
Chapter 19

The Science-Fiction Novel as Epic Narration: For 
a Fusion of “Formal” and “Sociological” Analysis 
(1980–1985)

0.  

The preceding chapters dealing both with technical tools of narratology 
and indispensable value-judgments springing from the reading interests 
of given social groups, perhaps most clearly the Chapters 6 and 9–13 in 
this book, might have established the necessity to characterize SF texts 
by some ways of fusing these two approaches. Sundered in most criticism 
today, such approaches are often, rather imprecisely, labelled “formal” and 
“sociological”; taking a cue from linguistics, it would be better to call them 
“syntactic” and “pragmatic,” since their necessary overlap in the inter-
mediary “semantic” or meaning-bestowing approach would then become 
apparent. This whole book arises out of a conviction – itself a feedback 
from the experiences culminating in the 1910–20s’ Russia and Central 
Europe then and later – that only such a fusion can lead to encompassing 
and verifiable positions. The formal, or better syntactical, approach can 
only be undertaken once we have decided which are the significant forms 
to be privileged as objects of our investigation; that decision necessarily 
intervenes into the text from “outside.” The sociological, or better prag-
matic, approach cannot bring to bear a social context on any proposition 
before we have decided which contextual elements or presuppositions 
are pertinent (cf. Prieto) to given textual aspects or positions; that deci-
sion interrogates the context from “inside” the text. In fact, this chapter 
wishes to put into question the very metaphor of an “inner” textual space 
closed off against the “outer” world like a walnut or an orange. Such 
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organicist metaphors are a fossil remnant from Romanticism. True, the 
great Romantics’ shell-shocked encapsulation into a totally different es-
thetic reality – a besieged fortress of the human heart – had a good reason 
in the heretofore unknown alienating powers of mass capitalism. But it 
is equally true that the market economy set free heretofore unseen pro-
ductive potentialities. The interaction of the achievement with the price 
of the bourgeois age must therefore be carefully examined in each par-
ticular case, in the tradition of searching for its underlying truth so well 
established by Tocqueville and The Communist Manifesto (cf. on their 
pertinence Chapters 12 and 13 in this book). This holds eminently for the 
rise of mass literary forms, such as SF, and in particular the SF novel.

The question of pertinent beginnings to SF is not only entirely de-
pendent on its definition, but also recomplicated for the particular case 
of the SF novel. In the wake of the well-known positions of Eliot, Lukács, 
and Benjamin, I argued in MOSF and later that genre traditions are le-
gitimately established in retrospect, and that SF can in that sense be said 
to begin at the latest with Plato and the Hellenic marvelous voyages and 
utopias (already satirized as a brittle repetition by Lucian, and later sub-
lated by More). However, even if this is accepted, the tradition of the novel 
in the strict sense – as different from the anatomy, the romance, the short 
story, and similar narrative forms – does not fully fuse with that of the SF 
genre until the second half of the nineteenth century (cf. my Victorian SF). 
I am therefore neglecting here such formally impure precursors of the SF 
novel as Samuel Gott’s Nova Solyma (1648), Robert Paltock’s Peter Wilkins 
(1750), Mary Shelley’s important Frankenstein (1818) or C.I. Defontenay’s 
extraordinary Star ou Psi de Cassiopée (1854). If it is certainly incorrect to 
say that SF even in the strictest sense begins with Jules Verne and H.G. 
Wells, a case could be made for saying that the SF novel does if not begin 
then at least become sustained and indeed dominant with these Dioscuri. 
My investigation will therefore begin with Wells. Further, it will be limited 
to a corpus of thirteen novels written for a similarly wide or “mass” read-
ership from several social classes that arises in the age of high capitalism 
with its compulsory universal literacy, mass newspapers (and other forms 
of mass communication), global imperialisms and revolutionary move-
ments against them, increasingly violent and widespread power struggles 
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culminating in World Wars, etc. – an age which is at its outset well char-
acterized by Wells’s The War of the Worlds in 1898.

The SF novels I have chosen – with inevitable simplification – as rep-
resentative for world trends in the ensuing three quarters of a century are 
(with date of first book publication unless otherwise indicated): H.G. Wells, 
The War of the Worlds (1898); H.G. Wells, The First Men in the Moon (1901); 
Evgeniy Zamyatin, We (My, written 1920); Olaf Stapledon, Sirius (1944); 
Isaac Asimov, The Foundation Trilogy (1951–53); Frederik Pohl and C.M. 
Kornbluth, The Space Merchants (1953); Ivan A. Yefremov, Andromeda 
(Tumannost’ Andromedy, 1958); Robert A. Heinlein, Stranger in a Strange 
Land (1961); Stanislaw Lem, Solaris (1961); Philip K. Dick, Martian Time-
Slip (1964); Arkadiy N. and Boris N. Strugatsky, Snail on the Slope (Ulitka 
na sklone, magazine and anthology publication 1965–66); John Brunner, 
The Jagged Orbit (1969); and Ursula K. Le Guin, The Dispossessed (1974). 
I am very conscious that other significant novels could be found – and 
are indeed discussed as such in my other essays – but having done some 
homework on them, I think they would not change the broad overview 
which I am here attempting. It will be focused on two complementary 
elements of the SF novel which are so crucial that they permit some meri-
torious discussion of its “formal” and “sociological” aspects and of their 
inter-relation: extensively, on the novum as plot generator; and intensively, 
on the ending.

