to the revolutionary dystopia. The foundational works of the genre—Brave New World, We, and Nineteen Eighty-Four—all depict worlds whose most chilling feature is the fact that revolution is impossible: In Brave New World the system for identifying deviation and exiling people on islands works seamlessly, in We even the literal breaking down of the Green Wall only reconfirms the system, and in Nineteen Eighty-Four the arrest, torture, and internal mental defeat of defiant individuals like Winston and Julia are the hoped-for triumph of a system which aims to be the iron boot stomping a human face forever. The arc of such dystopias is one in which a mind breaking free and realizing the horror of the situation cannot possibly change the world, and only reinforces it. This is a wholly different arc from that which dominates more recent dystopian stories such as The Hunger Games (Suzanne Collins, 2008), V for Vendetta (Alan Moore, art by David Lloyd, 1982–85), or Divergent (Veronica Roth, 2011) in which the arc goes from awakening, to resistance, to the old system going down in joyous flames.

In this sense, twenty-first-century dystopian literature is fundamentally an optimistic genre. It is easy to misunderstand it as a dark or depressing form, since it depicts terrible societies, oppression, and suffering, but typical recent dystopias take a terrible aspect of our own society, imagine it as exaggerated and entrenched far beyond the present, and then depict it being successfully overthrown, advancing the argument that we too can achieve such a revolution. There is a powerful catharsis at the end of a recent dystopia as we watch the evil government’s tower go up in flames, leaving an afterglow wholly unlike the deep soul horror at the end of Nineteen Eighty-Four. Indeed, the catharsis at the end of The Hunger Games leaves one feeling much more satisfied than Le Guin’s “ambiguous utopia,” or Delany’s “ambiguous heterotopia,” which confront the reader with the uncomfortable task of examining how the good sides of our present depend upon hidden or marginalized suffering. Recent hopepunk works and other tales of incremental change and resistance, such as Cory Doctorow’s Walkaway (2017), Ruthanna Emrys’s A Half-Built Garden (2022), or indeed Terra Ignota (Ada, 2016–21), are far less optimistic than recent dystopias, especially YA dystopias, since they advance the argument that improving the world will be a long, slow process of partial victories and hard work still unfinished after many generations.

The original novel version of Margaret Atwood’s pivotal The Handmaid’s Tale (1985) represents a vital turning point in this, since the main story retains the arc of Orwell, Zamyatin, and Huxley, with no escape from the system, but an appendix analyzing the earlier narrative as a historical document of an earlier repressive time establishes that the system did somehow end, though it does not tell us how, leaving the reader to speculate about how the change was achieved. The television adaptation has depicted the same world and dystopian institutions, but used the more recent revolutionary dystopia story arc instead of the immutable dystopia arc, while the original novel instead had what we might call a historical record dystopia arc, in which one of the major questions raised by the text is how such a regime could be overthrown. That formula is rare, but several other instances of it in dystopian works come—like The Handmaid’s Tale—from writers of exterior SF. The 2013 stage adaptation of 1984 by Robert Icke and Duncan Macmillan begins and ends with a framing story in which a group of people are reading Winston’s memoir as in a book club, but as a nonfiction document of an earlier era which the readers are discussing together, concluding in the end that they can’t envision how such a system could end, wondering whether in fact they are still trapped within it but so indoctrinated that they don’t realize it. In Astro Boy, by Japanese SF master Osamu Tezuka, by 2003 there are “robot laws” in place, giving AIs some civil rights and citizenship, but we know that the rights our protagonist enjoys were hard-earned and absent in the early days of AI. Much later, Atom travels back in time and experiences the dystopian world of being a robot without civil rights, and the reader is in suspense, wondering how he and his allies will ever get an intolerant Earth to pass such laws. Tezuka’s chilling answer is that Atom eventually saves the lives of a ship full of powerful aliens, who, horrified that their savior is treated as chattel, threaten humanity with extermination if they don’t grant robots civil rights, advancing the pessimistic thesis that such a change could only come at gunpoint when demanded by an outside power. The novel version of The Handmaid’s Tale does not tell us how the regime fell, but leaves us to wonder whether revolution was possible or whether, as in Astro Boy, the system had to be overthrown from without, whether through war like the Third Reich, or through some sort of unrelated event, such as the way the Black Death triggered many regime changes. The television version, by adapting the dystopian revolution formula, instead gives us a firm and fundamentally hopeful answer: Yes, resistance can succeed.

Imprint SF does make use of the technique of using documents-within-a-story to create suspense about how changes occurred, as we see with the start quotes in Dune and in Alan Moore’s Watchmen (and indeed in Jo’s The King’s Peace [2000] and at several points in Terra Ignota), but so does a lot of mainstream literature—we see Conan Doyle do it as his flashy opening to the Sherlock Holmes story “The Adventure of the ‘Gloria Scott’” to name just one example, so the presence of this method in dystopia is not by itself evidence of dystopia responding to imprint SF. Some of it does respond to imprint SF, but the debt is much more often the other way, as imprint SF responds to and adopts methods from exterior SF dystopia, especially recently from YA dystopia.

Perhaps the most interesting example of using the tension of “how did we get here” is Kim Stanley Robinson’s entirely successful and fully realized imprint SF utopian novel Pacific Edge (1990), where the story is taking place in a utopian future but snippets of documents throughout the text show the exact pathway the world used to get from 1990 to that state, and that pathway is going through dystopia. The despair that young Tom feels at setbacks contrasts with the reader’s knowledge that old Tom will live to see the success of his dreams, because we’ve already seen it. It makes the utopia more plausible as well as more valuable that we see it through this dystopian lens, and see how hard-won it is.

Utopia, even more than dystopia, is a genre born in literary fiction and adopted by imprint SF for its own purposes. Just as science fiction can take on the cozy or the noir mode from mysteries, we can borrow the utopian and the dystopian modes when we want to use it. Literary writers writing utopias and dystopias tend to be warning or preaching, or using what they’re doing as metaphor for talking about something else. Perhaps imprint SF writers are reluctant to write full-length traditional dystopias because in imprint SF the world is a character, and one of the characteristics of a novel is that characters have to change.






Not Saving the World? How Does That Even Work?


by Jo Walton

FROM A 2012 TOR.COM (NOW REACTOR) POST
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In Scott Lynch’s popular epic fantasy The Lies of Locke Lamora (2006) nobody saves the world. It wasn’t the very first fantasy series where nobody saves the world, but it was such a given of fantasy for such a long time, post-Tolkien, that there was a time when if you’d told me there was an epic fantasy novel where nobody saved the world, I’d have wondered how that even worked. Lynch’s work is part of that subgenre of fantasy, sometimes called grimdark, which are under the shadow of Martin’s A Song of Ice and Fire books, and take a particular kind of grime, bitterness, lack of honor, and a particular level of demotic discourse from Martin. But in A Song of Ice and Fire there’s no question that the world is in the balance. Winter is coming, and it’s because winter is coming, and the ice and fire are out there, that we’re interested in all the political intrigue. We expect the books to end in an epic confrontation. If they do not, the author-reader contract will be violated and we will be disappointed. But A Game of Thrones was published in 1996, and The Lies of Locke Lamora in 2006. In that decade, there was a change in the kind of stakes we usually get in our fantasy, and although there were always some fantasy novels on a smaller scale (Ellen Kushner’s Swordspoint [1987] leaps to mind, while Le Guin’s Earthsea books [1968–2001] are on a very interesting cusp), fantasy where you don’t save the world was very much the exception in the year 2000—and I don’t think that is the case anymore.

How did saving the world become a staple of fantasy in the first place?

It isn’t in fairytales, where what’s at stake is usually personal survival or personal happiness, or at most half a kingdom. It isn’t in Hope Mirrlees’s Lud-in-the-Mist (1926), or other early fantasy writers like Lord Dunsany, George MacDonald, or E. Nesbit, whose work all have fairy-tale kind of stakes, and the same applies to other Victorian and early twentieth-century writers of fantasy stories for children, including The Hobbit (1937), in which the only thing at stake is a little corner of wilderness up near Dale—and don’t tell me what Gandalf said about it in Gondor in Unfinished Tales (1980) because that was clearly nowhere in Tolkien’s mind in 1937.

Saving the world came into fantasy with The Lord of the Rings (1954–55), and Tolkien got it from Christianizing Ragnarok. In Norse mythology, the world is going to be destroyed, and that’s it. It’s the inevitable end. There are versions where a couple of Thor’s sons survive to see a new world, but in all versions this world that we love and care about will end in battle and destruction, and dead heroes will rise again to fight at the side of the gods and be destroyed, and that’s the end. It’s inevitable. It’s always there. The recent neopagan versions which posit a cycle of destruction and rebirth with world after world were not present in the readings of the myths that Tolkien knew. In writing The Lord of the Rings, Tolkien embraced this threat of the end of everything—if Sauron wins, there won’t even be anyone left to sing songs or tell stories. The ultimate victory of good preventing the apocalypse, which happens through the operation of grace and not through the will (far less the power) of the heroes, is Tolkien Christianizing this deeply pagan myth. That eucatastrophe was a very original thing to do, at the time.

It’s possible to argue that one of the reasons The Lord of the Rings had the wide appeal it did in the sixties was that readers of that decade were constantly thinking about how humanity actually did have the ability to destroy the real world. The stakes were that high throughout the Cold War, making apocalyptic threat a familiar feeling. Now, I think it’s obvious from Tolkien’s writings about the Silmarils and the end of the Second Age that Cold War destruction wasn’t particularly in his mind—not only did he think it was silly to see the Ring as the Bomb, but he wasn’t seeing Sauron’s potential destruction of Middle-earth as parallel to nuclear holocaust either. But it was in readers’ minds, so I do think, while it wasn’t part of Tolkien’s intent, it was part of what made The Lord of the Rings so compelling for Cold War readers. The scale of the threat matched and enchanted the real threat readers lived with every day, and the hope of victory was consequentially cathartic. More important, I think this in turn influenced why this aspect of the story—the whole world being at stake—came to be one of the aspects of Tolkien’s work that subsequent fantasies took up and imitated with the most zeal.

Even the strand of fantasy that came through the family tree of Unknown magazine and the work of Fritz Leiber rather than through Tolkien adopted the “fate of the whole world is at stake” trope very heavily. It’s particularly obvious in Moorcock.

And if the Cold War was a big part of why people connected so well with stories and characters where the world (like theirs) could end, and averting that end was powerful and cathartic, then we can also understand why the end of the Cold War, and the different threats and complications of the post–Cold War era world, made people newly interested in stories where the world isn’t at stake, but other things are. Post-1989 we saw a blossoming of urban fantasy and paranormal fantasy, which often involve fantastical conspiracies controlling the world, conspiracy being a major factor in the post–Cold War political world. In the same period, we saw lots of secondary world fantasy with non-world-ending stakes, more parallel to the lived experience of readers who were feeling newly relieved and safe as the threat of Mutually Assured Destruction gave way to feelings of safety and hope, which were especially powerful in the 1990s and early 2000s, before new existential threats, political and environmental, loomed into dominance.

There are, of course, other reasons for fantasy to turn away from world-saving stories. For one, when a single formula repeats a lot people get bored, so once the world being at stake has become a cliché, doing something different feels refreshing and surprising, like when the James Bond film Skyfall (2012) achieved something striking by, after so many world-saving missions, having the villain’s target be a single (beloved-to-the-viewer) human being. For another, the world always and inevitably does get saved in Tolkienesque save-the-world stories, so after you have read a few it’s hard to get real suspense going. George R. R. Martin’s joke that A Song of Ice and Fire will end with an entire thousand-page volume describing ice and snow blowing over ruins and people’s graves is funny because we know that isn’t how it will work—Martin’s world will be harmed and changed but it will still be saved.

Saving the world also sucks for sequels. It works fine for a planned-out series where the world is gradually threatened and gradually saved, but if one writes a book where the world is saved and then wants to write more in that world, the tension has to turn into “oh, we didn’t really save the world” or “the world didn’t stay saved, dammit” or “that ultimate menace was only the apprentice of this ultimate menace” or “now you have to save the entire universe.” This kind of expansion of jeopardy rapidly runs out the rope of reader suspension of disbelief, as the threat expands but is repeatedly averted. Occasionally shrinking the stakes can be poignant—as in the later seasons of Lexx when, after world-saving stakes which involved destroying thousands of planets and then an entire universe, there is only one solar system left to live on so saving it suddenly matters a lot more. But smaller scale, more plausible jeopardy, things that the reader can believe could actually happen (death of a core character, destruction of a single city, preservation of a rare dragon species, restoration of a precious sacred spring), are often better for generating suspense.

In fact, even without the sequel problem, having the world be at stake is often—counter-intuitively—the opposite of suspenseful and exciting, because we know it must be stopped. This is especially true in the middle of a story or series, when we know the author can’t destroy the setting the narrative is committed to, or kill too many core characters. This is why sports stories, oddly, can often be among the most suspenseful kind of story: In a deadly duel, or when the city is under siege, the characters can’t die or fail because we need them later, but if it’s baseball or figure skating everyone survives so it’s 100 percent plausible that the protagonists could suffer a crushing defeat, leading to genuine suspense … unless the stakes are too high. To jump even farther from fantasy, in the cooking series Food Wars, the protagonist does cooking duels, and these can be very suspenseful when what’s at stake is personal honor or a very special chef’s knife, but as soon as the protagonist declares, I’ll drop out of the food academy if I lose, suspense has left the building since he’s not going to lose, we can’t leave the food academy where all the characters are. This is why, even in epic battles, we can often have more suspense about issues which are not whether the heroes will win. Will the heroes win without breaking their vow never to kill? Will the heroes win without using the weapon that dooms the user to the bad afterlife? Will the heroes win and also protect the last seed pod of the precious magicodazzle tree? Often a finale battle will involve the hero having a final confrontation with a friend-turned-enemy, or banter with the villain, partly because the outcome of that conversation, and the character development that result, are actually more suspenseful than the battle itself. A good saving-the-world story will understand itself as a Patroclus moment; in the Iliad, the very first thing we learn about Patroclus is that he’s going to die; Homer tells us this immediately, and over and over every time we encounter Patroclus, his middle name is doooom! But the scene of Patroclus’s death is powerful because we know he’s going to die, but we don’t know exactly how he’s going to die: Will it be glorious? shameful? worthwhile? pointless? agonized? gentle? Will Patroclus go down with final thoughts of love, or hope, or hate, or betrayal, looking back on his life with fondness or cursing the heavens? That suspense is far more potent than when we encounter characters whose fates we don’t know in advance. Similarly, a good saving-the-world story creates suspense about how, and by whom, and at what cost? There is an art to creating suspense out of saving the world when we know the world has to be saved. Or we can drop the whole saving-the-world thing entirely, and write—as post–Cold War fantasy started to much more—about other kinds of stakes entirely.

If I had to name a changeover point, it would be 1994–95 when Terry Goodkind’s Wizard’s First Rule and Robin Hobb’s Assassin’s Apprentice were published. They were both extremely successful and influential fantasy novels with high stakes—epic fantasy—but that didn’t involve saving the world. Before that, most fantasies that didn’t save the world (like the work of Phyllis Ann Karr or R. A. MacAvoy) were smaller scale and not given big marketing pushes, but both Wizard’s First Rule and Assassin’s Apprentice were positioned as major releases. It’s notable also that in later volumes of Hobb’s and Goodkind’s series the stakes did expand and the world did come to be in peril, but both were major launches of new epic fantasy worlds without the world itself being at stake. Following these books, there has been more of a trend in this direction, especially from new generations of writers who came of age after 1990, like Katherine Addison (born 1974), Scott Lynch (born 1978), and Tamsyn Muir (born 1985). We’re also starting to see more fantasy from writers whose experience isn’t entirely Western, like Sofia Samatar, Amal El-Mohtar, and Nnedi Okorafor, bringing other traditions and other shapes of stories to the genre. We are also experiencing a boom of translated (mostly YA) fantasy from Japan and China. These include lots of romance and queer romance where the stake is love; cultivation novels where the stake is a personal journey to excellence in magic or another skill; and isekai (otherworld) fantasy set in D&D-esque RPG-based fantasy worlds. Isekai especially enjoy subverting the whole concept of the world being at stake by making the stakes be whether the warriors on the way home from saving the world like the restaurant, or whether the hero reborn as the Sauron equivalent can dodge the fate of being a demon lord and make friends. These translations have their own fandoms semi-separate from SF&F fandom, so works like Heaven Official’s Blessing (a giant bestseller!), My Quiet Blacksmith Life in Another World, Sexiled (about a party of female RPG-type adventurers kicked out of other groups by sexist party leaders), or Woof Woof Story: I Told You to Turn Me Into a Pampered Pooch, Not Fenrir! have not been appearing on the Hugo ballot, but people who read such work are also writing and publishing general fantasy, so their influence on the genre is a serious presence. So, while there is still a lot of fantasy where the world is saved, we’re also seeing a lot more fantasy where saving the world just isn’t one of the ingredients.

There can be an odd problem with not saving the world. So much prior fantasy has gone in the direction of an existential threat that, sometimes, the pressure to include something of that kind distorts the smaller-scale story the writer is trying to tell.

This is not generally a problem with people writing kingdom level fantasy, like Addison’s The Goblin Emperor (2014) or Caroline Stevermer’s When the King Comes Home (2000). The shape of the story works, and the heroes save the kingdom instead of the world. Real world history is often kingdom level, after all, so we have many historical models to base stories on, even when magic is added to the mix. The same goes for most fairytale retellings. They have their own story shape and scope already, and the retellers generally follow it, with more psychological realism but the same stakes—true love, the kingdom, escaping a bad marriage, etc.

But a problem can arise when people do other kinds of stories in fantasy worlds. It’s as if saving the world were a black hole and the story gets dragged into the gravitational well. It’s fantasy, with an epic Tolkienesque feel, so how does it even work if you don’t save the world?

I’ve struggled with this problem myself, and had it distort my novel Lifelode (2009), which is a domestic fantasy where, after building the world and starting to write the novel, I had enormous difficulty having anything happen. The elements in the story that potentially connected to wider threats grew, a character I’d originally intended to be fairly unimportant became a major character, and the whole story squirmed away from my intentions and into the kind of fantasy I’d grown up reading and knew how to write. I didn’t want Lifelode to be about saving the world, or even the kingdom, but I needed something to happen and I didn’t know how to write the story I wanted to write except against the background of an epic threat. After wrestling with this for a long time, and coming to dislike the book a great deal in the process, I was overpowered and let the inevitability of raised stakes, threats, invasion, and world-saving take over. Attempting to write it felt as if I was trying to roll a stone uphill, against the smooth downhill groove of world-saving or kingdom-saving where stones inevitably roll. It was an extremely difficult writing experience, but I learned a great deal in the process and haven’t had this problem since.

I can see this same problem in Lois McMaster Bujold’s Sharing Knife books (2006–19), because the fantasy world-saving plot is completed halfway through the first volume and the romance plot carries the rest of the book, and then the sequels struggle with what kind of story they are telling. Bujold is an excellent writer whose control of her material is usually masterful, but these books feel as if they are stumbling in comparison with her usual. The same is even more true of Ursula K. Le Guin’s Tehanu (1990), which is a sequel to the earlier volumes of Earthsea intended to redress the unconscious sexism of the earlier volumes by centering a woman’s story. The earlier Earthsea books are at an interesting cusp on world-saving, where the first two volumes are on a smaller scale, but in the third the world is threatened. About two-thirds of the way into Tehanu, the book suddenly develops a world-saving plot with an invasion of a (male) evil wizard. The book, which had seemed tentative up to that point, seems much more self-assured once the world needs saving, and is saved, which has the strange effect of undermining the intended message. Similarly, The Lies of Locke Lamora has a fascinating problem of register: The reader and secondary characters are both expected to care deeply about the (genuinely fun) heists and interpersonal drama, but the story still has an obligatory and rather dissonant feint towards world-saving and larger questions, and then carries on as before, with the secondary characters almost seeming to forget the deeper significance of what just happened, as if the world is saying “pay no attention to the man behind the curtain.” This is disconcerting for the reader, and does damage to the plausibility of the secondary characters when they must seem to dismiss the significance of what has happened. The same is true to a lesser extent in Sarah Monette’s Doctrine of Labyrinths (2005–9). And, before we start thinking that it’s a sign of a bad writer to struggle with writing the scene after the kingdom is saved, talk to anyone who’s been involved in a production of Henry V and they’ll tell you how hard it is, after the exciting victory at Agincourt is over, to get the audience to engage with the peacemaking and wooing-the-princess sequence at the end. Saving-the-world stakes make plot problems which even Shakespeare struggles to make work.

When I look at all these fantasy examples the commonalities are a problem with the scope of the story: the shape, the register, the genre expectation, the trope of saving the world, all pulling in different directions, so that even though there are many excellent reasons to avoid saving the world in a fantasy book, at the end of the day the stone falls back in the track and the world gets saved because that’s the way this kind of story goes. But why? Surely not just because Tolkien did it and his imitators wanted to conquer the fear of nuclear war?

To offer one solution: In science fiction and fantasy, the world is a character. In fiction, characters have to change. Therefore, the world has to change. The more complex and fascinating the world-character is, the more the arc of the world’s change becomes central to the story. There are some books which are set in an imagined world, and where the world does not change, and is just a backdrop (Anne McCaffrey’s Pern books have examples of both, in Dragonflight (1968) the world changes, while Dragonsong (1976) is just set in Pern and doesn’t change the world). But within SF&F these are the exception, and it is far more common for the world to be a character that changes. Once you think of the world this way, then narratives of saving the world, changing the world, or restoring the world become weightier. Worlds are often saved in science fiction, but technological change makes it easy to have the world change without needing to be threatened or saved, since the arrival of cloning/aliens/wormholes/etc. changes what comes next. But fantasy is usually set in a history-based world, often one based on old ideas of the European Middle Ages and thus connected to the (false!) historical idea that such a world is static, and does not have ongoing technological or cultural change, only political change caused by the rise or fall of a king, hero, or dynasty. We could write a secondary world fantasy where the world is disrupted by the invention of steel, clear glass, or the moldboard plow (and Delany’s Nevèrÿon books are very much doing this), as our SF is by the invention of cloning or FTL, but we usually don’t associate historical/medieval settings with that kind of dynamism, so we look to the histories of kings and wars, and if we want real change more significant than Tudors replacing Plantagenets then we look to Tolkien’s example. Saving such a world, and facing the sacrifices necessary to save it, is a natural way to think that it could change.

In some saving-the-world fantasy narratives, the world is like a princess chained to a rock for the monster to eat, so the protagonists swoop down like Perseus at the last moment. In others, the complex and fascinating world is changed in complex ways by many people, and the world’s own complexities work together and achieve change. This is one of the reasons Daniel Abraham’s Long Price Quartet (2006–9) and Ada’s Terra Ignota (2016–21) are both so satisfying. The magic and metaphysics that the reader has been slowly learning as we encounter the world-character over multiple books combines with the political and personal levels of the story to change what is possible in a cascade of multi-level revelation.

In Lifelode, and I believe in my other examples where the plot slides down the obligatory well-worn track of world-saving and thus distorts the other things a book is doing, the complexity of the imaginary setting is what was exciting, the history, metaphysics, society, etc. which makes one want the world-character to be center stage and act, thrive, change! You want such an exciting world to be a protagonist, so it needs to have a character arc, and if you can’t think of another option then threatening and rescuing that world (Perseus and the princess) is an easy one. Finding some center-stage action for the exciting world is certainly what I was craving in the Sharing Knife books, and the world is what Bujold does so well in the Five Gods world stories, where the stakes are kingdom level but that lets the underlying metaphysics take center stage. But it’s also what unbalances Tehanu and The Lies of Locke Lamora, where the world and heists are great but are a mismatch with the stakes. In the middle of a heist story, if we want the world to change, Perseus saving the princess is a strange match for the fun heist mood, as if in the middle of Ocean’s Eleven the characters suddenly had to defeat a Bond villain’s plan to smash the Moon into the Earth, and then go back to cracking a casino.

Fantasy, like all genres, is innovating, constantly absorbing and inventing new techniques. As methods and structures multiply (epistolary novels, out-of-order structure, out-of-chronology series), as scales of action multiply (one couple, one restaurant, multiple interlinked cities, multiple interlinked realities), and as sources for settings multiply beyond Olde Timey Europe and its ahistorical but persistently imagined unchangingness, these expansions of the medium contribute new ways to make the world come center stage and be a character without resorting to the old Tolkienian existential threat. In our present decade, it will be interesting to see whether world-at-stake fantasy increases anew, as a reflection of the existential threat of climate change, and the revival of Cold War–type fears with Russia’s invasion of Ukraine. But whether it does or not, the diversification of scales of fantasy—as epic fantasy coexists and blends with thriving urban fantasy, fantasy romance, isekai (portal fantasy), and other fantasy modes—is giving us new tools to avoid that so-easy-to-fall-into track. But even with such tools, the well-worn track remains desirable, and we should keep that in mind as we consider how the craftsmanship decision to not put the world in danger can be the hardest part of writing for the fantasy author.

Note, 2025. Since I revised this in 2022, cosy fantasy (e.g., Travis Baldree, T. Kingfisher) has come along, and now we have all these stories about people leading their lives and running commercial enterprises in magical places.






Mitfreude: The Joy of Sharing Friends’ Joy


by Ada Palmer

NEW FOR THIS VOLUME

Mitfreude is the joy of sharing joy with friends.

Sometimes you have a friend who’s passionate about a topic—lizards, the Basque language, Regency hairstyles—and you sit and ask, “What’s so cool about [topic]?” and a delightful hour later you’ve tasted the topic’s awesome history, examples, taken delight in your friend’s delight, and forever after when that topic comes up you smile, and get the context, and look forward to telling your friend about the cool thing you heard. And (most important!) your friend has not pressured you to buy a pet lizard, learn Basque, or start wearing Regency hair to work every day; they’ve just shared the fascinating energy of why they find that thing so cool.

These next two essays are that conversation—sharing the niftiness without the pressure—for two things which many people you know likely enjoy, but where it’s very hard to find an introduction that doesn’t pressure you to try it: Those things are (A) anime and manga, and (B) the romance genre. Both have fascinating histories which, even if you’ve never read one and never will read one, are delightful in themselves, like the history of a city, or a new technology.

The aim here is mitfreude, to share the niftiness of these two media worlds, and hopefully also some vorfreude, the joy of anticipating future joy, i.e., looking forward to a party or a holiday, preparing for a convention, savoring the smell of something in the oven, or, in this case, knowing that, forever after reading this, you’ll get more richness out of every time somebody mentions anime and manga, or the romance genre, because you’ll be able to understand it, and smile thinking of your lizard-loving friend.






A Mitfreude of Manga and Anime (and Their Relationship with SF)


by Ada Palmer

STRANGE HORIZONS, 2023

Once upon a time an atomic-powered robot boy dodged censorship to talk about racism, and fifty years later Japan issued the first legal birth certificate granting citizenship to an AI. Once upon a time in a small Japanese town flourished Earth’s glitteriest, rose-petal-y-est, most gender-bending form of theater, and ninety years later a comics shop owner in Cambridge, Massachusetts, exclaimed to me, “Girls are coming into the store now! There were none before!” And once upon a time kids gathered in the streets of Tokyo to hear a storyteller with hand-drawn illustration cards narrate a battle between a crime boss in a robot suit and a thousand-year-old superhero from Atlantis, and fifty-five years later a Japanese-built surgical robot took lifesaving samples of my intestines.

Enjoying anime and manga has a high learning curve; you need to invest time learning their visual vocabulary, and many of the best works depend on knowing earlier tropes and patterns. But anyone can enjoy the history of anime and manga, how these media have shaped science, medicine, genre fiction, gender, and how—as English was rising to dominance through music and TV around the globe in the twentieth century—anime and manga managed to become the biggest body of modern media that gets translated into English instead of the other way around.

For readers of fantasy and science fiction, this makes anime and manga a precious point of global access: Every year hundreds of English F&SF works are translated into other languages, but only a trickle gets translated from other languages into English, so we’re stuck in a one-way conversation, and only rare treats like Ken Liu’s 2014 translation of Liu Cixin’s Three-Body Problem let us see what other parts of the world are doing … except Japan, since hundreds of Japanese F&SF works come out in English every year; they just happen to be comics or animation. Only a small portion of anime and manga are F&SF, but any F&SF reader can enjoy hearing a summary of some of the innovative things Japanese F&SF is doing, especially with its favorite topics: robots/AI, reincarnation, supersoldier/military tech, gender bending/flipping, ESP, and fantasy or horror based on the ethical logics of Shinto, Buddhism, and East Asian folklore and philosophy.

Anime history is also deeply entangled with science fiction fandom and fan history. US anime and F&SF fandoms have grown very separately, and many of us, for whom a 5,000 person Worldcon is enormous, are overwhelmed by the very idea of a 30,000 person anime con overrun with six-foot foam swords and bubbly catgirls. But in Japan, the development of anime, from the 1960s through the 1990s, was closely shaped, enabled, and at points even rescued by Japan’s science fiction convention fan community, one long centered around novels, D&D, and familiar SF works like Star Wars. The history of that fan community, and the ways anime-centered fandoms developed because of it, then separated from it, shows how fans organizing around stories we love can have impacts both more powerful and more unpredictable than we often realize.

So, meeting some fun history and F&SF concepts, those are our goals, plus some mitfreude, and the vorfreude of knowing that, forever after reading this, you’ll get more richness out of every time somebody mentions anime or manga. And hopefully this essay will also mean that the next time you know young people who are getting into anime, and their parents say, “I don’t understand this thing! Is it good for my kid? Is it dangerous for my kid?” you’ll be able to give a useful answer.


Why People Got Excited by Anime/Manga, the Short Version

The quick answer to “Why are so many people into anime?” (i.e., Japanese animation) is that, in live-action TV, sets and costume costs mean it’s way cheaper to set stories in the here and now than in another century or on another world, incentivizing realist and contemporary shows (hence so many sitcoms set in LA or New York). In animation, setting doesn’t matter: A medieval castle or New York apartment cost the same to draw. Since, from the 1960s on, Japan has produced tons more animated television than any other country (reasons below), Japan was pouring out genre TV (science fiction, fantasy, historical fiction) for decades, while in any other country you were lucky if there were three or four genre shows per year. Additionally, many anime had complex, ongoing storylines even in the 1970s, ’80s, and ’90s, years when the writers of shows like The X-Files, Gargoyles, or Star Trek: the Next Generation faced desperate uphill struggles to convince networks to even let them have two-part season finales, and genuine long-form shows like Twin Peaks and Babylon 5 were rare treasures. The live-action situation has changed in recent years, since the on-demand model gives us a lot more long-form TV narratives, and cheap special effects plus the giant budgets of media megacorps (Disney, Netflix, Amazon) mean we get a lot more genre TV now, but if you feel like we’ve recently entered a golden age of TV storytelling, that golden age hit Japan more than fifty years ago, and this depth of stories with narrative is the reason many Western people who found anime fell in love with anime.

The quick answer to “Why are so many people into manga?” (i.e., Japanese comic books) is that Japan produces a staggering volume and range of comics (the second-biggest producer on Earth after France), and they target a much wider range of demographics than Anglophone comics. Japan produces comics for girls, for moms, for middle-aged men, for retirees, for newlyweds, for young kids—in the Anglophone world such demographics may have a dozen comics a year aimed at them, but Japan produces hundreds. At its peak, the manga industry accounted for 40 percent of all printed material in Japan (including books, newspapers, and magazines), and it is still above 30 percent. There are manga about everything, and I mean everything. There’s a manga of Walter Isaacson’s biography of Steve Jobs (Mari Yamazaki, 2013–17), a manga of the BBC Sherlock TV series (Jay, 2012), a manga biography of the current Dalai Lama (Tetsu Saiwai, 2010), and a Manga Guide to Microprocessors (Michio Shibuya, Takashi Tonagi, and Office sawa, 2014). There are memoir manga, like the LGBTQ+ memoirs My Brother’s Husband (Gengoroh Tagame, 2014–17) and My Lesbian Experience with Loneliness (Kabi Nagata, 2016); Hiroshima survivor manga memoirs Barefoot Gen (Keiji Nakazawa, 1973–87) and Town of Evening Calm, Country of Cherry Blossoms (Fumiyo Kōno, 2003–4); or the alcoholism and mental health memoir Disappearance Diary (Hideo Azuma, 2005). There’s Black Jack (Osamu Tezuka, 1973–83) about an unlicensed genius surgeon who bucks the corrupt medical establishment, and the more realistic Say Hello to Black Jack (Shūhō Satō, 2002–6) about growing up to attend medical school inspired by Black Jack but having to face real medical corruption without being an impossible genius. There are sex-ed manga, both the “I’m thirteen and my body is changing!” type and the “We’re newlyweds but both virgins; how does ejaculation work?” type. There are enough foodie manga to fill a building, from the competitive wine identification manga Drops of God (2004–14), to the 100-million-volume-selling Oishinbo (Tetsu Kariya, 1983–2014) about a food reporter whose overbearing gourmand father swears his worthless son will never understand the true spirit of miso soup! I have a whole shelf of manga featuring Cesare Borgia, ranging from the romance Cantarella (You Higuri, 2005–8) to the action fantasy Pilgrim Jäger (Tow Ubukata and Mami Itoh, 2002–6), in which, at Savonarola’s execution, he cursed two dozen Renaissance celebrities to have superpowers, which they must use to battle the ghost of Giovanni Pico della Mirandola, which is possessing the Duke of Urbino to prepare the earth for the resurrection of Demon Lord Cesare. There are a lot of different manga, so, when they started coming out in English, many comics readers found the range of topics revolutionary in a market dominated by boys’ superhero titles.

The manga translation boom was especially revolutionary for female and LGBTQ+ readers, because—while women have always read comics—there are a lot more manga for girls and women than the Anglosphere had been producing. To give a sense of scale, while there are many wonderful Anglophone lesbian manga, Yuri News Network, an ongoing manga review list run by Erica L. Friedman which only reviews lesbian romance manga aimed at female readers, usually reviews a new title every day. Thus, when the first wave of shōjo (girls’ manga) came out in English c. 2000, it triggered that moment when my comics shop owner exclaimed that girls were suddenly coming into his shop in force. There are also tons of manga with queer and gender-questioning themes (reasons below). Their commercial success in translation in turn caused companies like Marvel and DC to think about women as a major target market for the first time, enabling titles like The Unbeatable Squirrel Girl and the new Ms. Marvel. So, those who like the strong women and girl power we often get in comics-adjacent media today can thank manga publishers like Tokyopop and VIZ, who took the gamble on introducing the English-speaking world to shōjo.

The answers to “Why did Japan start producing so much comics and animation?” and “Why did they start being translated?” are long and rich, and center on World War II, postwar reconstruction, and postwar censorship. But the roots of manga (and anime) go back through street performance and pre-war graphic media to Japan’s long tradition of ink drawing, picture scrolls, and especially woodblock prints, like the iconic Hokusai wave.

Technology and alphabet also played a big role. The phonetic alphabet dominant in Europe worked well with a Gutenberg-style movable-type printing press, which separates text (lead type, generic and rearrangeable) from image (wood blocks or engravings, each unique), but the thousands of pictograms used in written Japanese worked better in the older method of carving each page as one big wood block, which makes mixing text with image effortless. Pre-Gutenberg, European printing had used this method too, producing one-block-per-page works like illustrated sermon books, which gave semiliterate priests ideas for sermons by combining short Bible quotes with images of saints or stories familiar from icons and cathedral walls, but post-Gutenberg cheap printing required confining illustrations and words to mutually exclusive spaces on the page, and generally meant that pictures cost a lot more than words.

Thus, Europe settled on segregating text from image, while in Japan a free mixture of text and image thrived so long that it endured even as industrialization brought in movable-type presses for newspapers and other cheaper media. By the early twentieth century, Japan’s thriving manga industry included flashy fliers, illustrated pages within prose works, stand-alone art prints and books of prints, newspaper-type humor or gag strips, and short serial story comics of many sorts. They also targeted a wide range of readers. For example, pre-war magazines for housewives often included short comic books as a kind of mini-pamphlet inside the magazine issue, designed for a mother to read with her children, with jokes for the kids but also the kinds of jokes and social commentary for adults that one often finds coexisting within the kids’ content of the best cartoons. And then …



The Decade Without “Frivolous Literature”

During World War II—which for Japan lasted more than a decade, from 1931–45—materials grew scarce and information control escalated, so printing and publishing were severely squeezed, climaxing with a war-long ban on “frivolous literature,” which meant anything that was not for the war effort. Children’s literature effectively ceased production, except for war stories celebrating how one’s elder brothers had just bravely died. In addition, Japan’s school system suffered severe cuts and breakdowns, with kids working in factories, teachers going off to war, classrooms bombed, textbooks nonexistent, etc. You can imagine the cultural starvation, a generation growing up without books, without fun characters and worlds of imagination, without shared story time at school. Shigeru Mizuki—a major manga author and collector of ghost stories—describes in his memoir Showa: A History of Japan how even the games he played in the street with other kids became starved of every theme but playing soldier. The weakened school system also meant that kids fell behind in reading level, especially in their memorization of the kanji characters (pictograms) which are essential to written Japanese. The war’s end continued the infrastructural disruption, as the surviving members of extended families moved together into the few houses that weren’t bombed out, and towns and shops struggled to even stock food. And then …

I’ve read the story many times, in the autobiographies of authors, animators, doctors, activists, roboticists, politicians, all kinds of people of that unique generation: the ruined house, the rubble-crowded streets, the lost parents or elder brothers, the walk of many miles to the next town since the train tracks were all gnarled ruins, the shop where neighbors elbowed each other to get bags of rice or shirts, and there upon a low shelf just at child height, and brilliant as a rainbow cutting through the overcast gray sky: a book, with a bright red cover image of a grinning boy, a puppy, a pirate, a rocket ship, an alien, all with a cheery title and the message unmistakable: Hi, kid, this is for you. They bought them. Brought them home. They shared them with friends and siblings, every child in the neighborhood gathering to read the bright red books over and over, until the spines gave out and the individual pages came apart, and they kept reading them, and rearranging them, and drawing them, copying characters, making their own. In memoir after memoir, I’ve seen people struggle to express the sheer soul-filling joy of finally having stories after years without. Stories for them. And they could read them, even if they’d fallen behind reading level, because comics are incredibly good at catching kids up to reading level, since the pictures offer clues and context, tools to remind you of vocabulary or help you work out meanings from roots, which is why so many second-language programs recommend practicing by reading comics. Within a few years, those little red adventure manga had kids back up to reading speed, shaping a generation for whom the arrival of adventure fiction manga became a joyous symbol of rebuilding, creativity, peace, and hope for a new and different future beyond fascism, nationalism, and war. For Yoshihiro and Okimasa Tatsumi, who walked those long miles to buy manga, for ghost-story loving Shigeru Mizuki, who lost an arm in the war and had to re-learn to draw with the other, for Keiji Nakazawa, who saw a painted rainbow on a billboard shining like a colorful beacon through the ruins of Hiroshima, manga, whose pictures transcended the barriers of language and literacy, felt like the medium that could best express their hopes for a new, more cooperative, international future. Cue the postwar manga boom.



Our Key Terms: Manga and Anime

Let’s iron out some vocabulary.

The word manga (漫画) is usually literally translated “whimsical pictures” or “impromptu/improvised pictures.” It came into use late in the 1700s, growing in the 1800s. It referred at first to ink drawings, paintings, and prints, especially Japan’s celebrated ukiyo-e prints, which were mass-produced artworks (stand-alone or sets) costing about the same as a restaurant meal, which depicted fun subjects like famous beauties, actors, theatrical scenes, landscapes, anthropomorphized animals, travelers’ views, ghost stories, romantic scenes, or pornography. Hokusai and Hiroshige are the best-known ukiyo-e artists internationally, though both come late in the tradition. In time, manga also came to encompass comics generally, both the kind you find in newspapers and the kind you find in comic shops. In English, just as gelato has become a loan word meaning Italian-style ice cream, so manga has become a loan word meaning Japanese comic books, but in Japanese manga remains the blanket term for all comics. If you ask an American, “What’s your favorite manga?” they’ll name a Japanese comic like Naruto or Sailor Moon, but if you ask a Japanese person, they’re likely to answer Calvin & Hobbes or X-Men.

Anime (アニメ, an abbreviated transliteration of animation) is likewise both a Japanese word (derived from English) and a loan word. In English, French, etc., anime means Japanese animated TV and film; in Japan it means animation generally, including Bambi, Toy Story, or the animated Moomin, Babar, or Asterix.

Anime and manga are not genres; they are media, just as radio is a medium, television is a medium, opera is a medium, or prose fiction is a medium. As media, they encompass many forms (long, short, episodic, stand-alone) and many genres. Just as some radio plays are fantasy, some live-action TV is fantasy, and some operas are fantasy (hello, Wagner), so some anime and manga are fantasy, while other anime or manga might be science fiction, crime fiction, chick lit, cooking competition, all sorts of things.

Anime and manga are closely associated, partly because their audiences, art styles, and creators overlap, but also because many anime are adapted from manga, just as many live-action movies are adaptations of comics. But some anime are original stories, or adapted from novels, historical events, film or TV, or classic literature, like the many anime versions of the sixteenth-century epic Journey to the West, or the anime Gankutsuou (2004–5), which is a hybrid of The Count of Monte Cristo (1844–6) and Alfred Bester’s The Stars My Destination (1956). Just as only a minority of Western books become movies, only a minority of manga become anime, but such adaptations make a lot of money, constituting such a big part of authors’ and publishers’ incomes that the two industries are financially interlinked. Video games are also financially interlinked with anime/manga, as are Japan’s live-action TV industry and light novels—a type of Japanese YA for tweens and teens, averaging 50,000 words and often serialized (a major influence on the cozy fantasy genre)—so franchises in any of these media (anime, manga, video games, live action, light novels) are often adapted into one or more of the others, just as Star Wars has novels, comics, games, and animation as well as live-action films. Occasionally in Japan (though this is fading out) one encounters the thesis that the word anime (in its Japanese sense of animation broadly) should be considered a subcategory of manga, because manga means “whimsical pictures,” and if it can include both Hokusai’s wave and a twenty-six-volume comedy about the cutthroat world of international competitive bread baking (Yakitate!! Japan, 2001–7), why shouldn’t it also include whimsical pictures that move?

This original etymology—whimsical pictures—came to be vital to censorship battles in the 1960s and 1970s, but before we get to those, we must have robots, gender-bending stage musicals, and a very busy god.



Robot Boys and Princess Princes

The staggering range of manga today is half a descendant of Japan’s tradition of wide consumption of art prints and whimsical pictures, and half the fruit of a deliberate project in the postwar boom to expand beyond kids’ adventure comics, and to prove that manga as an art form can do anything.

In the decade after 1945, the precious trickle of kids’ adventure manga became a torrent, pouring out in multiple formats, including whole-volume graphic novels and manga magazines. Newspapers and general magazines also ran manga, usually four-panel gag strips, often about office life or kids at play (think Dilbert, Peanuts, or Cathy), which are rarely translated, but, for many, were the quintessential form of manga. Gag strips plus comedy or adventure manga aimed at younger boys dominated at first, with themes including escapist adventure (pirates! detectives! aliens!) and technological utopianism and international collaboration, especially in partnership with the US, which in the postwar occupation loomed large in Japan’s expected future.

Osamu Tezuka (1928–89) is known today as the God of Manga, because of his staggering influence through 700 separate series (150,000 pages of comics). Young Tezuka was shaped by a mother who loved storytelling and glittering musical theater, and by a father who made a point of exposing his kids to foreign films, including both live-action and animated works like Princess Iron Fan (1941) and Bambi (1942), which young Tezuka watched eighty times. And he was shaped by the war. Not quite old enough to be a soldier, young Tezuka worked in a factory, drawing manga on paper scraps and pasting them in the bathroom for peers to see, and firsthand witnessed the firebombing of Osaka. In 1945, he began college and manga publication at the same time, and he was still in med school as he dazzled a generation with his fat, colorful books: New Treasure Island (1947), Lost World (1948), Metropolis (1949), Nextworld (1951), Kimba the White Lion (1950–54), and his most famous creation Atom aka Astro Boy (Ambassador Atom, 1951–52). These were fast-paced, funny, with plucky boy heroes, Disneyesque animals, and SF themes. They were more often tragedies than triumphs (the treasure is lost, the robot or alien dies), not what we expect in kids’ books, but that was what the postwar generation needed.

Censorship in Japan was fierce in the wake of the war, overseen both by the Japanese government and the American occupation. It effectively forbade discussing the war and its causes (racism, fascism, genocide), so much that it would be decades until Japanese newspaper printing presses even had the character to print the words atom bomb. Kids who were five or ten in 1945 lived in a world of shattered streets, food shortages, and missing families, and no one would talk about the causes. But the government didn’t bother censoring kids’ SF comics. Here Tezuka could draw a mushroom cloud, or soldiers fighting an alien war on a made-up planet. He could draw his hero Atom lobbying for robot civil rights, joining Black activists to help American robots lobby for citizenship, fighting anti-robot hate groups in KKK robes, and thwarting the anti-robot genocidal dictator Hitlini. Piles of burning corpses would be censored in most books for kids today, but for kids who had seen actual corpse piles burn, this was the tool they needed to process their experience, and start considering the future. Atom—named for the hope that atomic power could be used for peace, not war—was built in an imagined 2003, in a techno-utopian future with flying cars and field trips to the Moon, whose global peace is fragile, frequently threatened by fascism or weapons of mass destruction, and maintained through global collaboration led by the scientific community, an image of the future which inspired thousands of young readers to work toward such a world. Memoirs of today’s Japanese peace activists, scientists, environmentalists, medical reformers, civil rights activists, and progressive politicians are packed with references to taking inspiration from Tezuka, and Astro Boy and similar works are credited with sparking Japan’s dominance in the robotics world, leading to the creation of my surgery robot.

The adventures of Atom and other Tezuka boy heroes were foundational works of shōnen (for boys) manga, but now, enter upon our stage a prince, resplendent in a sequin tuxedo, accompanied by the princessiest princess you can imagine, in a pink hoop skirt and rhinestone tiara, surrounded by glitter roses and backed by a Vegas-worthy chorus line—this is the seed for the gender-bending core of modern shōjo (for girls) manga, which will in turn revolutionize gender expression in comics, F&SF, and beyond around the globe.

As a child—in the decades just before the war—Fumiko Tezuka (b. 1909) often brought her young son Osamu to see the Takarazuka Revue (founded 1913), a unique theater company centered in their hometown, which performs lavish melodramatic and romantic spectacles with plots adapted from world literature, history, and, later, anime and manga, with all the roles played by women—an inversion of all-male Kabuki and Noh theater. Takarazuka performers specialize in either male or female roles, with those who perform as men (otokoyaku) adopting male dress, language, and pronouns even offstage. Tragic-romantic historical dramas are the favorite topic, and star otokoyaku Yu Todoroki’s roles include Che Guevara, Cyrano de Bergerac, Abraham Lincoln, Julius Caesar, Jay Gatsby, Oedipus, Yuri Zhivago, Martin Luther King Jr., the Edo-era Emperor Go-Mizunoo, Rhett Butler in Gone with the Wind, and Luigi Lucheni, the anarchist assassin of Empress Elisabeth of Austria. Watching the stage explode with sparkle-petals at the kick-line finale of War and Peace is an unforgettable experience. Takarazuka performances bend gender all over, advancing ideals of hyper-feminine femininity and feminized masculinity, and its exaggerated division of the male and female roles reinforces the same gender binaries the cross-casting subverts. The male-performing otokoyaku are intended to appeal to women as non-threatening masculine ideals (making them common objects of romantic crushes from both straight-identifying and queer-identifying female fans), but all performers are expected to retire young and marry, following the company’s founder’s intent that girls’ time on stage be training to become “good wives and wise mothers.”

Seeing this so constantly as a child left Tezuka’s manga forever saturated with this gender-bending: Metropolis focusing on an androgynous robot inspired by the image on the movie poster of the Fritz Lang film; Nextworld featuring cross-dressing in both directions and androgynous elfin creatures from Australia; Astro Boy bending gender in robot designs; and, in 1953, Tezuka crystalized the pattern in his first work for girls. Princess Knight (Ribon no Kishi) depicts Sapphire, who, due to a mistake in Heaven, is born female-bodied but with both a male and a female kokoro (heart/soul), and raised as a male prince in a kingdom where women cannot inherit. Sapphire has romances with girls while in male dress and with boys while in female dress, while wizards and witches try to pressure Sapphire firmly into one gender role or the other. The series forever injected Takarazuka theater, with all its sparkles and gender-weirding, into the DNA of girls’ manga, and to this day recognizably Takarazuka-theater-influenced gender-bending appears to greater or lesser degrees in practically every manga/anime for girls (shoujo or shōjo). In later decades, the princess-prince genealogy of shōjo was further strengthened by Riyoko Ikeda’s The Rose of Versailles (1972–73), a French Revolution romance focused on Oscar, born female-bodied but raised as a boy to take on the family’s duty of being captain of the Royal Guard; and again by Revolutionary Girl Utena (1997), a fantasy deconstruction of prince-princess archetypes. Both of these, in addition to Princess Knight, were in turn adapted into Takarazuka plays, revitalizing the gender-bending stage which originally inspired them.

The gender-bending themes in girls’ manga, along with shōnen ai (male-male romance stories aimed at female readers, for whom a fantasy gay romance avoids the stresses of family/marriage/career/ motherhood pressure), made the arrival of translated girls’ manga in the Anglosphere a revolutionary moment for many LGBTQ+ people (female, male, and nonbinary alike), who found in anime/manga the queer conversations they hungered for. Soon, yaoi (sexually explicit shōnen ai) and yuri manga (lesbian romance) were translated too, but even without them, shōjo (girls’ manga) contained so much gender examination that its translation had an explosive impact on the gender expression of the generations which had access to it. In fact, so much specific gender questioning vocabulary developed among Anglophone LGBTQ+ anime/manga fan communities that I have often seen miscommunication between anime-consuming and non-anime-consuming F&SF fans when anime consumers forget that eighteenth-century French costume as code for genderqueerness isn’t intuitive outside the anime/manga bubble. Manga which examines realistic LGBTQ+ issues is a tiny trickle amid the torrent of more fantastic stuff, and gay manga aimed at male readers are outnumbered at least a hundred to one by boys’ love (shōnen ai) intended for female readers, but even the trickle of realistic stuff acknowledges the influence of the girls’ manga tradition on Japan’s gender conversation, as in the acclaimed Wandering Son (2002–13), which looks at a transitioning elementary school student whose process of self-discovery is aided when the class puts on a school play of The Rose of Versailles, and debates whether to cast a boy or girl as the raised-as-a-boy protagonist. So thorough is the influence that even shōnen (boys’) manga now often has Takarazuka-esque queer characters and gender-bending as a common theme.



Proving Manga Can Do Anything

By the 1960s, the postwar manga boom faced growing pains, some shaped by that very term: whimsical pictures. As the kids who had read manga in the rubble became adults, they became interested in reading and writing about more adult themes: sexuality, violent crime, prostitution, suicide, etc. The changes were visual as much as topical: While Metropolis and Nextworld had angry mobs and violent deaths, they were bloodless and cartoony, and constantly defused the dramatic moments with humor, returning to the whimsy of whimsical pictures. Not so these new experiments, which aimed to plunge deeper into drama, and into cinematic visual complexity.

Film—especially as theaters spread in the postwar reconstruction—had had a revolutionary influence on manga’s visual style. Tezuka, and other early manga artists like ghost-story loving Shigeru Mizuki whose father also imported foreign films, had developed what is called the cinematic style. In the old comic strip style, typical in newspaper gag strips, each panel in a sequence showed the figures in the same framing from the same angle (Lucy in the middle of the panel with the football, Charlie Brown approaching from the right, then falling toward the left, etc.) In the cinematic style, each panel was framed differently—a close-up, a dramatic angle from above, a zooming action shot with the background blurred into streaks of motion, the gun reflected in the adversary’s eye—just as a movie did. Pushing this further, artists like Yoshihiro Tatsumi (whose autobiography begins with trekking far to buy Tezuka’s Nextworld) tried writing atmospheric works like his 1956 Black Blizzard, with multiple wordless pages devoted to struggling through a blizzard or moving through shadowed space. It was this phase that developed one of the signatures of manga in contrast with most Western comics: their willingness to spend many pages setting the scene and depicting landscape, environment, or mood, paving the way to such experiments as Kengo Hanazawa’s I Am a Hero (2009–17), which devotes ten full pages to two seconds of action as a zombie rushes toward a door, or Kentaro Miura’s Berserk (1989–ongoing), whose thirty-fourth volume has forty-six straight wordless pages at the climax of a fantasy battle, as well as to more literary works like Jiro Taniguchi’s The Walking Man (1990–91) and Yuichi Yokoyama’s Garden (2011), both of which are nearly wordless, plotless tours of space.

But as whimsy gave way to atmosphere and drama, many objected that these new works were definitionally not manga anymore, and that they were bad, licentious, violent, and harmful to the youth (paralleling similar fears about comics in the West). Figures like Yoshihiro Tatsumi launched the gekiga movement—dramatic pictures instead of whimsical pictures—advanced in a manifesto of 1959. Their popular yet controversial mature manga magazines like Shadow (founded 1956) and Garo (1964–2002), written for direct sale as well as the booming industry of manga rental shops, drove debates over whether manga must be whimsical and/or for children, whether comic books must be funny, or must be for kids. Reporters condemned manga with too few words, and schools or parent groups tried to ban or exclude works without a certain quota of text per page, since a low ratio of words to image was associated with mature and controversial themes.

Meanwhile, Tezuka himself was still pouring out manga, and had declared it a personal project to prove that manga can do anything. He set out to write manga in every genre he could think of, trying experiments intended to gain international respect, like his 1953 versions of Crime and Punishment and Cyrano. Despite their ambitious cinematic experiments with panel layout and point of view, these works were not very dramatic or atmospheric, packing many panels per page and many words per panel, and consistently defusing serious moments with jokes or gags, manga’s mandated whimsy. Thus, for a time Tezuka’s comics became the exemplars of what the new movement was not, until he himself launched a mature manga magazine COM (1967–71), which debuted mature works (his and others), including treatments of sexuality, drugs, and revenge, and the beginning of the mature version of his masterwork Phoenix (1967–88), an effort to rehabilitate the Buddhist axiom that “all life is sacred” in the wake of the genocides of World War II. COM and other gekiga magazines also hosted the debuts of some of the first feminist manga authors, who would go on to be major influences in the 1970s, with works like The Rose of Versailles, and the gender-fluid alien drama They Were Eleven (Moto Hagio, 1975). By the late 1960s, postwar censorship had also eased up, so the themes of genocide and war crimes which earlier works had touched on delicately via science fiction or allegory could at last be overt, beginning the tradition of powerful anti-war manga masterpieces such as the war memoir Onward Towards Our Noble Deaths (Shigeru Mizuki, 1973), Tezuka’s analysis of Nazi radicalization Message to Adolf (1983–85), horror master Hideshi Hino’s deconstructionist Panorama of Hell (1984), and, my serious recommendation if you try reading only one manga ever, the brilliant history of Japan’s side of the war and its preludes, Showa: A History of Japan (Shigeru Mizuki, 1988–89).

The battles between censorious critics and experimental artists pushed magazines to define their demographics and maturity levels strictly, facilitating manga crystalizing into its four recognized branches: shōnen manga aimed at boys, shōjo manga aimed at girls, seinen manga aimed at mature men, and jōsei manga aimed at mature women. All four are produced and consumed by readers of all genders, but the magazines market themselves as one of the four. Boys’ comics dominate, with their action and adventure, so much so that, while the top girls’ (shōjo) magazine Ciao sells over 250,000 copies a month, the magazine most often purchased by girls is a boys’ one, Weekly Shōnen Jump, which sells 1.5 million per month, while enough boys read girls’ manga that there is a charming manga Otomen (Aya Kanno, 2006–12) about the stresses of boys afraid to admit to peers that they enjoy girl stuff. Of the 56 manga series which have sold over 50 million copies, 40 are boys’ (shōnen) titles and 11 men’s (seinen), while 2 are for younger kids (Doraemon and Sazae-san), and only 3 are girls’ (shōjo) manga (Boys Over Flowers, Glass Mask, and Nana), while the highest-selling women’s (jōsei) title, the music school romance Nodame Cantabile (2001–10), has 37 million copies in print, less than a tenth of the 490 million copies of boys’ mega-hit One Piece (Eiichiro Oda, 1997–present). These four macro-categories encompass all genres—there are vampire stories, police stories, first contact stories, and Cesare Borgia stories in all four—but the dominance of action-oriented male-coded comics make them what most people think of first on hearing manga mentioned, especially because they dominate the translation market even more than they do the manga market, thanks to manga’s bigger-bucks partner: anime.



Whimsical Pictures that Move

Early twentieth-century manga had a fascinating half-sibling, an even more accessible form of entertainment which thrived before the war, and especially during and afterward, in towns whose shattered infrastructure made plays, TV, and radio hard to access. Kamishibai paper theater was performed at small, mobile kiosks in parks and on street corners, much like a Punch and Judy show, but instead of puppets, kamishibai used a series of illustrated cards shown within a frame, like a cardboard TV set, sequential still images accompanying a spoken story. Kamishibai mainly targeted kids, and performers made their money selling candy, but kamishibai for adults were also used to disseminate news, especially during the war. Kamishibai image cards were in color and hand painted, purchased or rented by performers from suppliers who commissioned them from artists—often from artists who were also manga creators. Popular kamishibai existed in multiple copies, and the most popular were adapted into manga, like Golden Bat, the tale of an ancient Atlantean superhero whose nemesis piloted the first giant robot suit we know of in fiction (which would have so many descendants in Japanese SF). The individual storyteller’s skill and style made each performance unique, and kamishibai were a huge medium, viewed by hundreds of thousands of people, though in small groups scattered over many parks and squares across Japan. It was for kamishibai performance that ghost story-collecting Shigeru Mizuki first developed his most beloved series, Kitarō, which collects so much otherwise unrecorded oral tradition that the series itself is celebrated as an archive of Japanese folklore. When a manga publisher agreed to adapt the story from kamishibai to manga, Mizuki’s art was so rough (since he’d lost his dominant arm in the war), that the editor gave it to a different artist, and it would be years until Mizuki got to draw the tale himself—an indicator of the competitive and cutthroat nature of the postwar manga world.

Between the theatrical associations of ukiyo-e prints, the influence of cinema on the manga boom, and the legacy of TV-like kamishibai, manga artists naturally wanted to make their whimsical pictures move. The very first anime strip dates to before 1912, a three-second, fifty-frame strip of a boy in a sailor suit drawing the characters “moving picture.” Professional comic shorts aired in Japan as early as 1917, mainly making use of cut-out drawings rather than cell animation. During the war, filmmakers created animated propaganda, mostly for children (unlike the US, which produced many war cartoons for adults), and in 1945 Japan’s first animated feature film Momotaro: Sacred Sailors was sponsored by the Imperial Japanese Navy. At the war’s end, animation saw use in advertisements (its first use in many countries), then televised shorts broadcast in 1960, and the mixed live-action/animated Instant History series in 1961–64.

By 1961, three Japanese animated feature films had appeared in American movie theaters, telling stories of great cultural importance in Japan like the fifteenth-century Chinese epic Journey to the West, but their East Asian roots were actively disguised in their US localizations. The visual component of animation was crossing national barriers as its makers hoped, but heavy-handed localization which basically replaced the original scripts with wholly different stories in the dubbing, meant that the words, tales, and ideas struggled to travel with the images.

Just after this, the permanent shape of Japan’s animation industry was set—for good and ill—by Osamu Tezuka, whose dedication to creating a moving pictures industry made him even more a founder figure for anime than he is for manga. After a (charmingly campy) live-action Astro Boy TV series in 1959–60, Tezuka founded an animation studio, Mushi Productions, and pitched an Astro Boy animated series which ran from 1963 to 1966 on Fuji TV. Determined to advance animation as an art and industry, Tezuka offered the series to the wary network at well below cost, pushing himself and his staff to inhumane hours (accounts describe bleeding fingers and sleeping under desks) and supplementing the loss from his manga income. Astro Boy TV was a hit, launching mass demand for animated television and sparking Japan’s global fame as a mass producer of animation, but it also established the “curse of Tezuka”: Japanese TV channels expect animation to be impossibly cheap, driving the poverty-level pay and grueling schedules which have haunted and harmed the industry ever since. Japan today pours out stunning animation, but this labor of love is as exploitative of those who love it as academic adjunctification or severely underfunded school systems are of teachers, and premier anime directors constantly lament their inability to break free from the pattern.



Animated Ambassadors

Anime’s big presence in the US (still the biggest market outside Japan) as well as in Europe and South America is not coincidence, but the result of a deliberate campaign, one which took decades to grow from trickle to torrent. From the first, Tezuka was determined to spread Astro Boy internationally, specifically to America. This was part of the dream that manga (both still and moving) would become a medium of universal communication, and carry the political messages in Tezuka’s work (international collaboration, pacifism, environmentalism, techno-utopianism, tolerance, and anti-racism) to the powerful victor nation across the sea. Tezuka included English language signs in the backgrounds of street scenes in the show, both to appeal to Americans and to communicate Astro Boy’s ideal of a collaborative global future (think of the Chinese signs in Blade Runner). Within three months of the show’s Japanese debut, he succeeded in getting NBC to run it in the US, but they made many edits—removing episodes, censoring serious content, removing all written Japanese, and changing the character names, including giving Atom his English name, Astro. They also refused to let any stories cross multiple episodes, cutting down the more ambitious stories so they could rerun them in any order. Other European language markets (French, Italian, Spanish) quickly picked up some anime as well, but the political and cultural ambitions of anime/manga makers focused on building bridges with the triumphant West, so Korea did not air Astro Boy until 1970, and China until 1979.

So, in the 1960s and 1970s, a trickle of anime—all marketed at children—began to appear in English and then other European languages (roughly a dozen films and shows per decade), but with the Japanese-ness filed off, so kids who saw Speed Racer (1967–68), or Tezuka’s gender-bending Princess Knight (1972, under the English title Choppy and the Princess) saw versions with all hints of Japan erased.

Then, a miracle occurred.

You’re six years old, you’ve just got home from school, and your parents have let you plop in front of the TV. The antics of a cartoon cat and mouse give way to the antics of animal puppets, and then after a short ad for spiral cookies, dawn breaks over a sparkling space station as a voice-over explains that, in the year since the rebel attack crashed an asteroid into the Eurasian megacontinent, the combat zone has spread past the near-Earth-orbit space colonies and is approaching the lunar colony, whose residents are racing to repair our damaged space warship before they are overwhelmed by the enemies’ superior ability to use the precognitive and telepathic abilities which awaken in humans outside Earth’s gravity well. Mind. Blown. Plot! Conflict! World-building! Ethics! Tech! Twenty-five rapt minutes later: What was that? How did the TV do that? Will it do it again? The lucky little ones who glimpse it glue themselves to the TV set after that, struggling to articulate to their parents why cartoon hour is suddenly much more important than it used to be.

In many ways the miracle was laziness. Demand for cartoons went up, Japan had cheap animation, cartoons were for kids (sigh), and networks could cut costs by not bothering to make so many changes, so some localizations were edited less. In Italy, for example, kids’ minds were blown by the space colonization World War II commentary Mobile Suit Gundam (1979–80) and by the gender-bending The Rose of Versailles TV (1979–80), which aired under the title Lady Oscar in 1982. In the US, a close equivalent was Star Blazers (1979–84), a version of Space Battleship Yamato (World War II in space designed for Star Wars fans), which was the first broadcast anime that got to retain its ongoing storyline. It was hard to catch all episodes, and networks often scrambled the order, but if one human appetite burns hotter than starfire, it’s the desire to find out what happens next in a good story.

As such kids grew up, the memory of those mind-blowing phantom glimpses of complex narrative caught in kids’ cartoon hours turned into small but energetic 1970s fan communities sparking in Europe and the Americas (Brazil is huge!) who studied Japanese, imported books and laserdiscs, produced fanzines, and made their own translations, circulating manga by Xerox and fansubs by VHS. They collaborated with F&SF fandom, and with horror fans who were importing Japanese zombie movies and monster movies (see the chapter “The Ghost Did What?!”). They contacted Tezuka and other authors and directors, and over time energetic fan organizers like Frederik L. Schodt and Helen McCarthy came to be welcomed as the international partners who would, over the course of the 1980s and 1990s, help the whimsical pictures that can do anything to escape the confines of the TV children’s hour. This legacy of fan collaboration remains so strong that when I, as an undergrad, fell in love with Tezuka’s Black Jack and created the first English language website dedicated to him, TezukaInEnglish.com, Tezuka Productions in Japan reached out to me (a kid!) to share materials and partner to spread his messages to the world.

The 1980s saw an order of magnitude increase in the number of series translated abroad (a hundred, not a dozen), and in the narrative sophistication of what was coming, feeding the growth of anime fandom, parallel to SF fandom, as a community, a market, and a power. College and high school students started hearing the word anime. Frederik L. Schodt’s seminal Manga! Manga! The World of Japanese Comics (1983) introduced the medium, with a history and translated samples of formative works. With landmark successes like Akira (1988), Ghost in the Shell (1995), and Sailor Moon (1992–97), companies began marketing to Westerners who wanted anime/manga because they were Japanese. Manga translation piggybacked on the new interest in all things Japanese, with VIZ releasing its first English language manga in 1987, and really starting to make money with the 1995 release of the martial arts comedy Ranma 1/2 (Rumiko Takahashi, 1987-96). When in 2004 Tokyopop released Fruits Basket, the first long-form girls’ (shōjo) manga in English and an instant megahit, Western anime fandom, with girls frequenting comics shops and convention centers filled with big foam swords, had solidified.

The newborn international manga market, in the Anglosphere at least, focused on teens, until the 2008 economic crash, when shrinking allowances meant teen titles started selling less reliably, while grown-up serious literary collectors continued to purchase lovely trade paperbacks and hardcovers, redirecting the translation market toward grown-up titles and classics. The twenty-first century also saw a blossoming of serious books in English about anime and manga, mainly written by figures strongly shaped by the fan world, like Paul Gravett, Brigitte Koyama-Richard, Thomas Lamarre, Jonathan Clements, Fabienne Darling-Wolf, Jason Thompson, Gilles Poitras, Timothy Perper, Martha Cornog, Natsu Onoda Power, Jennifer Prough, and many others who practice in print the fan-born tradition of thinking critically about works we love.

But as international anime fandom blossomed, on the Japanese side these same decades had their own complex saga of turmoil and rebirth.



Publishing: A Dream Shaped by Money

Note: Some of us love nerding out about how publication history, economics, and fandom shape each other, but if you are not interested in that, you may want to skip ahead 2,000 words to the section headed “The Themes of Japanese SF,” where the fun thematic discussion of ESP and ghosts and such resumes. Or you can join us as we look at how art is born of cash and tribulations.

So, anime costs orders of magnitude more to produce than manga. Manga is ink on paper made by a small team, and any given publisher is publishing several magazines, so each publisher has many eggs in several different baskets. Anime has big materials costs and big teams, so any given studio is only making a couple shows at a time, with just a couple extremely costly eggs in few baskets. This means manga experiments a lot more, and endures economic crashes better, while anime’s few-baskets model means every experiment is betting the house.

In the later 1970s, science fiction fan communities were surging globally with the influence of 2001: A Space Odyssey, Star Trek, and Star Wars. Japan’s anime fan communities had strong overlap with its SF convention community, since many science fiction stories were being told in manga form, and Japan’s movie world could rarely afford to attempt ambitious live-action space opera like Star Wars, but they could make monster movies (tokusatsu films) like Godzilla, marionette shows (think Thunderbirds), and animation. No culture could watch Star Trek (1966-9) and 2001: A Space Odyssey (1968) without wanting to reply in kind, and in a nation with fond memories of the cardboard kamishibai shows, many considered animation the natural form for F&SF film. Live action—they argued—could never create visuals as spectacular and fantastic as animation, which could create anything from a battle among a thousand moving ships, to a sunrise over Africa, to a hologram of Versailles being pierced by the shards of a space station folding itself inside out to turn into a giant rose blossom of crushed spaceships (that last one is in Katsuhiro Otomo’s Memories, 1995). They were right, too: If you think about it, advances in 3D effects mean that today’s F&SF blockbusters actually have more animation on screen than Who Framed Roger Rabbit; they just make it look real. Enthusiasts for this project gathered around magazines like Animage (founded 1978), a general animation magazine, covering works from the US, France, Russia, Brazil, the world. Animage also channeled fan funds into advancing animation, inviting young aspiring directors to publish manga stories in the magazine intended to imagine ambitious films they might make. Animage launched the careers of fans who would become prominent animators, including Ghost in the Shell director Mamoru Oshii, and Hayao Miyazaki, director of the Oscar-winning Spirited Away (2001).

SF cons themselves also became centers of anime development, especially DAICON, the Osaka version of Japan’s main science fiction fan convention, which travels like Worldcon, and awards the Seiun Award, Japan’s Hugo. In 1981, and again 1983, DAICON created (with student directors and fan funds!!) ambitious animated sequences for their opening ceremonies, fan works, featuring (without permission) familiar characters such as Ultraman and Godzilla, but also Star Wars ships, the Starship Enterprise, War of the Worlds Martians, the exo-armor from Heinlein’s Starship Troopers (1959), the Death Star, 2001’s Discovery One station, Klingons, and cameos by characters from Conan, Narnia, Tolkien, the Pern books, the works of Michael Moorcock, and Thunderbirds. Momentum inspired ambition, and in 1987 the DAICON animation team transformed into a pro studio, Gainax, and made Japan’s most-ambitious-to-date animated film Royal Space Force: The Wings of Honnêamise (1987), and then the Original Video Animation success, Gunbuster (1988–89), which starts with the expected schoolgirls and giant robots but builds into a time dilation story worthy of Astounding magazine. Lavishing money on images of complex ships and robots moving in ways the ship puppetry in Star Wars couldn’t match, these films, and other projects like the ambitious Lensman anime (1984–85), were a reply to George Lucas: You dazzled us with puppets, but look how much more detailed the tech can be in animation! The goal: Convince the world that animation should be the global medium of the imagination.

The 1980s also gave us a new term: otaku (おたく, also rendered オタク, or ヲタク) which developed within Japanese fandom as a term for an enthusiastic nerd/geek/fan. One can be an otaku of anything (jellyfish, trains, historical clothing, film stars), but the word’s fandom roots mean that otaku by itself makes most Japanese people think “anime otaku,” and many English speakers have adopted it as a word for an anime/manga fan. In Japan, a middle-aged woman who reads a little romance manga, or the buyer of the manga biography of Steve Jobs, would not be considered an otaku; rather, the stereotypical otaku is very like the Western stigmatized nerd: male, geeky, lonely, always on his computer with his virtual anime girlfriend, and surrounded by his collection of expensive figurines. The stereotypical otaku will also, shortly, save the day.




1987–91: The Quadrapocalypse

Four terrible blows hit the anime/manga world in short succession in 1988–91. The biggest was the 1991 collapse of the bubble economy, which took investment capital with it, resulting in many studio collapses and far fewer shows being made, but this was prefaced by three earlier disasters. In 1989 God of Manga Osamu Tezuka died unexpectedly of cancer at the age of sixty, ending his investment in experimental animation and greatly demoralizing the anime and manga worlds. The same year, an infamous serial killer dominated newspaper headlines who, because of his large VHS collection, was dubbed the “Otaku Murderer,” bringing sudden stigma to the identity, and making people afraid to wear anime shirts or attend clubs and conventions. A more complex blow fell in 1988: the release of Akira, one of the most acclaimed SF anime of all time (drawing on themes explored in John Wyndham’s 1955 The Chrysalids/Re-Birth and 1973–79’s UK TV show The Tomorrow People). Despite its brilliance, Akira did not break even in Japan, but was saved from financial ruin by making big bucks internationally, especially in the US. This was good (go anime ambassadors!), but had the dire side effect of making studios ferociously eager to guarantee a US deal before they would make any show. Aiming at America, where “cartoons are for kids,” incentivized making the least innovative kinds of anime.

Thus, in 1991, just as anime fandoms were growing abroad, anime contracted in Japan itself, with more network executives overseeing the (un)creative process. Toy, game, or merchandise tie-ins also brought in cash (think Pokémon, 1997–ongoing), but stifled innovation as the creative process was increasingly overseen by a production committee, including representatives from the toy company, the game company, the manga publisher, the US licensor, and one or more other funders, all there to guarantee their investment, not to take risks to advance the animation art. Oddly, a place one could still innovate was porn, sold directly on VHS, a fallback funding method that could guarantee a certain minimum of sales. This yielded oddities like the 1990 film adaptation of Hideyuki Kikuchi’s acclaimed SF novel A Wind Named Amnesia, in which a serious and ambitious postapocalyptic SF narrative is trundling along when suddenly the female lead rips her clothes off for a startling sex-scene-out-of-nowhere. Most porn was merely porn, but some was (and is) ambitious and original SF with sex shoved in to make the money back.

The other fallback ingredient, and our last technical term, is moe (萌え), a word which describes something between an aesthetic (like goth, steampunk, or noir) and a formula. Moe anime/manga features young-looking characters with tons of male-gaze fan service, and usually a stock palette of archetypes: the bossy girl, the quiet cool girl, the big-breasted klutzy girl, the childish girl, and the sweet neighbor girl (think of the stock types in a boy band) often with a generic brown-haired protagonist boy (a stand-in for the viewer) whom all the girls crush on. Character designs vary (oh, this time it’s the klutzy girl who has the pink hair!) as do settings and stories (alien, cyborg, tennis whizz, etc.) but the types remain. Moe crystalized largely in the early 1990s, and had fiercely dedicated fans, so if one makes a moe show, one is guaranteed a certain minimum of sales, enough to keep the studio afloat. In rough days, the moe otaku became Japan’s most stable domestic funding source for anime. Thus, every time the market takes a big hit (after the 1991 crash, in the 2008 recession, after the 2011 tsunami) studios fall back on making less innovative work and more moe. (Thanks for saving the day, moe fans!) While most moe is vacuous, just as porn can be a vehicle for serious SF, sometimes writer teams bend over backward to cram a great story into moe, like the time loop SF horror mystery Higurashi: When They Cry (2002–ongoing), or the achronological SF slice of life The Melancholy of Haruhi Suzumiya (2006, whose true genre *spoiler* is that of Bester’s 1950 “Oddy and Id” and Jerome Bixby’s 1953 “It’s a Good Life”).

The development of moe was part of a bigger change. In the aftermath of the quadruple apocalypse, Japan’s anime fandom started to split from science fiction fandom, as it became less about responding to Asimov and George Lucas than about anime itself. The magazine Animage covered non-Japanese content less and less, and was overtaken by Newtype (founded 1985), a fanzine for Japanese anime fandom specifically, named for the psychics-in-space who wowed our small child in front of the TV a few years earlier. YA themes surged in these works, and by the time Mamoru Oshii—the ambitious young director whose career Animage had nurtured in the 1980s—released his cyberpunk masterpiece Ghost in the Shell (1995), its very grown-up cyborg heroine Major Motoko Kusanagi no longer appealed to the readers of the very magazine which had worked to make such a film possible; even in Ghost in the Shell’s release month, Animage gave the cover story to the slender moe-esque tween bodies of Gainax’s Neon Genesis Evangelion (on this see Carl Gustav Horn’s phenomenal essay in the back of the Dark Horse edition of Seraphim: 266613336 Wings). The days when a fan-made anime mega-crossover included, not only Ultraman and Godzilla, but Narnia and Pern were gone.



1995: Death and Rebirth

So, for five years the anime world struggled, until 1994–97 saw such an explosive outpouring of innovative anime that, if you ask a fan to name a classic favorite, odds are better than 50/50 that it came out in or very close to 1995. What caused the rebirth? Partly Godzilla had retreated to the sea: the economic crash had recovered a bit, so there was speculative investment capital available again. But there was also artistic desperation. Anime was dying—or so it seemed to ambitious creators nurtured by Tezuka and DAICON, and now strangling in the coils of production companies. Rather than let the dream die, anime makers scrambled, cheated, even lied, and the burst of anime masterpieces around 1995 all shared the characteristics of (A) established directors using clout or trickery to take more artistic liberties than production committees usually allowed, and (B) being funded in weird ways which evaded artistic oversight.

When Ikuhara Kunihiko (of Sailor Moon fame) made his gender-questioning masterpiece Revolutionary Girl Utena (1997), he literally met some rich men in a bar and lied about how anime is funded to get them to write a check (see the interviews in the Right Stuf US release). Neon Genesis Evangelion tapped into toy sales, but as director Hideaki Anno (of DAICON origin) pushed the story in innovative directions (examining mental illness, suicide, and theology), he became so evasive about oversight that even the voice actors had to threaten him with physical violence to get him to explain the plot. (Utena’s Ikuhara avoided this by locking himself in a room to hide from his own staff.) When cash-strapped Evangelion was a hit, Gainax was so desperate to squirrel away every penny that their financial directors were convicted of tax evasion. Escaflowne (1996) tapped manga money in a novel way for its experiment, by running two manga in conjunction with the anime, one in a girls’ magazine from the female lead’s point of view, one in a boys’ magazine from the male lead’s, while the anime alternated, challenging the old shōnen/shōjo divide. The innovative Mobile Suit Gundam Wing (1995–96) which revitalized mecha and also experimented with adding female-targeted content to a male-targeted genre, was enabled by agreeing to a sales-focused toy company mandate: Make a giant robot that can turn into a plane! For comparison, imagine if the Jurassic Park film had been green-lit on condition it would advertise the jeeps, or Citizen Kane the sled. The artsy space bounty hunter series Cowboy Bebop (1998–99, recently remade by Netflix) was enabled by another toy mandate—Make something with a spaceship we can sell models of! (imagine 2001: A Space Odyssey being born from such a promise), and the equally innovative Trigun began in manga form in 1995 and was animated in 1998 by Madhouse thanks to the money they inherited from their mentor Tezuka, manga proceeds intended to continue his dream of making ambitious anime even if it couldn’t fund itself. All these creators and more, stifled by five years of squeeze, found ways to stretch the funding system, and the commercial successes of their experiments got investors trusting anime again.

The 1994–97 rebirth kicked off a wave of anime creativity (strengthened by the coalescence of international anime fandom, and the cost-saving transition from cell animation to computer-colored animation), which thrived until the next challenges (the 2008 economic crash and 2011 tsunami) repeated the patterns (fewer experiments, so much moe), but the first constrained patch after the quadrapocalypse had already made the regenerated anime world of the late 1990s and early 2000s very different from that of the 1980s. It was now much more its own world, an internal conversation. Trigun, with its mature characters and Golden-Age-esque SF world-building, and Ghost in the Shell, which responded so directly to Neuromancer and Blade Runner, these were outliers, as were the wholesome family narratives of Miyazaki’s Ghibli films. Most anime was now in conversation with other anime, and aimed at kids, teens, and otaku—Japanese and international—already steeped in the medium’s internal conversations. More and more of the best of anime’s creative and innovative works were now inward looking, deconstructions of the (now vast!) range of earlier anime works, whose brilliance is hard to understand unless one leveled up watching a dozen older titles first.



The Themes of Japanese SF

The gradual split between Japanese SF fandom and anime fandom that happened over the 1980s and 1990s means the average Worldcon attendee is correct to feel that 95 percent of anime is not the same fandom as Worldcon’s fandom, but concealed within that is the 5 percent born from F&SF-convention culture. And on the manga end, because so much Japanese literature is manga, if a Japanese person reads Bester or Le Guin and gets an SF idea, frequently they decide to write it as a manga instead of prose. We are at last getting translations of Japanese SF novels like the Groundhog Day–like Tatami Galaxy, the space opera Legend of the Galactic Heroes, and Project Itoh’s quasi-utopia Harmony, but if our SF fandom truly wants to welcome global voices—from China, Nigeria, Finland, Francophone Canada, etc.—when it comes to Japan, the novels can’t be separated from the large portion of Japan’s F&SF that happens to be in anime or manga format. This doesn’t mean all F&SF fans should try consuming anime and manga; it simply means that all SF readers can benefit from summaries of what’s been going on in the F&SF anime/manga world, a world born from those kids who read of robot heroes in the rubble after World War II, and have spent seventy years trying to send their replies back across the barriers of ocean, culture, language, and medium.

What are the biggest themes in Japanese SF? In brief:

Genderplay is one: princes disguised as princesses disguised as princes disguised as princesses, and a genealogy of gender-revolutionary mostly shōjo fiction sparked by the sparkly princess-princes of Takarazuka theater, which passed via Princess Knight and The Rose of Versailles into innumerable stories, notably one of the 1995 masterpieces, Revolutionary Girl Utena, which adds supernatural elements to produce a fairy-tale deconstruction of a kind fascinatingly unlike its Western counterparts. This genderplay also touches shōnen, and SF. Tezuka’s Metropolis had an ambiguously gendered robot at its core, the recent hit Land of the Lustrous (2012–24) focuses on nonbinary gem species often compared to Steven Universe, and Moto Hagio’s They Were Eleven (1975) contains an alien species which chooses their sex at adulthood, but where younger siblings are usually required to become female, and one character is striving to be accepted into an equivalent of Star Fleet because outstanding achievement is the only path to being allowed to be male.

ESP is another theme: telekinesis, sixth sense, telepathy, etc. explored as serious non-magical phenomena, have remained a topic of fascination in Japan up to the present, despite largely fading out of interest in the West. In the mid-twentieth century, when ESP research was big around the globe, in Japan the ESP concept blended with centuries-old folklore beliefs about individuals with spiritual powers (Shinto priests, exorcists, onmyōji), so Japanese ESP stories often jump from bending spoons to banishing ghosts without pausing to explain the logical link. Since ESP hasn’t been taken very seriously in Western SF since its fall from scientific grace in the 1980s (see the chapter “Sheep’s Clothing”), Japanese ESP fiction has new sciences to mix it with, works like the brilliantly wholesome and misleadingly-titled Mob Psycho 100 (One, 2012–ongoing) exploring questions of whether a powerful ESPer can create micro black holes, manipulate Earth’s orbit, or edit DNA at levels we didn’t know about when ESP went out of vogue in the West.

Japanese SF also looooooooooooves its robots, has loved robots since the days of Astro Boy and kamishibai cardboard theater, and while Western SF also loves robots, the palette of standard questions Japanese stories explore is different, focusing on robot civil rights, robot consciousness, the ethics of robot disposability, sentient weapons, and the first-contact-like barrier between biological and digital life—such themes are present in Western robot stories, but not core default questions one always expects in robot tales, which in the West tend to look more at labor and revolt than civil rights (see the chapter “History and Robots”).

Works drawing on Japan’s folklore tradition and its metaphysics are another major body. Shigeru Mizuki is the foremost figure in this genre. There are stories about folklore creatures like mountain gods, raccoon-like tanuki and their magic shape-shifting testicles, Japanese hairy vampire monsters, and Betobeto-san, the invisible creature which causes that weird feeling when you’re walking along at night and feel you’re being watched (the correct solution is to step aside and say “Betobeto-san, please go on ahead,” and he will, relieving the feeling). There are also great stories about Japan’s spiritualist and exorcist tradition, which, just like Christianity’s exorcist tradition, is both in living practice and an object of great historical fascination and fantastic imagination. And there is the grand cosmic universe of Japanese horror (see the chapter “The Ghost did What?!”).

Another of my personal favorite themes in anime/manga is work set in what one might call Bizarro Europe, that is Japanese historical fiction (mostly shōjo) about events like the French Revolution, Joan of Arc, ancient Rome, my shelf full of Borgia manga, etc., which make new things out of familiar history in very different ways from what one produces when one had to learn these things in high school. Works like Requiem of the Rose King (2013–22; what if Richard III was a gorgeous intersex heartthrob?), Versailles of the Dead (2016–20; don’t let them know the queen is a zombie!), and Thermae Romae (2008–13; time travelers teaching Rome how to build a Japanese bathhouse) transform history in ways Western authors just wouldn’t think of, as you can guess from the fact that there is a glittery Takarazuka musical about MLK Jr. If you ever read Arthur Conan Doyle’s Study In Scarlet or Valley of Fear and got to experience his wildly over-the-top fantasy version of nineteenth-century America, appropriated and transformed as bizarrely as Gilbert and Sullivan’s Mikado transforms Japan, you’ve tasted what it’s like to see a familiar culture and history turned upside down by an author from a different culture, and if you found that experience enlightening, manga/anime has a warehouse full of even more fantastical Europes and Americas.

And there is more modern history—seeing the other side of World War II. Just as WWII and the Cold War have an enormous footprint in Western F&SF, replayed in space operas, superhero rivalries, the Star Trek galaxy, and Middle-earth, so Japanese F&SF replays the same, but from Japan’s perspective, which is very different from the West’s we triumphed over Nazis! The difference can be summarized by a moment when I was discussing the ending theme song of Mobile Suit Gundam SEED (2002–3) with Jo, and said, “The lyrics are about young men going off to war and—” and I was interrupted. “Dying?” she tried to finish. “No, committing atrocities and surviving and having to live with it.” The common anime/manga perspective on the war, shaped by God of Manga Osamu Tezuka, ghost-story-loving Shigeru Mizuki, and those kids who hiked through rubble to track down little bright red books, is fiercely critical of both sides of Japan’s WWII experience, America for its pretending-it’s-not-an-empire imperialism and use of the atomic bomb, Japan for its hyper-militarism, aggression, and lies (faking enemy attacks to justify the invasion of Manchuria and other things); and for its racism, xenophobia, and complicity in genocide; and its leadership’s willingness to throw away the lives of its men. Played out in fiction, this produces many war narratives without a right side and a wrong side, in which both/all major sides are guilty of atrocities and war crimes, and both/all sides contain both selfish aggressors and passionate idealists, so many key conflicts are within individual factions (mimicking the process of Japan’s military party seizing power), and the challenge for the heroes is to try to find or forge some faction actually worthy of respect, and work for peace. Manga works also examine the postwar occupation and the Cold War, in works like Captain Ken (1960–61), which looks at Japanese Mars colonists trying to resist cultural assimilation while outnumbered by American Mars colonists, Area 88 (1979–86), which looks at 1970s Middle East proxy wars, and Code Geass (2006–8), which imagines a world dominated by three rival superpower empires: Britain, China, and the Eurosphere. And some offer us a Japanese analysis of more recent conflicts, as in Mobile Suit Gundam Wing (1995–96), which comments on China’s treatment of pacifist Tibet, Mobile Suit Gundam SEED (2002–3) and Mobile Suit Gundam SEED Destiny (2004–5), which explore America’s response to 9/11, and Mobile Suit Gundam 00 (2007–9), which looks at the US war in Afghanistan.

Also worth a mention is the My (Girl)Friend is a Weapon of Mass Destruction genre, an important crossover between the interests in robots and WWII, or more specifically the bomb. Astro Boy had tragic friendships with sentient bombs as early as the 1940s, in one case befriending an alien-made planet-killer bomb, in another trying to help Earth deal with a whole civilization of self-replicating robots who build a happy city on the bottom of the Pacific not realizing every one of them is a living nuclear warhead. This is similar to the Robocop or Terminator trauma of coping with being a living weapon, but the focus tends to be a sentience coming to terms, not just with (A) being created in order to destroy, but with (B) being created for mass destruction, on the nuclear bomb or planet-killer scale, and often (C) being disposably created to be destroyed in the process of detonation. One occasionally sees this in Western SF—notably the sentient bomb in the 1974 film Dark Star—but the disposable side is far more common in Japanese SF, influenced by many narrative traditions, especially the traumatic disposability of the WWII soldier. In more recent anime, the walking WMD is usually also a magical girlfriend, or occasionally boyfriend, creating the nuclear girlfriend subgenre, in which relationship angst is also a city or planet scale existential threat, and while any genre has vacuous examples, more serious ones like Saikano (1999–2001) or Trigun (1995–2007) dive deep into the intersecting ethics of artificial life and mass-destruction tech.

As we heed recent calls to reexamine the triumphalist and often pro-imperial narratives which saturate early Western SF, those problems (as well as American exceptionalism) become much easier to see and analyze when juxtaposed to Japanese fiction willing to vociferously condemn its own side, as well as to dive deep into the ethics of weapons of mass destruction, and to call out the bad sides of Cold War America and its European allies. There is also pro-militarist manga and anime, including some very troubling stuff in recent decades, influenced by the global nationalist and authoritarian surge, which has its manifestation in Japan as it does in the US, UK, Australia, Hungary, etc., so Japan’s current political debates about its Self-Defense Force—between those who still favor pacifism and those who want to create a full military—are tellingly visible in military SF. The fact that the same medium produced Mizuki’s fiercely anti-war Onward Towards Our Noble Deaths (1973; TV adaptation, 2007) also produced the Strike Witches franchise (2007–ongoing; aliens vs. sexy magic girls with cute animal ears whose flight prosthetics turn them into anthropomorphized WWII fighter planes) synthesizes very well the fact that Japan’s fictional digestions and examinations of WWII are as wide-ranging as the West’s, and offer a valuably different range of perspectives.




Conclusion: Mitfreude

So, that’s what anime/manga are, and why people enjoy them. Is it all good? No. Is it all bad? No. Is it all full of hyperactive catgirls? No. Its quality is as wide-ranging as that of film or novels, with teen action series as a financial backbone, a lot of responses to World War II, colonialism, and other travails of the past two centuries, plus lots of gender-bending and some strong veins of SF. Some SF manga/anime is vacuous ridiculousness, like Space Dandy (2014) or All-Purpose Cultural Cat Girl Nuku Nuku (1990–91/2002–3), but some are major contributions, like Fumi Yoshinaga’s Tiptree-award-winning secret history Ōoku: The Inner Chambers (2004–20), or Naoki Urasawa’s profoundly moving Pluto (2003–9, a mature reworking of Astro Boy) and his 20th Century Boys (1999–2006), which (like Brian Fies’s Whatever Happened to the World of Tomorrow, 2009) looks at the trauma of growing up on Golden Age SF, which promised that by the year 2000 we would have robot butlers and field trips to the Moon, only to reach the real Y2K still stuck on Earth in our very mundane-feeling present. And Japanese SF in general has given much greater development than the West to several major themes, including AI civil rights, complicity in genocide, ESP, and environmental custodianship. Manga and anime are a deep plunge for the unfamiliar, since you need to consume dozens of series to learn the tropes before you can enjoy the best, but their F&SF world is part of our F&SF world, and hopefully now you can enjoy, both the mitfreude of enjoying seeing others’ joy, and the vorfreude of looking forward in the future to hearing a friend say, “There’s a cool new SF manga that did X!” and welcoming it as a thread in the tapestry of global fandom.







A Mitfreude of Genre Romance


by Jo Walton

NEW FOR THIS VOLUME

Romance is the largest genre of fiction in the US today, outselling all the rest of fiction combined. Forty-seven million romance novels sold in the financial year 2020–21 according to Fortune magazine (combined paper and e-book), and fully a third of all mass market paperback sales are Romance—that’s of all book sales, not just fiction sales: All books, including non-fiction, self-help, recipe books, children’s books, science fiction, fantasy, programming manuals, mysteries, history, biography, and literature together add up to two-thirds, while Romance alone makes up another third. Yet it is a denigrated genre, mostly from sheer sexism, but partly also because it is seen as formulaic and escapist. (I hardly need say that many people dismiss science fiction and fantasy unread for being childish and escapist.)

Now, Romance often is both formulaic and escapist, but why are those seen as entirely negative? Mystery is also very formulaic, travel writing literally escapist, yet they don’t have the same stigma. There is some really excellent work being produced as Romance, among the rest of the mediocrity, as any genre has. Theodore Sturgeon famously said, “Ninety percent of SF is crud. But then ninety percent of everything is crud.” (Fascinatingly, people always quote this with the de-bowdlerized crap, but in fact in the original version it was crud.) So, as with any genre, if you have no skill at reading complex cues from covers then randomly grabbing something off the shelf is likely to give you crud Romance, just as a random grab from another genre’s shelf would likely give you crud science fiction, crud fantasy, crud horror, etc.

Now, a clarification of terms: Usually when writing about it in this book I refer to Romance as genre romance, to distinguish it from books in other genres that happen to have a love story in them. Lots, and lots, and lots of stories have a couple get together—everything from Les Misérables to Kung Fu Panda—but the presence of a romance in a story doesn’t make it genre romance any more than someone getting shot in a James Bond story makes it a murder mystery. For clarity in this essay I will call the genre simply Romance with a capital R, simply to save words. Romance is a distinct genre with distinct rules and formulae, like cosy mystery or police procedural. Confusingly, Romance is not the same as the genre publishers call women’s fiction, nor is it the same as what they call feminist fiction, nor the same as chick lit—all four of these confusing terms-of-art refer to categories of books aimed at women, and very few people (most of whom work in the book industry) can actually describe the difference.

Women’s fiction tends have the literary style of the also-confusingly-named genre mainstream literature (think Virginia Woolf, John Irving’s Cider House Rules, or Ian McEwan’s Atonement) except focused on issues considered to be of special interest to women and not to men, things like children, child-bearing and birth, eldercare, death, grief, religion, trauma, friendship, etc. Examples include Alice Munro, Margaret Forster, and Gail Godwin. Feminist fiction (which, confusingly, does not mean all fiction that is feminist) is a genre similar to women’s fiction but focused especially on issues of gender equality, reproductive rights, politics, equity, what it means to be human, etc. Examples would be Doris Lessing, Marge Piercy, and Margaret Atwood. Both these genres are considered potentially serious in a way Romance never is—they might sometimes be reviewed in The New York Times or The Guardian in a non-condescending way, as imprint SF occasionally is. Romance never gets this. Romance is considered at best “beach reads,” something people read on holiday with their minds turned off. Chick lit, meanwhile, which people often assume is a synonym for women’s fiction, is in fact a completely different thing quite a bit more similar to Romance, and easier to explain a bit further down when you know more about what Romance is.



Overview

So, what is this elusive genre, Romance? The way I usually explain it to SF-reading friends is that Romance is a genre which takes place in a universe in which it is axiomatically true that happiness and fulfillment require a romantic partner, and that there is one perfect romantic partner for everyone. This, which I call the Romance Axiom, has been a widespread folk belief in Western culture from the twelfth century onwards, coming together uneasily with marriage customs in the Anglosphere in the eighteenth century. The axiom then spread into much of Europe in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, and then into Asia in the twentieth century, largely via movies and the translation of Romance works. This folk belief can also be found as a background assumption in a lot of literature that is not Romance. The one true love convention in stories and literature is so commonplace that it seeps into the background of many works that are definitely not themselves Romance, like Dickens, Joyce, or Hemingway, or for that matter Superman with Lois Lane. So ubiquitous is it that it is sometimes surprising to come across a writer like Nevil Shute working from the axiom that happiness comes from fulfilling work, and that most people would be content with pretty much any partner of the right age and sexual orientation who shares their interests. Romance also assumes that love will not only conquer all, but that it deserves to conquer all, that love trumps anything and everything. This folk belief too shows up in many other genres.

Secondly, the central figure of the book will, in older Romances, be virtuous, and in more recent ones be likeable. If the reader isn’t in sympathy with the protagonist, the whole thing fails.

The Romance author-reader contract is (1) the Romance axiom, (2) that the protagonist(s) will by virtuous/likeable, (3), the protagonist(s) will in the end, find their Happily Ever After (HEA), and (3) that the pacing of the book will be such that the real emotional climax and moment of true commitment between the couple will be delayed until the end. You can have a Romance novel where the characters meet on page 1 and are together inseparably for the whole book, but there has to be doubt about their commitment to each other, and that doubt has to be resolved and banished not by, but at, the end. Romance novels can even take place after the couple is already married and/or have had a baby, as in the billionaire’s secret baby subgenre, a Cinderella variant in which a poor woman bears a rich man’s baby after a one-night stand, but the drama involves that developing into a firm committed relationship whose commitment climax comes only as the finale.

The commitment climax at the end of a well-crafted Romance novel is a thing of beauty, just like the detective revealing the cunning steps of the murder, or the hero saving the world. Everybody knows it is inevitably going to happen, it has to, but pulling off that moment, making it plausible and cathartic, is always an innovation, always revelatory. Watching an author complete that final process is like watching a masterful athlete complete an ice-skating routine—will they trip at the last minute, or will they glide to a perfect landing? There are plenty of romance novels that do trip, that delay the moment of commitment too long in ways that feel unnecessary, or have nonsensical misunderstandings, or have so many misunderstandings that the reader can’t believe the final understanding won’t be undermined by another five minutes after the end of the book. But when the ending works, the reader experiences not only the joy of seeing a human being complete something difficult with masterful skill, but a little of the perfect bliss that’s being described on the page.

Now the surprising half: The main concern of Romance as a genre is not love but economics, and particularly the changing economic status of women over time. Romance has tracked changes minutely as the world has given women more political and economic agency while still expecting them to do the majority of childcare, housework, and emotional labor. Other genres, especially women’s fiction and feminist fiction, have also been deeply concerned with these issues, but because Romance is aspirational, mainstream, very widely read, and engaged with dreams and longings, it’s a lens which repeatedly brings these things into very clear focus. Romances include the details of women’s careers and promotions, details of daily economic life (purchases, paychecks), and of managing (or not managing) on an income either much larger or much smaller than the reader has. Often economics will be one of the complicators of the couple getting together, as wealth or poverty pressure against the match, incentivize a rival suitor, or, in more modern Romances, as career pressures create friction between career and love. From Jane Eyre accepting a position as a governess to the mysterious Rochester, to the cash-strapped characters in Beth O’Leary’s The Flatshare timesharing their apartment and falling in love via Post-it notes, economics powers romance. And, yes, this is much of why Romance, especially older romance, so often involves people positioned on economic extremes: billionaires, princes, business owners, heir(esse)s on the one hand, or impoverished students, cowboys, highwaymen, and starving artists on the other. In the abstract an author doesn’t need to use economics as the stumbling block in true love’s path; one can use war, getting lost at sea, a manipulative rival, or a controlling family, but Romance as a genre is concerned with the pressures of money, so the genre virtually always features it, just as fantasy basically always features magic, and science fiction virtually always features questions of physics or biology.

It is generally the case that Romance has one protagonist with one or more love interests, and (contrary to some expectations) it has long been true that the protagonist may be of any gender. There are examples of male Romance protagonists back to the nineteenth century, with Anthony Trollope’s Phineas Finn: The Irish Member (1869) where the eponymous hero is torn between his wealthy suitors, all women, before he suddenly gains enough income to marry the impoverished woman he has loved all along but who the reader may forgivably have forgotten in the intervening eight hundred pages. Male Romance protagonists have been fairly common since the 1950s, though certainly outnumbered by female protagonists. Recently, there have been an increasing number of nonbinary and trans protagonists and love interests too. Romance has traditionally been largely heterosexual but there are examples of gay Romance going back to E. M. Forster’s Maurice (1913), and Romance is presently experiencing a boom of non-heteronormative works, which are becoming more and more mainstream.

There has also been a growing trend of having two protagonists of any gender(s), and following both of their journeys towards each other. Dual-protagonist Romance makes some traditional kinds of Romance plot not work—if you have someone meet two wonderful potential partners who are perfect in different ways, there cannot be suspense as to which will be chosen if one, and only one, of them has a point of view. But many other elements of the Romance formula work equally well if we are following both partners from the beginning, instead of sticking to the point of view of one.

Now, in a genre which is so enormous in volume, with many, many thousands of volumes published every year, a lot of effort goes into connecting the right reader with the exact kind of Romance that reader will enjoy. Science fiction and fantasy readers are familiar with the way covers, titles, blurbs, and other elements strive to communicate this is grimdark vs. this is military SF vs. this is philosophical big ideas SF vs. this is SF-horror vs. sexy queer steampunk here!, so that, when you look through a bookstore or catalog, you can tell which books within SF are the ones you’re looking for. With an order of magnitude more Romance books available than SF, the matchmaker side of getting a reader together with the book that reader wants can be as difficult as getting our plot-crossed lovers together at the end, and requires as much finesse. Serious Romance readers learn to decipher the cues on the covers (drawings, photos, background colors, fonts, which often tell you how explicit the sex scenes will be) which work hard to define specific substyles and subgenres and get them into the hands of the people who will like the specific thing that book is doing. Some of the differences are setting: Scotland vs. Italy vs. New York, or present vs. Victorian vs. Regency. Some are formula: secret baby vs. friends-to-lovers vs. enemies-to-lovers vs. meet cute (where people meet by improbable chance, like taking each other’s suitcase from the carousel). Some are degrees of explicitness: no physicality at all, kissing but no groping, sex but not explicit, explicit sex but only once, explicit sex exactly twice, etc. Some settings code for certain degrees of explicitness, so readers of Amish Romance aren’t necessarily excited by the Amish, but by the promise of the subgenre that it will have romance without explicit sex. Readers fluent in Romance cover code can tell from font or art how much sex to expect, and publishers keep the pattern and its promise.

Crossovers are a big part of Romance—fantasy Romance, mystery Romance—works which keep the Romance contract (lovers committed only at the end) while being also being in some other genre. Having a love interest who is a werewolf, vampire, alien, or time traveler gives a new and interesting set of problems to be overcome before the partners can commit to each other. You know the characters are going to get together, so whatever it is that keeps them apart is core to the story, so creative new barriers sourced from kindred genres are invaluable tools. Crossovers with mystery, or thrillers, where the lovers must solve a puzzle or battle an antagonist before being together, are also popular. Historical romances are especially popular (more on these below). Romance proliferates with subgenres and crossover genres with a density that’s often hard to explain. Romantic Times offered its Reviewers’ Choice awards in a huge range of categories, including Best Amish Romance, Best British Isle–Set Historical Romance, Best Historical Love & Laughter Romance, Best Sensual Historical Romance, Best Paranormal Romance, Best Paranormal Action Adventure Romance, Best Paranormal Romantic Suspense, Best Paranormal Worldbuilding, Best Paranormal Fantasy Sci-Fi Erotic Romance, even Best Vampire Romance and Best Werewolf Romance, and every one of these had robust award competition like the Hugo or Nebula.

It’s hard to know whether this extreme fine grain and proliferation of crossovers is so people can read books that are different from each other while staying within the bounds of Romance, or because people have very specialized interests. Do some people read nothing but friends-to-lovers stories while other people want to read shape-shifter Monday, time traveler Tuesday, army veteran Wednesday, small town Thursday, billionaire Friday, and feel-good holiday on Saturday? Certainly authors seem to specialize in one specific subgenre. When I talk to Romance readers, most show a preference for specific subgenres and specific kinds of pacing. Because there are so many Romance readers, subgenres can develop and speciate, and there are still enough readers to support their continued existence. Some subgenres thrive for a time and then subside, others become enduring parts of the genre.

“Romantasy,” fantasy romance set in a magical world, appears to be emerging right now; who knows whether it will last or what it will become. But wait—there is also non-crossover Romance with SF&F elements! How, you may ask? Because beneath its unquestionable axiom, Romance can have whatever world-building the author wants. There might be prophecy (Lani Diane Rich The Fortune Quilt, 2007), telepathy (Mary Stewart, Touch Not the Cat, 1976), or ghosts (Sophie Kinsella, Twenties Girl, 2009)—these are not books published as crossover books, or set in fantasy romance subgenres, but surprises you sometimes find unexpectedly in the middle of a straightforward Romance novel, one which isn’t published as a fantasy romance, and says nothing about the fantastic element on the cover or the back before you start reading (and which, unlike fantasy romance, do not have fantasy pacing or the other characteristics of genre fantasy). These things, that seem to us like elements that would make something fantasy, are perfectly at home in the genre of Romance, though the pieces of fantasy that show up like this in Romance tend to be, like the Romance axiom, common folk beliefs. The same kind of reader—especially earlier in the formation of the genre in the nineteenth and earlier twentieth centuries—who was excited by the folk belief of true love was often also excited by folk beliefs in ghosts or spirits, and got a thrill from considering the possibility wholly independent of anything connected to genre fantasy. Think of how The Hound of the Baskervilles plays with the fact that the c. 1900 reader of a Sherlock Holmes mystery was prepared for it to turn out that the moor was actually haunted and the family actually cursed, without it being true, putting the story over the border of mystery into sharing the literary conventions of fantasy or horror. Classic Romance readers of the same era were similarly prepared for an occasional Romance to dip into those corners of the supernatural which people half believe might actually be true.

Thus, in a fully-Romance-in-no-way-published-as-genre-fantasy, a heroine who half believes in ghosts then encounters a ghost and resolves her problems in the way folk belief says will work—even in the twenty-first century. It doesn’t tend to be the kind of fantasy that needs a great deal of work world-building; it will work the way the reader expects, the way our culture says might almost be true. In contrast, you don’t tend to find SF in Romance except in clearly signaled crossovers that genuinely are SF Romance, at least not these days. In the thirties, the fascinating Kathleen Thompson Norris quite often extended her story forward from the present day and had her hero solve the Depression as part of winning the heroine’s heart, doing fascinating world-building without entering the world of imprint SF, but she is the exception. The rule was—and still is—that SF Romance and Fantasy Romance are crossover genres, but that mainstream Romance is allowed to have the occasional ghost or second sight prophecy so long as it works largely the way it would in a campfire story, not the way it does in Tolkien. The ghost in Nora Roberts’s bestselling Inn Boonsboro Trilogy (2011–12) has her own romance arc and is one of the elements that unites the three volumes, but it doesn’t change anything in the world, and the characters’ lives don’t change substantially when they learn that there definitely is life after death.



History

Romance was crystalized as a genre by Jane Austen, building on the work of earlier authors like Samuel Richardson and Fanny Burney. After writing several perfect examples of the genre, she grew tired of it and wrote Emma (1815), which contains an utterly conventional romance novel (of which the heroine is Jane Fairfax) nested within the much cleverer story of the unlikeable Emma Woodhouse and her own romance. Austen, in all her work, squarely faces the consequences of the Romance axiom: If human happiness depends on finding one’s correct romantic partner, what happens to those who do not find them? They must be unhappy, and she unflinchingly shows us that.

After Austen, as the nineteenth century progressed we have a great many mid-Victorian romances: Anthony Trollope, Mrs. Gaskell (who always emphatically published as “Mrs.” Gaskell, a feminist position to take at the time when her close friend Charlotte Brontë was publishing under a male name as Currer Bell), and what we now call “silver fork” romances, since they all take place in stately homes with maids to polish silverware. In this period (before 1880), all books with the Happily Ever After Romance formula were written about aristocratic women, from old but usually untitled families, with the occasional lord or baron gracing the edges of their social sphere. Books about lower class women were written at the time, even by the same authors, but these had different formulae, notably the ubiquitous books where a poor woman gets seduced or assaulted, births an illegitimate child, and dies in poverty—when Mrs. Gaskell wrote Ruth (1853) in which this happens but the book is sympathetic to the unfortunate assault-survivor instead of condemning her, it was radically transgressive for the time (sigh), and it was Mrs. Gaskell’s least-republished work.

In all the upper class Romances, it is a major plot point that the women either have or (distressingly) lack dowries, large capital sums of money which they will bring into the economic status of marriage. A gentleman, in contrast, is expected to bring income, either an estate or stock yielding so much per year, or one of a very limited set of careers, basically military, law, or clergy. In the first three quarters of the nineteenth century, that is where the economics lay: Women had capital (dowries), while men had income, and women were never discussed as having income. This is odder than it sounds, since a woman’s dowry was often an estate or stock, while a man’s income might also be estate or stock (literally identical), but the woman is always discussed as equating to a lump sum of X-thousand pounds, while the man is always described as having so much per year. Many modern readers miss how incredibly transgressive it was for George Eliot in Middlemarch (1871–72) to give Dorothea’s independent wealth as 700 pounds a year, and not as the capital sum (14,000 pounds at 5 percent) which would generate that.

As should be apparent from the above, these pre-1880 stories are concerned with romances among the upper classes of England (and later the US), where women did not and could not work without losing status and all possibility of marriage to someone in their own class, and where the consequent economic anxiety over how they would live if they did not or could not marry was very real. While plenty of employment for women did exist pre-1880 (servant, factory worker, shop worker, author), working women were confined to other kinds of (often tragic) novels; an upper class lady in a Romance could not work, except very rarely as a lady’s companion or governess, and doing so was considered a terrible fall which severely hurt a lady’s marriage prospects. We see the economic plight of the aging Miss Bates in Austen’s Emma, who struggles in poverty because she was unable to marry, and we see how her niece Jane Fairfax, if she accepts the position of governess Mrs. Elton is helpfully offering her, will lose what little status and hope for marriage that she has. Earning a living meant sinking in class, and while this obsession with class and respectability may seem strange to us, it was very real to the readers of these books. In Trollope the word work when used by a woman means sewing, mending, and making clothes for herself and her family; in the women’s fiction of Charlotte M. Yonge it is used for charity work—a lady of this period was expected to stay at home, or do helpful activities in which money did not change hands. And, as part of the Romance axiom, any lady who did sink by accepting work (even as a companion or governess) could rarely or never be happy thereafter—remaining an impoverished spinster but living as a lady was a sad fate compared to Happily Ever After, but in all these novels it still leads to more real happiness than when a lady works and fate inevitably conspires to make miserable consequences punish the social fall.

Often the impediment to love facing the ladies in these novels is happiness vs. economic security: The heroine has fallen in love with a man who cannot offer the economic security she needs, while economic security is being offered by a different man whom she cannot love. This is generally resolved in the last chapter, either by the lady acquiring a capital sum (a rich uncle dies!), or the man she loves acquiring an income (sudden inheritance, sudden acceptable job). The economic abyss dangling beneath the feet of ladies in such books was very real, and Gaskell and Eliot, who were women and knew how the lower classes lived in Victorian England, both wrote about this in a very clear-sighted way. But we also see the Romance axiom enforced in several interesting cases in Trollope of women who are not the protagonists, and who choose security over love, and are consequently unhappy forever after, like Lady Laura in Phineas Finn. Trollope also wrote Can You Forgive Her? (1864–65), in which the heroine is married to the hero in an arranged marriage before the beginning of the book, but it takes the whole of the book for her to find the emotional fulfillment of Happily Ever After. Trollope did also write books that were not Romance but still animated by the Romance axiom that happiness requires love and the right partner, which we see in his dissection of a terrible marriage in He Knew He Was Right (1869).

Throughout the nineteenth century we can see the rise of the Gothic novel, with its mysterious houses and ancestral horrors. From Horace Walpole’s The Castle of Otranto (1764) and Ann Radcliffe’s The Mysteries of Udolpho (1794) onwards, Gothic was a thriving genre that rapidly became codified into the story of a girl and a grand old house. Gothic novels overlapped with Romance—many of them had the Romance structure, but some did not, and had totally different endings: fleeing, tragedy, etc. Gothics are also about economic insecurity, and usually involve questions of a heroine marrying or not marrying and having or lacking a fortune, but with a large dollop of horror and suspense. In some Gothics the question of genre is a spoiler, because unless you know the genre you don’t know any more than the heroine does whether the man she is fleeing is hero or monster.

A major change hit Romance in the 1880s and after, as, in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, social expectations changed and real ladies of the class that had been the focus of Romance in fiction began to be able to have educations and to work and earn money while remaining respectable. Colleges, first in the US and then in Britain, began to admit women, and unmarried women could work as teachers, secretaries, and nurses without major loss of status. (Until after WWII in Britain, and until the 1970s in Ireland, women in these positions were legally required to stop working if they married.) And as this happened, the social difference between a lady who has chosen to work and a well-off middle-class working woman diminished. As this huge social change happened in Britain and the US, starting about 1880, we see Romance reflect it by broadening the range of who could be a Romance heroine to finally include employed women with respectable jobs (teachers, secretaries) and with incomes, instead of capital. Ella Cheever Thayer’s Wired Love (1879) focused on a female telegraph operator (a new profession which had not existed before), and nurse romances became a huge subgenre, nursing being one of the earliest professions open to middle-class women. These books dealt with the anxieties of working women about whether they would be able to find love, and began to use plots where the protagonist had to find her own confidence before moving on to romantic fulfillment. As the paradigm shifted, from 1900 onwards even women with capital start being described as having so much per year, normalizing a model of women’s economic existence more parallel to men’s. The world wars greatly accelerated all these changes (social and literary), both by creating the wartime setting in which ladies too ladylike to work might plausibly temporarily work as a nurse or in another war field and have exciting encounters, and by creating a real social world of women who had experienced and enjoyed work and did not want to give it up.

This social change coincided with more widespread literacy, lending libraries, and cheaper editions of books. As we saw when we looked at the history of SF publishing, at this time (the last quarter of the nineteenth century), genres began to be established really for the first time. In a fascinating comparison with the Japanese experience, books were now aimed at women, vs. at children, vs. at men, whereas before the mid-nineteenth century nobody was thinking in those terms. Literacy had been widening slowly by gender and class, and books, which had previously been aimed at “men of letters,” were now being consumed widely and marketed specifically. Austen and Trollope had been read by a narrow range of “everyone,” but, by 1900, the new Romance was aimed at women, and consequently (as so often happens when something becomes associated with women) lost status and respectability as a genre. Early twentieth-century Romance writers like Elizabeth von Arnim, Dorothy Canfield Fisher, Una Silberrad, Kathleen Thompson Norris, and Mary Elizabeth Braddon were immensely prolific and sold extremely well, but are not now valued, seldom reprinted, and not talked about in conversations about literary history. Today, even Women’s Studies is chary of looking to Romance for examples. It was also at this time that the term romance, which had previously been used for things like the work of Dumas and Scott (and which Watson applies to some of Holmes’s adventures), stopped meaning general story with drama elements, and started to mean love story aimed at women. As late as 1922, Conan Doyle has Holmes in “The Problem of Thor Bridge,” say that his housekeeper is reading a “love romance” in a magazine, because there were still non-love romances, but romance in the sense of a dramatic setting was giving way to Romance as the name for the genre of love.

The new world of working woman Romances was both realistic and aspirational: The details of life are keenly observed but are not what women of that economic status would actually have had so much as what they would have wanted. This applies to clothes, grooming, food, and homes (parallel to how today’s sitcom heroines live in implausibly luxuriant apartments), as well as the specifics of heroines’ jobs, making such books true treasure troves of social and world-building detail for anyone who wants to write period fiction. But Romance could also capture a moment like Ursula Orange’s bizarre Begin Again (1936), where the moral is that young women would be much happier if they stayed at home until they made good marriages instead of insisting on working.

One appeal of contemporary Romance is seeing people living a life in a supposedly realistic world that’s just a little unrealistic, on the happy upper edges of plausibility. During the pandemic, I read forty-eight romance novels set in Italy (many of them recent) and began to notice the patterns in the formula: In this particular subgenre, the protagonists find new and more fulfilling careers in Italy as well as love, because each heroine has a special ability to taste wine, bake desserts, or because they have suddenly (just like in a Victorian novel) inherited property. A story where the protagonist meets a film star on a plane and instantly hits it off with him and they travel around Italy together is on a different level of (im)plausibility from one where she visits Italy and gets a job as a tour guide because of her (hitherto latent) inherent ability to be excellent at guiding people—both are fantasy, the former just a bit more dreamy than the latter. Early Romance readers, in the decades just after 1900, enjoyed the same range of (im)plausibility about love and career, just about the kinds of loves and careers which were plausible for them. Norris often has working heroines explicitly trying to compete for their beloved’s attention with girls who have money for good clothes and all day to get ready for parties, recording for us a very real anxiety specific to the historical moment when many women were expected not to work outside of the home, while economic necessity forced it on others.

We also begin to see working heroines (and only heroines) from working class families who marry up, a new narrative innovation in both the US and UK prior to WWII. Stories about girls working in shops who have lords fall in love with them were now at the very edges of being plausible, and Josephine Tey’s The Expensive Halo (1931), and Susan Scarlett’s Clothes-Pegs (1939) are obvious wish-fulfillment ancestors of today’s billionaire romance subgenre, but so are the stories about people setting up teashops and finding love like Ada Cambridge’s A Humble Enterprise (1896) and Elizabeth von Arnim’s Christopher and Columbus (1919). And, just as changes in the economics of Romance preserve for us the shifting anxieties and possibilities of working women, reviewing twentieth-century Romance decade by decade also lets one watch the social importance of virginity shift over time, from an essential, to an expectation, to a pressure, to an option. There are still virgin Romance protagonists (of both conventional genders), but these days it is generally seen as an embarrassment not a virtue.

All this is the birth of contemporary Romance—historical Romance was another innovative stage. Before the 1920s, there were historical novels and Gothics with period settings, but Romance was always set either in the moment it was written, or a few decades earlier, in the girlhood of now-grown women authors like George Eliot and Mrs. Gaskell. The first self-consciously historical romance, which aimed to depict a different period from that lived in by its authors and readers, was Georgette Heyer’s 1920s attempt to write “more books like Jane Austen,” meaning romances set roughly a century before, between 1750 and 1820. As other writers followed in Heyer’s footsteps, this became a subgenre known as Regency Romance, and was the first sphere of historical Romance, which is why it remains such a huge slice of the Romance pie today. Unlike Austen, who lived in the period and rarely included a titled character and never any high titles, Heyer, and the whole Regency genre after her, liberally scatters dukes around the landscape for the protagonists to fall in love with. Heyer’s world, while drawing on history, is largely fictional, but proved explosively popular, vastly magnifying the cultural weight of the Regency period. The number of readers (and TV viewers) today familiar with London seasons and Almack’s salon vastly outnumbers the small population that ever actually went to a Regency ball, and more Regency gowns have been sewn and worn since the year 2000 than in the whole of the nineteenth century.

Heyer herself understood the economics of the time period she was writing about, and their constraints on plot and character. To make the actual, original plots of the Regency romances work, you need the economic pressures of their world, where (A) status and reputation matters, so losing it has huge consequences, and (B) jobs are not an option. The problem this poses is especially visible when people try to reset Austen in the present day—the daughters in Joanna Trollope’s version of Sense and Sensibility (2013) come off as entitled and spoilt for expecting to live off their parents in the twenty-first century. This is why high school adaptations of Austen do often work, like the movie adaptation of Emma, Clueless (1995), since high school is indeed a world where reputation matters, and employment is a major and socially costly choice. Since economic pressure is the heart of these plots, in a world where those economic pressures are too different the plots fall apart.

While porting Regency plots to the present can create mismatches of economics and plot, porting overly modern plots to the Regency can have the same problem. The subtle economic rules of the period (ladies with capital, gentlemen with income) and the chronological shifts of social mores (1850 vs. 1900) are easy to get wrong, so many of Heyer’s imitators have written what are, in a social sense, fantasies, about women in early nineteenth-century England being swept off their feet by dukes while having jobs and economic independence. These can be engaging stories, but are as anachronistic as a zipper or Velcro when evaluated on the basis of what was socially and literally possible in 1850, and Jane Austen would find them as puzzling and alien as Huxley’s Brave New World. Some authors give this challenge careful thought, as in Courtney Milan’s Brothers Sinister series (2012–14), in which a set of noble brothers each marry different working women who are all very improbable but cunningly barely within the bounds of the possible, and Milan prudently sets the stories in the 1890s when social change was opening up such possibilities. But without great finesse, a modern author attempting a restaging of a typical Regency Romance plot—one which requires protagonists to take risks to avoid economic disaster—can leave heroes or heroines looking unsympathetic or foolish when the subtle economics haven’t been thought through.

Mystery fiction was also crystalizing as a genre between 1900 and 1920, and almost at once there were mystery/romance crossovers. With the addition of elements from the Gothic this led to the birth of what came to be known as the romantic suspense subgenre. Gothic Romance also became a codified specific subgenre, like Daphne du Maurier’s Rebecca (1938), with many, many later examples, like Mary Stewart’s Nine Coaches Waiting (1958). Gothic romance vanished quite abruptly in the 1970s at around the time of the advent of second wave feminism, leaving, weirdly, two excellent feminist examinations in novel form of the vanishing Romance Gothic subgenre, Gail Godwin’s Violet Clay (1978) and Joan Aiken’s Foul Matter (1983). Gothic itself continues to thrive as a strand of horror but no longer has ties to Romance.

In the pulp print era (mid-1920s on) in the US, Romance, just like SF, was fostered by technology (printing, ink, mailing), and, like imprint SF, it began to thrive in magazines and (mostly after WWII) in paperbacks. Romance, again like SF, became a thriving mature genre with readers who thoroughly understood its conventions and expectations. It was aimed at women who knew what they wanted, and (unlike before, and yet again like SF) Romance was now written largely by people who wrote nothing else. Eliot and von Arnim had written in other genres, but, from the Depression onwards, Romance writers tended to concentrate on Romance alone. Also like imprint SF, Romance was (and still is) mostly published as paperback originals, often by specialist publishers or specialist lines within a large publisher (Harlequin being the most famous). It remains rare for Romance (other than top sellers) to have hardcover publication, which adds to the difficulty it has being reviewed and taken seriously. From the thirties onwards, mass market paperbacks were the format of the Romance novel in the US and usually in the UK also.

It was mainly from the 1970s on that Romance subgenres became extremely specific. Many of the first subgenres of Romance began to cluster around times and places (Regency, Italian vacation, move to the big city or from the big city) or were about audience (African American Romance for Black readers, or “second chance” Romance for older readers). Romance also came to be differentiated by style (“feel good” vs. “hot” should be self-explanatory), growing ever more specific as time went on. With such a large volume of readers, huge specificity of tastes could be accommodated with the books still turning a profit, so by the later 1980s there were different subgenres of holiday romances, subgenres defined by what the relationship is at the beginning, i.e., friends-to-lovers vs. rivals-to-lovers vs. love-at-first-sight. There are multiple distinct subgenres where characters meet and conceive a child and fall in love later, multiple ways of doing pretend romances that become real, and very specific slightly creepy intergenerational genres like “best friend’s dad” or “dad’s best friend.” In addition to Regency, other historical periods developed into subgenres, notably WWII, medieval, early American, etc., so Historical Romance became a subgenre full of subgenres of its own. It was in the 1980s and since that these multiplied and became ever more specific until you could say you are a fan of something as precise as second chance feel good pioneer romance. This was made sustainable by the fact that, by the 1980s, font and cover choices had patterns which conveyed huge amounts of information to the savvy Romance reader, and as more subgenres developed, splintered, and merged, these cues became ever more sophisticated.

Philip Larkin says sex was invented in 1963, but it too didn’t really make it onto the pages of Romance novels until the 1970s. This happened both with hugely successful writers like Jackie Collins and Nora Roberts pushing the boundaries of what bedroom activities could be described, and with the advent of the notorious bodice ripper romances like Kathleen E. Woodiwiss’s The Flame and the Flower (1972), which had terrible models of consent, and tainted many people’s perception of the whole genre forever after. Old cultural baggage still insisted that nice girls didn’t say yes, so, by this logic, nice heroines had to be forced into sexuality, and bodice rippers and other stories supplied this, multiplying but in time interrogating changing attitudes towards consent. As both second wave feminism and society generally grappled with the question of female sexuality and changing mores, Romance did indeed publish some books with retrogressive attitudes, but core Romance writers were more often at the forefront, depicting the revolutionary edges of expanding female power. One can even track changing ideas about sexuality directly through reading Romance over time, including the introduction of condoms to sex scenes in the AIDS era. Romance has struggled to overcome the problematic bodice ripper image, and, in reaction against it, most Romance from the 1990s onwards has become almost obsessively positive and clear about consent, especially in the subgenres in which consent is a more serious issue. Readers of today’s hardcore BDSM Romance subgenres can all give you a detailed rundown of how Fifty Shades of Grey did the consent stuff dangerously wrong, and what it should have done to get it right. This genre-wide effort to combat old tropes and celebrate positive models of consent is in striking contrast with, for example, boys’ love manga, girls’ romance manga, and heterosexual erotic manga, all three of which produce progressive works but also continue to print reams of stories recycling pre-1980s Romance plots with terrible consent issues and the “nice [girls/boys] don’t say yes” principle. In fact, the famous Romance publisher Harlequin has a manga line, which is striking within the world of Romance manga for depicting consistently healthy models of consent.

It cannot be overstated how strict the formulae—both about economics and about sexuality—were and still are when one is selling a Romance novel to a specific subgenre line (which is how most of them are published). In the 1980s, I received writing guidelines for a UK Romance magazine that was incredibly specific in its requirements on both sex and economics. The rules sent to the author stated that the story was allowed to depict the heroine having sex with men who were not her true love, but that she must not orgasm with them, and that the love interest could not earn less than the heroine did. Other magazines or lines at the time had their own variations, but all strict in their specific niche. Since that time, the genre has become more flexible on these requirements, but it’s still possible to notice both of these rules (orgasm and income) being commonly observed if no longer strictly enforced in a lot of today’s work.

With more explicit sex appearing in print from the seventies on, Christian Romance became a clear distinct subgenre. Christian Romance takes place in a universe in which, in addition to the Romance axiom being true, Christianity is also true, and true Christians find true love with each other in a wicked world. Amish Romance is a major subgenre, read by many people who are not themselves Amish, which offers a promise of (A) finding tranquil simplicity in the countryside, and (B) very little explicit physicality, something some readers prefer regardless of any religious beliefs. Christian Romance and its subgenres tend to have less explicit sex on the page, and especially less pre-marital sex, but again the reader needs to be able to read the signals. Some Christian romances these days can have quite explicitly ecstatic wedding nights, and may have explicit oral sex, etc. before the marriage. It helps here to remember that some current variants of Christianity claim that orgasm exists to teach humans about the union of the soul and the Church/God/Jesus, and that true orgasm only exists within married heterosexual sex, a thing which can be true in the unspoken world-building of the Christian Romance axiom.

Now, a new arrival! The chick lit genre (remember, confusingly not the same as women’s fiction) emerged as a distinct phenomenon in the late nineties, with Helen Fielding’s Bridget Jones’s Diary (1996) crystalizing the field. Chick lit is not Romance, in the publisher sense; it doesn’t have Romance covers (its pastel cover will often have a high-res photo of a high-heeled shoe, not a couple with great hair gazing sensuously at each other), and publishers consider it Romance-adjacent but publish and advertise it separately. Bookshops also shelve chick lit separately, and the individual sales volume expected for a specific chick lit novel is higher than that for an average Romance novel, even though the total sales for Romance is unfathomably higher. In terms of content, the difference between chick lit and Romance is that chick lit has a Romance arc in it—a couple gradually getting to commitment at the end—but (A) chick lit always features a protagonist in her late twenties or thirties, and (B) always features a new career or a revitalization of a career, but unlike in Romance (where there are also often existing careers and sometimes exciting new careers) in chick lit the protagonist’s career arc is a focus as significant as the love story arc. Rather than the Romance axiom wherein happiness is only possible through finding one’s destined love, and happy circumstances in terms of job/home/life happen to come with that love by romantic Providence, in chick lit the work and struggle to change/revitalize the woman’s career is detailed and, often, realistic, and comes about due to the woman’s effort, not because fate smiles and hands everything to you when you finally find love. Notably, I am unaware of any chick lit where the protagonist is not a woman, but there is no impediment to the model being applied in reverse, or to same-sex or complex couples.

Now the cool tech part: Do you have an e-reader? Do you like e-books? Thank Romance readers for it!

Romance was the first part of the book market whose readers enthusiastically embraced the e-reader, making it the sphere that made publishers and electronics manufacturers take e-books seriously as a model. Romance readers were the perfect market, since they tend to read huge numbers of books fast and once, and doing so without filling one’s home with mountains of paperbacks was a distinct plus, as was (sigh) avoiding the judgy comments from colleagues or glances from strangers one gets from reading a book with a Romance cover in public. More men felt comfortable reading Romance when it could be bought with one private click. As Romance e-books began to sell in vast quantities, publishers not only started cultivating e-book sales in other markets, but within Romance they were emboldened to take more risks and diversify the genre in various ways. Online sales make it practical to deliver an extremely niche product to its enthusiastic fans without an individual physical bookstore having to worry about how many fans of roaring ’20s hot-enemy-to-lover move-to-the-big-city Romance happen to go into that bookstore, and within those how many will also be interested if the couple is Asian American. There have been Romance subgenres for ethnic minorities for a long time, but these were able to diversify enormously with the rise of e-sales. Beverly Jenkins in contemporary and Alyssa Cole in historical African American Romance are big names, and in Asian American Romances Jasmine Guillory and Helen Hoang. But behind these headliners there are multiple other more minor authors, like Lily Chu (The Comeback, 2022) and Julie Tieu (The Donut Trap, 2021), doing great work thanks to Romance’s vast readership and consequent ability to deliver every specialist story to the specialist group that is out there eager for it.

There have also long been gay, lesbian, and bisexual minor characters in Romance novels, to the point where “gay best friend” is a total cliché, though other initials of the QUILTBAG acronym have been much thinner on the ground. But recently there have been mainstream traditionally published Romance books with protagonists of all genders and orientations: gay (Alexis Hall, Boyfriend Material, 2020), lesbian (Rachel Lacey, Read Between the Lines, 2021), bisexual protagonists and nonbinary love interests (Kris Ripper, The Hate Project, 2021), trans protagonists and bi-male love interests (Courtney Milan, Hold Me, 2016), all kinds of combinations. In coming years, I expect we will see even more diversity on this axis, and that it will also become more visible, since these are works that have been niche, but now no longer are. The success of self-publishing authors like KJ Charles and Courtney Milan in these subgenres has been noted and taken up by traditional publishers, as has the enthusiasm of Romance readers for translated Japanese and Chinese boys’ love and, to a lesser extent, girls’ love titles (both comics and prose).

Romance is also really great on another axis of diversity: age. Romance has entire subgenres focused on protagonists of all ages from adolescence up to post-retirement. You can even find multiple books where (widowed or divorced) grandmothers and their granddaughters both find love within the pages of the same volume.

Disability is still badly represented in Romance, though Helen Hoang’s excellent work features characters with autism, and many more neurodivergent characters have been visible lately. There are a number of books with blind love interests, like Christina Dodd’s Candle in the Window (1991) and even some like Elizabeth Hoyt’s Dearest Rogue (2015), in which one protagonist is blind and the other has a war injury. War injuries are not uncommon in historical Romance, but they are all too often cured or alleviated by love. There are very few stories of people with physical disabilities finding love while remaining disabled—they exist, but they are exceptions, like Ramsey Hootman’s Courting Greta (2013). In fact, you are sadly more likely to find characters with physical disabilities finding love in Victorian Romance written in the nineteenth century than you are today. It’s worth noting that in Romance movies the director Richard Curtis has given more visible disability representation than all the rest of the genre combined, in supporting roles but where the character finds romance. The movie Four Weddings and a Funeral (1994) has a really good deaf brother, and Notting Hill (1999) has a best friend in a wheelchair who is a woman with agency, a thriving career, and also a happy romantic relationship. (Manga Romance also has some, such as Suu Morishita’s A Sign of Affection, Rie Aruga’s Perfect World, and Yuki Fumino’s boys’ love in I Hear the Sunspot, all of which follow the Romance formula of moving towards commitment as the climax.)

Just as there are SF specialist bookstores, Romance has its own bookstores, like the Ripped Bodice in California. And, just as SF&F has fan-organized conventions that give awards, Romance does the same. There is a clear and defined path for Romance fans to become Romance writers, and their cons, unlike ours, are often very focused on pitching books to editors, but despite these differences it’s notable that they have a strong fannish community both online and in person, unlike many other genres whose fandoms are more scattered and whose conventions are much more about glimpsing the rare author like a celebrity than about community.



Mitfreude

I have always read widely in a whole lot of different genres. It took me a long time to discover that this is a fairly unusual thing to do, that most people choose to limit their intake. Sometimes I feel like reading one thing and sometimes like another, and because I’ve always read a lot, I’ve always read both fiction and non-fiction, and I’ve also always read in a lot of genres. People sometimes ask me for “guilty pleasure” reading, and I always say I refuse to feel guilty about my reading; I do it for fun.

So why do I read Romance? Sometimes I want to read a book I haven’t read before but where I know exactly what I’m going to get, where I know everything will be all right in the end, that everything will lead up to that beautiful Happily Ever After ending. Sometimes I want new worlds and new words and lots of challenges, but other times I want something undemanding and relatively familiar. If rereading is like reordering a favorite dish at a favorite restaurant, reading a romance novel is like ordering a favorite dish at a new restaurant, to see how a different chef varies the art. What I often pick up is a contemporary feel-good Romance, usually one set in Italy, or among a community I definitely don’t belong to. (Uzma Jalalluddin’s brilliant Much Ado About Nada [2023] was being enthusiastically recommended to me from the day it came out. It’s a retelling of Persuasion among Toronto’s Muslim community and my friends were absolutely right about it. So good!) Another plus about this kind of book is that it will be relatively short and relatively complete in one volume. There are Romance series where a group of friends find love one volume at a time, like Nora Roberts’s Bride Quartet (2009–10), but even in those each volume always has really good volume completion. Romance is often comfort reading for me, but that’s a real benefit. When people are sad and need comforting I see no value in denying it to them! During the pandemic, when I was lonely and miserable and couldn’t go to Italy or even to a café or see my friends, I was very glad there were all those Romance novels set in Italy there for me, and I was pleased to discover among them the excellent Italian-New Zealander author Nicky Pellegrino and to read everything she had written.

Another reason I read Romance is that sometimes I am researching a period, and I want to know details of clothes and hair and what people wanted and expected in their lives, so I’ll look for a contemporary Romance written then. If I want to know the kind of lodging arrangements available for respectable single women in any period, or the details of clothes, or how people managed on hot days before air conditioning, or exactly what one ordered at a café or said to the waiter, there is no better source than Romance written in that decade. And sometimes when I read widely in Romance written in different decades of the past century, I discover a Romance writer who is surprisingly good, like the wonderful Una Silberrad, or who is deeply bizarre and fascinating, like Kathleen Thompson Norris. (I keep reading Norris because I am very good at predicting plots, and yet I can’t predict hers at all, it’s so unusual! Yet they make perfect logical sense in retrospect! This is an experience I value.)

I don’t personally believe in the Romance axiom in real life at all, which may be why I can see it so clearly as a form of world-building, not a truth about the human experience, but I can suspend my disbelief when reading, the same way I can for hyperspace or sorcery. What I do find extremely satisfying and almost ubiquitous in Romance, and rare elsewhere, is the portrayal of friendship: best friends, groups of friends, friendship across ages. Jennifer Crusie writes wonderful friendships. Sophie Kinsella often writes about two friend groups coming together and becoming one when a couple brings them together. Old friends, new friends, friends everywhere. And sometimes Romance novels have dysfunctional families and people making their own new families or found families, but sometimes they have functional families, and I love seeing these things. Romance novels also have parents, siblings, aunts, in-laws, cousins, and grandparents, real presences often erased from more dramatic save-the-kingdom types of stories, whose protagonists are often conveniently family-less to make it easy for them to embark on adventures.

Just as the Japanese kids recognized post-WWII themselves and their lives in Tezuka’s manga, many women have found Romance affirming because it validates their lives and the things they find important, whether that is having the right clothes for an occasion while juggling the expectations of their families and workplaces, or their desire to find love and make a family. Often women’s lives and concerns are trivialized and even mocked in fiction, and Romance has consistently been a place where they are foregrounded. Many people of genders other than straightforwardly female but who also care about these elements of life have also found the validation of Romance presenting these things as positive and valued.

My own favorite thing about Romance, the thing I really value, is how hopeful and positive it is. When I pick up a Romance novel, I can be sure when I start it that it’ll be about people changing their lives for the better. We live in a world where lots of messages tell people to accept discontent, to stick with the job and boss and situation where they’re stuck. Romance may give people dangerously unreliable dreams of perfection with the Romance axiom, and it may be used as a distraction from taking action, but it also has a strong thread of people supported by their friends having the agency to change their own lives for the better. Sometimes they do it by moving to Italy and starting a cake shop. Other times, they do it by finding the confidence to demand that raise, stand up to that boss, or apply to that other company. And other times they do it by ending the Great Depression and reorganizing education. (And then it’s science fiction, which is even better.) But even in the cake shop book, the cake shop revitalizes a town, and people start moving there instead of moving away—a person changing her life for the better helps to change the world for the better at a beautiful, microcosmic, realistic scale.

Romance is so often a celebration of the power of change, and the power of caring (whether friendship, family, or romantic love) to make people better and thereby make the world better. Caring, kindness, and human connections are both important and powerful in genre Romance, including all those which are not true love. Even in the billionaire romances, the billionaire becomes humanized by love and starts to see other people as having equal significance, often ending with a determination to wield his fortune for the good of humanity instead of for selfish profit-seeking. Science fiction will show a reader other ways a world can be, but Romance will tell the reader they themselves have agency in this world, and that the agency can be warm and humane (traditionally feminine-coded), that this world isn’t changed only by competitive businessmen and politicians and (usually cold) genius inventors. Even in the kind of Romance novels that uphold the status quo in all sorts of ways, and make people long for expensive brand name bags and shoes, Romance still gives the quiet hopeful message that change is possible, that it can be empowered by warm, kind, and intimate things, and that change starts with you. In our world, saturated with grim news and a sense of helplessness, that can be a very healing, cheering, and empowering reminder of a precious truth. Real change does start with you.







History and Robots


by Ada Palmer and Jo Walton

NEW FOR THIS VOLUME

Some reflections on history and SF first, before we zoom in on the robots.

People often express surprise at the idea of a historian like Ada writing science fiction, as if the past and the future are opposites. But there is nothing more like the future than the past: long spans of time with events happening, societies changing, technologies arriving and disrupting; both are spaces where history happens, and both hinge on the present. Ken MacLeod has said, “History is the trade secret of science fiction.” When SF which uses history is brought up, many minds go first to alternate history, or SF that retells historical events in space, like Isaac Asimov’s Foundation (1951–53) with the fall of Rome in space, Robert A. Heinlein’s The Moon Is a Harsh Mistress (1966) with the American Revolution on the moon, Kate Elliott’s Unconquerable Sun (2020) with Alexander the Great in space, or Arkady Martine’s A Memory Called Empire (2019) with its Byzantine-inflected interstellar imperium.

But history is also used in SF in many other ways. We’ll touch briefly on two here, then zoom in at length on a third: (1) History can supply interesting world and story details for story-making, (2) SF can revisit historical guilt, (3) SF can explore and express historical and cultural fears—the third is where we’ll dig into the robots.

Considering history as a story sourcebook, story-makers have a tendency, when inventing narratives from scratch, to imagine our core details fully and excitingly (The city is built from the fossilized eggshell of a giant space dragon! And there’s eggshell mining, and complex water chemistry, and tech based on space dragon DNA, and, and…) while for the parts that don’t relate to the core we tend to fill in with defaults (and the government will be … a monarchy, with aristocracy and oppressed peasants, and the religion will be something like Christianity oppressing something like paganism). These defaults tend to come from unexamined assumptions, repeat familiar formulae, reinforce problematic cultural defaults (yet another tale where the solution is replacing the bad king with a good king, while the ignorant filthy peasants have no agency?), and are also, often, boring.

Real history, on the other hand, is fractally interesting, and zooming in on actual obscure details and translating those to a future setting can be very enriching. One of the things we want in science fiction is a sense of strangeness and difference, and history can give us plenty of examples of this in interesting forms. Zoomed-in historical realities provide a huge range of political options much fresher than the defaults our minds reach for quickly: Sparta’s two kings model, exam-based meritocracies, timocracy where land translates to power, non-hereditary monarchies, monastic hegemonies, a huge range of constitutional systems, the Icelandic Althing, where the whole population gets together while the Lawspeaker recites the unwritten-but-memorized law code, even that patch in 1532 when Renaissance Florence was ruled by merchant guild leaders selected by lottery who based their policies on advice from nuns having visions of the ghost of Savonarola. They also tend to offer surprising and original outcomes: The war was stopped by a sudden flood, a charismatic theologian, a sex strike by the aggressors’ wives, the generals on both sides being asked to be godfathers to the same newborn prince, the sacred Olympic peace, the leader of one side cunningly surrendering but using legal details that made the others unable to kill him, or a summer snowfall everyone decided was a message from a saint. Pick up any detailed history of any place that isn’t one of the infinitely overused ones (US Civil War or WWII) and you’ll find setting details and plot twists galore which have rarely if ever been ported to your space station, or your dragon eggshell city. In Ken MacLeod’s Cosmonaut Keep (2000), the culture’s default religion, instead of a typical analog of Christianity, is based on Lucretius’s Epicurean atomism, adding a refreshing novelty to the exploration of characters engaging with or rejecting religiosity and its institutions.

Real history also, when we zoom in, tends to show a lot more of the presence and agency of women, people of color, disabled people, and people with diverse sexualities, which tend to be erased in summaries and nineteenth- or earlier twentieth-century accounts. Fun as it is to retell Robin Hood or Julius Caesar making the hero a woman or queer or a character of color, there are also mountains of real ones when we simply open up the long, fat history book instead of the skinny one. If you think of the word duchess, the image in your mind will be very influenced by Britain and the nineteenth century, with perhaps a pinch of eighteenth-century France or Lucrezia Borgia; if, however, you zoom in on Anna Sforza (1476–97), Duchess of Ferrara and first wife of Alfonso I d’Este, the shorter summaries simply mention that she was pretty, died in childbirth, and has a portrait sketch by Leonardo, but the long history will tell you she wore mainly men’s clothes, spurned male company, loved hunting and riding, and slept every night with an enslaved African woman as her bed companion—our queer couple, complete with racial diversity and the complex racial tensions of the age, is ready and waiting, and much more interesting than the duchess you would invent if you just thought Oh, and there’s a duchess. Similarly, if you imagine the King of France you’re unlikely to envision Charles VIII (1470–98) wearing out-of-fashion robes, not only to evoke Charlemagne, but to hide the skeletal asymmetries of his disabled body. Whether we set it in France or in space, including that detail adds so much complexity to our king’s relationship with his queen, Anne of Brittany, who was carried off by force by a king who wanted her lands (a familiar tale) but was also disabled herself, with a malformed foot and a childhood encounter with blindness, making their exploration of each other and their bodies so much more fascinating. Inventing characters from marginalized groups can create great stories, but when we invent them we inevitably draw upon defaults, so finding the real historical people often supplies more complicated and interesting dynamics than what we invent.

SF also sometimes uses history to address a historical issue that’s wound about with guilt and shame and difficult to address directly. Sometimes telling a story about something else entirely lets a writer talk about a culturally different or challenging question. Sometimes this is used directly to circumvent censorship, as when Osamu Tezuka in the 1950s and 1960s wrote about Japan’s WWII experience by setting his depictions of the horrors of racism and genocide in SF futures, and Star Trek often does the same with contemporary social issues. Alternate history can do this directly, in cases where writing about real history means the reader is buffered by knowing what happened, but alternate history outcomes can be suspenseful, better, or worse. Harry Turtledove’s stories “In the Presence of Mine Enemies” (1992) and “Shtetl Days” (2011) are alternate histories in which the outcome of the Holocaust was even worse, providing horrifying glimpses of futures shaped by even more destructive genocides. There are also mountains of What if WWII went differently? works, many of them with SF elements, ranging from Philip K. Dick’s The Man in the High Castle (1962) in which the Axis won, to Harry Turtledove’s self-explanatory The War That Came Early (2009–14), to Kaiji Kawaguchi’s Zipang (2000–2009) in which a modern twenty-first-century Japanese warship drawn back in time to the Battle of Midway struggles to avoid letting their presence strengthen Japanese imperialism, to Gorō Taniguchi and Ichirō Ōkouchi’s Code Geass (2006–8) in which the conflict is between US/British, Chinese, and European/African empires instead of between Axis and Allies.

One variant of What if X went differently? alternate history (which often has SF elements) is a kind of wish-fulfillment, imagining if some event with major historical shame attached to it had gone differently. Harry Turtledove’s The Guns of the South (1992) presents a US Civil War alternate history where white supremacist time travelers take AK-47s to the Confederates, who win, but then President Robert E. Lee (additionally armed with a history of our future) very implausibly abolishes slavery, defeats the time travelers, gives his own cribbed version of the Gettysburg address, and makes everything good, a troubling wish-fulfillment yet an illuminating narrative, remarkable for avoiding the southern apologist tendencies endemic in many alternate US Civil War retellings. Terry Bisson’s Fire on the Mountain (1988) also turns the US Civil War into a version we might have wished for, having the states separate with a slave revolt, leading to freedom and true equity, culminating in an African American landing on Mars in 1950. There is also a whole subgenre of SF where there’s a small settlement on an alien planet living in uneasy tension with aliens, and one person goes out to the aliens and discovers the truth about them. There are a variety of outcomes, but the results are generally positive. The person who goes out can be an anthropologist, or just curious, or even be captured by the aliens, but there is always an awakening of understanding and a revision of the status quo. It is very easy to see these as a desire to reimagine the US frontier experience through a science fictional lens, a postcolonial yearning by the colonizers to have the encounters between indigenous and colonizing peoples on the alien prairie lead to wisdom and a happy outcome. Books in this subgenre include Octavia Butler’s Survivor (1978), Amy Thomson’s The Color of Distance (1995), Ursula K. Le Guin’s Rocannon’s World (1966), Mary Gentle’s Golden Witchbreed (1983), Judith Moffett’s Pennterra (1987), C. J. Cherryh’s Forty Thousand in Gehenna (1983), Eleanor Arnason’s A Woman of the Iron People (1991), Orson Scott Card’s Speaker for the Dead (1986), Janet Kagan’s Hellspark (1988), Nina Kiriki Hoffman’s Catalyst (2006), and Jonathan Lethem’s Girl in Landscape (1998). A notable outlier is Osamu Tezuka’s Captain Ken (1960–61), in which indigenous Martians are facing genocide by human colonists consisting of an American majority and a Japanese minority struggling to resist cultural assimilation, and the Japanese characters strive but fail to prevent the genocide—this is a very different kind of wish-fulfillment, expressing the desire to have been on the right side of recognizing the evils of genocide, while also criticizing the postwar American occupation.

With these examples as our lens, we can now zoom in on robots (yay robots!), which make a powerful case study because they have been approached so differently in American and Japanese SF, in each case reflecting the different history of the writers’ culture.

Think of the phrase robot laws—to an Anglophone SF fan they mean Isaac Asimov’s 1942 Laws of Robotics, the programming designed to keep robots from harming, disobeying, or rebelling against humans, starting with the law that a robot may never kill or harm a human. Say “robot laws” in the Japanese SF world and you mean Tezuka’s 1950s imagined robot civil rights act, granting robots citizenship, the vote, legal protections, banning anti-robot hate crimes, and preventing AIs from being chattel. From this inception, US fiction about robots and AI looked more at labor, slave revolts, and keeping the robots under control, the Japanese more at civil rights.

Both these question palettes are rooted in history and guilt, but different history and different guilt. The US robot fiction tradition is rooted in labor concerns and American slavery, questions of whether robots can fulfill servile labor roles without human suffering or risk of rebellion. Robot uprisings are ubiquitous in American SF, from Arthur C. Clarke’s “Dial F for Frankenstein” (1964) to The Terminator (1984) and The Matrix (1999). Later works in the US robot tradition also looked at the fear Will robots make human workers redundant? and interrogated whether making AIs servile is ethical, or whether it would result in a repeat of the sins of America’s slave-holding past. Meanwhile, Japanese AI and robot SF, rooted in Osamu Tezuka’s Astro Boy, looks more to World War II, guilt about Japan’s participation in fascism, racism, genocide, and its history of oppression and hate crimes toward Korean and Chinese people, as well as its own minorities such as the Ainu.

Western SF has also long engaged with the idea of robots replacing humanity. From C. L. Moore’s “No Woman Born” (1944), Brian W. Aldiss’s “Who Can Replace a Man?” (1965), Ira Levin’s The Stepford Wives (1972), James Tiptree Jr.’s “The Girl Who Was Plugged In” (1973), Charles Stross’s Saturn’s Children (2008), to C. Robert Cargill’s Sea of Rust (2017), this theme has been treated as horror, apocalyptic fiction, as a good thing, as neutral, and as a terrible thing. Robot uprisings that threaten or destroy humanity have very visible roots and parallels in slave uprisings (as do some zombie stories), to the point where such stories can be very uncomfortable when it isn’t sufficiently examined. Cargill is a very interesting example, both because the book is very recent, and because his robots, which in the narrative have risen and wiped out humanity, are not only clearly analogs for the enslaved populations of early America, but are frequently compared to stereotypes about present-day African Americans, making the story an uncomfortable expression of contemporary anxiety about the imagined threat of racial replacement.

In western SF robotics have also been a way of approaching disability issues, notably in Heinlein’s “Waldo”—some forms of robotic manipulators (robot arms, for example) are now called waldoes after the story. In the story, Waldo is a disabled man who uses the robotics to do things he would not have been able to do with his body alone. This is also the case to some extent with Tiptree’s “The Girl Who Was Plugged In” where a disabled girl’s personality is used by advertisers to make a robot designed as an influencer come alive through joy the girl cannot experience in her human body but which, because it is human and genuine, can be used to sell products more effectively. These connect back to labor issues and the fear of replacement of humans by robots, but they also provide a different angle on the question.

In Japan, meanwhile, even when SF does engage with robot labor and robot uprisings, the focus stays on civil rights and oppression, as in Bubblegum Crisis (1987–91, thirteen planned episodes cut down to nine because of the Quadrapocalypse) in which mass-produced laboring robots called Boomers go berserk and need to be destroyed by action heroines in robot hardsuits, yet the violent episodes are not intentional uprisings but malfunctions explicitly precipitated by inhumane overwork or human violence. Even as Western SF largely lost interest in humanoid robots after the invention of real computers and in the imagination of cyberspace after 1983, physical robots, cyborgs, and the quasi-biological or alien nature of robotic or AI life remained a major theme in Japan.

Part of the reason is that Japanese SF also frequently takes robot stories in a first-contact direction, looking at whether humans and AIs/robots can understand each other, and above all whether they can coexist without violence. This last is a persistent motif, especially in Tezuka, whose numerous stories of first-contact situations (whether with AIs, aliens, augmented animals, or magical races) inevitably turn to genocidal violence, interrogating when and how coexistence is possible. This set of questions is connected, both to guilt about WWII, and to the first-contact-like 1853 opening of Japan, when the arrival of Commodore Perry’s iron warships plunged Japan into the high-stakes question of whether such contact could lead to friendship, or whether cultural differences, and the miscommunications which constantly threatened to shatter the fragile negotiations, must lead to war. The original title of Astro Boy was Ambassador Atom, “atom” because he embodied the hope that nuclear power could be used for good instead of destruction, and “ambassador” because he was the first and only robot with human-like emotion (wonder, distraction, love), so served as an ambassador and translator between humanity and robotkind, not a linguistic translator but an emotional translator, a cultural link between two alien forms of life. Such themes remained strong in Japanese SF—in the shōjo (girls’) SF manga Chobits (2000–2002), the creator of humanoid AI computers sets up a test to determine whether humans are capable of reciprocating AI love, and, if humanity fails the test, determines to delete his AIs’ ability to differentiate different humans, so they won’t suffer the grief of unreciprocated feelings.

In Western SF, it’s rare to look at robots or AI as an alien species. It’s much more common to see them yearning to be human in a Pinocchio-like way, having an obsession with human life as being superior or more real. We see this from Asimov’s I, Robot (1940s) stories through Heinlein’s Time Enough for Love (1973), Amy Thomson’s Virtual Girl (1993), Orson Scott Card’s Speaker for the Dead (1986), even to Vina Jie-Min Prasad’s “Fandom for Robots” (2017) and Naomi Kritzer’s Catfishing on CatNet (2019). In contrast, the “Resurrection” arc of Tezuka’s Phoenix (1970–71) posits that robots are incapable of killing humans, not because of Asimov-type programming, but because as rational beings which do not originate from the naturally competitive world of biological life (where animals must battle for mates and food, and sperm must race each other to reach the egg) homicidal and competitive thoughts are alien to them, and only a robot whose AI was based partly on an uploaded human psyche is capable of willing murder. Phoenix “Resurrection,” climaxes with an uploaded human and a robot being merged by a roboticist into one being, a theme returned to in the seminal 1995 Ghost in the Shell film, which engages with first contact by having an experimental program achieve sentience when exposed to the primordial nutrient-rich data sea of the internet, challenging humans to prove their own existence as sentient life forms when they refuse to believe in it—the being then attempts digital sexual reproduction by cross-pollinating its code with the digitized consciousness of an uploaded human, bearing their “varied offspring” into the net. This idea of a fully digital alien-human hybridity—depending very heavily on AI-as-first-contact—was unexplored in Western SF before that point, though Greg Egan responded to it in his 1997 Diaspora.

In some ways it may seem obvious that robots and AI can be considered aliens that humans have created, but this is rarely how Western SF has treated them, focusing instead on uprising, Pinocchio, or Frankenstein narratives, Frankenstein-type robot arcs focusing whether humanity has the capacity or the right to “play God” by creating life, or even a simulation of life. This is generally in the background of Western AI-gone-wrong stories, like HAL in 2001. So familiar is the classic “modern Prometheus” message that humanity will be punished for meddling with arts we were not meant to understand that moments which invert it can be pleasantly startling; in the 2015 Avengers: Age of Ultron film, in which super-scientists Bruce Banner and Tony Stark unleash a killer super-robot, and Banner is in the middle of a classic We shouldn’t have meddled … speech when Stark cuts him off with the unexpected let’s defeat our rogue super-robot by making an even better super-robot! This idea of hubris and punishment is rarely present in Japanese SF, at least in robot stories. The Frankenstein image—based largely on iconic visuals from the 1931 film, are all over Japanese SF, including in Astro Boy, but when humanity’s encounters with robots go wrong, the cause is not presented as humanity overstepping its bounds, but failing to sufficiently respect and love an alien life form, or foolishly creating weapons (like nuclear ones) too large for humanity to control.

Japanese robot SF also often plunges into the ethics of robotic weaponry, weapons of mass destruction, and especially the ethics of weaponizing sentient robots in contrast with the ethics of creating non-sentient war robots run by humans, such as robot exoskeletons or what we now call drones. Indeed, if, in American SF, robots are usually an existential threat via mass uprisings, in Japanese stories, existential robot threats tend to take the shape of one individual being created as a living weapon powerful enough to endanger the world, and the fate of humanity depends, not on defeating rising hordes, but on a hero(ine)’s ability to treat the living weapon as a real and equal person and offer true friendship, love, respect, etc. Early Astro Boy features several stories with sentient bombs, including one where a self-replicating robot bomb falls into the Pacific, and builds an entire thriving civilization on the Pacific sea floor without the robots realizing that every single one of them is a living nuclear warhead, and that their existence threatens the entire planet. In Astro Boy’s “Earth’s Mightiest Robot” arc, someone builds a robot designed to hunt down and destroy the other most powerful robots on Earth to prove its superiority, forcing Earth’s most advanced AIs to wrestle with understanding what the human race truly is if it would create a sentient being whose only purpose is destruction (first contact struggling with the concept of willing evil for the sake of evil). This story was gorgeously expanded by Naoki Urasawa in his rewrite Pluto (2003–9), which zooms in on what it might feel like (or not feel like?) for a highly intelligent sentience without human-like emotion to encounter Atom, the one robot who can feel in the human sense. Pluto also examines the larger society of Astro Boy—thronging with advanced robots—in which, for example, we see robot parents who have lost their robot child to an anti-robot hate crime witness the loud cries of human parents mourning their own child, and think about what mourning means to beings who do and don’t have human-like emotion. The narrative’s crux rests on Atom’s discomfort as his maker suggests that he needs to upgrade his ability to experience human-like hate and violent feelings if he wants to defeat his opponent. These themes of the ethics of creating life only to doom it to be a tool of war echo the WWII decade, and kids like Shigeru Mizuki growing up knowing they will be drafted as soon as they come of age, and expand into SF works beyond robotics, with other sorts of imagined living weapons such as cyborgs or artificial species, especially in works like Trigun (1995), Saikano (1999–2001), Elfen Lied (2002–5), and Concrete Revolutio (2015–16), which continue Astro Boy’s exploration of what to do when your loved one is a living weapon of mass destruction. All these involve fully embodied individual robots or bio-constructs posing an existential threat, while Western SF tends to look at software-only AIs as existential threats, but rarely individual robots.

The ethics of non-sentient robot weaponry is another major theme. We all know Japan has loved its giant robots since the kamishibai paper theater days, but what are giant robots narratively for? In Western SF, Starship Troopers (1959), John Steakley’s Armor (1984), C. J. Cherryh’s Rimrunners (1989), Alien (1979), and the strongly Japanese-influenced Pacific Rim (2013) all involve people entering combat in super-robot suits, but don’t involve debating whether or not it’s ethical to make such suits, how that kind of combat is more or less ethical than using other weapons, and what kinds of new superweapons are ethically acceptable continuations of past traditions of warfare. While Starship Troopers may be the most famous example of robot exo-suits in all Western SF, the suits hardly affect the core events or questions of the story, to the degree that the 1997 movie left them out with little impact on the plot or characters. In contrast, a lot of Japanese mecha (robot suit) SF often uses the mecha as a tool to put front and center the question of whether it’s okay to make and use such things, and why. Even if [insert technobabble here] means giant robots are the best way to fight [insert enemy here], is it ethical to use them given how much collateral damage they do to surrounding buildings and people? Given how much destructive power they put into one hand? Given their terrible toll on the pilot who must participate in such atrocities? How to live with one’s self after being the perpetrator of such destruction?

This connects to a vital difference between Japanese and American war SF—the fact that both are saturated with WWII, but with opposite sides of the war experience. American SF was shaped by WWII narratives of an alliance of good triumphing over genocidal evil, while Japanese WWII narratives must instead engage with being complicit with evil, often in the form of the core characters entering what seems at first like a righteous war, but later realizing their side are not good guys. The core of this is perhaps best synthesized by a moment when Ada was describing the Gundam SEED TV series ending theme song to Jo, saying, “The lyrics are about young men going off to war and—” Interrupted by something. Jo guessed: “And dying?” Ada answered, “No, going off to war and committing atrocities and then having to live afterward,” an experience directly parallel to the trauma of Japan’s WWII population coming to terms with the atrocities in which they were complicit. In places where Western SF often explores survivor’s guilt, Japanese SF more often explores perpetrator’s guilt, questions of horror at one’s own unatonable deeds. It also often looks at wars where there is no good guy, where one side is oppressive, genocidal, or totalitarian, but the other side is imperialist and exploitative, and one or both use weapons of mass destruction, so that neither, in the end, is worthy of respect. Frequently, when it turns out that both sides in the war are bad, the heroes must break with both and (think back to the wish-fulfillment role of historical SF) create an independent third side to finally fight for a future worthy of respect. Often, such war stories end on the question of whether anyone can ever be right in war, whether absolute peace (like Tibet, or postwar Japan with no military) is the only ethical option, or whether some form of more ethical warfare can be developed with the right rules of war (banning weapons of mass destruction, mandating certain types of weaponry, etc.).

In such stories, the giant robot suit and atom bomb are narratively one, since a powerful-enough giant robot can destroy a city or space station by itself, raising the same ethical questions as the atom bomb. In Gunbuster (1988–89), when the giant robots aren’t enough to defeat the non-sentient antibody-like space monsters that threaten to wipe out humanity, the only option is to turn the entire planet Jupiter into a mega-bomb capable of annihilating the whole region of space from which the monsters come, and characters debate whether the correct ethical choice is for humanity to allow itself to be exterminated rather than wield such a weapon. When the same question arises again in Evangelion (1995–96, same makers), the robots are being used to delay the literal fated Biblical apocalypse, further pressing the question of whether weapons of mass destruction are unacceptable even if the alternative is extinction. Despite Evangelion’s Christian trappings, the question of whether accepting extinction/death is sometimes the right choice connects to Buddhist ideas, in which unity with nature and surrender of the self can be positive choices, very different from Christian-influenced Western attitudes. Tezuka’s Phoenix too looks at the question of when extinction is the better answer, and stuns many Western readers with its conclusion in which humanity does in fact succumb to the natural path of dwindling and letting itself and all Earth’s complex life die out, to be replaced with new life evolving from microbes (in Bester’s “Adam and No Eve” [1941], this is a distinctly bad outcome). Western SF basically never pauses to ask whether extinction is a better choice than the bomb. When this does come up in Western SF, it is, sadly, often unexamined and the answer is always to keep killing, and even when it is examined, with the idea that the killing has a cost, that cost is always paid. In Robert Reed’s Down the Bright Way (1991) humans are linking together multiple worlds to create a great civilization, and find one full of terrible monsters; they hesitate and deliberate before nuking them, only to find another world of terrible monsters beyond it, which they nuke with less hesitation. Similarly, in Bester’s “Disappearing Act” (1953) a civilization mobilized to total war has lost all the art and culture it was working to preserve. Both Reed and Bester thus do examine the horrors of war, but give a portrait of human psychology in which simply giving up the war is not within the range of options. In contrast, when your average Gundam pilot reaches his final ethical dilemma, it is often not whether to fight against his friends or risk his life in battle, but whether, in a war where no one is right, whether it’s worth fighting at all to save a species which always burns down its gardens, or whether humanity should be left to follow its apparent death wish and destroy itself.

Back on the tech-of-mass-destruction side, Gundam Wing (1995–96) and other Gundam series often look in detail at what changes one can make to tech to make it more or less ethical for use in battle, for example, whether drone combat is ethically acceptable, or whether only combat where both sides risk their lives is worthy of respect. Even the details of a giant robot’s design become comments on where we should draw the line between the weapons we allow and the weapons we ban. Gundam Wing examines what it calls the “Zero System,” which connects the pilot’s brain to a computer that assists and accelerates decision-making, allowing superhuman speed and combat reflexes but also eliminating those pauses in which conscience and ethics operate, so those who use it find themselves destroying whole space colonies without a thought when it advances victory, and find themselves utterly wracked by guilt and horror at their actions when the system is turned off. The solution? Fit the Zero System only into suits without ranged weapons, so adversaries must still be taken on one-by-one and face-by-face, eliminating mass destruction and allowing only duel-like combat. Agree or not, it is a fascinating kind of question—can our tech make war more ethical?—and one in which Western imprint SF has had little interest, perhaps because of the separation of Military SF (mostly uninterested in questions of peace) from other kinds of SF. In C. J. Cherryh’s Hellburner (1992) there’s a similar system to “Zero System” for connecting the brain to the computer, in this case for faster firing for light speed war, but it’s examined only in the context that the enemy has it already, and the protagonists will lose if they can’t also immediately master the tech. The Star Trek episode “A Taste of Armageddon” (1967) also looks at how to make war ethical, by having planets wage a virtual war in which those who are marked as killed after a virtual battle must report to disintegration chambers for execution, but there is no damage to cities, infrastructure, farming, sanitation, etc.—the conclusion of the episode, however, is that by making the war kinder the system makes the war last longer and claim more lives, so the heroes disable the system, forcing the aliens to choose between traditional war or making peace.

Before we zoom back out, it’s worth taking a closer look at Gundam, a multi-series giant robot franchise which crystalizes in many ways how different SF traditions have used robots to look at different sides of history. Gundam uses its giant robot mecha suits to invert the lived experience of those Japanese WWII frontline soldiers who realized the war was terrible and their government was in the wrong but couldn’t do anything about it since they were tiny cogs in a vast war machine. As readers (or viewers) we want core characters to have agency, but modern warfare makes that hard. In Homer, when Achilles holds back from battle, the whole war changes, but in modern warfare, one individual soldier deciding to fight or not, or switching sides, or judging that both sides are unworthy of his allegiance and he wants to oppose both, just realistically can’t make a difference—war stories either have to look at officers (Miles Vorkosigan) or strategists (Ender’s Game) or, as in Starship Troopers, look at frontline fighters as small motes in a vast sea, whose narratives are about their lack of agency. But if you give your frontline soldier a weapon as powerful as an army, suddenly when he witnesses something that makes him change his mind about which side is right, his judgment can plausibly change the course of the war. In one patch of the Gundam Wing narrative, one pilot decides all sides are ethically terrible, and picks a section of space with some innocent colonies where he camps out with his giant robot broadcasting the message that he will blow up any military ship from any side that enters his no-war zone, and one young man alone can plausibly make that change. (Yes, this storytelling technique has the upside of selling lots of plastic model kits.)

Using such tools, Gundam then has multiple world builds with unique but parallel histories. In each Gundam universe, humanity has had near-Earth space colonies long enough for there to be adults who grew up in space (often between fifty and two hundred years), and a war has broken out between Earth forces (more numerous, richer) and space forces (fewer but better tech), but always over a different issue, and commenting on a specific real war. In Gundam Wing (1995–96) it’s about territory and empire, challenged by a Tibet/postwar-Japan-like nation which rejects war absolutely, attempting an Absolute Peace Principle. In Gundam 00 (2007–9) it’s fossil fuels, pollution, Dyson rings, and the US war in Afghanistan. In Gundam SEED (2002–6) the space colonies are using genetic engineering, and genemodded people are subject to discrimination, and moved to extremism by a 9/11-like terrorist strike. In the original Mobile Suit Gundam (1979–80), it’s World War II in space. As each story unfolds, both major sides turn out to be guilty of atrocities and imperialism, and the heroes and antagonists have to work to rehabilitate or undermine their sides, or find a better way. In each parallel timeline, narrative ingredients recur, like the plucky desert rebel sequence, tensions with aristocracy, and a philosophically complex masked antagonist, creating intertextuality between the series, in which one compares similar crises, ethical dilemmas, and considers how small changes have big impacts on history. Gundam also examines where humanity’s future lies (Earth or space?), whether there is a next stage of human evolution, and conflicts between the old and new kinds of humans (in original Gundam it was ESPers, in Gundam SEED genemodding, in others synthetic life, etc.), revisiting the side of WWII that was about racial superiority and eugenics, generally arguing for coexistence, or for the binary itself being a fallacy. And, in each series, the temptation of overwhelming weapons like drones, the “Zero System,” asteroid strikes, or city-scale microwave weapons revisit the question of the atom bomb. All these individual imagined technologies appear in Western SF as well, but to see them deployed in the service of such a different perspective on familiar history taps refreshingly different sides of their potential.

So, robots, SF, and history. There was a substantial decline in robot stories in Anglophone SF after the early eighties, which has reversed in the last decade. Why the decline? In part because of the science. Throughout the decades flanking 2000, software, 3D animation, and voice recognition were taking great strides on the software side, creating virtual friends and faces filling our minds with excitement about ghosts in the machine, at the same time that real robotics was proving more and more that humanoid or even animal-type robot motion was difficult and impractical. Think of how in Asimov’s “Robbie” (1940), he thought that a robot running, jumping, playing with a little girl, and enjoying Cinderella would be easier to create than a robot that could produce speech—as the legs and arms proved to be the hard part, friends on screens instead of friends of steel very naturally captured imaginations until things like the 2005 deployment of the BigDog military robot brought limbed and ambulatory machines back into the public eye. Cyberpunk and genetics advances also directed our minds onto different kinds of new life and transhumanism—AI inside the computer, not embodied in a robot. Also, real computers, as they spread into all areas of life, were very different from the way they had been imagined, making robots seem outdated. But these tech trends alone do not explain why robot stories remained big in Japan (also in Korea and elsewhere) while declining in the US—for this answer we need the history half of what SF is for. The anxieties America used to express in robot fiction, about slave uprisings, labor, or fears of replacement, have changed shape as we have reexamined our narratives about America’s slave-holding histories. Twenty-first-century writers and readers are less likely to want to explore a slave or labor uprising as a threat, and more likely to want to explore it as a liberation, or moral necessity. We also want to ascribe full and unchallengeable personhood to the oppressed in our narratives of oppression and liberation, which lends itself to stories of oppressed aliens, mutants, clones, or bioengineered beings, biological life forms whose full personhood is not in doubt, unlike the robot, which earlier fiction so often used as an analog for underclasses precisely because it implies less-than-full personhood. Meanwhile, the history Japan used robots to explore (WWII) remained fresh and urgent, since tension between pacifist and pro-military trends in Japanese society have grown steadily, a freshness increased by the fact that postwar censorship delayed direct cultural discussion of WWII for two full decades.

If robot stories are now returning to popularity in the West, this is partly because of real advances in robotics, partly because of the growing number of SF writers who also consume Japanese SF through anime and manga, and partly because post-2016 the West has seen a surge in conversations about race, oppression, slavery, historical revisionism, and the oppression of labor, which has made this old tool—robots—newly applicable. Indeed, in some of the latest Western robot fiction we can see the happy blend of both trends, as Japan’s robot-as-oppressed-minority stories focusing on civil rights and activism have connected up with America’s robot-as-different-oppressed-minority stories focused on fear and revolution. This has produced SF works that touch on genocide and uprisings, civil rights and labor, first contact and anxieties about replacement vs. coexistence. These themes, newly blended in twenty-first-century SF discourse about race and history, are yielding new fruits, especially at the innovative edge of SF (novels and short stories), as the slower-to-change Hollywood world of film and TV continues to make and remake robot uprising tales, or to miss the point as it remakes work from Japan, like the 2017 Hollywood Ghost in the Shell remake, which replaced the original’s AI first-contact story with a too familiar fear-of-the-contagion-of-the-other narrative, in which a pair of human anti-cyber-augmentation activists are kidnapped and turned into cyborgs against their will. But the Platonic robots in Jo’s Thessaly books, the cat-loving AI in Naomi Kritzer’s CatNet books, and the interestingly blurred line between human and robot in S. B. Divya’s Machinehood are showing that the new surge of robot work is helping us examine new questions and tensions around history, and will continue to do so as writing, technology, and our historical understanding continue to advance together.






The Ghost Did What?! Translation Exposing Providentialist Thinking


by Ada Palmer

STRANGE HORIZONS, 2023

That the ghost killed the girl in the horror movie’s spooky opening is not surprising—what kind of girl it was, that’s the amazing part.

There is a lot of well-deserved celebration of the fact that, after decades of Anglophone SF&F being translated into dozens of languages, we’re finally getting more non-Anglophone SF&F translated into English. As we celebrate the two-way-ness of what was long a one-way conversation, it’s worth zooming in on examples of why getting SF&F from other countries is so valuable. One great example—a feature which has long fed Western anime/manga fandom, and its less-high-profile cousin, the fans of Japanese live-action zombie movies and Godzilla-type costume monster dramas, is narrative unpredictability.

Japanese SF&F, and especially horror (where so much is about suspense and expectation) often offers an exciting freshness to Western readers/viewers because the stories are often less predictable to a western audience, since they draw on a different narrative tradition. This is an asset any work in translation from a different culture benefits from. To give the crudest of examples, like many American kids I grew up on Europe’s fairy tales, in which things always happen three times (three bowls of porridge, three nights at the royal ball, the first dog has eyes the size of saucers, second dog, third dog, etc.), so the first time I read a collection of Navajo children’s stories in which, instead, everything happens four times, it was very surprising. Freshness is appealing, so when 1980s US zombie movie fans popped their first fansubbed Japanese zombie flicks into their VCRs, even films a Japanese moviegoer would consider totally unexceptional, they could elicit: “Whoa! What?! That’s not where I thought this story was going!” That is powerful.

Some specific examples will help. You are probably already thinking of Japan’s religious and folklore traditions, with its Buddhist, Shinto, and animist ingredients—of Japanese temples, monk exorcists, or shape-shifting fox spirits (kitsune)—which are indeed wonderful tools for populating a story, just like elves or griffins. This tradition is far too often oversimplified in Western discussions, which ascribe to Japan an idealized homogenous animist sacredness-of-nature attitude (much as often happens with Native American cultures’ stories). It’s better to think of Japan (and indeed of Native Americans) as having a whole bunch of awesome old stories, many unfamiliar to other audiences, whose transformations in modern fiction are as different as Diana Wynne Jones and H. P. Lovecraft. Some modern Japanese fiction certainly uses traditional folklore creatures, or traditions of monastic and spiritual practice (Tokyo Babylon, 1990–93, is a great example), or Japan’s fascinating afterlife bureaucracy (as in the infernal office comedy Hozuki’s Coolheadedness, 2011–20). But all these specific creatures and fantastic elements are not what I mean by narrative freshness.

More important than any particular ingredient (nature spirits, afterlife figures, hopping vampires), ready like any folklore creature to populate manga pages and RPG monster manuals, is that Japan’s religious, folkloric, literary traditions bring a palette of different narrative formulae and assumptions (like Navajo stories’ four times instead of three times) which can make something feel surprising by how it works, not what creatures are in it, so plenty of Japanese fiction about flying saucers, Greek myths, Star Trek–type Space Federations, and D&D elves can still have a stimulating freshness because they mix these ingredients with a different narrative tradition, and different narrative logics.

I’ll start with ghost stories because the examples are extra clear, and then zoom out.

We are not looking at a folktale, but a folktale’s logic. In a Western horror story where humans disturb some dormant entity (wake a sleeping dragon, open the sealed tomb, build a shopping mall on an ancient graveyard, awaken the ancient killer swarm), the entity will lash out and harm/kill (A) unnamed bystanders, (B) the characters who did the violating/breaking/trespassing, and (C) people who are bad (the traitor, the villain, the profiteer, etc.), while characters who weren’t the original violators, and whose actions are earnest and heroic throughout the story, are spared. In such a story, the threatening entity is an instrument of Providential comeuppance, so there is a sense of good and bad people generally getting what they deserve, and things like purity, courage, or love earning salvation. We also do write stories where the bad guy triumphs or the hero dies, but these are inversions, and are powerful because they invert the unspoken pattern. In contrast, Japanese-written dormant-entity tales tend to depict the entity lashing out more indiscriminately, sweeping in like a flood or biological level threat, and often killing good characters and/or sparing bad ones in ways that are shockingly unexpected if one expects Providential logic.

Concrete examples:

#1: In the American haunted house film Thirteen Ghosts (2001 version) an ambitious ghost hunter traps a family in a house full of captured ghosts to complete an ancient spell, but the only characters killed by the ghosts are (A) unnamed hired minions in the opening scene, (B) the villain, (C) his greedy lawyer, (D) a sexy female traitor who is seduced by and helps the villain, and (E) a psychic whose attunement with the ghosts takes him somewhat beyond the limits of the human, and who helped the villain for money, and refuses to help the heroes without the offer of money. The kids and the adults whose actions are selfless (helping others) not selfish (for cash) survive. One named innocent person is killed early on, but this turns out to be the work of a live human murderer/traitor, not the ghosts.

#2: In the first Jurassic Park film (1993), the threat is different, but the Providential formula is identical. Humanity has unleashed dinosaurs, but the people they actually kill are (A) the unnamed hired employee in the opening scene, (B) the villain, (C) the “bloodsucking lawyer,” (D) Mr. Arnold, who we see being sullen and smoking (a signal of impurity in ’90s movies), and (E) the professional game hunter whose attunement with wild animals and bloodstained hands take him somewhat beyond the limits of the human. The kids and those who courageously help them survive, as does the maker of the park, whose touching speech about how he created the park because he wanted to bring something real and powerful to kids, after making his money on the deception of a flea circus, brings him in alignment with ideals of truth, generosity, and purity. That the two least tainted people who die—the nameless employee and Mr. Arnold—are the only Black characters is no coincidence, given America’s long racist tradition of associating Blackness with impurity and whiteness with purity and Providential favor.

#3: The anime short story “Goblin Cat” in the TV series Ayakashi: Classic Japanese Horror begins with a completely innocent named young bride suddenly dropping dead on her wedding morning, and the grudge-born demon that slew her then kills all the other members of the household (servants and relatives) who knew about the crime that spawned the grudge, but the demon spares the actual perpetrator of the original crime, who is left to face a lonely old age, as well as the two servants who did not know about the crime, and who take seriously the warnings of the exorcist and do as he instructs, without doing anything particularly heroic to rescue anyone else.

#4a: The influential live-action Japanese horror film Ringu (1998) begins with the death of a named and extremely sweet and demure teenaged girl who gets caught up in the curse through no fault of her own—she is very chastely dressed, quiet, and in all ways an ideal of a modest sweet teen who is doing everything right. Thereafter, the characters killed by the vengeful ghost are all complete innocents who stumble on the curse by chance, while the two people actually responsible for the ghost’s rage (the profit-seeking grandfather and the murderer) get no visible comeuppance. The protagonist and her son are not saved by their earnest kindly efforts; they only survive by choosing to become complicit with the curse. When American and other Western horror fans first got ahold of this movie, their minds were blown by how unexpected the twists were, and it was one of the big turning points in the growth of the West’s Japanese horror fan community, which is not as flashy and visible as anime fandom but still substantial.

#4b: The 2002 American remake The Ring was a huge financial success, due largely to keeping the complicity twist, which is the heart of the story, but it had the teenaged girl who dies in the opening scene be immodestly dressed, with many stylized attributes of an unlikeable teen girl (complaining sullenly, using lots of slang, saying “like” way too much, biting her nails, believing conspiracy bunk off the internet), and establishes her as lying to her parents to conceal a sexual relationship she is having with an older college-age boy. As the film progresses, those individuals responsible for the ghost’s grudge are tormented toward suicide in an act of direct revenge, not left to a long old age, and the other major character killed by the ghost—whose Japanese counterpart is earnest and supportive throughout—is shown smoking, being a deadbeat/slacker, having an inappropriate relationship with a younger woman, and at first refuses to believe the protagonist about the curse, more than enough impurities to make him an appropriate, rather than an innocent, victim. The complicity twist remains, but the Western horror axiom that those who suffer must have done something to deserve it is restored.

The logics of such Japanese haunting stories are not Providential in the individual judgment sense as the American (Christian-influenced) ones are. People who did everything right still die, and not in human betrayals or epic acts of self-sacrifice to save another, but because personal purity does not protect you from the wrath of what has been unleashed. Humanity as a whole has transgressed, disrupted something, like making a hole in a dike or kicking a hornet’s nest, so humanity as a whole is attacked. If any part of humanity is spared it is not because they are pure and therefore chance makes the bad guy trip and the good guy reach safety; it is because they are wise enough to take the threat seriously and take the correct survival steps (smoke the wasps to sleep, patch the dike right away, chant the sutras correctly, fulfill the ghost’s command).

Transitive guilt—suffering because of something someone else did, or something all humanity did—is not a common narrative in modern Western literature. Even in stories that focus on the idea of humanity transgressing and disturbing forces man was not meant to touch, the suffering still usually falls mainly on the guilty, either actual villains or characters tainted by culturally criticized impurities, such as sexual impurity, selfishness, greed, smoking, etc. Stepping beyond ghost stories, when the magical-realism-esque anime Mawaru Penguindrum establishes our young teen protagonists living alone, shunned by society because their parents were guilty of an atrocity, the Western viewer expects a solution of forgiveness and welcome, in which either those who did the shunning realize they were wrong to punish innocent children for their parents’ crime, or the innocent children find a new community—we are surprised when the solution is that the kids must take personal responsibility for their parents’ guilt and let themselves be destroyed by it in an act of self-sacrifice. This different logic of purity and culpability, in which individual personal purity in the Western sense does not help you in the face of collective and transitive guilt, on the family scale or human species scale, operates in all sorts of genres, from space opera to romance, and can often make Japanese stories feel surprising, fresh, and different—sometimes dismaying, often compelling—to those who come to them from a Western media consumption background. This too is part of the appeal of anime and manga, and indeed of Japanese live-action works like J-horror.

Rather than Providential, we can call these stories ecosystemic. Many Japanese tales posit what we might call an ecosystem of unseen or seldom-seen beings, which saturates both wild and urban places. There are several terms for these (yokai, ayakashi, kami), and they are described in lots of different ways in different tales, sometimes like elves or brownies, sometimes more like giant invisible organisms that, like microorganisms, naturally dwell in various places and only cause problems when things go out of whack (like when the bacteria in your guts are messed up by antibiotics and make you ill, or the bacteria that live all over your body at all times get into a cut). Some tell tales of trickster spirits approaching humans, but many describe such beings as generally unconcerned with human existence until disturbed by human activity, or especially human emotion, which has great power to affect the (super)natural world. Many who read the medieval Tale of Genji (eleventh century) are baffled by the sequence in which a man is haunted by a ghost of a woman who is still alive and doesn’t know she’s haunting him, but it’s an ecosystemic disruption: The grudge of a murder victim and the grief of a still-living jilted lover are equally powerful emotional disruptors of a supernatural ecosystem sensitive to such disruption, so the emotion becomes/possesses/takes over/mutates a natural spirit, as a superhero comic might have radiation turn a frog into a frog monster, or too many courses of antibiotics might cause a mutation in the microbes in your gut. Human actions that offend natural things, like the destruction of an ancient grove, or abusing a cat, can also create grudges that turn natural spirits into monsters. In both Ringu and Ayakashi “Demon Cat,” those trying to solve the haunting spend part of their time trying to figure out whether the source of the haunting is actually dead or still alive, since seeing a haunting monster doesn’t tell you whether you’re looking for a grave, a recluse, or a really annoyed cat.

In Satoshi Kon’s acclaimed film Perfect Blue, a singer/actress is being pressured into taking a very sexualized role in a TV series, and is haunted by a specter of her ideal sexually pure stage self. For the Japanese viewer the suspense is whose internal grudge about this transition from pure to sexualized has become the spirit: hers, a fan’s, or someone else’s? For Western viewers unfamiliar with The Tale of Genji and the idea of being haunted by a living person’s emotions, the film feels like a trippy roller coaster of WTF. Similarly, in the anime Portrait de Petite Cossette, an antiques dealer is haunted by visions of a murdered girl, whose portrait hangs in his shop. Is the ghost the girl’s soul trying to reveal the truth about the murder? Seeking revenge? Lovesick and trying to bring a lover with her to the grave? As the story develops we see two different Cossettes fighting in visions; is the portrait itself somehow a different being, an idealized version of Cossette in which her imperfect true self is trapped? None of the above! It’s all the spirit of the antique chest of drawers under the painting, which was traumatized by witnessing the murder! (An example of a tsukumogami or household tool spirit.) The logic of how souls/spirits/haunting works is simply different, in ways that are refreshing after so many Providential tales.

Japan’s SF writers often draw on these ecosystemic models when inventing aliens and space phenomena, mixing them with elements from Western SF. Some approaches are straightforward, as when the SF romantic comedy Urusei Yatsura bases many of its aliens on specific classic folklore monsters, or the time loop horror series Higurashi: When They Cry imagines an SF bio-contagion originating from legends of local gods and demon-like oni. Others are more biosystemic. Tezuka’s Phoenix posits not only that many historic tales of folklore monsters actually described alien visitations, but that multi-species space empires have a natural life cycle like individual organisms, and a species called Moopies exists whose effect is to trigger those species that contact it to go into decline, lifespan-limiters, the telomeres of the galaxy. Gunbuster has the alien enemies in its Starship Troopers–like Earth vs. space-monsters war turn out be the giant antibodies of a living galaxy, pursuing humanity as our white blood cells pursue bacteria. The alien invasion series Parasyte (1989–94) and the zombie apocalypse series I Am a Hero (2009–17) both also have their classic horror threats be biological processes designed to renew the Earth, and while no classic folklore beings appear in them, such folklore provides the source material behind the refreshingly surprising progression zombie > superzombie > many-limbed zombie made of several merged zombies > giant beautiful hive mind meat tree thing > human forest. The author of Parasyte wrote in his epilogue about how he ended up toning down the ecosystemic side of the story in his finale, because in the years he was writing so much new focus on environmentalism had surged that it felt like he could no longer write the bio-cleansing narrative he had imagined without it feeling like too much of an environmentalist commentary—despite environment being at its core, his alien invasion as originally conceived was shaped more by The Tale of Genji, and the tales transmitted through the seventeenth-century ghost story parlor game Hyakumonogatari Kaidankai, than by the urgings of Greenpeace.

Also fruitful for describing the contrast between Hollywood’s personal, Providentialist, and purity narratives and these Japanese ecosystemic transitive-guilt narratives is to use Elizabeth Minnich’s terms, intensive vs. extensive evil, which she discusses in The Evil of Banality (2017). In both fiction and nonfiction, we are very used to stories about evil that is concentrated in a single actor who makes an evil choice from which bad consequences occur: the wicked witch, the greedy uncle, the violent assailant. Even in narratives about huge systemic problems like climate change or income inequality, our dramatizations tend to center the evil on a bad guy: the greedy capitalist or secret cabal. We are less good at both thinking about and narrativizing extensive evil, wherein real evil is caused by the innumerable small complicities of many people, which are the collective causes of real evils like gentrification, plastics pollution, etc. In the US-made environmentalist animated kid’s film Ferngully (1992), forest fairies save their forest from loggers by convincing a few specific loggers of its value, and by defeating a personified human-pollution-monster-demon. In the similar but Japanese-made Pom Poko, the tanuki forest spirits try to convince the population of a town to stop destroying their forest using a combination of pranks, illusions, and direct appeals, but the human encroachment has no leader, and the effort fails, forcing the tanuki to adapt to living in trash cans and city gutters. In Miyazaki’s Princess Mononoke (1997) the monster is the forest spirit, transformed into a dangerous, contaminated form by the harm it suffers at the hands of greedy humans. Stories of extensive evil, in which the threat is not a single villain, nor even a man-made pollution monster, but systemic structures of harm in which we are all complicit, offer tools to think through real-life problems, which are rarely fixed by defeating one villain.

If there is a cultural generalization to take from all this, it isn’t about Japan; it’s about the West: That we should think more carefully about our own inherited narrative formulae, and about how many times we want to tell the story where the ghosts/dinosaurs only kill the villain, the greedy lawyer, the nameless Black employee, and the sexually active woman. Similarly, how many stories do we want to tell in which big, societal problems are solved by defeating a villain without the rest of us changing our ways? A glance at US politics right now shows vividly the many harmful effects of Providentialist thinking, from welfare or disability legislation that presumes poor and disabled people need moral correction and thus punitive levels of poverty or restrictions on food stamps (usable for high-effort dry beans but not step-saving prepared meals), to attitudes toward capitalism that insist the market sorts for moral virtue and refuse to acknowledge the existence of systemic inequality, to attitudes toward abortion and sexual assault which insist that, if something bad befell a woman, it must be her fault, her impurity. Such attitudes have many sources, but they certainly aren’t helped by exposing people a hundred times a year to stories where one villain is the problem, or the threat-of-the-week kills the woman in the crop top while the modest virgin lives. Similarly, we know how hard it is to get people to acknowledge our complicity in extensive evil and make systemic changes, as Pom Poko challenges us to do. We prefer the narratives in Marvel’s Iron Man (2008) where we just have to wait for the nerds to invent clean power and save us all, or in the Hitman games (2000–ongoing), where clean cold fusion power already exists, we just need to defeat the sinister cabal keeping it secret. Even the personified pollution monster of Ferngully gives us an intensive evil to defeat that humanity unleashed, but can be defeated once and for all without acknowledging our complicity, or doing the hard work needed to change the social systems which make it hard to impossible to escape the small acts (buying plastic, driving cars) that advance the evil.

Narrative variety broadens thinking. Every time translations give us access to new cultural traditions, the thrill of “The ghost did what?!” is also a window on what is formulaic in the media we’re used to, where so often Fortune favors the plucky and the pure. We don’t want to imitate Japanese narratives wholesale (cultural appropriation = bad!), but comparing the US and Japanese versions of Ring, or comparing Pom Poko and Ferngully, indeed comparing any translated media to the narratives we’re used to, can help us see that even the brief characterization of a character who dies in the first scene of a story genuinely does advance ethical and even metaphysical claims. This can give us fresh ideas for stories, from powerful plot twists, to awesome aliens, to narratives which question, instead of reinforcing, some of the Providentialist thinking and discomfort with acknowledging extensive evil which so saturate the media that we consume.







SECTION 2
Anyone Who Says Differently Is Selling Something








Chronic Pain Chronicle, in Prose and Verse



Pegasus, Jo, 2022, from Patreon


Pain grinds at me like iron,

Wears me down like stone,

Chips at me like flint,

Stabs and burns and tears at me

Like a team of demented inquisitors

Intent on getting me to admit

I do love Big Brother.

And the doublethink

Is knowing all too well

What it grinds and flakes and wears away is me,

My own soft self, my life, my hours,

While not allowing me to think I could have been

Better or (worse) worse, different

Without the constant drone of pain.

The match of the day is Pain V Fun,

Pain V Productivity, Pain V me being there.

These stairs now, or stuck in bed tomorrow?

Fit to work later, or going straight home now?

Standing up to cook, or being able to walk after?

Pain’s constant unpleasant calculus.

Sometimes I regret sensible choices.

In Tivoli the Pegasus fountain

Marks the accessible path.

Pegasus means there is a way,

A ramp, an elevator, the will to do it,

Retrofitting, fitting, making the calculations easy.

I need the help of Pegasus.

A flying horse can take me anywhere.





Thoughts on a Pain Day, Ada, 2019, from Ex Urbe

I wrote 752 words of my novel after the pain set in today.

I’m a writer. Getting the words down, advancing the project, is everything to me, my joy, my vocation, my activism, my chance to pay it back and pay it forward, everything. Today about 11:15 AM I felt a “bad pain day” starting to kick in. Sometimes the pain hits crippling levels instantly but today, like many days, I could tell I would have about thirty minutes before it got really severe, maybe sixty. I have strong painkillers for bad days, but the problem is they also affect my mind and send me into a cycling mixture of altered states that make thinking unclear, like thinking through a stage-blindfold like actors use for plays, which you can see through but the world is dim and grainy. And I really, really wanted to write today. And here’s where the teamwork starts, the kind of teamwork that keeps working even when there may not be a team to see.

First I scarfed some leftovers to take the meds I need to take with food, the weaker meds that only partly dull the pain but leave my mind clear to keep working. And while those were kicking in, and while I was still strong enough to walk, I put on the breadmaker on a timer and took some frozen fish out to thaw, so dinner would be easy in the evening when my bash’mates got home from work and they’d be free to spend less time cooking and more with me. Note the teamwork at work already in our household, planning to have things on hand like kitchen timers and frozen fish to free us up to deal with pain days. Then I assembled my working nest on the sofa, my pile of blankets, each of which has a story that makes me happy (a present from my mom, a souvenir from a group trip to Iceland, my Mars blanket, which matches the Jupiter one I gave a friend who’s off working on mapping Venus now…), which were all folded together from the last time I had needed them and friends had gathered them together. Next I made a pot of the energizing pain-killing ginseng-oolong tea (gift from Jo) that helps both pain and concentration, and hooked up the electric mini-blanket which yet another friend dashed out to buy me at a convention a couple years ago when the pain was really bad, which I’ve used dozens of times since, every time getting a little more done (whether it’s writing or just email or just rest) thanks to still benefiting from that past act of teamwork. Notice, my support team is seven already even though I haven’t yet interacted with anyone, because past help and planning help create a teamwork that helps me make the most out of the few minutes and little strength I do have to get things done before/around the pain. Teamwork that makes me an inch more powerful when I need to be.

I then tell my soon-to-leave-for-his-laboratory housemate it’s a bad pain day and he quickly, perfectly talks through the day plan, when he’ll be available to help or help distract me and when he won’t (x-ray beam experiments wait for no one!), so I know exactly what I can expect as I plan out my day, and how much strength to exhaust on writing and how much I need to save for basic things like being strong enough to make it back to bed at bedtime. I settle in to work, but also pull up a group chat with some friends and tell them it’s a pain day. Now I write, with periods of concentration alternating with patches when the pain flares and my concentration fades and I can’t keep it up. But when I can’t there are my friends discussing free speech and cat memes and our tabletop campaign and the likely human impact of cryptocapitalism, and I can read along and send sporadic happy faces even if I don’t have brain enough to do much more. And it helps, distracts, helps me fight off the tears, because the hardest part of pushing through like this, of sticking with the weak meds, are the frequent points when the pain flares, and shatters my attention, and I’m staring at the ceiling furious that this—this stupid weakness! Pain! this time vampire! this inner entropy!—is stopping me. But when that happens I can pull up chat, and read along, and fight off the rage and grief that make the kind of rage-grief loop that sucks me down. And there’s more teamwork than that. When it’s bad I also think about friends, friends who aren’t here. I think about fellow author friends who are also chronic pain sufferers, our conversations, walking along the street, in a café, a hotel gym, vivid memories of talking with people who understand, sharing our strategies, how we all fight it together, even when we’re fighting it alone. I think about the books that they finished and smile, and know they think about the ones I’ve done and smile, together. And as the pain waves come I think about other friends, other warm times, encouragement I know they’d give if they were here, will give when they are here, which won’t be long. And then I realize that the pain has faded, and the water in the corners of my eyes is easing up, and I plunge in again. For ten minutes or so, before the next pain wave rises again, but ten minutes may mean thirty more words, and—as the Romans say—that is not nothing. So after a long afternoon I have 752 words, and they’re not perfect words, I’ll have to polish them (especially pacing) tomorrow, but they’re good words, especially that one bit where the geometry was tricky, and I’ve laid one more paving stone in this long path toward my everything. Through teamwork, twenty people’s teamwork, more, even if through most of today I was alone. Because being supported sometimes, somewhere, once, carries over, makes me stronger, more powerful, more able to judge how much to push, and try. Support carries forward over time. And tomorrow or the next day it will be worse and I will need the strong drugs and to sacrifice those hours to semiconsciousness. But today, a few days here and there throughout the year, I had the little extra strength to write 752 words, good words of a good novel. And I wanted to share that, share how powerful these good, small acts of support feel from the other side, and what they help us—the many of us who really need them—do.



Litany for Being Centered Through Pain, Jo, 2006, first appeared on Jo’s LiveJournal


It’s only pain.

It is pain only.

Consider where it hurts,

And where it does not.

Even if it is only the inside of an elbow,

Honor and praise the parts of the body

That today are working for you.

It’s only pain.

It is pain only.

Once you have hold of it,

Consider if there is appropriate aid,

Massage, medication, hot baths?

Sometimes a flank attack is useful.

Don’t be afraid to ask for help.

It’s only pain.

It is pain only.

People generally mean well.

Do not bite off their heads

Because they do not understand pain

Because they offer obvious suggestions

Because they want there to be easy answers.

It’s only pain.

It is pain only.

It hurts, yes, but don’t flinch.

Measure what moves are possible.

Go as slowly and carefully as you like,

Let the moves be yours.

Do not let pain move you.

It’s only pain.

It is pain only.

Everyday tasks flow with it, through it.

Washing, dressing become a dance

With pain as partner,

Make this your dance, slow, graceful,

Breathe carefully.

It’s only pain.

It is pain only.

All it can do is hurt you.

When pain wins you lie hurt, crumpled,

Like a wounded animal, whimpering.

Breathe, move, own what you can,

Make those victories brief ones.

It’s only pain.

It is pain only.

In pain’s defeat, your victory, you

Are yourself, human,

Going about your chosen life,

Where pain is a limitation, certainly,

But only and always pain.





First response to a comment on “Thoughts on a Pain Day” that argued pain can be overcome by will, Ada, 2019, from Ex Urbe

One thing chronic pain is, more than anything, is wearying. It exhausts both body and mind, drags you down. It’s true in creating fiction I and other authors sometimes create experiences of intentional emotional pain, grief, intensity, but those are by nature brief, and the exhaustion effect is part of the experiential arc, I think, part of how finishing a work like that (or an intense chapter) leaves you with a kind of exhausted catharsis which relaxes the body that you then build up from there. But extended pain, the kind of chronic pain that I and many experience, doesn’t cause the adrenaline rush of acute pain, or the catharsis pain of moving through the curated emotional pain experience of a powerful book, it just drags you down hour by hour, making it hard to type, hard to think, hard to stand, hard to eat, hard to crawl one’s way to the bathroom. Today, for example, I paid the price for pushing through the pain yesterday and was too exhausted to work at all, or to get myself food until friends got home to help me. That kind of pain doesn’t push forward, it just drags down.

A study I was just reading says research shows the brain’s pain response actually changes when pain is repeated. The brain, we think, is designed to handle pain by having a strong response, addressing it (that’s where the adrenaline rush can come in), then fixing it. But that only works if the pain stops. When the same pain recurs in the same place over time, then it looks like the brain’s normal response can’t handle it and it causes damage, the same kind that emotional trauma causes, and makes the brain have damaged reactions to the pain, and especially it makes the reactions more extreme than the level of pain would normally cause. One thing that baffled me for a long time about my own pain was how completely it would exhaust me, make me unable to think, make my head feel fuzzy, my memory stop tracking on things, even though if you asked me “how severe is the pain?” I would rate it lower than, for example, if I’d slammed my finger in the door the day before. And I’ve totally done work and had my brain working fine the day after slamming my finger in the door, so I felt like a wuss that I couldn’t do the same with this less severe pain. But what we’ve come to understand is that when it’s the same pain in the same place over and over, drawn out, it makes changes in the brain that have a totally different set of consequences. Exhaustion is one documented common result, trouble concentrating, sleepiness, but it also often causes depression, “morbid thinking” when you can’t stop thinking about death or human mortality (I’ve certainly experienced that, lying on the couch being FURIOUS about human finitude and desperately unable to get my mind off it…). It was very comforting reading the study, because it’s very easy to become angry at myself while lying here, feeling that I’m weak, that I should be able to push, that this shouldn’t be enough to take me down, feeling lazy, feeling like I’m failing, feeling so angry at myself that I can’t even sit halfway propped on pillows without being exhausted by the effort of holding my head up. So it’s very comforting knowing from this study there really is something going wrong in my brain when the pain does this, that the symptoms are real, and that pushing through is the wrong answer. Resting and doing what I can to get on top of the pain, that’s what leads to the best outcome. Because writing a novel isn’t a sprint, it’s a marathon. Writing many novels over a long career isn’t one marathon, it’s keeping in shape for many marathons. And whatever you do, whether it’s writing, or research, or construction, or playing RPGs, or being a good human being who supports friends and family, that’s also no sprint. And just like a good distance runner needs to know about muscles and bones and metabolism and what different kinds of nutrients and hydration strategies do to the body to get the most out of it, it’s important too to learn about pain, and different kinds, and what it does to us, so we can factor that too into how we try to perform at our best.



Second response to a comment on “Thoughts on a Pain Day” that argued pain can be over- come by will, Jo, 2019, from Ex Urbe


Neutronium dense, laserbeam bright

Mighty, immense, and infinite.

When human will can do so much

How can it fail on simple touch?

How can the sure and potent brain

Falter before the bite of pain?

And on the whole is it not shoddy

To tie the soul to this soft body?

The mind that soars, that loves, that dreams,

To pain that bores and aches and screams?

The spirit’s glory mired in mud,

The joyful story drowned in blood.

Can’t we transcend torments and sighs?

If flesh would mend, surely we’d rise?

But no. We’re meat. The body’s us.

This flesh our seat miraculous.

Body and soul bounded by ail

We’re limited, and small, and frail.

And yet we strive and learn, believe,

While we’re alive, we will achieve.

Through all the traps about the heart

We tear the scraps to bend to art.

Doing our best although we hurt

We breathe and rest, and still exert.

Working around the pain we feel

And on this ground: the pain is real.

Sometimes with aid, sometimes alone,

With what we’ve made, or dreamed, or grown.

But we go on, each breath by breath,

Aware, we know, we’re bound by death.

For what we make will live and grow

Beyond all ache that people know.

It helps like sunshine, helps like hope,

A lifeline as we try to cope

Here at the last there are no ends

We work with past and future friends

To make things better every day

And break each fetter in our way.

Diffuse as cloud, a flickering light,

Fragile and proud and infinite.



Note, Ada, 2022, new for this volume: There was also a comment posted saying, Oh, but the pain is good for your art! Pain hones the artist’s craft! Pain is what makes you such a great writer! You should love your pain! And even the process of thinking about how to respond to it was too depressing and horrible, so we didn’t post anything, but we sure had a long and distressed conversation about it. Yes, occasionally reflections on the pain make it into the fiction and are powerful, but No, that is not better than the many, many more pages of excellent fiction I could have written if not for the damned pain!



Self-Care, Ada, 2020, from Ex Urbe

Early in the pandemic, the anecdote went viral that Isaac Newton came up with his theory of gravity while he was quarantining in the country from a plague, and many people (not jokingly enough) used it to say we should have high standards for what we produce in a pandemic, or that if we don’t set high standards it means we’re not geniuses like him. The reality (historian here, this is my period!) is that Newton did theorize gravity while quarantining, but didn’t have library access, and while he was testing the theory he didn’t have some of the constants he needed (sizes, masses), so he tried to work from memory, got one wrong, did all the math, and concluded that he was wrong and the gravity + ellipses thing didn’t work. He stuck it in a drawer. It was only years later when a friend asked him about Kepler’s ellipses that he pulled the old notes back out of the drawer to show the friend, and the friend spotted the error, they redid the math, and developed the theory of gravity. Together, with full library access, when things were normal after the pandemic. During the pandemic nobody could work properly, including Newton. So if anyone pushes the claim that we should all be writing brilliant books during this internationally recognized Global Mental Health Epidemic, just tell them Newton too might have developed his theory of gravity years earlier if not for his pandemic. And for a better historical model to use for how productive we should be in 2020, remember 1522–23, when Michelangelo was being hounded by lawsuits, and there was a political takeover crisis in his homeland, and an unfriendly pope (megaboss), and Michelangelo was so stressed he wrote later that he couldn’t touch a chisel the whole time, he couldn’t concentrate on any kind of art, too stressed and scared. Even Michelangelo, whom everyone agrees to call “genius.” Breaking down is normal for everyone, there are no special geniuses immune somehow to the slings and arrows of outrageous 2020. So next time you find a project taking longer than you planned, and your attention straying, and your ability to cope fading away, remember that if you’re getting anything accomplished in these months you’re already doing better than Michelangelo. And then do some self-care.



Pain, Jo, 2003, from LiveJournal


When everything spirals down

To keeping still, curled tight around

The hard knot of pain,

Frugal of words and movement,

It helps to consider the changing sky,

The joy poised in books,

The balance of rocks and trees in the Japanese garden,

The intensity achievable in conversation.





Reflections on Disability, Ada, 2021, from Ex Urbe

Even when friends, colleagues, disability staff at the university, and family were all encouraging me to take medical leave, even when I confirmed my employer policies meant I could do it without a bad hit to income, etc., even when I was at the hospital and my usual doctor checked a couple things and the first words out of her mouth were, “Well, you can’t work!” and took it so seriously they wouldn’t let me walk out of the office but insisted I wait for a wheelchair, I still immediately started protesting about, “Well, if I teach remotely from lying down … but this course is special … but if I have X accommodation…” etc., arguing back even against such reasonable arguments as, “Your body is failing to deliver oxygen to your brain! You know what you need to do anything?! Oxygen for your brain!” Nonetheless, it took many days, much encouragement, and many repetitions of exhaustion and collapses for me to decide that, yes, everyone urging me to take medical leave did indeed mean I should take medical leave. (Important principle: In teaching all courses are special/unique, if you make exceptions for unique you’ll never stop making exceptions.)

Where did my resistance to taking medical leave come from, when I was in the extraordinarily fortunate position of my employers, doctors, and family all being 100 percent supportive (a rare and lucky thing)? Partly it came from not wanting to let others down, partly from not wanting to admit to myself that it was serious, but a big part of it also comes from narratives, from The Secret Garden, from Great Expectations, from a hundred other narratives, some classic, some recent, in which chronic illness/weakness/invalidness is all in one’s head, or where it’s “overcome” by force of will or powering through the pain, so that even in the fortunate case where everyone around me was being supportive and great, those narratives of powering through were unconsciously deep inside me feeding my resistance to accepting that my doctors and employer aren’t exaggerating when they say, “Don’t work.” This connects to something I discuss in my essay on the Protagonist Problem, that it’s very important to have a variety of narratives and narrative structures, and it can do real harm if one type of narrative or structure dominates depictions of a topic.

Thus, for disability, we also have a problem that depictions of disability tend to repeat a few stock narratives, not one but three really, which together drown out others and dominate our unconscious expectations. One form is the disabled/disfigured villain, a holdover from pre-modern ideas about Nature marking evil with visible indicators (and virtue with beauty). Another is a person falling ill and dying, a tragedy, which ends up focusing on the friends and loved ones who help along the way, or who survive. Another is “inspiration porn,” which tends to focus on how heroic an abled person is for helping a disabled person achieve a thing (like The Secret Garden where Mary gets Colin out of the chair) instead of on the disabled person’s achievements/experience, or to present “Look a disabled person did a thing!” in a weirdly dehumanizing way, the same way you would write “Look, this monkey can play chess!” All of these make people resistant to accepting the label disabled, since, even though it’s really useful once you have, we associate it with being morally bad, doomed, dependent, helpless, dehumanized, and having your agency taken away.

The disability narrative most relevant in my recent situation, though, are the stories of “overcoming” disability, where a person is either cured (through their own efforts or others’), or works hard and pushes through, so the disability becomes a problem of the past, that has been left behind. This often-repeated narrative (present in fiction and nonfiction) encourages the attitude of seeing disability’s disruptions to life as temporary and surpassable. It means that, when I get a new diagnosis, my first thoughts even this many years into having chronic illness, are always about how long it’ll be until I overcome it, what I need to do to get past it, the expectation that it’ll be normal by spring/summer/December/whatever. This often leads me to delay by weeks or months or longer taking steps to, for example, adapt my home to be more comfortable (like getting a lap desk so I can work lying down), and other changes dependent on expecting the condition to be here to stay. I think, as a culture, we really hate telling stories about illnesses and disabilities that are here to stay.

I remember a conversation with a friend once about a situation where a medication good at treating their particular condition was taken off the market, and the parents of a kid with the condition contacted my friend to ask how to advocate or find other ways to get more of the medication, and the friend had to keep saying no that won’t work, no you can’t get it, no you really can’t get it, no your doctor can’t write a special note, until finally they asked directly, “So what do we do now?” to which my friend answered, “Accept a lower quality of life.” That phrase crystalized things for me. I think in many ways no ending is scarier for us in narrative than “accept a lower quality of life.” It isn’t a one-time tragedy like death, we have good narrative tools to write tragedy, and to transition focus to the characters who live on, commemorate, remember. “Accept a lower quality of life” in a story means losing, giving up, surrendering, all the things we want our brave and plucky characters to never do, and then having to live with every day being that much worse forever. It’s neither a happy ending nor a tragic ending, it’s a discouraging ending, and we rarely tell those stories.

I vividly remember the first story like that I ever met, it was a James Herriot’s All Creatures Great and Small story, about a man whose family had been coal miners, who really wanted to farm, and bought a farm, and worked tirelessly to do a good job, and was a really nice person and always kind and earnest (unlike a lot of the characters in the stories), but then his cows got sick and James tried everything he could to cure them but it didn’t work, and then the farmer came to tell him, with a calm demeanor, that he was selling the farm and had always promised his father he’d go back to coal mining if “things didn’t work out” (coal mining, which in the 1920s and ’30s meant a much shortened life expectancy as well). James, realizing how huge this was (accept a lower quality of life) despite so many efforts, said, “I don’t know what to say,” and the farmer answered, “There’s nothing to say, James. Some you win.” I still tear up just thinking of that scene, the cruel unspoken “and some you lose” applied to a whole long life-still-to-come, every day of which would be worse, and there was no other way. A big part of modern advancement is about avoiding there being no other way—offering insurance, social safety nets, appropriate grants—but it’s also an important type of story to tell sometimes, and one I really needed some examples of. Why? Because those stories, those phrases in my memory (some you win, and, accept a lower quality of life) are not where I think I am now. I’m still working hard on treatments and therapy, etc., but I needed to have them in my range of expectations of things that could be the case, to help me plan. I needed those at the start of term to get out of the, “But surely it’ll get better in a couple weeks if I work hard,” mindset to the better attitude of, “The doctors don’t know how long this will last. I’d better plan in case it lasts a long time.”

If the only outcomes in our expectations are (A) powering through and it gets better, or (B) death/villainy/helplessness forever, none of those archetypes will give us the sensible advice that it’s wise to plan long-term just in case there is a long-term thing that impacts quality of life. Because today a lot of those can be addressed with adapting tech/stuff/habits. I put off buying a lap desk for two and a half months this summer, struggling to work lying down, since I didn’t want to waste the money if I was about to get better. But having a lap desk and turning out not to need it is much better than needing one and grinding on without. I also put off adapting the area around my bed to optimize for work, put off getting the new screen so I can have multiple monitors while lying down. I put off realizing that instead of watching chores pile up expecting to catch up when I got better, the household needed to discuss and make changes to reduce the total load of chores.

I have to wear compression socks now, and I just got one pair at first and wore it for two months as it got grungier and grungier, always thinking, “Won’t be long now!” until I eventually realized, “We don’t know that!” and then I bought more pairs with fire on them and now I like my fire socks and hate having to wear them way less! Morale is as important an adaptation to make in one’s home as mobility! (Addendum: The fire socks are a little harder to put on than others, so I’m on blue stripy Wonderland socks now, with the fire socks as a treat for days my hand pain is mild enough that I can put them on.)

The “some you win” stories are extremely sad and shouldn’t become our dominant narrative, but they need to be in the mix, one color in the color wheel, to help people who do face disability to weigh the odds better, and not think well, in 90 percent of stories I know the person gets better so probably I’ll get better and this [adaptation] is likely to be a waste of money. Because you know what’s a good thing even if the end of one’s real life story is accept a lower quality of life? Accepting a quality of life that’s only 5 percent lower instead of 20 percent lower because you’ve adapted your home/routine/desk/fridge/breakfast routine, etc. to mitigate as much of the negative impact as you can. So here I am with what is probably the best possible lying-down desk, writing and producing more than nothing, but I sure would’ve produced more over the last few months if I’d done this sooner. And I also would’ve been a lot more willing to say, “You’re right I should take medical leave,” if I had believed my odds of recovering quickly were, say, 50/50, instead of, as narrative tells me, expecting that if I tried hard it was certain that I’d quickly power through—and that if I didn’t recover quickly that heralded either moral weakness, helplessness, or death, three things our minds work very hard to resist. A broader mix of disability narratives whispering in the back of my unconscious mind, telling me there might be many outcomes and I should plan for many outcomes not just for the best, would have done so much good—that’s why we need variety.

As a coda to this discussion, chatting about it with Jo, she pointed out that both my examples of accept a lower quality of life stories are nonfiction (Herriot’s fictionalized from real life, the other just real life), and that after she and I first discussed the Herriot story she tried hunting for examples of that kind of story far and wide but basically never found them, that she often found setbacks as “a Caradhras, a mountain you can’t get over so you go under, never the end.” But recently she found several examples in the work of the extremely obscure and neglected Victorian writer Charlotte M. Yonge; it’s great to find one, but also to have confirmation from a voracious reader about how rare such narratives genuinely are. There’s also a great study of the topic, Take Up Thy Bed and Walk: Death, Disability, and Cure in Classic Fiction for Girls, by Lois Keith, which studies exactly this, and points out how universally such stories teach us that disability is a Providential punishment or test, and either cured by becoming more virtuous, strong, and moral (“mind over matter,” as she puts it) or climaxing in death if one can’t overcome the moral failing which causes the condition. Some of these, like The Secret Garden, are great stories, but they are harmful stories, and we can heal a lot if we surround them with a successor generation of stories that do better. Teamwork time.



Lies About Pain, Jo, 2011, from LiveJournal


It does not make you strong

But it may change you

As fires and pressures of the deep Earth

Transform quiet layers of laid down sediment

Into rock with different qualities.

It does not make you brave

But it may change your fears

So that wolf-men howling on moonlit cliffs

Pale beside the endless prospect

Of a broken escalator.

It does not make you wise

But it may change the things you know,

About yourself, and your potentials,

About the world you move in,

The people you know.

It does not make you patient,

But it may challenge your endurance,

“Long-suffering” means “suffering for a long time”

That doesn’t give you tools for coping

Sometimes you snarl and snap.

It does not make you a different person,

In fact, we should lose the distance,

There is no manageable abstraction

There’s no “you” that this happens to,

Face it: it’s me who is hurting.









Writing/Realizing Disability + Power


Ada Palmer

STRANGE HORIZONS, AUGUST 2022

I’d had my diagnosis for ten years before I realized I could use the word disability.

I’d been writing about disability for thirteen years before I realized doing so was powerful.

2004: the year of first diagnosis. I had the attack at 3 AM. The pain came in slow cycles like a firefly, dull rising to a peak where I could barely keep from screaming, with vomiting at each climax, six to eight minutes apart. I crawled quietly down from my loft bed to avoid waking Lauren (my roommate and singing partner, then and now). So I lay down on the bathroom floor, waiting either for the pain to stop or dawn to peek under the door crack. Dawn won the race. When Lauren found me lying on the tile she chided me for not waking her—funny how hard it is in emergencies to think things through: If she were having this problem would I want her to wake me? Yes! Then wake her!!! Pain makes sensible choices hard. With Lauren awake, the willpower to keep from screaming crumbled, just a couple yelps each time the cycle peaked, just before the vomiting, eight minutes in between, a regular cycle like a cuckoo clock. We had me in the ambulance by 8:30 AM. That day, I was supposed to administer my first final exam—my first assistant teaching post as a grad student—and I remember fretting that the students’ grades could suffer if they were worried about me. I remember when the flavor of my vomit changed, suddenly acrid and bitter, burning differently, and thinking: That’s gall! It’s from the small intestine! It’s really doing that thing from physiology class! As the morphine kicked in I was thinking of Four Humors medicine and Shakespeare lines that mention “bitter gall.” It took them a few hours to rule out appendicitis. It took them a few months and another, worse attack to diagnose Crohn’s disease. I remember, between the tests, the question “Does anyone in your family have Crohn’s disease?” coming up more frequently with time, though I didn’t yet know what it was. My family and I learned about it together, an autoimmune condition of the digestive tract that can take very different forms in different people, though we learned more from the internet than from the doctors. Nobody mentioned the word disability.

1989: fifteen years until first diagnosis. I was a beholder for Halloween, giant eyeball, tentacles; none of my second-grade classmates understood the costume. I had to clamber out of the big papier-mâché sphere to make it easier to run upstairs to get Dad’s prosthetic hand. Halloween was the only thing we used it for, concealed among the candy in the giant pumpkin bowl, so trick-or-treaters would see a severed hand and laugh or tell an Addams Family joke. It was meticulously painted, the subtle tints of veins under the skin, the wrinkles of the knuckles perfect. Most of it was hollow rubber like a stiffish glove so what remains of his hand can slip inside—only the fingers were stiff, filled in with plastic to replace the living ones Dad lost in a pipe-making accident at his summer job when he was eighteen years old, and I was negative eight. The little nubby remnants of his fingers were (and are) normal to me, his index finger longest, with a tiny bit of the second finger joint still there but so short that, when he bends it, it basically remains the same length. I remember liking to hold that finger, just the right length for my little hand to wrap around, and I remember noticing when I’d grown so his finger was too short, and I could only close three fingers around it, my index finger closing over the stub. We talked about how he took care of it, ChapStick or Vaseline on the finger ends daily, where the transplanted skin gets dry in winter, cracking like dry lips. We talked about the accident—Dad described everyone being freaked out by how calm he was, that the injury didn’t hurt as much as you’d imagine, that in the ambulance he was thinking about how it would make it difficult to type (though he still types impressively with those little nubs!). We talked about how his workman’s comp payment let him go to college and meet my mom. We never used the word disability.

1990: fourteen years until first diagnosis. Mom was in the hospital. I do remember visiting. I remember Dad and me in a big, dim concrete stairwell with dark orange painted walls, a memory which still makes me uncomfortable in orange-painted spaces, even though I love orange in general. I remember low ceilings and dimmish yellow light, brown carpet maybe, and big, odd vending machines with sandwiches and salads in them, and a cafeteria with trapezoidal trays and food—hard-boiled eggs?—but no glassware and only flimsy plastic spoons. I know they had me talk to a social worker to see if I needed help coping, or family therapy. The social worker asked if I understood what was happening to Mom. I answered (Dad remembers clearly) that there were chemicals in Mom’s brain that were making it hard for her to think clearly and be happy. The social worker was astounded, had never met a kid so young who gave a science answer like that, but it was just like the documentary on PBS that my parents and I had watched about the brain, which talked about neurotransmitters, and depression, and addiction, and epilepsy, and other kinds of seizures, and all sorts of fascinating things, and I talked about my favorite DNA documentary, and the Miracle of Life documentary about human reproduction—or that’s what I remember, but it isn’t very clear. My clearest memory is of my school’s music building, not the main third-grade classroom but a small one-room trailer mini-building with white siding and a willow tree. It’s one of those memories that’s supersharp, a flash, like how you remember where you were when 9/11 happened or some other big news broke (bad news usually), except nothing is happening in the memory; I’m just approaching the music building thinking about Mom being in the hospital, and it’s so vivid with the willow tree. Dad remembers me being really upset at one point when Mom was supposed to come home but then had to stay longer, but I don’t remember that, or when she came home, though I do remember meeting her psychiatrist, and learning about the science of Prozac and lithium, and ways to watch for if the same things started happening with me as I grew up. We never used the word disability.

2004, summer: year of first diagnosis. The second attack was a month later, also at 3 AM. I recognized the cycle this time, dull pain rising to the stab and scream and vomit, eight minutes between. It was the same spot—the spot, my spot—about a finger’s length below and to the right of my belly button, the spot where there’s been pain every day now for nearly twenty years, so constant that when I’m checking in for appointments and nurses ask, “Any pain today?” I have to remind myself to answer “Yes,” since it’s easy to somehow think they only mean new pain. That time I was visiting my parents for the summer break. I remember, lying in the hospital, I figured out that if I sang, the breath control let me prevent the screams. I like singing. I remember my parents on the phone, not wanting to let them hear me making sounds of pain. No mention of disability.

2009: five years since first diagnosis. My mother was excited on the phone. “President Obama is on TV talking to a young woman who has Crohn’s disease!” I tuned in. It was the first time we’d heard it mentioned outside doctor visits. It was the run-up to passing the Affordable Care Act; the president was talking to a young Black woman who wanted to start her own business—a craft store, I think?—but could only do it if there was a public healthcare option to cover her Crohn’s meds. It made sense; a year before I’d tried to get a refill at an out-of-network pharmacy and been told a month’s supply cost $8,000, which is why I had to go cold turkey on the meds on one of my research trips, and had my third bad attack, though usually the pain was mild, quiet, like if you banged your finger in a door three days ago and it still ached. (Cue documentary voice in my head: Chronic pain in the same part of the nervous system repeated over long periods can cause severe nerve damage or trauma, even if the pain itself is mild.) I hadn’t thought much before about other people also having Crohn’s, about sharing experiences, community, reaching out. About representation being powerful. The voice-over analysis was cheerful, all about the economy, how many new small businesses and careers and jobs the ACA could create. The news clip didn’t use the word disability.

2012: eight years since first diagnosis. I was behind the Otakon convention center when Dad called. Our group cosplay that year was Black Jack, but we only wore it Saturday, so I was in my Orochimaru costume—ninja gear and lots of toy snakes—leaving the con. He prefaced it carefully, “Your mom and I are fine, but there’s sad news…” My only female cousin, suicide. By then we had discussed genetics and the extended family more, so I did know about her struggles with addiction, and how depression like my mom’s affected other family members too. Dad did answer when I asked him what method she’d used, but he was carefully brief. I remember thinking her father and brothers would be very sad, remembering the last time I’d seen her at a family get-together in Hawaii to celebrate Grandma. Dad asked three times whether I was okay. (Cue documentary voice: Chronic pain in the same part of the nervous system repeated over long periods can cause severe nerve damage or trauma, even if the pain itself is mild.) I don’t think we discussed my self-monitoring regimen, but I remember reviewing my list of steps there in the too-sunny gravel parking lot, the tools for checking in with myself that I’d learned from Mom’s psychiatrist and books and things, checking my energy level, whether I’d been cranky without reason, whether I’d missed things that affected mood (meals, sleep, movement). I wasn’t scared. It was more a reminder that watching for symptoms was still important. It had been years since Mom’s hospitalizations, and I still had no signs of depression, but it’s just like looking both ways before crossing the street; years of success doesn’t mean one should stop. I remember Dad and I discussed it a bit on my rest day after the con—we planned rest days by then, since we’d realized I always get a pain flare the last day of Otakon, as the intensity of preparation-stress relaxes into fun-stress, which somehow triggers it. I don’t think anyone in the family used the word disability.

2013: nine years since first diagnosis. We finally made it in to see the Vasari Corridor! Jo—met through F&SF cons—was staying with me in Florence on my research stay, and we’d been solidly alternating museum-writing-museum-writing-museum-writing. Jo has used a cane since she was fifteen, after a pelvic injury following a car accident, so in addition to the art and history, we were learning a lot about Florence’s accessibility, how complex the engineering could be to fit an elevator into a five-hundred-year-old palace, how sometimes requesting stairs-free access was an impossible nightmare, other times an easy joy, or treat as one got led through closed-off back parts of museums, where half-excavated columns or paintings mid-restoration lay hidden like a secret garden. The long-closed Vasari Corridor was our white whale, built when the city transitioned from a republic unofficially controlled by the Medici pulling the strings to a duchy ferociously controlled by later Medici with a ducal throne in an iron grip, who—fearful of assassination attempts from their freshly conquered people—built an elevated walkway all the way from the Palazzo Vecchio (old seat of government) through the Uffizi to their luxurious new home across the river in the Palazzo Pitti. Many want to see it for the portrait collection stored on its walls, but for us it was the story, this fascinating transition from one kind of power to another, conquest and strife recorded in stone and mortar, an unofficial monument. But as we walked the long gently sloping hall, the delicate descents and rises, we started noticing how easy it was to move through, for Jo with her cane especially, compared to most of Florence’s old stair-filled spaces. Lots of Medici had chronic debilitating joint pain, usually referred to in the histories as gout. We have lots of accounts, of Cosimo il Vecchio needing servants to carry him through his own home, of Piero asking if others could come to him so he wouldn’t need to climb the huge terrible stairs in the Palazzo Vecchio, one letter describing Piero and Lorenzo lying side by side in bed conducting business, both of them in too much pain to stand. Cosimo used to habitually yell as servants carried him toward doorways, and when they asked him why, he said that if he waited to yell until after they slammed his head into the stone doorframe it would be too late. As the tour paused to talk about another famous portraitist, we almost didn’t need to say it to each other: It’s a giant ramp. The whole Vasari Corridor. All its staircases were even extra-shallow-step staircases, the kind that horses can ride up—the Vatican has indoor stairs like that, so one could ride on horseback through the long, long hallways of the palace if one wanted to, which feels decadent, but a horse, in period, sometimes served as a wheelchair. The Vatican is a palace designed for princes who will always be elected as gray-haired old men, and filled with little differences (in stairs, in doors, in seats, in slopes) that in my visits there (especially with Jo) stood out—the Renaissance’s version of accessible design. As others in the tour group marveled at paintings, we marveled at railings and lintels and careful turns. That night we combed through books and articles to see if any scholarship on the Vasari Corridor used the word disability.

2014: ten years since first diagnosis. I was on a train with Jo, her +1 on the book tour for the release of My Real Children. There are so many fantabulous bookstores scattered through America, and so many long stretches of little towns and corn. We were in the dining car—they seat people four to a table so we always got to meet two strangers with each meal, all kinds of different fascinating people that one meets on trains: retired doctors, single moms, farming families, Mennonites, eloping teens, train buffs, vacationing cops, and always lots of travelers from Europe or Asia or other places where train travel is default, who don’t realize that in the US it’s so rare. This time it was two Japanese students. The allergy conversation with the waiter had to come first—by this point Jo and I had a rhythm where I would explain—bell peppers, paprika, capsicum, red pepper but not black—it’s easier to explain someone else’s, less exhausting since you’ve only had to do it a few dozen times not every single day forever. (Cue documentary voice: Chronic pain in the same part of the nervous system repeated over long periods can cause severe nerve damage or trauma, even if the pain itself is mild … Fear, frustration, and social frictions are also, neurologically speaking, forms of pain.) I was doing it in the hotels and venues too—Is there an entrance without stairs? We asked for an accessible room, why didn’t you give us one? No, Jo can’t stand for her reading; she needs a chair—so I was learning, hotel by strange hotel, how to push, and ask for what Jo needed, and how often those stair-free entrances and accessible rooms were helpful for me too. The little pre-made train salads arrived, iceberg with one pale cherry tomato and a comb-over of shredded carrot; Jo instantly took mine and started picking out the carrot (my allergy), so much easier to do for someone else. Time for the train table small talk, our new Japanese friends asking, “How do you know each other?”—everyone asked that, code for not understanding why two adult women were traveling together. (Are you related? Are you lesbians?) For once it was easy, “Jo wa sempai desu!” my inept anime Japanese supplying the perfect noun, sempei, slightly older mentor-ish person who started doing whatever you do before you, an elder classmate in school, an elder employee in the workplace, an established novelist showing me so much as I prepared for my own first novel to debut. I didn’t yet think about her as also a sempai for disability.

2015: eleven years since first diagnosis. I was at Capricon, in Chicago, in a very cold hotel. I was excited to meet the newly local nerd community now that my new job (impossible! miraculous!) was at the University of Chicago. The lobby had a fireplace perfect for huddling close, and a bar with blue and colored lighting, and I met some awesome recent Viable Paradise alums. The air-conditioning was so over-the-top, my teeth chattered when I took off my jacket to put on another layer under it. The pain flare started around 11 AM, the too-familiar spot, not what I call an attack, no screams or vomiting, but the pain was acute and constant, and I was leaning heavily on chairs and walls as I moved through the lobby. I need the bathroom often in that state, the tension in the muscles around the bladder, like menstruation cramps. The bathroom entryway had black marble walls, the cold stone painful to the touch as I leaned on it to propel myself along. I passed by the disability accessible stall as always, since it’s important to leave that free for disabled people to use. I chuckled, remembering when I was little I made up a supervillain who was in a wheelchair and turned evil from bitterness at abled people constantly taking the accessible bathroom stall, and made maniacal booby traps to put in bathroom stalls to take revenge. But, I thought as I entered the first regular stall, those bars on the walls would sure be helpful getting on and off the toilet seat right now, like in all those accessible hotel rooms. Three … two … one … Wait! Those bars are for me! I am the person who needs the accessible stall! Am I allowed to use it? The stuff that’s meant for disability?

2016, summer: twelve years since first diagnosis. Jo and I were both writing-track guests at a big gaming con, our first one, huge compared to SF cons, colorful and swarming like Otakon or Anime Boston. Exploring the treasures in the games showroom was like waltzing through candyland, but it was huge and tiring, far from our panels, and food was outside, mostly carts with few places to sit. The con-provided hotel room was very, very far from the convention. They hadn’t given us an accessible room. It was the first time a con had refused when we asked—they said they get a lot of people trying to cheat and game the system, claiming disability to get coveted rooms, so they required formal US government disability certification, which Jo didn’t have—not just because she’s Canadian, but also because the process is long and humiliating, and painful as doctors poke and prod. No one had ever suggested I get certified, though on bad days now I was using a cane. Since both of us could do our work (writing, teaching, mostly self-scheduled tasks done sitting down), most of what disability certification gets you didn’t apply to us, so it always seemed too grueling to go through for just moments like this. Dinner, back to the same expensive Japanese restaurant. It was costing $100 a day more than we would have liked to spend on food, but there was nowhere else in reasonable walking distance that had chairs—this weekend’s iteration of what some call “crip tax,” spending more on many ordinary things because the only ones that work with one’s disability are more expensive, another of the rarely discussed sides of disability.

2016: run-up to the Kansas City Worldcon. Friends were staying with us for some days of fun before the con: feasting, cooking, board games, singing, lakefront walks, guitars. Several present had chronic illnesses, and on one break from the larger gathering a friend and I sat down one-on-one in our little corner laundry-and-gym room, I remember the little backless weight bench. We discussed meds, how we organize them, my trick of putting a dozen prescription bottles in a cookie tin of just the right height so the bottles fill it, putting one day’s meds in each because there are too many to fit in commercial pill sorters. We talked about my pain, their pain, our different tests and doctor’s visits (I hate the kind of MRI where you go in head first!). The friend talked about a rough year getting rougher, the slice of each day taken up by their condition growing. I opened my mouth to say: Yeah, you have a really serious condition, mine’s nothing compared, when the friend said, “But, of course, my condition’s mild, not a really serious one like yours.” I felt my eyes go wide. I thought about how often I lay in bed or crawled around the house on pain days being angry at myself for not being able to push through it, that it wasn’t serious, even though (I’m very lucky!) no one had ever said that to me except me. I hadn’t realized that it’s possible (and common!) to have impostor syndrome about having a “real” disability.

2017, spring: just under thirteen years since first diagnosis. It was the class before the one I’d have to miss for surgery. I remember walking down the beige-tiled hallway, thinking about the good reviews of my first academic book, that I was in a pretty solid position for tenure, that if word of health stuff caused something nasty I knew the steps to take. No one on campus knew. At my first job at Texas A&M, I’d collapsed once in the middle of administering a final exam (those poor alarmed students!), but even the colleague who drove me home still thought it was a one-off. In Chicago, no one. But this time I wanted to be honest. Entering, with the rows of seated students amphitheatering up around me, I took up the whiteboard marker: Crohn’s Disease, Chronic Pain, Diagnostic Laparoscopy. I explained that I had chronic pain the Crohn’s alone couldn’t explain, that the procedure was to check other possible causes. I told them that, for fifteen minutes I’d answer any questions they had about chronic illness, disability, etc. The burst of hands was dense, like daffodils first breaking through the mulch in spring. They asked about how chronic pain works medically, about how it affected my work, about how to be a good ally. I talked about kinds of support I got from family, housemates, friends, about invisible vs. visible disability, how both get stigmatized but differently, about mental health as a form of invisible disability just as real as mine, and extremely common in our community, but stigmatized in yet another way. More daffodils, more hands: They asked about my choice to talk about it, about the language and terms I used, about how to find community and activism. I talked about self-monitoring, about how friends and roommates helped monitor and support me. I talked about impostor syndrome, how at least 75 percent of people at U Chicago have it, how it’s increased by marginalization and erasure, by cultures of silence around things like disability, about figures on our syllabus—like Cosimo and Lorenzo de Medici—who were disabled but whose bios never use the word. They asked about intersectionality, how disability intersects with race, gender, sexual orientation, etc., about their own experiences with chronic things mental and physical, their families’, their friends’, their own. I talked about the medical phenomenon of trauma, how (cue documentary voice) Chronic pain in the same part of the nervous system over long periods can cause nerve damage or trauma, even if the pain is emotional, from discrimination, microaggressions, internalized self-doubt, or seeing hate-filled voices on the news. Fifteen minutes swelled to fill up our whole hour-and-a-half of class, and at the end, the room was still bristling with daffodils, many students speaking up who hadn’t much before. After class, thirteen students from a class of fifty came to my office to talk more. The surgery didn’t find anything helpful, but when I got back to campus, there was a card the whole class signed, and questions kept coming, and the balance of the class stayed different, formerly quiet students speaking more—I’d never seen a change in a class so quick and powerful. Three weeks later I went to my department head to tell him about my condition, and that I would be requesting accommodations for my disability.

2017, summer: just over thirteen years since first diagnosis. Helsinki Worldcon Saturday—the pain flare started about 1 PM. It wasn’t surprising—stress can trigger it, cons can trigger it, and being finalist for both Best Novel and the Astounding Award was a lot, plus doing the wonderful but grueling Masquerade concert, and the travel, and the cold convention center air. I did have my folding cane—cheap, the one they had at Walgreens, not my style at all, blue flowers with a glow-in-the-dark handle of kind of squidgy rubber, but, like those restroom stall bars, it helped me get up from chairs and toilets. At the pre-Hugo reception I was half zoned out, fretting about whether people could tell I was moving strangely. In the audience, sitting beside Earth’s Proudest Dad™, I felt it getting worse. I was good at breath control by then, controlling yelps and screams, but not at tears. If I won and went up to the podium, everybody in the world (the F&SF world, my most important world) would see. During the Best Editor and Best Artist parts, my brain was doing that manic cycles thing, like a bicycle wheel whirling without a ground to partner with it: Should I not go up if I won? How long will it take to walk across from here? Should I ask Dad to go up instead? I’d aspired to this so long. Twitter was where my whirling wheel kept centering—so many Twitter friends, especially female-presenting ones, lived under ceaseless downpours of harassment, especially if there was any intersection (disability, race, queerness) visible online, it’s why my Twitter face was so impersonal, photos of statues and gelato, history, not me. The most dangerous sides of Crohn’s can be stress-triggered, so I was (am) a harasser’s dream, a woman who, if they shout “I hate you! Die!” enough, my body might oblige. Best Novelette … Best Novella … Dad was next to me, and big, and warm. He could go up. But then he’d know how bad it was. I’d aspired to this so long. The tears were thick—I knew I couldn’t read my notes, my speech. Everyone would know. Wheels spinning; daffodils. My students had been so warm, and telling them had been so good for all of us, so powerful. Best New Writer … Ada Palmer. It had happened. I’d aspired to this so long. And my students had been, not just so supportive, but so excited that I’d talked to them about why I had to miss class. Applause, round and lovely as I stood up and started walking. Then it thinned as I advanced so slowly, awkward straggles of applause. It threw the rhythm off, my cane, slow, labored steps—for all the others the applause had seen people to the podium, but I was clearly going to take five times as long, and applauding someone moving with such pain and difficulty must have felt uncomfortable. My remarks had to be ad hoc, and rather incoherent; I wish I’d had the wherewithal to be clearer—I have chronic pain and am having a flare right now—something like that—I fretted afterward that me saying that I couldn’t read my notes would make people think it was something wrong with my eyes. I’m glad there’s a recording or I’d have no idea what I said: “This speech wasn’t supposed to be about invisible disability, but I’m afraid it really has to be now. I have been living with invisible disability for many years and … and there are very cruel people in the world for which reason I have been for more than ten years not public about this, and I’m terrified to be at this point, but at this point I have to. I also know that there are many, many more kind and warm and wonderful people in this world who are part of the team and being excellent people, so, if anyone out there is living with disability or loves someone who has, please never let that make you give up doing what you want or working toward making life more good or making the world a more fabulous place.” I remember Locus magazine described it as the most moving part of the ceremony. I did remember to use the word disability.

The next day, Michael and Lauren and I were singing my Viking music as the Masquerade halftime show—so intense and amazing, that huge room. Backstage, staff came very carefully to me to say there had been a code-of-conduct violation, that they’d gathered up the copies and talked to the parties involved, and showed me an unofficial newsletter that had an article saying it was strange to see me limping with a cane at the ceremony when I’d been seen that morning running agilely through the halls arriving tardy to my panel with Brother Guy. I was so stage-dazed I wasn’t tracking well, but blurrily thought, Yeah, I can see why that would be confusing, not registering, Oh, they’re denying my disability, accusing me of things. It could easily have felt horrible and threatening and who knows what, but I was full of stage adrenaline, and the Helsinki staff were so careful and handled it so well. But I did realize I needed to (no option anymore) post on my blog about my pain, my condition, the situation, how my mobility comes and goes. If I didn’t, more weird things like that article could happen. I chose the photo where I’m with Dad outside the Hugo Losers Party, with my bright blue jacket and my squidgy-handled cane—Dad’s injured hand is in his pocket, not visible, but I know. So there it was on the web, forever, Google keywords Ada Palmer disability.

2018, spring: fourteen years since first diagnosis. I was on my first disability panel—I wish I could remember if it was Boskone or Balticon or something in Chicago. I felt awkward being invited to it, thinking, I don’t really write about disability. I started out quiet, listening to the other authors on the panel talk about disability in their books, about blind superheroes, about wheelchairs, about narrators with mental illness flashbacks. As I listened and thought about it more, I realized: Wait! There’s Tully Mardi, who walks with crutches because of his bone and muscle problems from a decade on the Moon. And there’s the set-sets’ prosthetic sensory equipment. And there’s Cato Weeksbooth’s chronic depression. And there’s Cornel MASON, who lost a foot traumatically, and has a new cloned-tissue foot but has a partly psychosomatic limp from the trauma, based on my own “psychosomatic real limp” (as I call it) caused by my inturned foot, and usually my muscles hide it on their own, but when I’m exhausted or in pain, then it comes out (I don’t remember the leg/foot brace or orthopedic baby shoes my parents describe me wearing as a child—they never called that disability either). I hadn’t thought about those characters in my books as unusual, of crutches, limps, braces, depression, or prostheses as unusual ingredients in futuristic SF; they just seemed like normal parts of life. A fellow panelist (activist) talked about how rarely disability appears in imagined futures, how often we see the expectation of “fixing” or “curing” everything—I’d never thought of that, with space being so dangerous, injuries and chronic conditions being so normal, new technologies so likely to work differently for different people. Another panelist talked about how her narrator has flashbacks, discussing it as mental illness, and I thought about my narrator Mycroft Canner—his madness has lots of components, and some of them are definitely literary-trope madness, the kind of madness authors use to enable flashbacks and dramatic breakdowns, but other parts of it, like the hallucinations and the body language and verbal ticks, are based on my research on World War I trauma, accounts from Craiglockhart shell shock hospital, and the hallucinations described in the diary of Vera Brittain—how interesting to consider the distinctions between depicting literary-trope madness and medically realistic madness, how differently each intersects with disability representation. By midway through the panel I thought: I guess I do write about disability?

2018, summer: Florence. Done with the morning’s writing time, time to visit Perchè No!, the gelateria which is also my Italian sort-of family, since I’d lived on their block for a year while on a fellowship, and each year returned to eager welcomes when research took me to Florence, often bringing a newly finished book to add to the little collection where they display books written by friends. Many of Jo’s books are there too—Jo was with me, working on Or What You Will as I worked on Perhaps the Stars and some Lucretius articles, and my PhD student John-Paul. It was a pain day, so I had my blue-flowered, squishy-handled cane, invaluable on steps and wobbly cobbles. I was telling Jo the plot of Our Town, since she’d never read or seen it, and we love discussing fictional metaphysics, the afterlife depicted in the second half, the idea that visiting an ordinary day just makes ghosts sad seeing it wasted, while we agreed that visiting today from beyond the grave would be pretty fantastic. I paused to fold up and hide my cane—I didn’t want them to see me in pain. Jo’s cane doesn’t fold—a constant need. My cane makes my invisible disability optionally visible, a complex kind of privilege, controlling for myself when people know, though on pain days hiding the cane does have a cost. Jo didn’t say anything as I folded it away, but she understood; whenever she comes without me, saying I’m sick, they fret so much. Gelato in hand (berry, watermelon, and yogurt for me, berry and crema for Jo), I started describing the “Fiasco!” episode of This American Life with its hilarious story of a production of Our Town where the actor playing the brother suddenly vomited onstage in the middle of the Stage Manager’s big Act III speech, so the actor had to face an audience of staring faces and deliver the disastrous next line, “Aren’t they waitin’ for the eternal part in them to come out clear?” There are only four chairs outside Perchè No!, but Jo’s cane was enough for people to give us two, without me showing my disability.

2018: Worldcon San Jose. I’d been asked to present the Astounding Award, as last year’s winner. I had my cane, and Lauren helping me backstage. A tech staffer came up to tell me that he had Crohn’s too, and had been deeply moved seeing me talk and blog about it, and my acceptance speech. Big smiles, sharing disability.

2018, fall. I was talking to the King of France—my King of France, Steph Ban, a brilliant and enthusiastic history major who had just played King Charles VIII in my papal election simulation in class, and had been reading my Terra Ignota. Shortly before her iteration of the class, I had rewritten King Charles to make disability more central—the details we have from texts about his “ugliness” and skeletal asymmetry, his difficulty having children, his sister Joan who was not only unable to bear children but visibly unable to bear children in some way the sources confirmed was externally visible, but didn’t describe. My new sheet invited the player to imagine his interiority: his anxiety about his new bride’s reaction to his body, his careful clothing choices, his anxiety about producing an heir, reflections on period ideas of Fate and Providence, how many then said outer ugliness was a sign of inner ugliness, disability of God’s wrath, how, if he weren’t a king’s son, he would likely be a beggar. Before casting, Steph had come to my office hours to talk about her interests in disability history, and disability activism as we connected about our conditions—me a cane user and chronic pain sufferer, her an autistic wheelchair user. As casting approached, I’d been both excited and nervous to ask if she would like to play a disability-focused character, and I know the fine line between casting for interests and typecasting can be hurtful. She loved bringing Charles to life, and her final project, reflecting on how both Charles and Lorenzo de Medici might each communicate to their sons about their conditions, moved me to tears. And now she was reading Terra Ignota, reflecting on the set-sets, how much she connected with seeing neurodivergence explored in future SF, a future where—instead of disability being “cured” or gone (erased), there were yet new ways people could be different, new ways people could be bigoted about it, new ways people could face and fight that bigotry with dignity and strength. It made me excited to bring that more to light as I finished the final volume, to make the set-sets, and the crutches, and the wheelchairs, and the limps—already present in my outline—more visible. She made writing disability feel powerful.

2019, February: fifteen years since first diagnosis. I had to do John Locke. Europe’s Intellectual Transformations was a new course (extra work) but one I loved, modeled on my favorite undergrad courses with Alan C. Kors, but starting earlier, Medieval through Renaissance to Enlightenment. Hobbes week had been a pleasure, my word-paintings of Europe trembling in the coils of Leviathan the Great, and Locke was the resolution, both to that and how we got to the modern concept of concepts, which had been bugging my students. Anselm of Canterbury’s ontological proof had made their brains feel like they’d been smashed out with a slice of lemon wrapped around a large gold brick. But Chicago’s bleak midwinter had bared its fangs this week—Tuesday I’d left for campus happily but the pain attack set in on the bus stop bench, so I’d had to give up, crawl home, and cancel class. Today, careful bundling and an adhesive heat pack glued to my belly had not prevented the same, but I’d staggered my way to campus anyway (not wise—it would cost me three days in bed). But I had to do John Locke! As I entered, moving with clear pain, the students’ faces were concerned but not surprised; I’d told the class about my condition the second week, when they’d already seen me standing confident at the head of the classroom like other professors, so the reveal that I was disabled would make them think about how invisible it can be, how many people (including mentors) have unseen disabilities. Hiding the cane week one had been doable—in most occupations one couldn’t manage something like that, or spend three days in bed after a push like today, but while academia devours evenings and weekends, at least its tasks are largely doable from home. Chalkboard: ontology, epistemology, Hobbes the Beast of Malm …—I paused. “Can anyone spell Malmesbury?” Smiles as I grinned—this was familiar by now; back in week two I’d answered the first “How do you spell [term]?” with “I don’t know. I was always last in spelling in my class. Let’s look it up.” I like to tell them that, despite doing a PhD on it, I still constantly misspell Renaissance. My willing show of imperfection doesn’t just spark smiles; it sparks more raised hands, willingness to ask, reducing fear of being seen asking “dumb questions.” My spelling is a disability too, mild dyslexia undiagnosed in childhood since, in the 1980s, no one suggested such an eager reader might have it, even if she was top performing in most things but bottom of the class in spelling. I love the smile each time I tell a student—PhD, professor, Harvard, novelist, but I still take five tries to spell bureaucracy. It’s like when I tell them about the letter where Machiavelli frets about having no clean shirts, or Thomas Aquinas being really fat, or Lorenzo’s pain, Heloise’s menstruation, Francis Bacon’s blindness, Poggio going to England for the high pay, and Hobbes as an old man exercising by going in his backyard to yell for an hour. It gives role models bodies, problems, monthly expenses, moods, whether the role model is Hobbes or me. It makes us people. I could tell this Locke lecture was below my par, my brain only half working with the pain, but it was okay, and at least I was giving their impostor syndrome a good glimpse of yes, you can be at the front of the classroom (and on the syllabus), even with mundane human qualities like disability.

2019: Dublin Worldcon. Hilarious accessibility-gone-wrong as I presented the Astounding Award at the Hugo ceremonies, and laughter interrupted my speech about the history of science and genre fiction when the automated captions turned “dogmatism” into “dog magicians” and rendered my examples of epic fantasy as “Bored of the Rings and Cream of Thrown.” I laughed too, but thought how glad I was to be the first one this happened to, since I was so comfortable on convention stages after many years, and it would have been horrible if laughter like that had happened to a shyer newcomer. And hopefully many tales of the hilarity would make future conventions be more careful with their captioning. Fiasco at the Hugo Losers Party too, too many people for the venue, so the bus left a bunch of us stranded outside on wobbly cobblestones in the rain. My pain was mild that night, my turn to shove to the front and tell the doorman there were disabled people here who need to sit—no, they need to sit!—NO, THEY NEED TO SIT!!!!—until he made it happen. I thought about all the people who’d helped me with chairs at the Helsinki Worldcon, and the Dublin team who’d done a great job with stage access—my turn this night to take point on team disability.

2019, fall. Utopiales, my first French SF convention, full of great French bread, and literature, and Jo was with me sharing my history-geek enthusiasm about all the things named after Duchess Anne of Brittany. I was on a panel on Leonardo da Vinci. A man was surprised to hear me say that Leonardo was important in his time but not that important, that Renaissance people would be surprised that his is one of the most famous names. He cited Leonardo’s famously high salary in Milan—doesn’t high pay prove society valued him?—and I said it was high but not as high as the court lute player, or the court astrologer, and wasn’t even a quarter of the salary of the court dwarf, so while high pay did indicate social value, we needed to look at the whole range of people who received high pay. Afterward a fan in the audience with dwarfism approached to say he’d never seen historical dwarfism discussed that way before, as important, high status, and we talked about the latest research on the diplomatic power men and women with dwarfism held, and how that gets erased. We talked about how they erase disability with others too, with the Medici, and King Charles VIII, and even Anne of Brittany with her club foot and childhood blindness, and how many key figures of the Enlightenment were all chronically ill by modern standards: Voltaire with chronic stress-triggered fevers, Rousseau, neuroatypical with kidney and excretory problems too, and dear Diderot, digestive system trouble that would flare up into serious attacks after each period that he pushed extra hard on work, just like my own. After the con, Jo and I visited Paris, my little pilgrimage to the Parisian Pantheon, to tell Voltaire and Diderot and Rousseau that my novel based so closely on their work was out in French, and when I came around the corner to first catch sight of the Pantheon, there was a rainbow. They’d also just restored the Voltaire sculpture in the Louvre, the nude one where his body looks so frail and failing and imperfect, but his hand still holds the pen, and there’s light in his eyes that burns like starfire, and reminds me of how I aim to be when I’m stuck on the couch but grab my laptop to (as he did) write what I can despite the disability.

2019, start of winter. Steph was reading the freshly finished draft of book 4 (Perhaps the Stars). I’d known (hoped) it would have lots of content she would love: the triumphs and strong voices of the set-sets she identified with, the finale’s look at neuroatypicalness, the wheelchair speech in chapter 22, my other wheelchair scenes. She did love them, but pointed out a pattern: All my wheelchair scenes had people being pushed, never controlling the chair themselves. It made me realize all my wheelchair experiences were parts of my pain or attacks, being wheeled at hospitals or through airports, moments when it was a relief to me to sit back and just let someone else’s strength take over, a wholly different experience from Steph as a full-time motorized wheelchair user for whom controlling the chair herself was a vital empowerment. As I went through tweaking the wheelchair scenes to have a diversity of kinds of wheelchairs, I thought about how much after sixteen years I still had to learn about disability as a community, how many different kinds and experiences and perspectives there are. I had consulted lots of different friends about specific passages: David M. Perry about being a guardian for neuroatypical family members, Irina Greenman about the Six-Hive Transit System’s accessibility policies and language, Elsa Sjunneson about using blindness as a metaphor for aliens’ first contact. I thought about how many different disabled experiences there were, how inevitably there must be other disability things I was being clumsy about, hadn’t thought enough about yet, how exciting it was to be doing better in book 4 than books 1–3, how later I would do better than book 4. What great tools I had by being tied into a community of disability.

2020, May: sixteen years since first diagnosis. The world was on fire so many ways in 2020. I was on the university’s committee for adapting teaching for Covid—I had reached out to the dean with the self-care and healthy work habits handout I’d made for our PhD students based on my own self-care strategies, suggesting something like it for the whole campus, and they asked me to make it, realizing their committee was focused almost exclusively on (A) the virus and (B) online teaching, and not on the fact that we were also asking people to learn and study during a World Mental Health Epidemic. It felt (I’ve seen others on disability Twitter comment on this too) like in this moment chronic illness felt like coming from an alternate reality, where I’d already had to develop the skills everyone else suddenly needed: how to live and work with constant aaaaaaagh, mastering the science of trauma, and self-care treatments to help one function and produce even as damage from pain meant my brain only working at 75 percent. Time to share. I talked about the science, how to understand the damage, trauma, chronicness (cue documentary voice), how waking every day to find the world still upside down and on fire means the nervous system suffers damage, affecting memory, concentration, sleep, second languages, memorization. I talked about how the brain is an organ, how mental injury is real injury, that repetitive strain on the brain isn’t less legitimate than tennis elbow or carpal tunnel just because it affects neurons instead of tendons. I talked about saving your best hours for your most important work, about thinking of self-care as a work task just as mandatory as finishing papers or doing reading, how self-care tasks are homework, work-work, real work too. The college asked me to develop something that could substitute for the hands-on labs that were impossible online, and I thought of those smiles and friends at Worldcon, and designed an online speculative resistance hopepunk RPG, where students could apply their class and lab skills to designing methods for better planetary custodianship, climate change mitigation, more equitable social systems for a new world, and ways to address the problematic side of space colonization narratives in the light of the horrors of Earth colonialism (designed for students energized by Black Lives Matter). It was exhausting, more so when my health tanked in October, a flare just like those tiring final days of Otakons except it didn’t stop; it’s just continued (sometimes we must accept a lower quality of life). I tried to take my own advice and focus on self-care. One of the biggest self-care tools was a little Discord community, with Jo and a bunch of other F&SF friends. Several had read the draft of my not-yet-released book 4, and they started using bits of it as Covid coping tools, quoting a key line “[Spoiler] made it through,” and making a channel where sometimes everyone would post to say if they were “Safe-and-well” based on a moment in the book when, to counter the morale-devouring torrent of bad news, the characters start also posting good news, just reports of days when people are okay. It helped. Knowing I’d made a thing that helped others, that helped. On the worst days, a year into the slump, I had to leave the classroom for a quarter, emergency disability leave due to blood clots (another problem) which made me unable to sit up or stand without excruciating pain. I felt so like a character in my own hospital horror chapter, but even from bed I could still share methods, Twitter-chat with friends about Voltaire, Rousseau, Diderot, and disability.

2020, June: seventeen years since first diagnosis. I texted Dad: Can I call to talk about how your amputations healed? I’m starting on my Viking book, and I need details. It was a long, lovely conversation, how the new skin felt at different stages, color, texture, moisture levels, kinds of pain, geeking out together over the Wikipedia page on granulation tissue, like when we watched documentaries together when I was small, The Miracle of Life. The history half of our conversation was fun too, how skin grafting worked differently with medieval tech. I’d been planning these books forever, in love with Viking tales since I was tiny, and had asked our priest why there was a special Sunday school for Christian mythology and not Greek and Norse mythology. But only in recent years had I started to see the pattern: Odin missing an eye, Týr missing a hand, Thor with chronic headaches from the whetstone shard lodged in his skull, Hodr blind, Loki with facial scarring, Heimdall with missing teeth and possibly (“Heimdall’s hearing lies hidden under the bright, sacred tree” Völuspá 27) deaf in one ear. The Hávamál has it too, verse 71: The lame man rides a horse, one without hands drives herds, the deaf can be ferocious in battle. The myths mirror the people, so they’re all maimed, all of them, all adult Vikings were—nobody lived a life that rough through to adulthood without injuries at least as serious as Dad’s. So many years of gleeful study—Dad first took me to see Icelandic books in the rare books library at Cornell when I was twelve—long before I learned to call the pattern by its real name: disability. So many years planning the novels out (and meanwhile teaching, reading, hurting, writing, singing, talking, meeting students, friends, Jo, Worldcon, Steph), before I realized that part of my Viking story could be powerful.

2019: sixteen years since first diagnosis, looping back to that bleak midwinter in Chicago, heading home after John Locke. They installed the bench! My bench. I rarely take selfies, but I took some, with my gray winter coat, bare February trees, overcast sky, but my smile looks so real for a selfie. And you can see my cane, and under me the ordinary wooden bus stop bench. All that winter I’d been thinking about it, and the previous winter too, standing on the icy sidewalk, me and other cane users taking turns leaning on the one two-inch-thick little tree which was the only thing to lean on. It wasn’t my own collapses standing in the cold that made me start looking up the procedures to make them get a bench; it was the very old lady with the quad cane—watching her walk so slowly from the library the same time every day, such careful steps, crossing the street to the stop as slowly as I’d crossed to the Worldcon podium, and then standing for ten minutes or more on slick black ice. Still easier asking for things for others than for me. Just seeing people sitting on the bench made me feel (still makes me feel) like I’d done a piece of concrete good in the world. It took two years of asking. I thought of Steph’s door-opener button, installed a month before. She’d known she’d be a history major when she started at the university, and when special collections had no door-open button for wheelchair access, she’d put in the request first quarter freshman year—they installed it a few months after she graduated. I texted her a photo (she’d left campus), telling her that the librarians were so grateful to have it, for when they wheel through carts or carry loads of books. Steph said she teared up at the photo. It’s such a slow fight, the steps we push for often helping others after us, too late for us ourselves. She’d done her senior thesis on the history of disability at our university. Shortly after she finished, a diversity mural in an older building, featuring the oldest representation she had found of disability activists on campus, was scheduled to be painted over in a renovation, so she photographed and wrote about it, artifact transformed to history. We talked about how such stories—my bench, her button, the mural, older stories about those who asked for ramps and elevators—could be collected and a display made in the Student Accessibility Services offices, to help students connect with their peer-predecessors, sharing the message—one of power—that they should be here, it is normal, we’re a team, and that the university (this place, this world) has always been a home for disability+.






Not Deluded: How I Sold My First Novel While on Vacation
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THE USUAL PATH TO PUBLICATION, 2016

When I sold my first novel, it made sense of my whole life.

It was 1998, when dinosaurs roamed the earth. I was thirty-three, the age Jesus was crucified and Dante went into the dark wood. I was six years older than Keats was when he died. I was at an age when it’s easy to fall into the trap of believing that if you haven’t started to achieve something you never will. Right up to the part where I sold the novel my life looked like a mess. I had a résumé that was just a list of inconsequential jobs, though all stuff you do sitting down, because I have a lame leg that makes it painful for me to stand. I was receiving a benefit Britain had at that time which gave you money to make up your earnings to the amount you would have been given if you were on welfare. I had a seven-year-old son. The year before I had ended my first marriage over my need to take my writing seriously. What I didn’t have was any evidence my writing was worth taking seriously, worth shaping my life around. I had done it anyway. But I had done it as a pure act of faith. I had published nothing but a bunch of roleplaying stuff—and writing gaming things can be the kiss of death to being taken seriously as a fiction writer.

There was no difference between me at that point and somebody who was a deluded failure. I was writing every day between about 5 AM and precisely 8 AM, when my son got up. (All of my first three books were written before 8 AM.) But I had already run across people who talked seriously about their writing but whose work was terrible. At bad moments in the middle of the night I was convinced I was just like them. What was more likely, after all?

Worst of all, not only did I worry that I might be insane to believe my writing mattered, I also worried that I couldn’t possibly be a real writer. I had stopped writing and started again. When I was twenty-two, my first husband had read what I was writing and told me it was awful, and I believed him and stopped. Then, eventually, about seven years later, I started again. People say real writers keep on writing, but since I’ve been successful I’ve always been very open about this stopping and starting. The myth of writers not being able to stop is very pervasive. I want other writers to understand that it can be OK. After I started writing again, after years of writing nothing but editorials, reviews, roleplaying stuff, and conversational Usenet posts, I’d improved out of all recognition. But as of 1998 this was just in my own opinion, and that of a couple of online friends. Most of my friends didn’t even know I was writing a novel—I didn’t talk about it, after all, what was the point? I didn’t have any solid external validation of the value of my work, or my sanity. And wasn’t I getting a little old to be a starving artist in a garret?

So I was a middle-aged disabled single mother with no money and no achievements, but I was happy. I spent a lot of time on Usenet, talking about writing and books with people all over the world. Usenet was a stegosaur-powered topic-based collection of newsgroups, where people gathered to talk. Somehow there were just the right number of people for this to work, and many of them were awesome. On Usenet I found people who would take me seriously. For the first time I had a community who paid attention to what I had to say about things I cared about. The joke was that nobody could tell you were a dog—on the internet nobody could tell I was somebody’s mom with three part-time jobs. I was somebody with opinions that people respected. My Usenet friends were all over the world and none of them were local to me, but at good moments that made it all the more science-fictional and niftier.

I completed a novel called The Rebirth of Pan in 1997, my first novel after I started writing again. I printed it out and sent it, at vast expense, with a whole raft of International Reply Coupons, across the Atlantic to Patrick Nielsen Hayden at Tor, then as now, the best SF publisher on the planet.

I remember going home from the post office, full of hope and fear. Sending off a novel to an editor has the emotional weight of a combination of a job application and a proposal of marriage—and then after you send it you wait, and wait, and wait for a response, heart in mouth.

I sent it to Patrick and not to a UK publisher partly because I’d run into Patrick on Usenet, and so at least he knew who I was. (Also, although I didn’t know it, he’d read my poetry, which I’d put online in hand-carved HTML—I didn’t have a browser so I had to go to the library to check if my links worked.) Patrick had published Maureen F. McHugh’s brilliant China Mountain Zhang (1992), and we liked a lot of the same books. It seemed possible he might like what I was writing. But mostly, I felt that in sending it to Tor I had at least a chance. Sending it to a UK publisher in 1997 would have been pointless. One of my part-time jobs had been working in an SF bookshop. I knew what was being published in the UK, and it didn’t look anything like what I was writing. If you weren’t ironic, you couldn’t possibly be taken seriously. It was a great time to get things published if they were sly, cynical, cool. I wasn’t any of those things. I was full of passionate intensity about everything all the time. Also the US market seemed more open to publishing women. I was right about this. Even with success in the US and an agent, I couldn’t get published in the UK until 2012.

Months after I sent off the novel, Patrick sent me email. In those dial-up days, on my old 286, email announced itself and then slowly downloaded. I can still remember the mixture of excitement and dread in my gut as the hard drive whirred. And the email—as Ada says in her piece for this book, editors hold the Keys to the Kingdom, and they can’t ever put them down. The email was to say Patrick was going to be at a fan gathering in London and asking if I was going to be there. Not a word about the book. Just a human being, wanting to hang out. OK. But it’s very hard for a writer and an editor not to have those huge keys get in the way. I couldn’t help building castles in the air. I went to London for the meetup, at some considerable effort of arranging babysitting, and much uncomfortable juggling of finances. Patrick was indeed there, and not only did he not say a word to me about the book, he didn’t say a word to me about anything. He is shy. I am not shy. But I wanted to be published so much that I couldn’t possibly talk about it, and couldn’t walk up to him and start talking about anything else either. It wasn’t just that I wanted to sell a book and validate my life and all my choices. Much more than that, I wanted to sell a book to become part of the conversation of science fiction.

I went home on the train. I was almost at the end of writing the first volume of The King’s Peace. I stared out of the window at the grey, rainy, unrelieved misery of Slough (“come friendly bombs…”) and refused to cry. I bit my lip and shut away all the disappointment, all the aching, and the fact that there is insanity in my family, and forced myself to think about my characters. After all, they had it much worse than I did. I went home and got on with writing.

In March 1998, Patrick emailed me again. My mailbox was so full at that point that it took about ten minutes to download and open, and I went and cleaned the bathroom while my 286 whirred because I couldn’t take the suspense. After all that, it was a rejection. But it was the best possible rejection. Patrick said The Rebirth of Pan wasn’t publishable as it was, but it was the kind of thing people wrote who were going to write really good things later. He said it wasn’t a good idea to try doctoring it into publication, that I should write something else and send it to him. Well, The King’s Peace was done and I was writing volume 2. I replied instantly and said I had another novel I’d finished while I’d been waiting, and might he like to see it in email? I went online again right away to send the reply the same day, something I almost never did because it was dial-up and I paid by the minute. When I got back to the computer after reading my son his bedtime story, Patrick had agreed, asking for the first three chapters. I could hardly see the screen as I attached and sent them. Two days later, he asked for the rest of it.

Then I waited again. Compared to how long some people have waited it was nothing, March to July. But every day of it felt like forever.

In July 1998 my son was in Lancaster staying with his dad for a week and I was in Ireland visiting Emmet, now my second husband. I’d met him on Usenet. He was finishing up his bioinformatics PhD at the University of Cork. I didn’t have a laptop, and he didn’t either—it’s almost unimaginable now how we thought we were so wired, practically cyborgs, living in the future of what we’d grown up in, me with my dial-up and my beloved 286, him with internet only at work, neither of us with phones. He didn’t even have a landline. I could be out of communication for days at a time. This kind of thing was normal, in those primitive times. (It wasn’t that long ago! How did this become something I have to explain, like something from a historical novel?)

Meanwhile, Patrick was in New York, and the day had come when he’d read the rest of The King’s Peace, and he wanted to buy it, right now, at light speed, no, faster than that. He sent me email. I was in Ireland, and didn’t see it. He waited—minutes, hours, all day. Editors aren’t used to waiting. He asked on Usenet if anyone knew where I was. A friend in Canada emailed him Emmet’s email address. Emmet went to work, read his email, found out that Patrick wanted to buy my book, abandoned his desk, and ran home across the city (dodging velociraptors…) to tell me. He was thrilled and proud. I almost fainted. Patrick had said he wanted to telephone me to discuss it. I went back to the office with Emmet. He emailed Patrick and we arranged a time for Patrick to call me, necessarily in Emmet’s office. While I took the call, we made Emmet’s co-workers wait out on the stairs with the baby brontosaurs.

Patrick bought my book, and it felt like a dream. I was delighted and relieved but I kept thinking I was going to wake up. I went back to Britain and took a train up to Lancaster to collect my son. In the bright sunshine, moving through the lovely stone-walled north country, I gave Lake District travel advice to a very nice American couple. Making conversation, they asked me what I did. The words “I’ve just sold my first novel” came out of my mouth. That’s when it felt real, and felt like a total vindication of my whole life.

My son wasn’t even a tiny bit excited by my big news. “That’s why you were writing it,” he said. He had believed in me axiomatically. If I’d been deluded, I’d have let him down too.

After that, well, it was two and a half years to publication, which felt endless. All kinds of things happened—I got an agent and a contract. Tom Doherty read it and liked it and thought it could be successful as a fat fantasy novel, so we changed the contract and Tor ended up publishing what I thought of as volumes one and two together, and then volume three separately. I had one of the worst copyedits of all time—Patrick rang me transatlantic to apologise for how bad it was. The book came out in the US and of course I was still in the UK. To make it worse, there was a postal strike so I didn’t get to see any actual copies for weeks. Patrick posted on Usenet on the day it came out to say how proud he was, and a jerk said he couldn’t tell the difference between that and advertising and turned the thread that should have been a celebration into a flame war.

But the book was out, and people were reading it—just a few people at first. It was real and out there and part of the conversation, as I’d always wanted. I was nominated for the Campbell Award, and Emmet and I got married and went to the MilPhil Worldcon as a honeymoon. There I got to see the book on actual shelves, and had the best time losing the award.

Then the second book came out, and we moved to Canada. I was nominated again but couldn’t afford to go to San Jose for Worldcon, but won the Campbell. I wrote more books, won the World Fantasy Award, was nominated for a Nebula, won the Prometheus Award, and the Mythopoeic Award. I wrote eight novels, and was making more money writing than I had been before, and anyway, Canada has a much lower cost of living, and Emmet had a job. Then I wrote Among Others (2011) and it was a surprise success and won a Nebula and a Hugo and was published in sixteen languages and even in the UK. Lots of people really loved it. Since 2011, I have really been making enough money to live on. Now it’s thirteen novels and a Locus Award–winning collection of essays, and the level of demi-fame that there’s a reasonable chance if you read in genre that you vaguely know who I am. And since 2000, more and more people have been reading my books, talking about them, comparing other books to them, being influenced by them, loving them, hating them, responding to them, thinking things they wouldn’t have thought without them. And I no longer wake in the night thinking I may be insane to believe in the value of my writing, or feeling that my life is a purposeless mess.

“Cattle die, kinsmen die, the gods themselves will one day die, only wordfame dies not, for one who well achieves it.” And since that’s Odin speaking, there’s a typically sneaky qualification on that last bit, because nobody ever does achieve wordfame well enough that it won’t eventually die. Books are published and talked about and in time forgotten. But it’s enough. My books exist now and are part of the ongoing conversation. My best work is always still to come.






The Key to the Kingdom, or How I Sold Too like the Lightning


by Ada Palmer

THE USUAL PATH TO PUBLICATION, 2016


Some people say revenge is living well—

I’ve found it sometimes works to go away

And be more awesome. Let him sit alone,

To watch your wildfires leaping as you play.

—Jo Walton, “Advice to Loki,” 2013



The midpoint first, then the primordial darkness, then the ever after.

It was 2011 (remember, this is the creation myth of a book that won’t come out until 2016). I was in Florence, sitting in the top of a thirteenth-century tower between Dante’s house and my favorite gelato place (extra relevant in an un-air-conditioned August!), and talking to Jo about whether or not I should start a blog. It was the beginning of a year in Florence, a postdoctoral research fellowship at the Villa I Tatti, Harvard’s institute for Italian Renaissance studies. Life as a Renaissance historian had granted me long stays in Florence twice before, once on a student Fulbright, and once taking a shift as I Tatti’s resident grad student mascot (#1 duty, be introduced to rich donors and look bright-eyed and promising). During my earlier stays I had written a series of emails describing my Italian experiences, and sent them to a list of friends and family. The list grew over time as the recipients recommended them to more distant cousins and acquaintances, until I had nearly a hundred people on my list. In fact, those emails were how I knew Jo. One of my then-roommates, Lila Garrott (a poet, author, book reviewer, and now editor at Strange Horizons), had posted a few of what, in neoclassical style, I called my “Ex Urbe” e-mails on LiveJournal, where Jo had enjoyed them. In 2008 Jo had invited Lila and the rest of our eclectic household to visit her for Farthing Party in Montreal. Jo was with me in Italy that August because the question “Do you want to come stay in my apartment in a thirteenth-century tower in Florence?” has one correct answer. “I wonder if it would be less work to just post them on a blog,” I said, overwhelmed by trying to assemble the new list of people who had asked to receive my emails. Jo looked at me very seriously. “If you make a blog, I’ll send the link to Patrick Nielsen Hayden.”

I did make a blog.

In three months, it was in the sidebar of Patrick’s blog Making Light.

In six months, Patrick asked Jo if the author of this Ex Urbe blog had written any fiction.

In two years (almost to the day, August 2013) Patrick bought Too Like the Lightning.

My appetite to see my fiction in print had been overwhelming since elementary school, and I vividly remember the thrill of standing on tiptoe to watch my first typed story (a single paragraph, about blue-and-silver alien raccoons) crawl its way out of the astounding new dot matrix printer at Dad’s office. I had begun a novel by fourth grade, three by tenth, and I devoured summer writing courses, of which the courses on essay writing (Johns Hopkins) and prose poetry (Interlochen) proved far more valuable than the fiction ones. I remember once thinking to myself at fifteen, bored during a school convocation, that if I hadn’t published a novel by twenty-five then … the end is vague. Then I should give up? Then I was a failure? Then I should curse the heavens? It was my first serious college writing mentor Hal Holiday who helped me understand how absurd that was. He made me cry in his office, with my first-ever B on a paper. I didn’t understand what I’d done wrong. “Writing is a long apprenticeship,” he said. I hadn’t done anything wrong, but writing well—not well for your age group, but well in an absolute sense—was hard to achieve. It took real time. Spending every childhood summer and weekend writing, taking every summer writing course, those were good steps, they helped, but they were a beginning. I finished my first novel draft that year, flipped back to page 1, and started writing it all over again.

In 2002, at twenty-one and with Mom to stuff the envelopes, I sent my (totally rewritten) first novel-length manuscript winging its optimistic way to slush piles at agencies and publishers. I sometimes think, if we could harvest the emotional energy in all the fat manila query envelopes aspiring writers entrust to the post office every day, we could move planets. I have a folder of rejection letters from that first volley, and, looking over them now, I can see the good signs in them, the peppering of personalized notes, praise and encouragement among the form letters. I didn’t understand then how many queries editors, agents, and interns read, how generous it was for them to sacrifice precious seconds to write these extra lines (thank you!), but it did a lot to keep me going. And in the back of the folder I always kept a printout of Ursula K. Le Guin sharing a very grim rejection letter she received for The Left Hand of Darkness, with her note, “This is included to cheer up anybody who just got a rejection letter. Hang in there!” Thank you. After eight months of agonizing suspense, and the sporadic gut-punch of rejections, that first volley got me an agent. She was not an F&SF specialist, but was game to try, and spent the next years doggedly marketing what neither of us realized was an unsalably long fantasy novel.

I don’t remember where I received the wisdom that it’s better to go on and write book 1 of a new series rather than write book 2 of a series when you haven’t sold book 1 yet. Wherever I got it from, I obeyed it, and soon my plucky agent was shopping two series, then three. Despite loving to sleep in, I followed the old advice and wrote in the morning, every day, an hour or two, giving my best hours to fiction and the rest of the day to the demands of grad school, and thereby wrote close to a million words of fiction over seven years. Looking over those practice projects now, I can see my writing improve with each, the sentences, the pace, the plot. Every paragraph was a step in that long apprenticeship. The wait stretched on—three years, four—and it hurt—the growing, gnawing appetite. Sometimes I would lie awake at night just from the pain of wanting something so much. But I had an agent, and that gave me confidence, and comfort.

Meanwhile I was working on my PhD. The single best thing that ever happened to my writing—looking at the novel I was working on at the time you can see the very chapter break where it happened, like lightning struck and *ZAP!* the prose was finally good—was in 2005, when I had to cut down my 20,000 word dissertation prospectus into a 7,000 word conference paper. Without knowing it, I had stumbled on “Half and Half Again,” as it’s called by people I know in journalism, a training exercise in which you go through the agony of cutting an old work down to half length, then half of that, learning to spot the chaff and bloat in your own work, and how to make it tight and powerful. Lightning. I published other things—my first academic article, blog pieces for Tokyopop about manga and cosplay, a Random Superpower Generator for Maple Leaf Games, but none of them eased the wanting. I also learned more about the world of genre publishing, from going to conventions and chatting with author friends made through Lila, and through my science fiction clubs, HRSFA (the Harvard-Radcliffe Science Fiction Association), and Double Star (at Bryn Mawr College). F&SF specialist agent Donald Maass spoke to us at Vericon, a great little con HRSFA runs at Harvard every year, and I learned from his talk about the field, the extreme oversupply of submissions, the challenges of length and salability. I had queried Donald Maass (unsuccessfully) way back in 2002, but in 2006, with my writing much improved, preparing to begin a new series which I felt in my gut was a leap above the others (and eventually became the Terra Ignota series), I decided to break off my relationship with my first agent (with much gratitude and goodwill) and to try fresh to get a new agent at a major F&SF specialist agency.

I finished the first draft of Too Like the Lightning (book 1 of Terra Ignota) in 2008, my penultimate year of graduate school. Between 2002 and 2008, plump manila envelopes had evolved into instantaneous e-queries, and my generic cover letters had acquired the varnish of name-dropping. I had recommendations from random people in the publishing world (Walter Isaacson, Priscilla Painton) whom I had met through Harvard. And, while my first 2002 volley had showered queries on dozens of doorsteps (many quite inappropriate), I sent Too Like the Lightning to only one press in 2008, my great hope: Tor. The more I learned about the world of genre publishing, the clearer it became that Tor was one of the only (if not the only) press that had the stability and resources to gamble on a big, fat science fiction series (four long books!) by a first-time author, books which were dense and highbrow, and totally not similar to anything—trends are a safe investment; oddities are a gamble. Plus, I had an “in.” There were people at Tor who were friends of friends, alumni and associates of both Bryn Mawr and Harvard, some of whom knew my Double Star and HRSFA connections. (Yes, I tried nepotism for all it was worth, anyone would—I still lay awake at nights, just wanting.)

After another year of lying awake and wanting (and finishing my PhD, and facing the academic job market, which in 2009 had just entered its sudden death spiral), a Tor contact told me (I think at Readercon?) that the book had advanced from the “slush” pile to the “shows promise” pile. This was good news, but an unagented manuscript, which the editor knows has been sent to no other press, can stew in that pile forever. That November I queried Donald Maass, hoping a kind word from Tor would help me get an agent, and that a good agent might prod along the literary glacier. I even got a Harvard-made mainstream publishing contact to email Donald Maass with his endorsement to accompany my query. (Roll for nepotism! Did it achieve anything? Not really!) On December 31, I received an email from Donald apologizing for losing my query and getting back to me so late (apologizing for a delay of only two months! Such professionalism! Such sanity!) and saying he loved the beginning of the book, and was eager to read the whole thing. I sent it right away. I waited. I shopped other, older projects with a YA agent recommended by a friend (no luck). I published other things—more academic articles, critical essays, introductions to manga and anime releases. I stayed up nights. Sometimes it was so bad I couldn’t go into a bookstore without feeling sick to my stomach. In November 2010 (a full year after Donald had asked for the book) Amy Boggs, then a fairly new member of the Donald Maass Agency, wrote to say that Donald—swamped by unspecified and mysterious stuff—had passed the book on to her, and she loved it. We finalized the contract by early December, and Amy started shopping the book around in the beginning of 2011.

That spring I received my I Tatti Fellowship, and that summer I sat in a tower in Florence with Jo, contemplating a blog. Jo had talked to me about Patrick Nielsen Hayden, though I also knew of him from other sources; legends of such titans echo far through our little magic kingdom.

There is a fresco by Perugino in the Sistine Chapel, which shows St. Peter, in a beautiful neoclassical square, receiving the Keys to Heaven from Christ, with a group of apostles and others gathered around to watch. It’s a deeply tender moment, Peter’s awe at the sight of the divinity which is also the friend he loves so much. But I can never see it without imagining the next panel of the comic book, where Christ has gone back to Heaven, and Peter is left in the square holding these enormous gold and silver keys, and everyone is standing around awkwardly, trying not to stare, and someone sidles up saying, “So … can I get you a cup of coffee?” You can’t put them down, that’s the thing, once you have the keys to Heaven, no one on Earth can forget it, not for an instant. And that’s very much what it’s like being an acquiring editor (I’ve described this to Patrick, he agrees), because you have the Keys to the Kingdom, and people around you—at conventions, at talks, online—want it so much. So much they lie awake at night. There are infinite horror stories about editors being harassed and chased at cons, having manuscripts shoved under bathroom stall doors, repeated emails which get weirder and more desperate. So, from childhood (picture me scrawny and eleven, following Dad and Uncle Bill to a Doctor Who convention, with my boy-short bright blond hair, dressed as the Peter Davison Doctor) I had it drilled into me that you should never approach and bother an editor (or published author) about your manuscript. Q&A when they were on panels was OK, but outside that sphere verboten! In fact, I had met Patrick at Farthing Party back in 2008, but, knowing who he was, I was an emotional wreck just being near him, racked between the Scylla of my desire and the Charybdis of the taboo, so I spent much of the weekend actively hiding around corners and behind pillars to avoid looking at him. But Jo knew I had a manuscript, and passed it on to Patrick for me in spring 2012 when he asked her if the author of Ex Urbe had written any fiction.

And I waited. And I lay awake at night. On a trip to New Orleans, an editor friend of Jo’s told a story about a query which had taken twelve years to be accepted, which actually made me throw up. I tried to start another novel series, but I couldn’t. Terra Ignota meant too much to me, so I broke my own law and wrote book 2. And book 3. So many heartfelt eggs in that basket. Amy had occasional non-news for me, and I was overseeing the publication of my first nonfiction book, the academic history Reading Lucretius in the Renaissance, which will hopefully (knock all the wood you can!) get me tenure here at the magnificent I-dare-you-to-prove-it’s-not-Hogwarts University of Chicago. (Where I teach history of magic. Really.) [Addendum 2022: I got tenure!!] I had submitted the monograph proposal to Harvard University Press way back in 2009. Given the infamous snail’s pace of academic publishing, I often thought of Reading Lucretius in the Renaissance and Too Like the Lightning as twins fighting to see which would be the first to make it out. But Tor, wonderful, infuriating, experimental, ambitious, field-shaping Tor, is slower.

In March 2013, Jo reported to me that Patrick had said positive things to her about the first page of Too Like the Lightning. One page down, 333 to go. That spring and summer were the madness of producing and recording my two-hour close harmony a cappella Viking stage musical Sundown: Whispers of Ragnarok, and its demands were exhausting enough to let me mostly sleep. As August came along, Patrick told Jo to tell me (in our surrealist game of telephone) that he and Teresa wanted to have dinner with me at Worldcon in San Antonio, and I should have my answer then. This was more than a year after Patrick had asked for the manuscript, and five years after I had first submitted it to Tor.

I was working a booth at that Worldcon, an outreach display for the Texas A&M University Cushing Memorial Library and Archives, which has one of the world’s great science fiction collections, an impregnable treasure vault full of rare pulps, fanzines, first editions, and the archived papers of authors from Star Trek scriptwriters, to George R. R. Martin, to (now) me. (Are you a writer? Do you have random papers and notes from old projects cluttering your house? Cushing’s awesome librarians totally want to take your clutter, index it, and preserve it for posterity! Win-win!) The first morning of Worldcon, I was walking through the dealer’s room on my way to our booth, when Jo gestured me over to the table where she was doing a signing. I gestured back that I didn’t want to interrupt the people who were waiting patiently in line, but she flailed emphatically, so I came. She told me that Patrick told her to tell me “Yes.” I remember hugging, and crying, and intense crying, and gasping out a vague apology to the guy who was in the front of the line, but he said, “It’s OK, it’s clearly important.” Jo smiled at him and said, “She’s just sold her first novel!” A keen, satisfied, brightness entered his face, like when you taste an unexpectedly excellent sour candy, and he said, “So, it does happen.”

Most of the rest of the San Antonio Worldcon is lost in the mists of bliss amnesia. I remember staggering back to the Cushing booth all puffy and red faced, and struggling to communicate to my colleague Todd Samuelson that I was OK, just overhappy from yes! Yes! YES! I remember I couldn’t find my phone to text my dear friend Carl Engle-Laird (an HRSFA alum, who was then a new editorial assistant at Tor.com, and sharing my suspense), so I borrowed a phone from Lauren Schiller (my singing partner and roommate of 10+ years), only I couldn’t see through my tears, so the message came out all garbled and full of typos and r5and0m nuMB4rs. I was on a panel right after that, with Lila Garrott (whose online connections had been so instrumental in all this), and I had no time to break the news before the panel, so I just typed it on my then-recovered cell phone and set it on the table in front of us: “Patrick said yes.” Lila glowed.

After Jo’s signing, we found Patrick in the concessions area, and there ensued perhaps the most absurd conversation I shall ever have. I was still paralyzed by the aftereffects of Scylla and Charybdis, so shy and overwhelmed that I could barely force myself to look directly at the legendary Patrick. But Patrick is himself a naturally shy person, and skittish after so many years carrying the Keys to Heaven, so he couldn’t look at me either. And there we were, both trying to hide behind Jo (who is a head shorter than both of us), unable to make eye contact while trying to talk about how we wanted to work together for the rest of our careers. That was when I started to see the absurd flip side of it: All the while that I had been terrified of approaching this incredibly important editor who had power over everything I ever wanted, in his world I had been the intimidating one, this distant Harvard PhD, with all these impressive publications, this learned and authoritative tone on my blog, and I had everything he wanted, great science fiction that would be a pleasure to publish. In Settlers of Catan terms, I had bricks, he had wood, but we were so mutually overwhelmed neither of us could get the words out: “Shall we make this road?” We had dinner with Jo and Teresa at one of those Brazilian barbeque places, where they hunt the great beasts of the plains and serve them to you on spits carried by excessively statuesque young men—at least that’s what Jo says, because bliss amnesia has erased everything except a vague memory of asparagus and a beige tablecloth. I remember Patrick said he and Teresa wanted to audition to edit and shape my career. Audition? I would have begged!

Patrick took me to the Tor party that weekend. I know he introduced me to Tom Doherty and fifty other genre VIPs, but I genuinely don’t remember a thing except recognizing Liz Gorinsky from a distance by her hair. Patrick forgot to give me his business card, so I almost left without the ability to contact him. It took three weeks to stop feeling like a dream. No, that’s not true—it still feels like a dream. I signed the four-book contract by crackling firelight, huddling over the hearthstone during the power outage caused by a New Year’s blizzard, which absolutely feels like a dream. I have a release date now (that took two years), and cover art (same), and the Advanced Bound Manuscript in front of me (well, a defective ABM missing the last three chapters—oops!), and I have a fantastic recording of Patrick—the Patrick—playing guitar with me while I sing my ode to fandom’s support of space exploration, “Somebody Will” (super ultra win condition!). But I still feel prepared to wake up tomorrow, back in my old bedroom, and discover it was all a dream. Maybe there will always be that edge of doubt, the scar of how intensely I worried that the door might never open. Sometimes it doesn’t. But if it did open for me, it wasn’t because I kept pounding on the gate with the same desperate query. And it wasn’t the favor-trading, or the Harvard connections, or my attempts at nepotism, or even (honestly) my agent (though she’s done so many great things for me then and since). It was that I set forth to be more awesome. I kept honing my craft, starting new projects better than the last, producing other works, articles, music, essays, research, the blog. I made my fire burn bright in the dark. People do see.






Author’s Note and Acknowledgments from Too like the Lightning


by Ada Palmer

ORIGINALLY IN TOO LIKE THE LIGHTNING, 2016

I wanted it so much. So much sometimes it felt like I couldn’t breathe. Sometimes I would cry, not because I was sad, but because it hurt, physical pain from the intensity of wanting something so much. I’m a good student of philosophy, I know my Stoics, Cynics, their advice, that, when a desire is so intense it hurts you, the healthy path is to detach, unwant it, let it go. The healthy thing for the self. But there are a lot of reasons one can want to be an author: acclaim, wealth, self-respect, finding a community, the finite immortality of name in print, so many more. But I wanted it to add my voice to the Great Conversation, to reply to Diderot, Voltaire, Osamu Tezuka, and Alfred Bester, so people would read my books and think new things, and make new things from those thoughts, my little contribution to the path which flows from Gilgamesh and Homer to the stars. And that isn’t just for me. It’s for you. Which means it was the right choice to hang on to the desire, even when it hurt so much. And it was worth it. But it took a lot of friends to help me through. It took the teachers who oversaw the long apprenticeship that is learning to write: Martin Beadle, Katherine Haas, Peter Markus, Olive Moochler, Mary Shoemaker, Hal Holiday, Gabriel Asfar, James Hankins, and Alan Charles Kors. It took advisors who lent their expertise for my world-building: Irina Greenman, Weiyi Guo, Sumana Harihareswara, Yoon Ha Lee, Mary Anne Mohanraj, Johanna Ransmeier, and Sabrina Vourvoulias. It took friends who read the manuscript and told me that it really was good enough, when I needed so badly to hear that: John Burgess, Anneke Cassista, Valerie Cooke, Gina Dunn, Greer Gilman, Matt Granoff, Betsy Isaacson, Walter Isaacson, Ashleigh LaPorta, Michael Mellas, Lindsey Nilsen, Brent O’Connell, Priscilla Painton, Luke Somers, Warren Tusk, Milton Weatherhead, Alexa Weingarden, and Ruth Wejksnora. It took the friends who helped me launch this firstborn into the world at last: Lila Garrott, Teresa Nielsen Hayden, and Jo Walton. It took Lauren Schiller, who, for sixteen years and counting, has listened to me blither incoherent shards of plot when I can’t stand to be the only person in the world who knows. It took Jonathan Sneed, who is taking us to Mars now, stepping-stone by stepping-stone, and Carl Engle-Laird, who changed what friendship means for me, and is a real Utopian. It took my parents, the potent booster rocket of their untiring support. It took my mother Laura Higgins Palmer’s creativity and industry, my father Doug Palmer’s deep love of the fruits of imagination that I love. It took my agent, Amy Boggs, and my editor, Patrick Nielsen Hayden, who were excited to find a work about utopia, progress, about the future’s growing pains, but not the cataclysm of dystopia that has so dominated recent conversations. It took Tor, and all the people there who have dedicated their lives to helping the conversation continue: Miriam Weinberg, Irene Gallo, Diana Griffin, my excellent cover artist Victor Mosquera, my indulgent and meticulous copy editor Liana Krissoff, and the brilliant book designer Heather Saunders, who turned my request for period typography into pure text art. But, above all, it took the communities whose firebrand discourses of hope and future-building make me so excited to offer more fuel for their flames: the small communities of my science fiction and fantasy clubs, Double Star at Bryn Mawr, HRSFA at Harvard, the whole little intellectual utopia of Simon’s Rock College; and, beyond them, it took the vast, diasporic community of readers who see us among the stars. I received my hard-fought “Yes” at the 2013 San Antonio Worldcon, and I remember staggering back to our Cushing Library booth in the Dealer’s Room so overwhelmed that I could barely choke out the syllables to explain to my colleague Todd Samuelson why I was sobbing. And the pain ended. But the intensity didn’t. It transformed into something different, an acceleration instead of an exhaustion, just as overwhelming but so positive: It became gratitude. Because I wanted it so much, and I got it. So my work has just begun. I look forward to the next part of the Conversation—the part we have together. Thank you.







SECTION 3
Craft








Spear-Point Theory


by Jo Walton

24 FEBRUARY 2004, LIVEJOURNAL

There comes a point in writing, and it’s a spear-point, it’s very small and sharp but because it’s backed by the length and weight of a whole spear and a whole strong person pushing it, it’s a point that goes in a long way. Spear-points need all that behind them, or they don’t pack their punch in the same way.

Examples are difficult to give because spear-points by their nature require their context, and spoilers. They tend to be moments of poignancy and realization. When Duncan picks the branches when passing through trees, he’s just getting a disguise, but we the audience suddenly understand how Birnam Wood shall come to Dunsinane.

Shakespeare there is making a spear-point out of air—goodness knows, maybe it was in Holinshed, but that doesn’t matter because he couldn’t have expected his audience to know it. There are all sorts of things you can expect the audience to know, that you can rely on them essentially bringing along their own spear-shafts for. Orson Scott Card talks about hurting children as a way of creating sympathy—hurting children is something where people bring their own spear-shafts to slot into the point you give them. It’s the same if the reader suddenly realises someone is King Arthur, or Persephone—but they’ve only brought the spear-shaft if they do recognise them, it won’t go in as far for someone who only vaguely knows who that is.

There are a whole lot of things like this—they change over time, and readers of another age, or from a different culture, without the spear the author expected, laugh or are confused when they learn that a character has lost a hat, or had sex with his boyfriend. Hidden homosexuality is a non-revelation these days, when writers as recently as the 1970s could confidently expect a certain kind of spear coming ready to the hand there, the modern reader will immediately guess what’s not being shown. For a writer using that historical period now to get that spear-point effect (like the surprise Sumner Locke Elliott’s The Man Who Got Away [1972] gave me in 1980 but which doesn’t surprise anyone now), it would be necessary to do a lot of set-up about the significance of male friendship in the context of the time, and even then it wouldn’t be a revelation in the same way.

Sometimes the spear has to be very long—the events in the chess game at the end of Dorothy Dunnett’s Pawn in Frankincense (1969) don’t reliably work without the spear reaching all the way back to The Game of Kings (1961), just reading the thousand pages of Pawn itself isn’t enough. Likewise some of Bujold’s spear-points (“Ivan, you idiot, what are you doing here?”) work much better with the longer context reaching back through multiple books. They do still work without, but they don’t pack as much wallop with a shorter spear.

When writing science fiction or fantasy, it’s possible to make the whole spear out of air and know that’s what you’re doing. The example I usually give of this is C. J. Cherryh writing about people going through Jump without drugs. There’s no such thing as Jump—faster than light hyperspace—and humans don’t need drugs for it, she made it all up, but she also set it all up such that by the time the reader gets to it, it’s a spear-point and my heart was in my throat at the thought of it.

Another is the Dyer of Lorbanery in Le Guin’s The Farthest Shore (1972). A minor character shouts out their name for all to hear. For someone who read that page alone, this would be inexplicable and possibly silly. For someone who has come all the way through Earthsea as far as Lorbanery already, it’s terrible and revelatory—and when Ged does the same thing later, quoting his own name in what Orm Embar says to him, there’s an even longer spear-point that goes back to Ged’s naming at Ogion’s hands near the beginning of A Wizard of Earthsea (1968). We’ve built a long spear out of names and keeping names secret and that spear-point goes in hard.

Now we get to what I wanted to say.

It isn’t always possible to build the spear so that it will work the first time through.

If you keep stepping back to show the reader that there is irony here, that there is a wider context, that things work out this way, that it really means something and has wide significance that this event is happening, then you risk losing absolute raftloads of immediacy. You can do that now and again, but not too much. You certainly need to do a lot of set-up, carefully, towards what you want to do later, and the reason for that is so that when you actually get to doing it, it can stand alone at that point, be that point, because the spear needs to be behind it, and a spear-point supported right there with scaffolding doesn’t have any impact at all.

It needs to be moving when it hits you, and it needs to have the spear already there, whether the writer and the reader built the spear together along the course of the book or whether the reader came into the room with it. And if you the writer are building the spear, you have to come by it honestly, even though you’re doing set-up, it all has to fit with what’s there, it all has to work in its own context or you won’t end up with anything but a pile of splinters.

And sometimes you just don’t have room and it isn’t going to be fully there until afterwards, and I think it’s better to suck that up and trust the reader to think, to come back and reread, to get the full impact then, than to try to hammer the spear-point in when there hasn’t been time to build the spear, because what happens then is “telling” in the way that people mean when they tell you not to do it, and distancing, which can blunt the impact not just the first time but always.






The Protagonist Problem


by Ada Palmer and Jo Walton

UNCANNY MAGAZINE, 2021

Speculative Resistance—a term coined by Malka Older—posits that one great power speculative fiction wields is that exploring other worlds and ways societies could work encourages people to question extant systems, to imagine alternatives, to hope, to act, and to reject the old hope-ending “because that’s the way it is.” The authors that Ursula K. Le Guin termed “realists of a larger reality” do broaden expectations, and even galvanize (as we see in innumerable places, from AI rights think tanks to Star Wars–themed Women’s March signs), but we can also narrow expectations when we repeat patterns, leaving the impression that even in a thousand magic and alien worlds X is still always true. We know that stereotypes do harm, for example, that the attitudes of TV-watching millions are affected by the fact that 33 percent of Black and 50 percent of Latino immigrant characters depicted on American TV are shown committing crimes. This essay aims to call attention to something similar but subtler, subtle because of its very ubiquity in speculative fiction, general fiction, even nonfiction, but which—if we step up and challenge it—could do real good: protagonist stories. We don’t mean stories with main characters; we mean something very specific.

Jo coined the word protagonismos in 2010 to mean “the kind of person stories happen to,” but we’re extending that meaning here. We tell a lot of stories in which one special person has the power to save the day, make the difference, solve the problem, and change everything. They might be a superhero, a long-lost royal scion, the last of their race, a child of prophecy, or they might—like Frodo—be an everyman who has that special courage or other quality which saves the day. Protagonismos is the protagonist spark, that quality some characters possess which means the plot will not advance until our hero comes to lead the action, be it to victory or defeat. It’s easier to see in clumsy examples. Think of that formula for an action team; there might be five characters: the smart one, the strong one, the kid, the love interest, and the … protagonist, whose distinguishing feature may be described as courage, or a pure heart, or determination, but really comes down to writing, that they’re the one who always lands the final blow. The armies will not roll out, the superweapon fire, or the princess fall into the pit until James Bond, or Robin Hood, or Captain Kirk, or Aragorn and Frodo (yes, there can be two in one tale) arrive and act.

Many such stories are great stories; it’s a great formula; there’s a reason we’ve been writing it since Homer had the Greeks succeed or fail based on Achilles’s presence on the battlefield. But when we use this formula too constantly, when we make it the dominant structure of our stories, we advance the claim that, even in a thousand different worlds, in utopias and dystopias, in dragon cities and on Dyson spheres, from our cave-dwelling days unto the dimming of the sun, history is decided by the actions of special people dropped into each era to be its destined shaper. And while the archetype is old, its saturation has increased acutely in the last few decades (chronology below). The stories may be wonderful (the call to action at the end of this will not be that we never write about protagonists), but the saturation of such stories, the vast majority of stories agreeing that protagonismos is what changes the world, that can be bad. When some stories center protagonists, while others center teams, movements, families, etc., that teaches us that there are many ways a world can change, but when almost every story has protagonismos, it teaches us that all worlds work this way, and leads people to see the real world and real history as resting in the hands of real-world protagonists. This is harmful. It’s harmful when people see themselves as not protagonists, and differently harmful when people see themselves as protagonists.

What harm does it do?

Believing that real life has protagonists, but that you yourself are not one, leads to impostor syndrome, feelings of powerlessness, inaction, cynicism, and despair. It leads to the belief that if you personally don’t resemble a protagonist (if you falter, have undramatic setbacks, mundane problems, job hunts, laundry, rent), then you can’t be one of the special few whose actions matter. It leads to the belief that grassroots organizing, even voting, cannot change things, only heroes do. And it makes people vulnerable to conspiracy theories, which are fundamentally about the desire to believe there is a plan, some hero or villain (villains can have protagonismos too) pulling the strings. If you comb through the online discourse of the participants in the January 6th US Capitol attack, the man who literally petitioned the US government to install a Steward of Gondor until Trump is restored is far from the only example of super-radicalized individuals explicitly comparing themselves to supporting characters in a book or video game, whose only hope of improving the world lies in joining the protagonist’s army when he makes his climactic speech.

As for the inverse—and it is very possible to see yourself as both protagonist in some senses and side character in others—the feeling of being the protagonist of your own life can lead to recklessness, power trips, and (visible a lot lately) the expectation that breaking rules is okay so long as it’s you. Think of how often the protagonist in an action thriller (or in a Sherlock Holmes story) breaks the rules, burgles the house, crosses the police line, breaks the curfew, resorts to violence first, but it’s okay. If a story starts with someone breaking the seal on the sample/mummy/laboratory/cursed tome, if they’re the protagonist they’re fine, if not they’re dead before scene’s end. Even in the zombie plague epicenter, if the protagonist breaks out of the quarantine zone, blasting through yellow tape and hazmat-suited doctors, it will turn out to be the right decision in the end, and definitely won’t be what makes the plague worse; that will be the actions of side characters or bad guys. We’ve all seen interviews with superspreaders who were not Covid-deniers, yet believed their wedding, their vacation, their one exception wouldn’t be a problem—that expectation didn’t come from nowhere. There are also milder forms of this line of thinking. Ada worked with many institutions during the pandemic to adapt teaching guidelines to make courses easier on students during the Covid crisis, and was amazed to see how consistently, when we followed up with instructors, a large majority reported that they read and liked the guidelines but had chosen not to follow them, since their particular course had special needs, and since they knew all the other courses were following the guidelines, clearly it was all right for just their class to break the rule, if they had a good reason. Remember that, at the most famous school in our culture—Hogwarts—breaking the rules always has positive outcomes, for teachers and students, so long as you have a good reason, and are protagonist-and-friends.

Another side of protagonist thinking, which Covid has brought to a head, is the proliferation in the US of survivalist stockpilers, a very real demographic which latches onto apocalyptic stories in which the overworked and underappreciated not-yet-protagonist becomes the hero-leader when the plague/flood/meteor/monster comes. This is a genuinely large demographic, enough for apocalyptic bunker design consultancy to be an actual full-time occupation in the US. When Covid came, many thousands of people genuinely expected things to fall apart into Mad Max biker-gang microstates where the shotgun is king, and were ready for it, looking forward with excitement to finally becoming the powerful protagonists of their lives, as fiction showed would happen. When instead Covid triggered pop-up food banks, neighborhood initiatives, and months of tedium, the shock of a dream betrayed left such people vulnerable to radicalizing bots and extremist groups, who recruit them in massive numbers (see historian Kathleen Belew’s work on the white power movement).

Before this starts feeling like moral panic language (Blame videogames! Blame comic books! Blame Dungeons & Dragons! Blame Canada!), the protagonist problem is not specific to one medium or genre, and nonfiction is just as complicit, if not more guilty, than fiction. Looking at the genre of history for a moment, Great Man history was bad, is bad, historians try hard not do it anymore, not just because of the “man” part but also because of the “great” part. Great Man history erases the fact that most real changes result from collective action, many people doing many things, from teams, from trends, from multiple factors—this famine, and these bank loans, and this edict, and this old feud, and this printing press, and this Martin Luther dude, and thirty other men and women that you haven’t heard of—but it’s much easier to tell a story just about Luther, especially since (long story very short) for centuries, the genre of history writing was considered a moral teaching genre whose purpose was to show examples of great people and bad people, to give the reader good examples to absorb, and bad ones to shun. And since what we write is based on what we read, even new histories that try to innovate often find it’s easiest to still center something as protagonist; it just might be the daughter, or the sister, or the unsung Black researcher, or in bolder experiments the codfish, or the number zero, or the color red. A brilliant article by food historian Allen Grieco demonstrates how cantaloupe caused the French Revolution, and he’s right, but you have to read it understanding that he intends you to see cantaloupe as one of a hundred interwoven causes, and that’s hard. When you’re a textbook writer with three pages to cover three centuries, it’s a lot easier to pick a couple awesome people—Leonardo! Galileo! Queen Elizabeth I!—than to describe dozens of separate, amorphous groups and factors. (Hi)stories with simple causes are easier to tell, so most histories get whittled down to some hero or villain in the end. We’re living this process now as Covid discourse settles more and more on Dr. Fauci, and the ways we choose to write about the vaccine rollout will determine whether Covid becomes one of these rare and precious cooperation stories—like smallpox eradication or the Hoover Dam—which gets told as a teamwork moment even in textbooks, or whether we’re picking a new Great Man.

Now for the timeline:

What is similar about the following books: Harold Robbins’s The Dream Merchants (1949), Alistair MacLean’s The Guns of Navarone (1957), Arthur Hailey’s Hotel (1965), Paul Gallico’s The Poseidon Adventure (1969), Colleen McCullough’s The Thorn Birds (1977), James A. Michener’s Chesapeake (1978), James Clavell’s Noble House (1981), Shirley Conran’s Lace (1982), and Edward Rutherfurd’s Sarum (1987)? First, they were all bestsellers in their days, books everyone was reading, selling in vast quantities, piled up enticingly in every grocery store and airport bookstall. They had huge readerships. Many became blockbuster movies, reaching millions. And they’re all stories of multiple agency, often described on their back covers as “tapestries,” to tell us they have lots of threads, that we’ll be following lots of characters, whether it’s a few days in a luxury hotel, a week in Hong Kong, or millennia in an English village. In these decades—from the Second World War to the late 1980s—tapestry books with multiple agency, many characters all shaping the outcome, was a major mode of bestselling books, and the blockbuster movies based on them. In these books there’s not a protagonist in sight, nobody the plot waits for; they’re all written in Dickensian multiple third: The point of view switches to whoever is most convenient.

These tapestry books were not the kind of multiple third-person point of view found today in epic fantasies like George R. R. Martin’s A Song of Ice and Fire (1996–present) and Kate Elliott’s Crown of Stars (1997–2006), which have clearly marked chapter boundaries, and where each point-of-view character is recurring, with an arc, and the expectation that, by taking up a POV, the author has committed to seeing that character forward to a personal climax of one sort or another. We might call such books a braid structure, with individual strong strands, each thick and significant. Frequently in braid books, one or two characters/strands still have protagonismos (the plot waits for them) while others support, but all of them have arcs, and conventions. In contrast, in tapestry books, the points of view can truly be as tiny as threads, and may not have arcs in themselves. In Hotel (1965), we take the desk clerk’s POV as a couple checks in; he gives them a particular kind of room because of his perceptions; we then switch to the man’s POV, then the woman’s. There is no expectation of returning to the desk clerk, but he has agency in that one moment, his choice of room affecting the survival of the other characters when disaster strikes. He is a tiny thread but has power, agency, even though he personally has no arc. The readers of these tapestry bestsellers are comfortable hopping from head to head without the promise that anyone with a POV must be special, and are invested in a true ensemble cast. In these tiny hops into a minor character, agency can be in anyone, not just in characters whose lives have arcs and climaxes, i.e., whose lives don’t feel like our lives.

Zooming out further in the history of fiction writing, the novel as we understand it evolved in English in the eighteenth century, with other exciting things happening in French, Russian, and other languages, but by the nineteenth century, novels written in English and Russian tended to have omniscient viewpoints, where the author either explicitly (Austen, Tolstoy, Eliot) or implicitly (Dostoyevsky, Trollope) had the viewpoint of God, who could stop the story to discourse to the reader, and go into the head of any character. Stories like that seldom had protagonismos—it wasn’t absent, but it was rare. Dickens changed this by writing in multiple third-person perspective, where the narrator never steps back and expostulates; instead you’re always in the head of one specific character or another, close up behind their eyes. First-person narration also always existed, but at first it usually took the form of epistolary novels or a fictitious memoir (think of Watson writing about Holmes). As the nineteenth century advanced, it became more acceptable to write in first person directly without framing as a letter, memoir, etc.

Things changed as the twentieth century began, under the influence of cinema with its intense close-ups, the dominant forms came to be very tight third person (exemplified by Hemingway) as well as first person, though Dickensian multiple third person was still common. First and tight third are the forms in which you most commonly see protagonismos in written prose fiction. Next came the 1950s–’80s when tapestry books were big, coexisting with other forms without one form taking clear majority. Some authors of bestseller tapestry books went on writing into the nineties, but at that stage few new authors started writing in this style. Something happened, specifically in the nineties. Could it have been the fall of the USSR and the decline of Marxist collectivist views of history? Or was it just a trend in what was fashionable? Whatever the cause, tapestry books specifically, and multiple-agent books in general, dwindled, so from the nineties to today bestsellers and blockbusters are much more likely to be first person or single tight third, following a clear protagonist, usually with a destined sense of being on the side of the angels, and the ability to get away with things. We do have bestseller braid books, such as A Song of Ice and Fire, but even these constitute a small minority of all fiction, enough that people remark on them as unusual for not having a single point of view. They also usually still have a couple characters with protagonismos, while all the characters with power (those who determine outcomes of events) have distinct arcs, rather than power also being wielded by minor people like our Hotel desk clerk.

While this trend is most visible in the mainstream, you see it in science fiction and fantasy from the ’90s on as well, so it becomes hard to find stories about teams, about people who aren’t a chosen one, either explicitly as a plot point, or implicitly because of how the author treats the character. Most examples of team books that come to mind are older, such as C. J. Cherryh’s Downbelow Station (1981) and Rosemary Kirstein’s Steerswoman (1989). There are more examples in fantasy; Steven Erikson is definitely still writing tapestry-style, and Guy Gavriel Kay often writes in actual omniscient point of view, like George Eliot. Martin, for all that he is writing a braid, has a discussion in A Clash of Kings (1998) about where agency lies in the case of an irresponsible child king giving an order to a soldier who obeys and undoes all the careful diplomacy with one stroke of the sword. This passage is worth noting as one of the very few direct considerations of multiple agency in genre.

To sum up: In 1996, when the first big-budget Mission: Impossible movie came out, many who remembered the original 1966–73 TV show commented on how different it felt, despite the faithful formula, because the old show didn’t have a protagonist; it truly had a team. This was more than Hollywood spotlighting a star (Tom Cruise), though the way celebrity shapes film (which impacts books) is a factor. The change from team to protagonist-with-backup reflected a major shift in the pie chart of how we distribute power in our stories. Circa 1990, the single-protagonist structure grew to dominate the pie, while the plural-but-still-with-protagonismos slice also grew, and other story structures shrunk to slivers. We can change that. There is nothing wrong with protagonist stories remaining common, if not the plurality of stories, but it’s when we recognize there is a box that we can think, and write, outside it. Let’s write more stories about teams, plural action, tapestries, taking turns. Let’s write more stories where the plot does not wait for a special few, where power also rests in the hotel desk clerk, the bystander—we can even have the voting public or the pop-up food pantry volunteer team save the day. When we do write about main characters, let’s think hard about how we use protagonismos, deconstruct it, invert it, surprise the reader. Varying our story structures, expanding, evening out that pie chart, and trying to use the common model in more innovative and examined ways—all these steps will make our stories newer and more powerful, not less. Le Guin in “The Carrier Bag Theory of Fiction” (1986), when discussing the problem of how commonly the hero with a spear takes over stories, says, “I said it was hard to make a gripping tale of how we wrested the wild oats from their husks, I didn’t say it was impossible. Whoever said that writing a novel was easy?”

The crises of the last few years were shaped by hundreds of factors, as the French Revolution was, and the protagonist problem may be as small a contributor as cantaloupe, but it’s a contributor the genre fiction world has the power to do something about. If you doubt that power, remember that UK Health Minister Matt Hancock ordered 70 million extra Covid vaccine doses because he watched the movie Contagion, and learned from it that there might be shortages. Stories teach, and team stories, stories which remind people that power is shared, teach something the world really needs right now. For years, the toymaker Mattel has released a “Career of the Year” Barbie, different each year and focused on powerful careers (movie director, Mars explorer, judge, roboticist, president), but for 2020 they released a team of four: a political candidate, her campaign manager, a grassroots fundraiser, and a voter, with the motto “Big Dreams: Bright Future” and packaging declaring that it’s teamwork that moves the world. It’s a powerful message, and that’s just 150 words on the side of a cardboard box. Writers of fantasy and science fiction have a lot to work with: 5,000 words, 50,000 words, 150,000 words—let’s use them.
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Part 1: The Right Age to Read a Book

Sheila Kaye-Smith, in her memoir All the Books of My Life (1956) says:


When at the age of fifteen I started my period of conscientious reading, I received one piece of very good advice. A friend of my mother’s advised me not to read Thackeray until I was grown up. “You wouldn’t understand him now. You’d miss a lot.”

This was perfectly true and I only wish her advice had been applied more widely, for I spoilt a number of books and authors for myself by reading them too early … If I were ever asked to guide a young person in a similar situation I should put Dickens and Jane Austen with Thackeray on the waiting list, also the whole of George Eliot except Adam Bede and the whole of the Brontës except Jane Eyre.



I, on the other hand, have spent my whole life plunging eagerly into books I am too young for. It never did me any harm, and if I started to read something and realized it was too old for me I left it for later. I still do this sometimes. It’s a good habit, because it blames me and not the book when I can’t get into something. It’s quite distinct from thinking “this is awful,” or “this is boring,” but instead it’s “I am not ready for this.” I’ve also never done the “conscientious reading” Kaye-Smith talks about, I’ve just splashed about irresponsibly in the great pool of literature cheerfully reading whatever I wanted to and mostly not bothering to read things I didn’t want to. Even when I was writing a whole book on the history of the Hugos, I decided to treat whether or not I’d read a book as a data point, rather than reading everything in a conscientious and completist way.

It’s funny Kaye-Smith mentions Jane Eyre (Charlotte Brontë, 1847). That’s a book I read when I was very young, sometime before I went to school. I loved it to pieces for precisely the Gothicness of it, and also for Jane’s first-person voice.

I know exactly what I learned from reading Jane Eyre way too young—I learned that children grow up and are still the same person. Jane the child in Lowood is very precisely characterized, and the whole horrible school thing really spoke to me on a level I could understand. It isn’t so different from Little Women (Louisa May Alcott, 1868–69), Anne of Green Gables (L. M. Montgomery, 1908), and the other children’s books I was reading at the same time. Jane—the same Jane who was such a precisely observed child—growing up and experiencing melodramatic events made me realize that I would also grow up, and that the adults around me had once been children. I can remember very clearly lying on the green hearthrug in front of the coal fire in my childhood home reading Jane Eyre, and looking up from it at the black-stockinged legs of my great-aunt Emma, and the plump calves of my cousin Anthea, and thinking that (amazingly) they had once been children, and I would one day be a grown-up, although I was quite sure that I’d never prefer to read sitting on a chair than lying on the rug.

And the lesson was correct. I did grow up, and remain myself, and even though I was wrong about the rug thing, my utterly unquestioned assumption that I would still want to read has held completely true.

No grown-up, or even teenager, reading Jane Eyre for the first time would have that insight. They know it already. It’s not Brontë’s insight, though I had that understanding because she managed to make Jane growing up work for me as a child reader in a way that, for instance, Alcott had not. Books give people the tools to build the world. This world, the real world.

But I do understand what Kaye-Smith is saying too. Some people cannot reread, and therefore what they get out of a book on first reading is all they ever get out of it. She was doubtless one of them. Tolkien was, he talks about it in one of his letters. Once he had read something that was it; he felt it had lost its freshness. So he too advised waiting to read things until you were older—he talked about losing the pleasure he would have had. For people like this, and those who have to get it all in the first read because there can be no subsequent reads, Kaye-Smith is right. They should wait.

I find this difficult to imagine, because I love rereading so much—I actually prefer rereading something to reading it for the first time. The first time there’s a certain amount of anxiety about whether it’s going to stay good, and also about what’s going to happen. On a reread I know I can relax and trust the book. I recently reread a friend’s unpublished manuscript (I don’t usually do this, but it’s particularly brilliant and I kept thinking about it [note: it was Too Like the Lightning!]) and I found myself noticing just how much more I was enjoying it this time through because I knew where it was going.

So I see the “read once and never again” thing as an unhappy affliction, and it’s certainly a thing that goes with a particular kind of brain.

Reading books too early never did me any harm, but there is also the thing where one can come to a book too late. I’ve sometimes advised reading books with your twelve-year-old head—and it isn’t always easy to do that, even if you can see you’d have loved it when you were twelve. This is much harder than waiting until you’re old enough, because it means you missed it. I missed the right age to read E. E. “Doc” Smith this way. When my son was twelve I gave him a lot of old books wrapped in gold paper—the “golden age” books that you have to read when you’re twelve. His appreciation of Hal Clement is consequently better than mine will ever be.

This is similar to the way one can grow out of books generally—books you have read. Sometimes it’s possible to find the twelve-year-old head to read it with, and sometimes it isn’t. This is why there are children’s books and YA that can be read by adults and others that can’t—and of course, the same goes for things that were ostensibly written for adults.

I think it might be a good idea for people who cannot enjoy re-reading to have suggested ages on books—not just classics, and certainly not just children’s books. But it would be so hard to decide. How old should you be when you read A Fire Upon the Deep? Teenagers can get a lot out of it, but I get more out of it on every reading. How about Nova—I loved it when I was forty-five and I know I definitely didn’t get it when I was fifteen. Maybe we could have panels at conventions in which we discuss the perfect age to read different books? Or maybe authors could be asked about their own books? Or maybe the age at which the author wrote it should be taken into account? And we could have “read this before you’re twenty” labels as well. Then once we had a consensus (ha!) the people with this problem could have reading lists they’d start on their birthdays.

For the rest of us who can reread, this is a non-problem. We can read ahead of ourselves all we like and keep coming back and getting more out of things every time. Thank goodness.



Part 2: Reasons to Read

When I posted the first section of this on Tor.com (now Reactor) in 2013, I noticed an odd thing in the comments. In what I’d written, I was thinking about reading pretty much entirely for pleasure. I was talking only about spoiling the enjoyment of a book by reading it too early—or too late. In the comments though, people started talking about prescribing childhood reading and talking about books as if they were vitamins that you should take because they’re good for you. There were comments about the immorality of rereading because it causes you to miss new books, and comments about learning morality from reading. It all became surprisingly Victorian.

I think this may have happened because I had started off from Kaye-Smith’s quote discussing classics, and lots of people have these kinds of feelings about classics, as if they’re things you “ought to” read, educational reading, rather than things you read because you want to. My post on reading ages had revealed an interesting cleavage in the way people think about the purpose of reading. This led me to think about what I read for, and how that might be different from what some other people seem to read for, and then to consider some of the points about why people read that had been raised in the comments.

My first answer was very simple: I read because it’s fun.

I do believe there are things everyone ought to do: big things like defending civilization, building the future, making art, and mending the world. I do try to do my share of those. And there are little chores everyone has to do like laundry and flossing and taking vitamins. Again, I do my best with this. There are things everyone has to do to earn money so we can keep eating. Then there’s the rest of it, the things one does just for fun.

There’s certainly fun to be had in the defending civilization category, and one can certainly do one’s best to have fun in the doing laundry category. And it would be possible and reasonable for a person to put reading into either of those places. Reading is one of the ways we learn about civilization and what makes it worth defending, it’s one of the ways we absorb culture and history and context. And I can see people who don’t actually enjoy reading putting it in the chore category, something just like flossing that isn’t enjoyable but which will lead to a good outcome. But I love reading. Reading is usually the most fun I can have at any given moment. And reading is so easy to fit in—going to see a play or an exhibition usually takes a whole evening, but I can read on the bus as I’m running errands, while I’m eating, in bed before sleep. Reading is awesome and flexible and fits around chores and earning money and building the future and whatever else I’m doing that day.

My attitude towards reading is entirely Epicurean—reading is pleasure and I pursue it purely because I like it.

And I feel exactly the same about reading whatever it is. If I’m reading Middlemarch (George Eliot, 1871–72) I’m reading it in exactly the same spirit in which I am reading The Wise Man’s Fear (Patrick Rothfuss, 2011) or David Graeber’s Debt (2011). There’s no shred of feeling anywhere in me that one has value and the other doesn’t. Indeed, while I was regularly writing posts for Tor.com (now Reactor) talking about books (which came into the category of “things I do to earn money,” though they were also fun) which were primarily about SF and fantasy, I sometimes felt as if I was goofing off if I read non-fiction or Victorian novels. (That’s why I stopped doing so many posts about specific books and now mostly write monthly posts listing whatever random things I’ve been reading.) Whatever I’m reading, I’m reading because it’s something I want to read, something I have selected either for the first time or for a reread, because it is appealing for one reason or another. I read something because I enjoy it or because I’m interested, because I’m getting all kinds of fun out of it. Rereading A Fire Upon the Deep is one kind of fun. The Victorian Germany depicted in the novels of Elizabeth von Arnim is just one more alien world.

The only thing that’s different is when I’m reading for research (usually for a novel). There are times I’ll drag through something just to get the facts in it. But generally my attitude to non-fiction has changed over time. It used to be that there were only half a dozen non-fiction books I actually liked and which would be in my normal reread rotation. Now there are all kinds of non-fiction writers whose work I love and whose new books I look forward to as eagerly as I do to fiction, and which I read for fun. But if I’m reading for research, I’m usually reading something else at the same time for fun, and I won’t read the research book in bed. Research is generally “to make art” rather than for fun. Sometimes it manages to be both and that’s just great when it happens.

Other people suggested in comments to the blog post various reasons why they read or do not read, and it’s interesting to tally and reflect on the nine dominant answers:

1) To be smarter or gain knowledge. I pretty much flat out do not do this, except for research, though I understand that other people do. David G. Hartwell talked about reading bibliographies for fun. I have read the Catalogue of Ships in the Iliad (Homer, 700 BCE) and I have extensively mined the name list in Culhwch and Olwen (Anon., c. 1350) and I have compared these to the way people memorize names of Pokémon. But I don’t do any of this and I don’t really see the appeal. Not fun, I don’t do it.

2) To feel sophisticated and be able to say you read them. I don’t do this at all ever. It feels counterproductive and uncomfortable. And I hate it when people assume that this is why I am reading something, when it absolutely never is.

3) Self-medication or stress relief. I do do this! I don’t do it as much as some people who say that reading affects their mood, so they read things that will elevate their moods, reading quite literally as a mind-altering experience. I do not suffer from depression, thank goodness, because from the experience of my friends I think it’s a terrible disability, far worse than the physical disabilities I live with. For people who have long-term and permanent depression, monitoring reading must be essential. But I do read to cheer myself up when I am down in the short-term way I do sometimes get down. The way I think of this style of reading is the advice from Geoffrey Chaucer Hath a Blog, “Take two Buffy Ye Vampyre Slayer and call me in the morning.” When I am in that state I do deliberately select things that will help. Cheerful isn’t enough, it needs to also be gripping, absorbing enough to take me out of myself. Comfort reading is comforting, and there isn’t anything at all wrong with being comforted when you need it! I remember reading John Barnes’s A Million Open Doors (1992) years ago when I was reeling from a breakup, and getting completely caught up in it and taken away from my own misery. And then I got to the end of it and my misery fell on me like a collapsing wall and I consciously decided not to read Earth Made of Glass (1998) (which was as far as that sequence went back then) because Earth Made of Glass is a real downer. If I recall correctly I spent the next week alternating between Georgette Heyer and Donald Westlake. Reading as self-medication and stress relief for the win.

4) Reading for cultural relevance. Meaning reading one book you don’t really like to better understand another book, or reading something everyone is talking about so that you can be part of the conversation. I do this. I don’t very much do the first part—or rather I do track books from other books but I don’t keep reading them if I don’t like them. I read half of Three Men in a Boat (Jerome K. Jerome, 1889) because of Have Space Suit—Will Travel (Robert A. Heinlein, 1958) but I stopped when I wasn’t having fun yet. (I did a lot better on cultural appreciation via Heinlein with Rodin and Ming bowls.) I think of this as reading books that characters in other books have recommended, which is like reading books my friends have recommended, which I absolutely do. And more generally, if everyone—for values of “everyone” which mean “lots of people I talk to online”—is talking about a book, that book will be on my radar and I’ll look out for it. I might be reluctant to buy it just for this reason, and will most likely take it out of the library. Taking things out of the library frequently does lead to buying things if I like them. Or somebody will lend it to me, and then I’ll buy it. Or the other way around, I’ll be talking about some book to a friend and I’ll lend it to them.

Of course, this can have the failure mode that if everyone is talking about a book too much before I get to it then I can be actually put off it—which is generally terribly unfair to the poor book. Sometimes I read things years after everyone else because I was turned off by hype and then kick myself.

5) Watching TV for relaxation but reading for enlightenment. I flat out do not watch TV, never, not at all. No value judgements, I just don’t care for it. So this is not a competition for me, TV is no fun, reading is fun, end of story. (This is also the answer to the frequently asked question of how I have time to read as much as I do. I haven’t voluntarily watched TV in decades.) So I read for relaxation too.

6) Reading to complete something out of sheer stubbornness. I do not do this. I will give up. I may try again when I’m older, but if it’s not working for me I put it down.

7) Doing sports has health benefits, playing games with others is social, reading is solitary and passive with no payoff and therefore self-indulgent and bad. I don’t feel this way at all. I don’t think the things I do for fun have to have a payoff. I get a payoff from defending civilization and making art and building the future and mending the world, and I get a payoff from the things I put in the category of doing laundry, or at least I get clean clothes. But I don’t feel guilty about the way I spend my leisure time and you can’t make me. Should I be playing sports? Well, not me, somebody who physically could? Sure. But it would be better still if they were helping lepers. This is a path which leads directly away from any possibility of happiness even if you were only sleeping three hours a night and joined the Peace Corps. Everything doesn’t have to be good for you. By all means get out there and defend civilization, exercise, floss, and earn money! But the rest of the time I feel no guilt whatsoever about relaxing and reading my book.

On the subject of reading as escapism, Tolkien said, “Why should a man be scorned if, finding himself in prison, he tries to get out and go home? Or if, when he cannot do so, he thinks and talks about other topics than jailers and prison-walls?” Yet seventy-five years after the publication of Tolkien’s “On Fairy Stories” (1938, revised 1947), people are still trying to make us feel guilty about our reading. Interviewers are always asking me these questions when they ask me about reading: “What are your guilty reading pleasures?” “Why do you read escapist books?” “Is there any merit to that?” It all amounts to “Is there something wrong with you that you’re reading for enjoyment instead of taking your literary vitamins?”

I love reading. If I say this, people generally look at me with approval. Reading is a culturally approved practice, so doing it widens my cultural capital. But if I admit what I read—more fiction than non-fiction, more genre books than classics, and specifically lots of fantasy, science fiction, romance, military fiction, historical fiction, mysteries, and YA—then I lose that approval and have to start justifying my choices. I also read a lot of Victorian and early twentieth-century fiction, and biographies and random interesting non-fiction and poetry and letter collections and some things published as literature … and I don’t hold any of them as better than any of the others. To me they’re all what I’m reading because I want to read it, because reading it is the most fun I can have in any given moment.

I don’t feel defensive about what I choose to read. I don’t feel proud of some pieces and ashamed of other pieces. It’s all reading, and I do it all for fun. I don’t do it to escape, I’m not in prison. I like my life. But when I was in prison, by which I mean my truly abusive boarding school, and when I was stuck in hospital (which is even more like prison except without time off for good behavior) of course I wanted to escape, and of course I was delighted that books were there for me to escape into. [2022 note: The same goes during the lockdowns of the pandemic, when I read nothing but sheer escapism for months on end, thank you for being there for me K. J. Parker and romance novels set in Italy!] If your life sucks, escaping it makes a great deal of sense. If your life is bounded and restricted, seeing that more options exist helps, even if they’re all theoretical and imaginary. Escaping doesn’t mean avoiding reality, escaping means finding an escape route to a better place. Seeing those options can be the file to get through the bars. Anyone who thinks this is a bad thing is the enemy.

8) You don’t read for pleasure any more than you breathe for pleasure, you just need to read like you need to breathe. Hard to argue with this one, but in fact it is a choice.

9) Reading is educational and culturally broadening, but re-reading something for the nth time is immoral, when there are so many unread books, and this is a less than adult mode of reading. I would argue that I get more out of books every time I read them. This may not be true for everyone, and it isn’t true for me for every book. There are books that really repay rereading, and those are the ones I go back to. But that doesn’t matter. I don’t see anything either childish or immoral about picking up an old favorite just to spend time with it, because I’m reading for fun, and that can be fun. I’ll do it if I want to. I will defend to the death any adult’s right to reread trash as often as they want to as long as they enjoy it.

I’m not reading to educate myself or to absorb all the culture in the world, or even all the SF in the world, I feel no guilt at rereading even if it does mean I’m “missing” a new book I could be reading instead. It’s true, I am missing it, but it’ll still be there later, and I’m more likely to act as if there aren’t enough books than as if there are too many, so that when there are infinite and multiplying numbers of books to read it doesn’t intimidate me but makes me feel as if I’ve pulled a fast one on the Second Law of Thermodynamics. I know I won’t live forever. But I read as if I will.

I read because it is usually the most fun I can possibly have, I choose the things I read by how much I want to read them, and I read as if I will live forever. This is pretty much pure win from my point of view. Reading is just a thing I do, I reject the whole position that it’s for anything.



Part 3: No, Really, What’s Reading For?

Except, of course, that it is for something.

There’s the undeniable point that “books do furnish a mind”—reading things at impressionable ages does have a real effect on who we are. I don’t want to deny that this is the case. Indeed, my novel Among Others (2011) is largely about this, about how reading gives you the tools to cope with the world. I am a different person because I read Jane Eyre at four, and Trouble on Triton (Samuel R. Delany, 1976) at fourteen than I would be without. Books change people and shape people in unpredictable ways, and this is one of the things reading is for, or at least a thing it does, and a thing I want it to do. I want my reading to change and shape me, and not just to have done that to me when I was young, but to continue to do it. I’m reading for fun, yes, but I also throw myself willingly into the deep water of books, trusting them to take me out of my depth and transform me, and trusting the sea change they work on me to be for the best. There’s a very interesting non-fiction book about reading by Francis Spufford called The Child That Books Built (2002). I am also that child, that adult. Books built me. Reading is for opening the world. But when I say that I mean reading anything. The thing that people who are prescribing literary vitamins have wrong is that it doesn’t have to be the “right” books. Sometimes it’s the wrong books that make all the difference.

And that, of course, is one of the reasons I especially love reading science fiction and fantasy, because I loved that plunge of jumping into books that took me out of my depth and made me do the fun work of piecing together unfamiliar people, places, and things, and science fiction and fantasy re-create that wonderful experience for grown-ups, with their world-building and alien people and things, the zest of reading above our age level re-created for every age.

One of the other amazing things about reading science fiction and fantasy, one of the things that it gives me as a reader that almost nothing else does, is new angles on things that don’t yet exist. Jane Eyre might have shown me adults were once children, but Childhood’s End (Arthur C. Clarke, 1953) told me humans could become gods. When cloning was invented for real (Dolly the sheep!) I was stunned at the vacuity of the BBC reporting of it. “Haven’t they read Cyteen?” I asked. They hadn’t. But I had, and not just Cyteen (C. J. Cherryh, 1988) but a whole lot of other science fiction that engages with the ethics and technicalities of cloning through not just sophisticated thought experiments but actual stories that resonate in the way that only fiction can. I also have complex views on immortality and life extension, not gleaned from reading any one novel about these things, but from reading a whole lot of SF stories engaging in dialog with each other about all of this. I do not read “for” this, but gosh it is an excellent side effect that I value. Give me a new thing, or a new perspective, or switch the angle on which I can see something and I am happy. Give me a new ethical problem and I can be happy for weeks. A book that makes me think about these kinds of questions from new angles is very valuable, and even if I do not enjoy it I’ll consider it a precious contribution and be glad I read it.

I have never made the career choice of being a dragon’s princess. I have never started a revolution on the Moon. I’ve never so much as stolen a magic ring or ordered an attack on Guadalcanal, and I bet you haven’t either. But we imaginatively know what it would be like because we’ve read about it and cared about the characters and thrown ourselves into the story. There are worlds I’d hate to live in, books that make me feel delighted that I’m not living in them, dystopias and books where awful things happened to the characters. I still enjoyed them, and I might still have escaped into them. I have come back to my reality of boarding school and said, “Well, at least it’s not Airstrip One!”

There’s a way in which fiction generally is about (or “for”) better understanding human nature. It’s about more than that, of course, but that’s a significant part of it. I feel that you can tell more interesting stories about human nature if you can contrast it with alien nature, or elf nature, or what human nature would be like if you had nine thousand identical clones, or if people could extend their lives by sucking life force from other people. There are just more possibilities for stories in genre, more places for stories to go. More ways to escape, more things to think about, more fun, more possible shapes to shape the mind.

Experience broadens the human being, and stories—fictional and real—broaden us further, with more experiences of other paths, lives, crises, failures, and recoveries, beyond what our one lived experience provides. Friends and their lives broaden us, as do news and caring about the lives of others we hear about, but fiction provides an even more intimate plunge into the perspectives and feelings as well as trials and tribulations of a range of people far beyond what we, in one lifetime, could ever meet. Consuming narrative broadens empathy, broadens our expectations as we encounter other ways our lives could be, and broadens resilience as we see disasters and how others (fictitious and historical) recover from them, giving us models for how to face our own worst days. It teaches. It gives us tools.

In C. S. Lewis’s The Silver Chair (1953), another book I first read as a child, some characters are in an underground kingdom where an evil enchantress attempts to persuade them that the sun and the worlds they came from aren’t real, and only the underground world is real. One of them argues passionately that even if the sun isn’t real, he’ll believe in it because even an imaginary sun is better than a lamp. Now this character, Puddleglum, is not only made up, but he’s not even human, and he’s not from mythology; he’s a purely imaginary creature, a marshwiggle. But remembering Puddleglum’s declaration has helped me get through hard moments all my life, has helped me believe in fiction even when it’s not real, has given me an example of how you can stand up for what matters even when it might not exist. Lewis meant it for an allegory of religion, but I didn’t know that when I was six years old and it isn’t at all how I read it. People get their own things out of stories. If you give them books and turn them loose, even at the wrong ages, even the wrong books, they’ll dive into them and escape, and grow up, and do all sorts of things.

And it’s fun, too.

That’s what reading’s for. Even for people old enough to prefer sitting on a chair to lying on the rug.
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One metric of human progress, which fantasy and science fiction have done much to advance is the expansion over time of our empathy sphere. By this I mean the range of beings that we consider coequally a person with ourselves, deserving of the same rights, dignities, and protections. We are all familiar with the legal expansion of rights over time, the right to vote, the right to own property, the right to marry; this is a parallel expansion of attitudes, what beings fall inside or outside our sphere of empathy, a change most visible in, and often advanced by, literature, especially science fiction and fantasy.

Many genre readers have had the experience of reading older fiction, perhaps More’s Utopia (1516) and his description of the ideal state is chugging along, but then he mentions slavery, or details about the role of women, and it stops feeling utopian even if you yourself are not in the categories being subjugated. Utopia felt utopian and radical to Thomas More’s readers in 1520, as did Robert Graves’s Seven Days in New Crete (US title Watch the North Wind Rise) in 1949, though we cringe seeing his attempt at a matriarchal utopia define “free love” as requiring all women to be sexually available to all men. In 1968, 2001: A Space Odyssey aimed to present a positive future, but when exclusively male astronauts make video calls to their housewives on Earth, it stops feeling positive to us. Nothing can feel like a utopia to us if beings we consider coequally people with ourselves are being oppressed or treated as second-class members of society, and the number of beings in that category increases over time. When we watch 1950s American TV it is a mark of progress that so many people now feel uncomfortable seeing scenes with Black women cast repeatedly as maid characters whose scripted parts reinforce stereotypes and subjugation; we feel how America’s empathy sphere has moved. If when we watch The Jetsons (1962–63) we feel similar discomfort seeing Rosey the Robot in the same maid role, we experience how science fiction has expanded our empathy sphere to AIs even though they do not yet exist.

This development was shaped by thousands of genre fiction stories, many responding to and critiquing each other. As trailblazing works took More’s Utopia head-on—works such as Samuel R. Delany’s Empire Star (1966), which examines slavery’s legacy through a grand space future built on the grief of the enslaved LII aliens, and Ursula K. Le Guin’s “The Ones Who Walk Away from Omelas” (1973), which asks if utopia can be utopia if the happiness of the society is based on the suffering of even a single human being—the questions they advanced transformed living-room conversations about Star Wars films and Jetsons reruns in ways which, year by year, expanded empathy by raising audiences’ standards for how many and what kinds of beings must be free and happy for us to call a world or future “good.” Today, no imaginary world or future can feel unambiguously utopian if it depicts the oppression of person-like AIs, aliens, or artificial or magical beings, and a long tradition, from today’s powerful own-voices like Ken Liu and N. K. Jemisin back to eighteenth- and nineteenth-century political radicals like Voltaire and Mary Shelley, and in Jules Verne’s social satires, have tapped the power of such empathy-expanding conversations to tackle real-world issues of prejudice and exclusion.

One of science fiction’s oldest tools for expanding empathy is its exploration of alternate forms of intelligent life: robots, AIs, androids, aliens, clones, artificial or genetically engineered organisms, etc. Robot rights and personhood have been explored by authors like Asimov (The Bicentennial Man, 1976), Sarah Zettel (Fool’s War, 1997), Ken MacLeod (The Corporation Wars, 2016–17), and early on at great length by Osamu Tezuka using Astro Boy (1951 onwards) whose comics, films, and novels used robots and aliens to address the roles racism and xenophobia had played in World War II in the postwar decades when censorship in Japan prevented direct discussions. Science fiction has been so effective at crystalizing AI rights as an issue that we now have think tanks and policy seminars dedicated to real-world AI rights, much like those that study gender equality or racial and environmental justice, even though we still don’t have any actual science-fiction-level artificial intelligences. Even if we never do have them, we still have empathy for their possibility, and are thoughtfully considering their rights and our potential relationship with them. Cloning too was raised by SF as a civil rights issue long before it became real. It appeared as an object of discomfort and strangeness as early as Brave New World (1932), but over time the consensus tipped steadily toward clones being fully human and deserving of rights, as we see in the contrast between Kate Wilhelm’s Hugo-winning 1976 novel Where Late the Sweet Birds Sang, which depicts cloning resulting in imperfect, cognitively degraded sub-humans incapable of continuing human civilization, and C. J. Cherryh’s Hugo-winning 1988 novel Cyteen, which depicts clones as full people capable of emotion, creativity, and citizenship, and uses them to explore issues of consent and slavery. The numerous moments in iterations of Star Trek that address race and rights via aliens, androids, hybrids, even holodeck characters, reflect how early active engagement with the empathy sphere became and remains an expected signature of science fiction.

Counterintuitively, the fact that aliens, AIs, clones, etc. also appear as monsters or objects of fear in science fiction has often advanced, not weakened, this expansion of empathy. One of science fiction’s early influential founding texts, Mary Shelley’s Frankenstein (1818) had issues of inclusion and prejudice at its heart, and every SF author since has understood the narrative power of the moment when a being that has been an object of horror in a story is suddenly made sympathetic. Every story which repeats that narrative arc reinforces versions of Shelley’s lesson that we should look deeper at anything presented as inhuman or subhuman. Inhuman threats, especially in movies like The Mechanical Man (L’uomo meccanico, 1921), The War of the Worlds (1953, from H. G. Wells’s 1897 novel), or Invasion of the Body Snatchers (1956, from Jack Finney’s 1955 novel The Body Snatchers), enormously increase the power of narratives that reverse them, such as Robby the Robot in Forbidden Planet (1956), whose transition from servant through that of monster to that of self-sacrificial hero so impressed audiences because his personhood contrasted the unperson-like SF threats 1950s audiences were familiar with. The reversal of horror and empathy from The Terminator (1984) to Terminator 2: Judgment Day (1991) in which the same robot that was monster in the first becomes sacrificial hero in the second, Godzilla (started 1954) transitioning from threat to defender, even the Alien franchise (started 1979), which aimed to make the most monstrous aliens ever depicted, moved in its sequels to gradually depict moments of empathy and even hybridity between humans and aliens—these stories are powerful precisely because of the monstrousness of the original. The many iterations of the Star Wars franchise (started 1977) are inconsistent over time about the disposability and person-ness of clones and droids, partly because the popularity of R2-D2 and C-3PO helped increase the personhood of robots in the popular imagination, and science fiction over these decades moved heavily away from clone disposability toward clone personhood, eventually pushing Star Wars to humanize both clones and storm troopers.

Every time a Frankenstein arc from horror to sympathy repeats, it leaves a reader/viewer more prepared to question the monstrousness of the next science fiction creature we see. It is not the case that science fiction never depicts monstrous aliens or evil robots today, but the burden of proof is now on the writer to establish that said beings do not have personhood, or the reader/viewer will sympathize with robots, clones, and aliens by default. Just as modern directors of Shakespeare’s Henry VI, or authors of Wars of the Roses fiction, know to deal carefully with the famous moment when the Kingmaker Warwick kills his own horse before a battle to prove he will not flee, an act which makes modern audiences repelled not impressed; similarly contemporary SF readers and viewers will sympathize with and mourn the death of a robot, clone, or alien by default unless work is done to establish their sinisterness or non-personhood. Writers today have to work hard to keep readers from sympathizing with nonhuman species right away, as Yusuke Kishi did in his novel From the New World (2008), giving his Queerats a grotesque mole rat–like appearance and off-putting reproductive politics in order to postpone empathy and achieve the slow-burn of his reverse-Frankenstein narrative. The average reader’s empathy sphere has so thoroughly absorbed aliens, robots, and other inhuman species that we now require them to be firmly established as “bad” for their deaths to be acceptable.

One major tool for expanding empathy lies in changing or reversing POV. The personhood of computer-simulated consciousnesses was not explored as early as that of robots or aliens, and remains less resolved, prominent treatments including the 1995 Ghost in the Shell film, and the Star Trek: The Next Generation Moriarty episodes “Elementary, Dear Data” (1988) and “Ship in a Bottle” (1993), the latter responding to fans’ debates over whether switching off a sentient computer being is or is not murder. Greg Egan’s Permutation City (1994) begins in the point of view of such a being, a copy of a person running on a computer, and that beginning immediately takes away any doubt on the reader’s part about the personhood of computer copies within that story world. The question of consciousness, and what differentiates the human from a biological machine, has been explored similarly, from La Mettrie’s explosively radical Machine Man (1747), to the ethics of implanting beliefs explored in Liu Cixin’s The Dark Forest, to Project Itoh’s Harmony (2008), one of the most influential Japanese SF novels of the twenty-first century, which asks whether all members of the human species suddenly losing self-awareness, but continuing the same activities without consciousness, is or is not the end of the world. Ageism is also common in fiction, with agency in adult fiction usually resting in the hands of teens or younger adults, but genre fiction’s speculations about cognition can put the spotlight on the very old or very young, as in Theodore Sturgeon’s baby and child POVs in his collection A Touch of Strange (1958), the old and young figures in Katsuhiro Otomo’s acclaimed Domu: A Child’s Dream (1980–81), the reality-bending old-age dementia in Jo’s My Real Children (2014), and the examinations of growing up influenced by science fiction’s promised futures in Naoki Urasawa’s 20th Century Boys (1999–2006) manga and Brian Fies’s graphic novel Whatever Happened to the World of Tomorrow? (2009). All fiction can use POV to make a reader feel close to a character, increasing empathy, but genre fiction can take it further, whether through Hoffmann making a toy soldier into a romantic character in The Nutcracker (1816) or Ann Leckie putting the story in the mouth of a rock in The Raven Tower (2019).

Science fiction also lets us experience the POV of imagined aliens, which can push the limits of personhood even further. In Asimov’s The Gods Themselves (1972), one core section gives us the point of view of triple-gendered aliens whose three conscious parts merge to become one much more intelligent consciousness in order to reproduce. Cherryh’s Pride of Chanur (1981) and Cuckoo’s Egg (1985) tell stories in which a human is present but use alien POVs, immersing us in alien culture and expectations and making the aliens our lens for seeing humanity, very much in the tradition of Montesquieu’s groundbreaking Persian Letters (1721), one of the texts which kicked off the Enlightenment, using an imagined Persian narrator’s perspective on Europe to voice criticisms and calls for change. Vernor Vinge’s A Fire Upon the Deep (1992) plunges us into the POV of Tines, aliens whose individual consciousness spans multiple bodies at once, and whose collective selfhood can survive losing a body, replacing it with another. James Tiptree Jr.’s “Love Is the Plan the Plan Is Death” (1973) even makes us sympathize with insectoid aliens that eat their mates—a very horror-y type of alien—by using their POV. Hybridity, species mixing, and the possibility of friendship across species are also frequently explored. As early as Ray Bradbury’s “Dark They Were and Golden-Eyed” (1949), Bradbury used the POV of humans transforming slowly into Martians but made that experience positive, attacking and rejecting common ideas of racial purity which in the 1940s would usually have presented a transformation into something inhuman as negative if not horrific (as in Argentinian genre writer Julio Cortázar’s 1956 POV horror short “Axolotl”). Engagement with hybridity increased over the decades, from the various Star Trek stories that engage with Spock’s hybridity, to twenty-first-century own-voices treatments of becoming or befriending the other in works like Nnedi Okorafor’s Binti novellas (2015–18), Nicky Drayden’s The Prey of Gods (2017), R. F. Kuang’s The Poppy War (2018), and N. K. Jemisin’s use of Hoa’s POV in her Broken Earth trilogy (2015–17). Hybrid and monstrous POV has also long been a tool in horror writing around the world, used in works like Amos Tutuola’s Yoruba-influenced weird tales (earliest 1952), Premendra Mitra’s Bengali fairy tales and SF, Jamaica Kincaid’s weird horror tales like “My Mother” (1977), and Andrea Hairston’s Will Do Magic for Small Change (2016), all of which use myth and folklore elements to touch or transform POV bodies and challenge ideas of purity and the contamination of the self. Thanks to the rise of film and manga clubs in the 1950s–’80s, Japanese horror was one of the earliest non-Western genre traditions frequently translated into English, exposing western F&SF to genre works shaped by the early hybrid POVs of Shigeru Mizuki’s Graveyard Kitaro (1960–69) and Kazuo Umezu’s Cat-Eyed Boy (1967–69), via later international successes like the film adaptations of Junji Ito’s Tomie (1987–2000), Q Hayashida’s subtly radical-feminist Dorohedoro (2000–2018), and the stunning POV change in volumes 33–34 of Kentaro Miura’s Berserk (1989–ongoing, vols. 33–34, 2008–9), an acclaimed deconstruction of the tentacle-horror genre examining sexual assault and survivor empowerment. Much of the work that gets us from the pure horror of the first Alien film (1979) to Ripley weeping for the hybrid in Alien Resurrection (1997) and beyond happened via POV, much of it in dialogue between F&SF and horror, as ever-iterating Frankenstein narratives push more and more challenging imagined beings into our POV experience and empathy sphere.

An even earlier development in empathy beyond our species came with animal points of view, popular in fantastical stories and especially children’s literature in the decades around 1900. The sympathetic point of view of a horse in Anna Sewell’s 1877 Black Beauty led in turn to anthropomorphic animals in works such as Kenneth Grahame’s The Wind in the Willows (1908), which paved the way for more complex animal POVs such as George Orwell’s Animal Farm (1945), Richard Adams’s Watership Down (1972), Brian Jacques’s Redwall (1986), even actively progressive projects such as Jan Needle’s Wild Wood (1981), which inverts the POV of The Wind in the Willows to challenge class prejudices. In addition to offering tools for allegorizing human experience, as aliens and robots do, fantasy with thinking animals engages with what we may call the fringe of the empathy sphere, i.e., beings we feel deserve some protections due to being near personhood, for example, dogs or dolphins. When we look at how mainstream it is today to debate the ethics of factory farming, it is easy to forget that as recently as the 1700s recreational torture of cats and dogs was considered a normal form of children’s play (see Robert Darnton, The Great Cat Massacre [1984]), and figures like Descartes and Bentham debated whether animals experience pain at all. That we have moved so quickly from that to organized animal shelters, farm ethics certification, and a population so uncomfortable with animal pain that we created www.DoesTheDogDie.com to let one look up whether films show harm to animals is testament to how far and how fast the literary path from Black Beauty and The Wind in the Willows to All Dogs Go to Heaven (1989) and Finding Nemo (2003) has expanded our empathy sphere to include more and more kinds of animals.

Fantasy has also done much to expand empathy, using POV and other tools. Tolkien triggered a major expansion by giving deep interiority to elves, dwarves, hobbits, and even orcs, something that had been extremely rare in earlier fantastic fiction, which tended to present elves and other nonhuman beings as eerie and othered, objects of wonder or fear, not empathy, as in Dunsany’s The King of Elfland’s Daughter (1924) and Hope Mirrlees’s Lud-in-the-Mist (1926). In an older but familiar example, modern audiences of Shakespeare’s Tempest are fascinated by the interiority of Caliban and Ariel, but the text gives them much less internal development than the human characters, and no resolution, without even giving Ariel a single final line to tell us how he feels about his liberation or his (now-former) master at the end—directors of post-Tolkien Tempest productions find audiences are unsatisfied unless supplementary nonverbal development is added to meet this appetite for the interiority of magical creatures. While there were a few pre-Tolkien examples which dove deeper into the interiority of fantasy races, it was in the wake of The Lord of the Rings (1954–55) that fantasy writers took Tolkien’s deeply worked inhuman characters like Thorin and Elrond and ran with them, much as SF writers did with robots and aliens, so it was Tolkien’s innovative approach to fantastic creatures that pointed the way to the radical empathy expansions of Johanna Sinisalo’s Troll: A Love Story (Finnish 2000, English 2003), Daniel Abraham’s The Dragon’s Path (2011), Katherine Addison’s The Goblin Emperor (2014), as well as to Jacqueline Carey’s Miranda and Caliban (2017) and many other modern versions of The Tempest on page, stage, and screen.

Another of fantasy’s big tools for empathy expansion, especially popular among female authors, is unexpected changes and reversals of POV in familiar tales. Zelazny’s A Night in the Lonesome October (1993) uses the point of view of a dog to interrogate Lovecraft, while Ruthanna Emrys’s Innsmouth Legacy series (2014–18) goes further, using the POV of the Deep Ones to explore anti-Semitism and the WWII internment of Japanese Americans. Reversing POV in fantasy exploded into megapopularity in 2003 with the Broadway musical adaptation of Gregory Maguire and Douglas Smith’s 1995 Wicked: The Life and Times of the Wicked Witch of the West, a trend which escalated to the current Disney villain films, but already had a long tradition, in works such as Rumer Godden’s A Breath of Air (1951, a retelling of The Tempest from Caliban’s point of view, that examines colonialism in the Philippines), John Gardner’s Grendel (1971), Susan Palwick’s “Ever After” (1987), many of the stories in Ellen Datlow and Terri Windling’s fairy tale anthology series starting with Snow White, Blood Red (1993), and Jo’s “On the Wall” (2001), which expands empathy even to an inanimate object via the POV of the magic mirror. Reversing POV in fairy tales, myths, and other popular narratives, especially to create feminist or otherwise re-empowering deconstructions, is also a major tool of filk music (folk music produced within the F&SF community) used by artists such as Mary Crowell (“Pomegranate Tango,” 2006; “Galatea [and Pygmalion],” 2003), Heather Dale (“Mordred’s Lullaby,” 1999; “Sedna,” 2004; Queens of Avalon, collaboration with S. J. Tucker, 2016), Leslie Hudson (“Carving Knife” and “Sisters & Sinners,” 2016), Seanan McGuire (“Wicked Girls,” 2008), and Kari Maaren (“Being Watson,” 2013).

These are only a few of numerous ways fantasy and science fiction have helped push audiences to question the boundaries of our idea of who is or is not a person coequal with ourselves, aiding the rapid expansion of our empathy sphere in recent decades, which makes Robert Graves’s 1950s utopia feel almost as uncomfortable as Thomas More’s 1520s one. When we revisit older works we often find content that now makes us uncomfortable (the Racism, Sexism, or Homophobia Fairies have visited works which tried to be progressive at the time like Heinlein’s “Delilah and the Space Riggers” [1949] and Tezuka’s MW or Alabaster); that discomfort is proof that our own personal empathy sphere has moved, often thanks to the very works that bother us now. H. Beam Piper’s positively intended space empire future Little Fuzzy (1962) was progressive for the sixties by showing a struggle to protect indigenous aliens from human mining (comparable to Osamu Tezuka’s 1960–61 Captain Ken, whose US-dominated Mars colony setting also treated diaspora and the cultural assimilation pressures affecting Asian Americans). If we are made very uncomfortable by Little Fuzzy’s supposedly happy ending being, not independence, but the institution of a human-run paternalistic colonial government effectively treating the alien Fuzzies as pets, our ability to see the problems with Piper’s ending and instantly propose a better one depends on SF having explored the assimilation theme repeatedly, the clumsy tales enabling better ones. Little Fuzzy and its imperfections—partly by pushing other writers to want to do better—were part of the genre conversation that advanced through the space opened by Bradbury in 1949 by addressing the US genocide of indigenous people in “Dark They Were and Golden-Eyed,” which, expanded by Delany and Le Guin and many more, helped the genre move via works like Octavia Butler’s Survivor (1978) and Sheri Tepper’s Grass (1989) toward Rebecca Roanhorse’s brilliant and nuanced “Welcome to Your Authentic Indian Experience” (2017).

In 1979 audiences were stunned by the horrificness achieved in the first Alien film, but by 2014 the Doctor Who holiday special “Last Christmas” had the Doctor declare, “There’s a horror movie called Alien? That’s really offensive!” Sometimes the empathy sphere expands slowly, and sometimes it moves by leaps and bounds, as it has in recent years with the explosion of diversity and own-voices fiction, bringing us so suddenly to a moment when the brilliant disability representation in William Alexander’s “The House on the Moon” (2018) is not even unusual. By extending personhood to so many kinds of beings—to frogs and robots, elves and goblins, clones and mirrors, cyberspace duplicates and tri-gendered aliens—science fiction and fantasy have helped keep the edges of our empathy sphere in a state of constant and rapid expansion for over a century, and never faster than today. Let’s keep it up!







Poem: Translated from the Original



When they came down to the

Water/shore/spaceport/edge

They embarked and took ship for

The lagoon/lacuna/Lagos/the ledge

The/a sun was occluded/eclipsed

Glinting

There was no doubt, none any more,

Hinting

…

In the archipelago/far settlement/sea-carved land,

Only their footprints, dissolving in sand.

Jo Walton, 15 December 2014









Censorship and Genre Fiction—Let’s Broaden Our Broader Reality


by Ada Palmer

UNCANNY MAGAZINE, 2020

I want to talk about genre fiction’s power to battle censorship and misinformation. I am, in my capacity as a historian, in the middle of a multiyear project on the history of censorship, and in my capacity as a genre fiction reader and writer I keep coming back to two observations about genre fiction and censorship, one simple, one complex.

The simple one is that genre fiction has a great ability to bypass direct censorship and get away with representing things societies and governments don’t permit in realist fiction. When I presented the John W. Campbell Award for Best New Writer (since renamed the Astounding Award) in 2018 and 2019, I talked about Osamu Tezuka writing in post-WWII Japan, when American occupation censorship and domestic restrictions combined to make it nearly impossible to write about the war, or the racism that shaped it. While newspapers didn’t even have the blocks to print atomic bomb, censors paid little attention to science fiction, so Tezuka could publish stories where the atomic-powered robot Astro Boy battled the genocidal dictator “Hitlini,” met with American civil rights activists to learn about hate groups, helped robots run for office and campaign for equal rights, and learned from aliens about the dangers of nuclear weapons. Similarly, in 1964 New Zealand’s Indecent Publications Tribunal, after banning William S. Burroughs’s novel Naked Lunch (1959) decided to allow his later novel Dead Fingers Talk (1963) because it was “the fantasy world of science fiction” so between that and its unusual pastiche structure, “the author’s manner of writing has so effectively restricted his potential reading public that in our opinion no further restriction seems called for.” These are just two of many examples when governments, or the executives who censor forthcoming books and films, have scrutinized genre fiction less rigidly than realist fiction, viewing it as less influential despite its vast audience. Genre fiction is not immune to censorship—there are many cases, from China’s 2011 ban on time travel fiction to the erasure of same-sex romances from 1990s translated anime—but the sense of unreality, of otherworlds which don’t quite count, has let innumerable works, from Astro Boy to Star Trek’s famous interracial kiss, break barriers.

The more complex observation, which has become clearer and clearer the more I study censorship in general, is that genre fiction exerts an enormous, even dominant influence on how people around the world understand censorship, and consequently on when people do or don’t organize to oppose it. Fictional depictions of censorship absolutely dominate the way we think about it. Sales of Nineteen Eighty-Four (1949) and other dystopias spike every time a major government or leader does something that is reminiscent of the specific totalitarianism depicted in that novel. Journalists quote Orwell, activists slap his words on posters, advertisers borrow his imagery, and the demand for dystopian, grimdark, and apocalyptic fiction surges whenever public trust in government erodes.

One of the most fascinating works I have analyzed in my project is the script for the first episode of the new 2014 Cosmos TV series with Neil deGrasse Tyson, which depicts the Inquisition’s persecution of Giordano Bruno, burned at the stake in 1600. That the episode makes historical errors is not exceptional, but what is telling is that virtually every error stems from the writers’ assumption that the Inquisition must resemble Orwell. As an Inquisition specialist I’ll be the first to confirm that it was terrible and did terrible things, but three minutes on Wikipedia will show how multifunction an institution it was, yet Cosmos confidently characterizes it saying: “[The Inquisition’s] sole purpose was to investigate and torment anyone who dared voice views that differed from theirs. It wasn’t long before Bruno fell into the clutches of the thought police…” They describe his expulsion from the monastery as a kind of blacklisting, “the last steady job he ever had,” and depict his famous “years of wandering” as Bruno shivering homeless by a campfire, when he was actually wandering from royal court appointment to royal court appointment. These and other false assumptions, consistently attributing Bruno’s troubles to his ideas and omitting the charges of plagiarism, spying, and political entanglements that really shaped his path, form a narrative that exactly matches Winston Smith’s rumination on the fate of unpersoned thoughtcriminals: “Sometimes they were released and allowed to remain at liberty for as much as a year or two years before being executed. Very occasionally some person whom you had believed dead long since would make a ghostly reappearance at some public trial…” (Nineteen Eighty-Four, part 1, ch. 4). These mistakes were not the result of a lazy writing team—this was an educational series which prided itself on the accuracy of its science, on up-to-date research—but when depicting history they were so confident that the Inquisition must resemble what they had read in Orwell’s novel, that all major censorship regimes resemble those in Nineteen Eighty-Four, that writers who did meticulous research on science were content to fill in the skeleton of what they knew about the Inquisition with the world of Nineteen Eighty-Four, confident that they were right. They didn’t doubt it, didn’t stop to check—even while celebrating Bruno’s willingness to question assumptions—they didn’t stop to check if real censorship might not resemble what science fiction showed them.

We teach people what censorship is. We craft the otherworlds, the failed futures, the surveillance states, the resistance fighters, the many archetypes which shape how people respond to real world events: what to look out for, what to resist, when to blow the whistle, and when to be silent. We propagate assumptions about what kinds of censorship are normal, ubiquitous, acceptable, inevitable, objectionable, or real. Likely some of you, like me, remember vividly the moment in The Martian (Andy Weir, 2011) when NASA is looking at the photo that proves they stranded a man on Mars, and they say: Welp, we’re obliged to release the photos within twenty-four hours, so better prep the press conference. It was stunning. The government didn’t cover it up. It was surprising that they didn’t, even though that is the real-world policy, but in a hundred other genre works, from X-Files episodes to high-tech thrillers, the government always covers it up, deletes the files, locks the Ark of the Covenant away in its infinite warehouse of secrets. We have normalized through repetition the expectation that government cover-ups are a constant reality, one we should accept, and cannot change. That resignation is a fruit of genre fiction. We need to understand this when we write about censorship and similar issues, that our depictions have enormous power, both to galvanize, and to excuse.

When I see people debate whether a particular action is or is not censorship, or is or is not justified, one very consistent attitude is that people today feel viscerally that things are censorship when they’re power-seeking, malevolent, centralized, top-down, when they feel like Orwell’s censors in Nineteen Eighty-Four. And correspondingly, people often say things aren’t censorship, or that they’re acceptable, okay, not “bad censorship,” when they don’t resemble Nineteen Eighty-Four, and especially when they’re perceived as well-intentioned—when it’s the good guys doing the censoring. I encounter this attitude in newspaper columns, in editorial meetings, in everyday conversations, and several fellow scholars of censorship have told me they find the same. Once in a group discussion in our library I set side by side a copy of a Renaissance scientific treatise with condemned passages cut out by Inquisitors’ razors, and next to it a copy of Twilight’s Breaking Dawn (2008) in which the mother of the underage owner had cut the sex scene out with scissors—the same physical act, cutting the pages, so why, I asked, did it feel so different? Part of the answer, of course, is that a YA vampire romance is in the genre fiction category of things we don’t feel are as important to defend as a weighty scientific tome, but one suggestion someone voiced in the discussion stunned me: Unlike the Inquisitor, “the mother believes she’s doing something good.” As a historian I know the Inquisitor also thought he was doing something good, but this speaker, many people—like the Cosmos TV writers, the X-Files watchers, the Orwell readers—have learned over and over that the bad guy does bad censorship, for power, for himself, to feel his iron boot stomping humanity, that those we must resist resemble the O’Brien of Nineteen Eighty-Four. That when good guys do it it’s not the same.

We do depict good guys doing it. Mike the computer in Robert A. Heinlein’s The Moon Is a Harsh Mistress (1966), who limits information to a small in-group even after the revolution succeeds; Pham in Vernor Vinge’s A Deepness in the Sky (1999), who keeps a secret surveillance system to himself for centuries; and the AI in Naomi Kritzer’s wonderful “Cat Pictures Please,” who no sooner becomes sentient than it starts to show people information it thinks they should have and conceal information it thinks they shouldn’t. Even Buffy the Vampire Slayer and hundreds of similar action fantasies show secret heroes who know about the existence of magic, or gods, or vampires, or the afterlife, and hide it from the public—good guys who hide it from the public, often without discussing why. They hide it because hiding it keeps the world more normal, so we can tell stories about special people hidden within our world without diverging too much from reality, but that shortcut means we depict such secret-keeping as a normal good-guy action. Such stories teach us to assume that secret-keeping is normal, the way things naturally are. We depict positive, well-meaning concealment of facts, destruction of documents, manipulation of data, hacking, covert agencies, ancient societies that keep the secret scrolls away from the public and historians, geniuses who sagely judge that the world can’t handle the truth. We should depict a diversity of censors and motives, but we need to be careful when we do so. We need to remember that our otherworlds, far more than anything in this world, form people’s expectations about censorship: how it works, who does it, when it should be resisted, and when it should be tolerated or accepted. Such stories normalize silence, even condone it. Princess Leia on Women’s March posters and Orwell quotes in anti-fascist graffiti are immensely empowering, but correspondingly disempowering is the little giggle when someone browsing Facebook sees a headline about government corruption and posts an X-Files screencap of “Trust No One,” moving on with the assumption that such cover-ups are normal, constant, irresistible, or, if well-meaning “good guys” are behind them, acceptable.

Dystopian fiction has made the public hyper-vigilant against censorship which resembles that in Nineteen Eighty-Four, but it has also made the public take less note of forms of censorship which do not resemble the world of Orwell’s novel, which don’t come from the inexorable state but rather emerge from the bottom up or from people who feel like the good guys. We need to remember how powerful genre depictions of censorship are, how much SF&F shapes expectations, activism, hope, acceptance, even legislation. Those who want to use genre fiction as a tool for liberty should depict a variety of censors, motives, and complexities. There is catharsis in revolutionary dystopias where we watch the rebels burn the tyrant’s tower to the ground, but there is a different power in complicating that narrative. We need to tell more stories where governments don’t cover up, where civilians do, where well-meaning censorship has bad consequences, where bad guys expose truth, where plucky rebels debate the ethics of using misinformation even against the evil empire, where the ancient secret society goes public for good or ill, where the vampire hunters try approaching the World Health Organization, or where the genius who says the people can’t handle the truth is challenged on that assumption.

The discourse around the Covid pandemic reveals even more clearly the stakes of the stories we tell about government, and about apocalypse. Rumors that the virus was a lab-developed bioweapon were so immediate and so widespread that nearly every major global news agency has run multiple articles about the question. Separate conspiracy theories swirl around testing, aid distribution, mask hoarding, and supposed concealed cures, making it hard to see the deeds of real bad actors in the sea of paranoia. Of course, genre fiction is not responsible for the existence of conspiracy theories, nor for people’s vulnerability to them, and in 2020 real misinformation was a major factor, but conspiracy theories and misinformation both draw on fiction, and gain plausibility when they match familiar narratives. Most casual consumers of science fiction—people outside the fan community who watch a show here or a movie there—can remember five or ten narratives about bioweapon-wielding archvillains or conspiratorial governments, and often very few narratives about natural pandemics.

MIT’s 2018 study of news moving on Twitter showed not only that false stories spread on average six times faster than true news, but that bots are not responsible, humans are. False stories are more interesting, more striking, appeal precisely because they are deliberately crafted using tropes and archetypes. Anyone who works with historical fiction knows the hardest part is often that real events are narratively unsatisfying. It’s hard to craft a climax when the conqueror dies by banging his head on a doorframe, and invented pseudo-historical events are often more plausible and satisfying than real history. Just so with news. A villainous conspirator is easier to understand than complex institutional failings. So long as bioweapons and conspiracies are so dominant in our narratives, they will remain familiar and satisfying, lending power to misinformation.

Changing the stories we tell is not a magic bullet that will defeat misinformation in the digital age, but I do think it can help. If we think carefully about our depictions of government, censorship, and silence, if we make a point of varying our stories, alternating villainous conspiracies with tales of honest whistleblowers, institutional goodwill, or community action, we can diminish the expectation that concealing the truth is a natural constant of government and good guy alike. These don’t have to be happy stories—tales of whistleblowing can be grimdark or dystopian too—but simply increasing the variety of claims we make about silence and conspiracy could in turn increase the plausibility of real news, and diminish the persuasive power of some of the most destructive misinformation.

Genre fiction is so powerful, especially with its ability to evade top-down censorship and shape audiences’ expectations about news, government, the world’s potential for change, and the possibility of positive action. I sometimes think that hearing it dismissed as escapism so often makes even us within the genre underestimate our power. We shouldn’t. The power to influence is not the same as the power to choose outcomes. I’ve never felt so powerful as September 2016 when I received fan email from attachés of both Donald Trump’s and Hillary Clinton’s campaigns, and realized that copies of my freshly released first novel were being passed around in the vans with both candidates. It didn’t give me the power to choose the outcome. That does not mean it wasn’t powerful, injecting new ideas into—in the case of young campaign staffers—the future campaigns, and policies, and actions which will shape outcomes for years to come.

I never fail to tear up when I revisit Ursula K. Le Guin’s 2014 National Book Awards speech, where she speaks of the enormous power of authors of speculative fiction: “Hard times are coming, when we’ll be wanting the voices of writers who can see alternatives to how we live now, can see through our fear-stricken society and its obsessive technologies to other ways of being, and even imagine real grounds for hope. We’ll need writers who can remember freedom—poets, visionaries—realists of a larger reality.” We lose part of that power if, by consensus, we confine that larger reality to usually be one where government conspiracies are normal, where resistance can’t change that, and where even sage mentors and plucky heroes don’t trust the public to handle the truth.

Narrative is not the power to choose outcomes, but it is often the power to tip the scales when someone is hovering between action and despair. You can find hundreds of images of protest signs with lines from Orwell, but a few years ago when Japan hosted a world peace summit, the organizers hung a very different sign in the main hall: “We Must Make a Future That Would Not Make Astro Boy Cry.” So many tools that galvanize resistance come from fantasy and science fiction. We who, with Tezuka and with Le Guin, explore imagined worlds, alternatives, and other ways of being must not narrow that larger reality, not when it has so much power to shape action, hope, or surrender. So let’s keep broadening our broader reality, so we can also broaden the possibilities of this one.






How to Encourage Space Exploration?


by Ada Palmer

REDDIT AMA, 2018

I got the question in a Reddit Ask Me Anything: What is the most effective way for someone today to encourage space exploration?

The most effective way for someone today to encourage space exploration is probably by passing on aspiration. Our world is saturated with messages telling people to give up, to settle, to take whatever path will make ends meet, to expect to face a grim job market when we reach adulthood, to expect the hours from nine to five to be sacrificed to drudgery, to expect closed doors. When kids are in kindergarten they’re encouraged to say they want to be an astronaut, or a race car driver, or a president when they grow up, but by the time young people reach high school the negative messages have usually won out, that the world is unfair and against them, that dreams are unrealistic, that aspiration is naïve, that optimism should be mocked, that cynicism, criticism, and the realism of a pessimistic norm are the smart path. I think the best thing we can do to brighten the future is to stop telling people that it can’t be brightened, that they can’t brighten it. We can all lay down stepping stones in the long road to the stars, but we can lay down exponentially more by telling other people that they can do it too, that they don’t have to waste themselves for the present, that there are a hundred thousand paths open to all of us that let us lay the vital stepping stones.

I spoke recently with a couple of reps from Oxford and Cambridge Universities who work for the programs designed to offer scholarships to underprivileged students, to help kids raised in poverty have a shot at being anything they want to be. They told me their biggest problem is lack of applicants, that young people in that situation don’t apply. Their worlds are full of messages telling them that all the doors are already closed, that there’s no path forward, no way out. As one rep put it, “The level of aspiration is appalling.” So if we can combat those messages, the messages that kill aspiration, I think that can unlock so many paths forward.

But, and this is important, I don’t mean just giving empty encouragement. Recently on the phone with my dad I mentioned that a former undergraduate friend of mine called Angel is now a veterinarian. He cried out in astonishment, “I can’t believe it!” “What?” “When you were undergrads you wanted to be a novelist and she wanted to be a vet and you both just did it!” And it’s true, we did, out of so many people who want to be an XXX when they grow up, we really did it. Because we kept that aspiration. And because those around us took that aspiration seriously, and when we told teachers and friends and parents, I want to be an XXX when I grow up, they didn’t say we couldn’t, but they also didn’t just blithely say, “Great, go for it!” They helped us plan. They helped us see the steps. You want to be a writer? Okay, you need to do writing exercises, and give hours of training for this. You want to be a vet? Okay, you need to take these classes, and look into these schools, and take these steps. You want to be a Renaissance historian? Okay, you need Greek, so you need to transfer to a school that has it even though you really like the school you’re at. That’s what kept the door open for me. I think that’s the key, that we need to turn encouragement into a path with concrete steps, whether it’s a path we make for ourselves by looking into what we want, what we need to do to get there, and making a plan, or whether it’s a path we help make for others. Because all doors are open when we’re little, but as we grow up they close. That’s hard to understand. They close more and faster for some people than others, depending on poverty, race, gender, etc., but for everybody some doors stay open and some close. I don’t think we’re very good at teaching young people to understand that. When I was seventeen, advisers told me that if I wanted to be the kind of historian I wanted to be, I had to make a hard choice, leave my college, give up my friend group, to get the Latin and Greek and training I needed to get into a grad school. And because I knew that was a step on the path, I did it. And it hurt, but I’m so glad. And every year I see several dozen applications from students who want to become historians who can’t because they don’t have the languages and background they need to do it well; they didn’t take the right steps at the right time. That door is closed to them. That’s something no one tells you when you’re ten and you want to be an XXX when you grow up. Sometimes people say, “Go for it!” and sometimes people say, “You’ll never be an XXX; you should be a computer science major so you have a secure job.” But very rarely do people say, “That door is open, but it will close if you aren’t careful, so let’s sit down together and work out the steps to get you there.” So I think we need to do that more.

This is mostly advice for how to treat others more than advice for one’s self, because the self is difficult, but no matter what path you’ve ended up on generally you have a few hours you can give to the stars, whether it’s through work or through hobby time, or just through encouraging people. And sometimes, as I say in my song “Somebody Will” we’re already laying those stones, in ways we can’t quite see.

So I think the best thing we can do to lay down stepping stones in the long road to the stars is to tell ourselves and others that we don’t have to waste ourselves toiling for the present, that we are laying the stepping stones. Sometimes we can make that be our work, our vocations, our nine-to-five, our forty-plus hours. Sometimes we can’t do that, so it’s an avocation, something we do on the side. Sometimes practicalities of life mean it can’t be more than an attitude, an idea. But it’s all one project, real and succeeding. And Utopia is real already, so long as we keep aspiring to disarm death and touch the stars.







Poem: On Praising Tech



From girders of steel see the rocketship rise

On a pillar of flame that transfixes the skies

And watching in realtime, casually, we

Are browsing the website of NASA TV.

The gene folding project, already complete,

The memory card that’s the size of a sweet,

The new-minted metals that alloy the knife:

The commonplace wonders of everyday life.

But whose words ring out to the glory of—what?

Our confidence falters, our arts start to rot,

If our words hold no patterns, our music is noise

Our paintings mere scribbles, our tech simply toys?

It’s hard to extol the wild wonder of people

Or fill a skyscraper with awe like a steeple.

Jo Walton, 25 November 2007









Poem: Old Question


The man in the back of the crowd raised his hand and asked: But what about when humanity meets our limits? Don’t you think we will? That soon, beyond the hard earth, in the hard of space, the hard future will stop us with that wall locked in by biochemistry no amnion nor crude hope can break? The old question which I had seen stalk foxlike as a familiar beside so many heroes of the Conversation had this time pounced on me.

I paused.

I answered.

Humanity met the limits of our capacity a hundred thousand years ago. But then we hollowed out a log to make a boat. And sharpened stones to give us claws, and wove our fur from reeds, and when we could not scale the mountain with our feet we did it with our stairs, and escalators, and the true, sky-piercing use of fire.

Freud called technology humans’ prosthetic god: We envied a greater reach, His omnipresence, force like lightning, so we made prostheses to grant ourselves the powers of a god.

We are homo prosthesiportatus.

We hit the limits of the human long before we started counting history, yet we move still.


Ada Palmer, 2023








Meta, Irony, Narrative, Frames, and The Princess Bride


by Jo Walton

TOR.COM (NOW REACTOR), 2014

I am not the intended audience for William Goldman’s The Princess Bride (1973). Likely you’re not either, as you’re reading this. We read fantasy. We love books about heroes and villains and giants and princesses. We are not so cynical that we have to be coaxed into a story about true love and a wicked prince and a masked pirate.

Goldman isn’t a fantasy writer. He’s a literary writer, and his imagined readers are literary readers, and he wrote The Princess Bride with no expectation that it would fit on my shelves between Parke Godwin and Lisa Goldstein. It’s possible he’d be slightly embarrassed if he knew he was rubbing shoulders with them, and he’d be happier to see his work set between William Golding and Nadine Gordimer. He wrote The Princess Bride in 1973, after Tolkien, but before genre fantasy was a publishing phenomenon. And it’s not genre fantasy—though it (or anyway the movie) is part of what has shaped genre fantasy as it is today. Goldman’s novel is a swashbuckling fairytale. I think Goldman wanted to write something like a children’s book with the thrills of a children’s book, but for adults. Many writers have an imaginary reader, and I think Goldman’s imaginary reader for The Princess Bride was a cynic who normally reads John Updike, and a lot of what Goldman is doing in the way he wrote the book is trying to woo that reader. So, with that reader in mind, he wrote it with a very interesting frame. And when he came to make it into a movie, he wrote it with a different and also interesting frame.

I might be a long way from Goldman’s imagined reader, but I am the real reader. I love it. I didn’t find the book when it was new, but years later. I can’t even answer the question of whether I read the book or saw the film first. I read part of the book multiple times and then I saw the film multiple times and then I read all of the book.

I first came across The Princess Bride in Spider Robinson’s anthology The Best of All Possible Worlds (1980). This was a very odd theme anthology, where Robinson selected a bunch of stories from writers and asked the writers to choose another story by somebody else to go with that story. I still own the volume, and without going to the other room to pick it up I can tell you that what it has in it is Heinlein’s “The Man Who Traveled in Elephants” (which is why I bought it, because in 1981 I really would buy a whole anthology for one Heinlein story I hadn’t read) and an excerpt from The Princess Bride and a Sturgeon story and … some other stuff. And the excerpt from The Princess Bride is Inigo Montoya’s backstory, told to the Man in Black at the top of the cliffs, and then the swordfight. And I read it, and I wanted more, and when I went to look for it I discovered that the book had never been published in the UK and not only could I not own it but interlibrary loan was not going to get it for me. Reader, I wept. (Nobody has this problem now. The internet is just awesome. No, wait, fifteen-year-olds without credit cards and with non-reading parents still have this problem all the time. Fund libraries! Donate books!)

Then in 1987 when I was all grown up (22) and working in London. I saw teaser posters for the movie. First, they were all over the Underground as a purple silhouette of the cliffs, and they said “Heroes. Giants. Villains. Wizards. True Love.—Not just your basic, average, everyday, ordinary, run-of-the-mill, ho-hum fairy tale.” They didn’t say the name of the movie or anything else, but I was reasonably excited anyway. I mean giants, villains, wizards … hey … and then one day I was going to work and changing trains in Oxford Circus and I came around a corner and there was the poster in full colour, and the name was there, and it was The Princess Bride that I’d been waiting to read since forever, and now it was a film.

You may not know this, because the film is now a cult classic and everyone you know can quote every line, but it wasn’t a box office success. But that wasn’t my fault. I took fourteen people to see it on the opening night. I saw it multiple times in the cinema, and after the first run I went out of my way to see it any time it was shown anywhere. (This was after movies but before DVDs. This is what we had to do.) My then-boyfriend said scornfully that it was the only film I liked. (That isn’t true. I also liked Diva, and Jean de Florette and American Dreamer.) Also in 1988 Futura published the book in Britain (with a tie-in cover) so I finally got to read it. Sometimes when you wait, you do get what you want.

The book wasn’t what I expected, because I’d seen the film and the film frame, but I had no idea about the book frame, and so came as a surprise, and it took me a while to warm to it. It was 1988, and genre fantasy was a thing and my second favourite thing to read, and this wasn’t it. Anyway, I wasn’t the reader Goldman was looking for, and it was all meta and made me uncomfortable. I think Goldman may have meant to make me uncomfortable, incidentally, in his quest to make the adult reader of literature enjoy a fairytale he may have wanted to make the child reader of fairytales re-examine the pleasure she got out of them. Goldman would like me to have a little distance in there. I might not want that, but he was going to give it to me nevertheless. I didn’t like it the first time I read it—I would have liked the book a lot better without the frame—but it grew on me with rereading. Thinking about the meta in The Princess Bride made me a better reader, a more thoughtful one with more interesting thoughts about narrative.

What Goldman says he is doing, in giving us the “good parts version” of Morgenstern’s classic novel, is giving us the essence of a children’s fairytale adventure, but in place of what he says he is cutting—the long boring allegories, the details of packing hats—he gives us a sad story of a man in a failing marriage who wants to connect with his son and can’t. The “Goldman” of the frame of the novel is very different from Goldman himself, but he embraces the meta and blurs the line between fiction and fact. There are people who read the book and think that Morgenstern is real and that Florin and Guilder are real places. How many more are deceived by the way Goldman talks about “himself” and his family here, the way he says the Cliffs of Insanity influenced Butch Cassidy and the Sundance Kid, the very clever way he leads in to all that, so that by the time he’s almost confiding in the reader, the reader has already read between a lot of lines? It’s all plausible detail, and it does lead one to question the line between fictional and real.

The frame gives the imagined reader what the imagined reader is imagined to be used to—a story about a middle-aged married man in contemporary America who is dealing with issues related to those things. We also have the relationship between the child Goldman and his immigrant grandfather, as well as the relationship between the adult Goldman and his family. And it’s all sad and gives a sour note—and that sour note is in fact just what the story needs. The sourness of the frame, the muted colours and unhappiness in “real life,” allows the sweetness, the true love and adventure of the fairytale within the frame to shine more brightly, not just for the imagined reader but for all of us.

Fascinatingly, there is a parallel with Marge Piercy’s Woman on the Edge of Time (1976) where the unhappy frame of the present-day sections allows us to believe in and appreciate the contrast with the utopian future sections in very much the same way Goldman does with the book frame of The Princess Bride.

The frame of the movie—the grandfather reading the story to the reluctant grandson—is less sour, but more meta. The grandson is used to challenge the story “Hold it, hold it!” and thus to endorse it where it isn’t challenged. He stands in for the reader (“Who gets Humperdinck?”) and as he is lulled into enjoying it, so is the imagined reader/viewer. This frame also allows for the kind of distancing that brings us closer—the constant reminders that this is a story allow us to get caught up in it. Uniquely, as far as I know, Goldman wrote both novel and screenplay, the changes he made to make it a movie are his own changes and not someone else’s vision; this is all his interpretation of his own story, and the different frames for the different media are his choice.

But while the frame of the novel keeps reminding us of unhappiness and mundanity in the real world to show the fairytale more brightly, the frame of the movie keeps reminding us of the real world in the context of narrative conventions. The novel frame blurs the line between fiction and reality by putting a dose of reality into the fiction, and the movie frame does it the other way around—it reminds us we are being told a story, and it comments on what a story is, and can be. I frequently quote it when I am talking about tension balancing—“She does not get eaten by eels at this time”—and “You’re very smart, now shut up” is my shorthand for the way of approaching stories that get in the way of appreciating them, whether as a reader or a writer. (Writers can get into their own light in that exact way.)

Goldman is interested in showing up the narrative conventions of revenge, true love, quests, and so on, but also the way of telling a story. The kid approaches the story like the most naïve kind of reader—he wants to know what’s in it that he likes, are there any sports? And then he dismisses the romantic element—“Is this going to be a kissing book?” He thinks he knows what kind of story he wants, and then he gets this one—he’s being seduced by the old-fashioned story from the old country, the grandfather’s story. And his presence shows us things about suspense, and involvement—it’s not just the reversal where it goes from him condescending to allow the grandfather to tell the story to begging him to keep on telling it, it’s that when the story cheats us with Buttercup’s dream sequence he is there within the movie to express our outrage. And we can laugh at him and condescend to him—he’s a kid after all—but at the same time identify. We have all had the experience of being children, and of experiencing stories in that way. Goldman’s movie frame deftly positions us so that we are simultaneously both inside and outside that kid. The kid is helping us with the work of watching the movie, we do the emotional and expectation work of experiencing the movie alongside the kid, and we’re also being lulled into enjoying a fairytale, just like he is. He helps us be simultaneously engaged and just a little detached from the action.

I often don’t like things that are meta, because I feel there’s no point to them and because if I don’t care then why am I bothering? I hate Beckett. I hate things that are so ironic they refuse to take anything seriously at any level, including themselves. Irony should be an ingredient, a necessary salt; without any element of irony a text can become earnest and weighed down. But irony isn’t enough on its own—when it isn’t possible for a work to be sincere about anything, irony can become poisonous, like trying to eat something that’s all salt.

In 2014 I read Denis Diderot’s Jacques the Fatalist and His Master. (Because Ada told me I’d like it, that’s why. She was right, too.) This is the most meta text I have ever read, beating both The Princess Bride and Tristram Shandy. Jacques the Fatalist stops and questions itself, plays complex games with narrative and time and nested stories, has the world’s most intrusive narrator. The book invites the reader into a philosophical conversation, and it’s funny and clever and also engaging. Diderot, like Goldman, cares about his characters and makes me care. It’s impossible to talk about it without making it sound like the kind of thing I’d hate, but it’s not at all. It’s warm and good-hearted and real. I’ve been recommending Jacques the Fatalist to everyone I know who is interested in narrative. The first thing I did when I finished it was email Steven Brust.

Brust is definitely writing genre fantasy, and he knows what it is, and he is writing it with me as his imagined reader, so that’s great. And he’s always playing with narrative conventions and with ways of telling stories, within the heart of genre fantasy—Teckla (1986) is structured as a laundry list, and he constantly plays with narrators, to the point where the Paarfi books have a narrator who addresses the gentle reader directly, and he does all this within the frame of the secondary world fantasy and makes it work admirably. In Dragon (1998) and Taltos (1988) he nests the story in different ways that are like Arabian Nights crossed with puzzle boxes. But his work is very easy to read, compulsively so, and I think this is because there’s always a surface there—there might be a whole lot going on under the surface but there’s always enough surface to hold you up. And like Goldman, he loves the work, and he thinks it’s cool, and he’s serious about it, even when he’s not.

Thinking about narrative, and The Princess Bride, and Brust, and Diderot, made me realise the commonalities between them. They’re all warm, and the meta things I don’t care for are cold and ironic. All these things have irony (“Anyone who tells you different is selling something…”) but the irony is within the text, not coming between me and the characters. There’s no “Ha ha, made you care!” no implied superiority of the author for the naïve reader, there’s sympathy and a hand out to help me over the mire; even when Goldman’s telling me the story I didn’t want about “his” lack of love, he’s making me care about “him,” in addition to caring about Inigo and Westley. Nor is he mocking me for believing in true love while I read the fairytale, he’s trying his best to find a bridge to let even his imagined cynical reader believe in it too.

You can’t write a successful pastiche of something unless you love it.

To make a pastiche work, you have to be able to see what makes the original thing great as well as what makes it absurd, you have to be able to understand why people want it in the first place. You have to be able to see all around it. This is why Galaxy Quest (1999) works and everything else that tries to do that fails in a mean-spirited way. The Princess Bride is the same, Goldman clearly loves the fairytale even when making fun of it and that makes it all work. The characters are real characters we can care about, even when they’re also larger than life or caricatures. Because Goldman has that distancing in the frame, the loveless life, the cynicism, within the actual story we can have nobility and drama and true love. We could have had them anyway, but even his imagined reader can have them, can accept the fire swamp and the Cliffs of Insanity because he’s been shown a pool in Hollywood and a secondhand bookstore, can accept Florin because he’s been told about Florinese immigrants to New York.

The Princess Bride in both incarnations has a real point to what it’s doing and cares about its characters and makes me care about them, too, including the characters in the frame. And you can read it as a fairytale with a frame, or a frame with a fairytale, and it works either way.

And I might not be the intended audience, but I love it anyway.






Hopepunk, Optimism, Purity, and Futures of Hard Work


by Ada Palmer

BEFORE WE GO BLOG, 2021

I’m tired. You’re tired too.

Right now, we’re all more tired than most people have been in our entire lives—studies show this, both studies of our mid-pandemic world and older studies of the neurological effects of trauma and emergencies, the subtle, cumulative damage to brain and body that comes from waking day after day for months on end to find the world still turned upside down by crises (hurricane, flood, fire, coup). This affects our sleep, concentration, memory, reading, energy levels; no one in our interconnected Earth is operating at anywhere near 100 percent right now, and yet the crises—political, global, and personal—still loom. This is why today, even more than when Alexandra Rowland coined the term hopepunk in 2017, stories like Ruthanna Emrys’s A Half-Built Garden or Cory Doctorow’s Walkaway, the kinds of tales where futuristic cyberhippies hunt through the refuse piles of consumerism for the upcyclable materials to build their green new worlds, both match and merit the countercultural and protest-associated label punk. It’s also why such tales are—and have long been—as rare as they are needed.

Let’s talk about the term first, then the tiredness, then why we need more stories that don’t end with everything burning down.

Rowland coined hopepunk in July 2017 as the “opposite of grimdark.” Associated terms such as noblebright, solarpunk, greenpunk, or ecotopia join hopepunk to sketch out a body of imagined worlds which are positive but not utopias, because their positivity lies, not in the world already being excellent, but in the world moving toward the better thanks to the efforts of excellent people who work to make a difference. It is a subgenre tied to resistance: As Rowland put it, punk = “fight the man” + hope = “we deserve a better world.” Hopepunk stories tend to showcase cooperation, collective action, resilience, partial victories as the world is moved toward, not to, a better state, ending with (re)construction underway and the world changing, not changed. The subgenre has also been described as weaponized optimism, and as rising from a culture of resistance, specifically anti-authoritarian resistance, which swelled around the globe in the wake of 2016, connected with what Malka Older has called speculative resistance, the use of fictional worlds to encourage resistance by showing alternatives to the systems we have now. In fact, the term hopepunk as first conceived was so linked to 2016 that, when the 2019 Dublin Worldcon held a wonderful panel on hopepunk, where Rowland was joined by Jo, Lettie Prell, and Sam Hawke, a rich discussion ensued of whether my Terra Ignota series qualified as hopepunk given that it was written much earlier but released in fall 2016, a very informative question I shall return to after a bit as to why this term coined as an antonym is useful far beyond analyzing grimdark.

One general signature of hopepunk is that its stories counter tales of emotional darkness or rottenness, not just grimdark with its characteristically violent, amoral, and often dystopian/apocalyptic trappings, but also stories whose settings may be less recognizably grimdark but whose plots and character choices either advance zero-sum narratives where achievement requires causing someone else’s fall, or portraits of human nature in which, in the end, people will always be selfish, backstab, let you down, or look out for number one, and in which systems will always be corrupt and unsalvageable. In hopepunk, people—often ordinary people, including minor characters—take a stand, resist, work together, follow through, and help each other, and in the end, while some characters make bad choices, enough make good choices to leave a positive sense of the capacity of humans to choose good. Put another way, hopepunk presents an image of human beings where, in a prisoner’s dilemma situation, not everyone but enough people actually do choose the thing that helps everyone to make it possible to make the world a better place. So many stories teach us that, when crisis hits the fan, it won’t take long for biker gangs bedecked with human skulls to rampage through the devastated streets, and very few depict how studies show people really behave in crisis, banding together to supply pop-up pantries and mutual aid. In that sense, while hopepunk, at its inception, mainly included contemporary fantasy and near-future SF, Katherine Addison’s The Goblin Emperor also represents it very well, a story where good people treating each other fairly within a political system succeed in improving their world and triumphing over corrupt backstabbers through the power of the rational fact that most people would rather work with people who treat us well and have our backs than with corrupt selfish backstabbers. Amid so many tales of murder games and cutthroat games of thrones, there is a genuinely punk-like in-your-face contrariness to stories where, when crisis looms, people stand by each other and do good, a portrait of human nature which rebels against the ubiquity of the claim that, when the going gets tough, the smart trust no one.

Before it sounds like hopepunk could describe any story where friendship triumphs, or good guys beat bad guys: These are not stories where a heroic champion or pure-hearted plucky team rise to defeat evil. Remember how often the wholesome hero(ine)’s goal is to defend or restore the status quo, whether a recent status quo (you burned my village!) or one lost years ago before the evil empire deployed its evil plans. The punk movement is anti-establishment, with long ties to political activism and resistance, anti-consumerist, anti-corporate, anti-authoritarian, with a strong ethic of visibility and in-your-face active expression of these sentiments. Punk is also messy. While the grimdark hero, forged by a traumatic backstory and strewing trails of corpses through the sunless waste, is one opposite of the Disney Princess, hopepunk is another opposite. The Disney Princess and many hero stories are purity stories. Think of the messiah-hero who passes uncorrupted through temptations, Sir Lancelot whose invincible perfection is ended by the taint of his lust, Frodo who struggles to resist the ring and takes its aftereffects home with him like a scar, and the classic B horror movie where the girl who has sex is killed by the monster while the virgin survives. Performers who play Disney Princesses for Disney-branded children’s party services are warned on penalty of termination to never let audiences see them frown, seem unhappy, express anger, or even sweat. Punk is grungy in aesthetic, and hopepunk shares that, building better among the garbage of the bad. It also expresses negative emotions, not despair but productive anger, as well as kindness, which sometimes needs to take the form of confrontation, or calling someone out. Hopepunk showcases resilience by showing failure, setbacks, and compromise, not as heroic flaws or formative backstories, but acknowledging that messing up is an unavoidable part of taking action in the first place. After all, another opposite of both the grimdark hero and the flawless Disney Princess is Barack Obama in February 2019 stepping before the cameras and saying “I’m here on television saying I screwed up. And that’s part of the—your responsibility is not never making mistakes, it’s owning up to them and trying to make sure you don’t repeat them.” Most grimdark heroes make mistakes, but they are giant character-defining mistakes, leaving the person dark and grim, reinforcing the idea that any failure or impurity is a big deal, not a normal part of living a reasonable life.

Messiness and impurity paired with positive change are one core way hopepunk differs, not only from grimdark or heroic F&SF, but from a huge body of narratives, and even political logics. As articulated by philosopher/sociologist Alexis Shotwell in her brilliant book Against Purity: Living Ethically in Compromised Times, ideas of purity often do harm to action and activism, especially in middle-class white America with its Puritan cultural roots. Anxiety about impurity, Shotwell argues, increases white fragility, causing fierce emotional resistance when accepting criticism requires acknowledging impurity. Purity is also used (often strategically) to make ethical choices more difficult, variations on the argument that while company X burned thousands of acres of rainforest, company Y doesn’t 100 percent reject the use of GM foods, so they’re also impure and you may as well shop with company X. I recently discussed this problem with the head of my local CSA farm co-op: CSAs support buying local, but studies show that if they offer a few items from faraway farms that can’t grow in an area (for me in Chicago this means avocadoes and citrus), local food sales go up as a result, because when people need to go to a grocery store for their avocadoes, they are tempted by the convenience to pick up other things (eggs, milk) they would otherwise buy from the co-op—the CSA head wanted to do this, but knew that, if he did, many of his old hard-core supporters would then boycott and attack the co-op for selling out, for not being purely local, even if the result was strictly better for both farmers and climate. Shotwell discusses the impossibility of true purity—practically no foods or products exist that don’t harm something—and the importance of acknowledging harm done in order to be able to evaluate levels of harm, reduction of harm, etc. Purity is especially weaponized against progressive politicians and grassroots movements, opponents harping on one flaw in a candidate, using that to argue that supporting that candidate is a form of impurity or selling out, a very important concept to the punk movement. While concerns over hypocrisy are important, and we must defend against them with tools like Ulysses pacts, opponents of change have learned that, much like greenwashing or the myth of individual responsibility, they can strategically deploy purity language and the accusation of selling out to undermine resistance groups and leaders.

Hopepunk narratives are genre stories which have depictions of human nature (teamwork, honesty, resilience) but which also counter purity narratives, by having space for partial victories, unfinished projects, compromise, and mundane, not-character-defining failures and mistakes. Setbacks in hopepunk tend to be more about the outcome for the world, what now needs to be done to help or fix the problem, in contrast with stories where setbacks or failures are mainly beats in character development, the point where the hero must stand by his vow never to kill again, or prove her leadership skills to keep the team together. And these are stories born, as Rowland puts it, from “a political mood of resistance” where the path is neither Disney perfection, nor breaking and becoming grim and tainted, nor being the pure survivor spared by the horror monster by virtue of your virtue; the path is long, hard, exhausting, ongoing work.

This is why it matters that we’re all so tired.

And this is how it can be true, both that hopepunk was shaped by post-2016 resistance culture, and that it is larger than that, uniting both earlier projects (like my Too Like the Lightning) and later ones, especially in this moment of the dual apocalypses of Covid and the climate crisis.

Recent polls show an increasing number of people are jumping straight from denying climate change to saying they believe climate change is real but that it’s too late and there’s nothing we can do to stop it. It’s the emotionally easiest way out of climate denial. It lets one feel that even if one had believed sooner, the small amount one could have done by now wouldn’t make a difference. It avoids the obligation to take action now, allowing one to continue without any lifestyle change, since it’s too late. It is an easy attitude to mock or be angry at, but I cite it here because it connects to an issue which is even bigger for those who have believed in climate change, and the authoritarian threat, and the dangers of big tech monopolies, and the censorship crisis, and systemic racism, and institutional injustice: We’re tired. Working toward change is exhausting. Continuing to work for change is even more exhausting, as we see in patterns like the turn-out-the-vote group Vote Forward, which in fall 2020 blasted past its goal of sending 15 million volunteer-written letters, but this fall keeps failing to hit targets in the 200,000 range. A lot of people poured their all into the politics and protests of 2020, and are now worn down by the exhaustion-trauma of our upside-down Covid world, and by seeing day by day how very partial a victory those efforts achieved, how small a slice of what needed to change is changing.

Fiction does not give us many stories of continuing to slog on after an unsatisfying partial victory. That makes hopepunk powerful.

Dystopian fiction is great at calling out bad parts of our society, and galvanizing action. So is false-utopia fiction, the kind where the happy affluence enjoyed by some turns out to be founded in something sinister and unforgivable. But recent dystopias and false utopias tend to end with that cathartic finale where the looming tower of the evil government burns down. That is an emotionally satisfying ending, part of what makes modern dystopian literature a fundamentally optimistic genre, transmitting the message that, even in a world with far worse versions of our problems, revolution can still win. Apocalyptic fiction, which ends with the whole world burning down, is also emotionally satisfying: If not cathartic, at least it is fair (the rich and bad guys also burn), and final; at the end comes rest. All of these tend to avoid what lived political experience shows is the hard part: building the new, better system after the evil tower burns, or the false utopia’s sinister secret is revealed—the part we’re living now. Hopepunk tales of actually building the new thing are a rare form, in part because they aren’t as emotionally satisfying. The twenty-fifth century of my Terra Ignota has fixed some of today’s problems but is still working on others, a world build which advances the unwelcome but important thesis that change takes generations, and that all our efforts may achieve neither none nor all of our goals, but some, requiring yet more work. Like Emrys’s titular half-built garden—a new society building amid the effects of climate disaster—these worlds are half-built throughout, their stories rich but emotionally difficult, in a way the Death Star blowing up is not.

Another emotionally satisfying kind of story is one where everything is saved by someone special rising to fix it all, a destined savior, or in future SF often a genius who invents the tech-that-saves-everything. As I observed in my half-joking 2013 review of Iron Man 3, Tony Stark not only, as the script jokes, “just successfully privatized world peace,” he also invents an infinite clean energy device, which begins to be deployed instantly and effortlessly, without oil lobbies or congressional obstructionism. This attitude—wait for the techies to save the planet—is functionally identical with the declaration that it’s too late to save the climate, since both prescribe personal inaction. As Cory Doctorow put it in his essay “Hope Not Optimism,” “optimists and pessimists share this belief in the irrelevance of human action to the future. Optimists think that things will get better no matter what they do, pessimists think things will get worse no matter what they do—but they both agree that what they do doesn’t matter … An optimist decides not to equip the Titanic with lifeboats because it is unsinkable. A pessimist doesn’t bother to swim when the ship sinks and is lost at sea. To be hopeful is to tread water because so long as you haven’t gone to the bottom, rescue is still possible.” Both optimism and pessimism—both giving up and leaving the work to others—are tempting when we are all so very, very tired.

Embracing hope, not optimism involves recognizing that progress is not a natural process which somehow grinds on inexorably no matter what we do, progress is our name for the group consequences of our collective actions. Writing about hope, not optimism means writing about the hard and ongoing process of building and rebuilding, not just about the evil tower burning down. In Jo’s Thessaly series, a failed effort to set up a Platonic utopia gives way to the survivors learning from those mistakes and setting up new, less-unsuccessful Platonic utopias, not scrapping it all but keeping the good, and building back better. C. L. Polk’s Kingston Cycle in the books that follow the revelations in Witchmark do much the same. Is my Terra Ignota hopepunk, despite the first three books being written before 2016? Yes, not just in themes, but because hopepunk is fiction about the difficult path of rebuilding, and Terra Ignota draws heavily on Enlightenment France, which literally stormed and burnt down the overlord’s fortress, only to face the multi-century process of building a new system on the ashes. Another profoundly hopepunk novel in that sense is Yusuke Kishi’s 2008 From the New World, which has many twists and surprises for the reader, but the one that stunned me most was when the false utopia’s mask was ripped off and the protagonists … committed themselves to working incrementally within the system to bring about peaceful reform. Kishi’s story is pre-2016, but Japanese F&SF has for some time had a lot more hopepunk-type tales of incremental rebuilding than Anglophone fiction, since Japan both was and is still incrementally rebuilding after the overthrow of a real lived authoritarian dystopia in World War II. Thus, I would argue that pre-2016 hopepunk does exist, but shares the characteristic of being born from a real culture of anti-authoritarian resistance, and of rebuilding.

While optimism and pessimism both offer tempting ways out of feeling one must take personal action, Shotwell’s analysis of purity helps expose another such temptation, a third narrative: purity stories where just by remaining pure the protagonist triumphs or survives. All those B horror movies where the virgin lives, or purity of heart expels the demons, the Disney movies where the princess comes through spotless, the moment when the T-Rex eats the bloodsucking lawyer, not the hero, or in the disaster movie when the kind protagonist goes back to save the orphan and thus is saved when falling rubble crushes others—these narratives are inheritances of Puritan-influenced Providentialist thinking, which expects fate to preserve the pure. As we face climate change and Covid, the archetype of purity of action offering safety in troubled times offers a strange hybrid between abdicating responsibility and facing responsibility: the idea that by making the right choices to stay personally pure—an end far easier to act on than political reform—one increases one’s chances of salvation, either on the personal scale (the eco-disaster spares your house, the virus spares your family), or on the global scale of feeling that, if enough members of the human race are good at heart, if there are enough good people in the city of Sodom, then God/Fate/Providence/climate change will be more likely to move toward the good ending, not the bad ending. For many people, especially in America, the ideological residue of Puritanism and Providentialist Christianity means that pursuing personal purity can feel like a way of helping indirectly with crises like climate change or authoritarianism when direct action is intimidating or exhausting. Someone who feels guilty doing nothing may feel overwhelmed trying to engage politically, but making grocery store choices that prioritize personal purity feels like taking effective action, because so many narratives tell us that purity makes the optimist ending more likely to come true. There are other varieties of providentialist thinking which let one abdicate a sense of personal responsibility (the new fad for stoicism is one) but pursuing personal purity has the bonus of making it feel like you actually are taking action, while evading the whirlwind of messiness, compromise, and option paralysis involved in choosing among the array of impure political candidates, or the innumerable activist causes competing for our help.

I have written elsewhere about the importance of diversity of narrative structures, that we need not only many kinds of characters but many shapes of stories: heroes and antiheroes, protagonists and teams, kind aliens and scary aliens, false utopias and real utopias, stories where we cure the plague and stories where we accept a lower quality of life. We even need some purity stories since—as Shotwell observes—purity is a very useful and positive tool for self-examination and thinking hard about our choices. And we need hopepunk. There is nothing wrong with sitting back sometimes to enjoy blowing up the Death Star—when we’re this tired that’s often what we crave. But because we’re this tired, we also need stories of people who are tired like us. Who are trapped between crises like us. Who are grungy, and sweaty, and compromised, and struggling like us. Who resiliently come together, trusting and supporting one another, as we must. Who screw up, and admit it without being broken or defined by the screwup, and work on ways to not screw up again. Who make good-but-imperfect choices, and are genuinely slowed down by their exhaustion (an important one) yet help one another get back on their feet and keep working.

We need all sorts of stories, but we have a special need for hopepunk right now, because, in many people’s lived experience, this is one of those false utopias which seemed great but has had its unforgivable underbelly exposed, plural underbellies in fact—climate impact, structural inequality, global inequity, systemic racism, dystopian tech. We need better models for what to do now than just blowing up the overlord’s tower, since that doesn’t fix it. Revolutionary France three revolutions later tells us that doesn’t fix it. As the final volume of my Terra Ignota (Perhaps the Stars) sees print this month, it’s amazing finally feeling how the themes and structure the series already had when I first planned it years ago have a different momentum here in 2021. People often ask if my outline changed as I wrote the books—it didn’t, but my understanding of what parts of that outline were powerful, and needed, that has changed. Speculative resistance is about looking at other ways the world could work (worse, better, mixed), and using that to help us think outside the box and push for new things. The hopepunk subsect of speculative resistance is about depicting how that push requires kindness, compromise, teamwork, resilience, and—tired as we are—a lot more time. We need those stories, always, but especially right now.

“WRITE IN FREEDOM!”—URSULA K. LE GUIN







Poem: Somebody Will



Our new world is so close.

Mars has treasures we’re only just starting to find,

Frozen mountains and crimson dust waiting

For footprints that will not be mine.

A hundred years to run the first tests,

Another to raise the first dome.

The Moon, then Mars, then Titan next,

A lifetime to touch each new home.

And I want it so much—

Close my eyes, I can taste the Mars dust in the air,

In the darkness the space stations shimmer

In orbits that I will not share,

But I’ll teach the student who’ll manage the factory

That tempers the steel that makes colonies strong

And I’ll write the program that runs the computer

That charts out the stars where those rockets belong.

It will never get easy to wake from my dream

When the future I dream of is so far away,

But I am willing to sacrifice

Something I don’t have

For something I won’t have

But somebody will someday.

And it feels like a waste,

All this working and waiting and battling time,

And all for a kingdom that none of my

Efforts will ever make mine,

But brick by brick the Pyramids rose,

With most hidden under the sand,

So life by life the project grows

In ways I might not understand.

I am voyaging too.

We will need the foundation as much as the dome

For those worlds to come true,

And I’ll clerk the office that handles the funding

That raises the tower that watches the sky,

And I’ll staff the bookstore that carries the journal

That sparks the idea that makes solar sails fly.

It takes so many sailors to conquer an ocean

And so many more when it’s light-years away,

But I am willing to sacrifice

Something I don’t have

For something I won’t have

But somebody will someday.

It’s so easy to run,

Hide away in my books, games, and fantasy plans,

Let them call me a coward who can’t face

Reality’s grown-up demands,

But if I love my fantasy worlds

It’s not fantasy love that I feel,

And so much more I feel for this:

The world that created them,

World we create with them,

One chance to make them all real.

And I know we won’t stop;

We’ve planned too many wonders for one little star,

Though often the present may seem too

Complacent to take us that far—

But I’ll tell the story, and I’ll draw the picture,

And I’ll sing the anthem that banishes doubt,

And host the convention that summons the family

That carries the fire that never burns out.

There are so many chances to give up the journey,

Especially when it’s so easy to stay,

But I am willing to sacrifice

Something I don’t have

For something I won’t have,

And not only me,

But we are willing to sacrifice

Something we don’t have

For something we won’t have

So somebody will someday.

Ada Palmer, set to music for Sassafrass [Before 2008]
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Jo: I’ve been thinking seriously about genre for getting on for forty years, and writing about it for more than thirty, and there are so many people over so much time that it’s impossible to thank all the people who helped me form the ideas that became the ideas that are in these essays. At first I thought about it on my own and didn’t have anyone to talk to about it who was interested. Then I began to talk about it to people I met in bookstores like Ken Walton or Lena Sarah and in UK science fiction conventions like Mike Burchall, Roz Kaveney, John Brunner, Marcus Rowland, and Terry Pratchett. Then I got online and on usenet I met people who would take me seriously, like Ahasuerus the Wandering Jew, Nancy Lebovitz, Graydon Saunders, Patricia Wrede, Patrick and Teresa Nielsen Hayden. Later on Livejournal I met people like Sarah Monette, Naomi Kritzer, and Lila Garrott. Then I started writing on Tor.com (now Reactor) and I found another community of people there like Gardner Dozois, Rich Horton, Pam Adams, and Steven Halter.

Ada: I’ve been thinking seriously about genre as long as I can remember so nearly as long, and vividly remember questions and debates at my first Balticon which I attended with my dad when I was twelve, my first Worldcon (BucConeer in Baltimore) at sixteen, later with friends like Matt Webber and Anneke Cassista at Simon’s Rock, then at Bryn Mawr College’s SF club Double Star with friends like Irina Greenman, Lauren Schiller, Alys Lyndholm, Tracy Cohen, Emily Lewis, and also Lila Garrott through whose shared friendship Jo and I eventually connected, and much beyond. Harvard’s club HRSFA (the Harvard Radcliffe Science Fiction Association) let conversations continue with a feast of friends that would fill up the rest of this page.

We two first met in 2008 at Farthing Party, a small Canadian SF convention, and our conversation has gone on ever since, and you can see some of it in this book. In 2023 and 2024 we taught a pair of online classes together for the University of Chicago’s Graham School lifelong learning program, one on the History of SF (moving chronologically), and the second on the Anatomy of Fantasy (moving semi-chronologically but jumping over Tolkien to do precursors, then impact, reading LotR as the finale to understand it as a transformation point). The discussions with the people there were wonderful (and indeed are still ongoing), with friends like Matthieu Glauchant, avani gadani, Hannah Trower, and Mike Booth. We asked those in the course to read some of these essays, and it was delightful to see how our phrases like “author-reader contract” and “imprint SF” became part of their natural vocabulary for discussing what we were reading.

A book like this has no start and no end: These are things we’ve been thinking about, and will go on thinking about, they’re part of a conversation older than we are and that will carry on longer than we will. Some of these essays began as someone else’s thought on usenet, taken up and elaborated by Jo, talked about together, and with others, then elaborated and clarified by Ada with good new examples. Others were born from pieces we began as parts of blog tours for our novel releases, or for magazines, so were shaped by the unique editors, audiences, and conversations cultivated in each venue: On the Before We Go Blog, Strange Horizons, John Scalzi’s Whatever, Nine Bookish Worlds, Crooked Timber, the In Lieu of Fun show, Uncanny Magazine, Fran Wilde’s Cooking the Books, the Singularity Podcast, the Coode Street podcast, in Reddit AMAs, and in our own blogs and podcast.

We must especially thank everyone past and present at Tor and Tor.com (Reactor), especially Patrick and Teresa Nielsen Hayden, Mal Frasier, Torie Atkinson, Bridget McGovern, Carl Engle-Laird, and the commentators. At Uncanny, we must thank most especially Elsa Sjunneson-Henry and Julia Rios, and at Strange Horizons Gautam Bhatia. We’re grateful to Shannon Page for inviting us to be part of her invaluable book project The Usual Path to Publication, a brilliant collection and now our go-to recommendation to new and aspiring writers who ask for advice on selling a first novel. Some personal friends have been specifically useful interlocutors for some of the ideas here, especially E.J. Fischer, Emmet O’Brien, Lauren Schiller, Jonathan Sneed and Naomi Libicki, and others have read and made helpful comments on specific essays, notably Ana Klimchynskaya and Gretchen McCulloch. Scintillation is a small convention in Montreal for which Jo does program, and the Scintillation community has been a great source of ideas and reflections as well as friendship and ongoing conversation. Before Scintillation there was Farthing Party, and it was at a Farthing Party that we met, and that Debra Doyle made her unforgettable remark about the Holy Grail that has defined how we think about some genre divisions ever since.

Our greatest hope, of course, is that this book will be the middle of a conversation, as you who read these pieces chew on them, share them, debate them, harvest the terms and observations useful to your own ongoing thoughts about the interwoven world of stories we all love, and say new things. We already have nearly enough essays for another collection that we hope to share with you soon, and we trust that the final essays to complete it will be born from hearing your reactions to this one. Because it’s all about sharing with you, we’re not just writing in a vacuum here, we eagerly await your responses, additions, new observations, different examples drawn from your own expertise, the further thoughts which are the best part of loving a conversation so many others also love. So here’s to future thoughts, and future works, and future hands held up in the back of panels at future conventions, and future blog posts whose comment threads wind unexpectedly deep to where new arkenstones of brilliant insight still wait to bring beauty and disagreement (equally beautiful) to future hours; and in those future hours here’s to you!
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