1.  The Novum as Plot Generator

My argument starts with the MOSF conclusion that SF is distinguished 
by the narrative hegemony of a fictional yet cognitive novum – a term 
adapted from Bloch to mean a totalizing phenomenon or relationship 
deviating from the author’s and implied addressee’s norm of reality. The 
(as yet) Unknown or Other introduced by the novum is the narrative’s 
formal and cognitive raison d’ être as well as the generator, validation, and 
yardstick of its story or plot (siuzhet). Such a novum has as its correlate 
a fictional alternate reality, centered on deviant relations of the narrative 
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agents to each other and to their world, and resulting in a different 
chronotope  – different relationships developing in narrative time and 
space. Born in history and judged in history, the novum has an ineluct-
ably historical character. So has the correlative fictional reality or Possible 
World that, for all its displacements and disguises, always corresponds to 
the wish-dreams and nightmares of a specific sociocultural class of im-
plied addressees. Finally, the novum can be differentiated according to its 
degree of magnitude (from one discrete new “invention” to a whole rad-
ically changed locus and agents), according to the cognitive believability 
of its validation, and according to its degree of relevance for a given epoch 
and class of readers.

What consequences has such a premise for the plot structure of signifi-
cant SF novels? I would like to develop the seminal work of Lotman on the 
mythological siuzhet, with help of stimuli by Brecht, Lukács, and Propp to 
posit that all fictional texts can be thought of as lying on a spread between the 
extremes of mythological structure with cyclical world-time and epic structure 
with developing world-time.1 I would go on to say that modern SF is then – 
in proportion to its meaningfulness – under the hegemony of the epic. True, 
this general normative framework is sometimes in practice resolved into a 
more complex set of situations. Some significant novels (Zamyatin’s We, 
Stapledon’s Sirius, Lem’s Solaris) are noticeably influenced by the mytho-
logical “revelation-as-inventory” or cataloguing technique, which uses a list 
of names as a fixed and limited type of cognition, and which is as a rule 
borrowed by SF through antecedents in utopian fiction. But even these 
novels can only organize their resulting descriptive panoramas by means 
of some variant of the epic adventure or voyage-of-discovery plot. In these 
cases, it is the frequent SF variant of the “adventure of an idea” as it affects 
the protagonist and as it is elucidated in his consciousness. In the above 

 1 Lotman, Aufsätze, in particular the part originally published as “O 
modeliruiushchem znachenii poniatii ‘kontsa’ i ‘nachala’ v khudozhestvennykh 
tekstakh,” in Tezisi dokladov vo vtoroi letnei shkole po vtorichnim modeliruiushchim 
sistemam (Tartu, 1966). He concentrates on the mythological siuzhet, so that I am 
responsible for the binary opposition to epic (though I believe it is consonant with 
his indications), stimulated by Brecht, Lukács, and Propp’s Fol’ klor and Epos. For 
a complementary discussion of SF as epic cf. Parrinder.
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three novels this elucidation is, respectively: D-530 “discovering” he has a 
soul, Sirius discovering the dead-end character of the split between senses 
and intellect, and Kelvin pursuing in spite of all a wary “Holy Contact” 
with the Solaris Ocean.

Correlative to such a plot is the unavoidable timeless instant or moment 
of epiphany, the obligatory scene in each of these narratives: D’s intoxi-
cating moment in the “Ancient House,” Sirius’s “hound of the spirit” letter, 
Kelvin’s quasi-handshake with the Ocean. Each of them can only be ar-
rived at as culmination of a richly orchestrated rhythm of historical time 
flowing, eddying, meandering, and rushing forth. Only such a world-
time, that limns the new configurations of reality in both inner and outer 
space, can validate the transcending vision as a this-worldly, inescapable, 
and thus truly cognitive insight – as Bloch’s intramundane transcendence 
(“innerweltliche Transzendenz,” Prinzip) – rather than an a priori dogma 
pretending to mythological status or a private impression. The chronicling 
of a unique series of events pivoting on the novum – instead of and as 
opposed to the mythic reconfirmation of cyclic processuality – demands 
a text connecting the addressee’s Self with the Other. Therefore, an SF 
novel will (again in proportion to its cognitive meaningfulness) represent 
spatial and historical configurations as partly but irreconcilably different 
from the norm dominant in the author’s age. The unity-in-diversity of a 
novel demands that such agents and relationships be metaphorically or 
metonymically related. However, the real alternatives and choices of the 
“epic” novel, teleologically connected with the unforeseeable outcome of 
the story in terms of success or failure of the central values (usually, of the 
protagonist), will refuse the mythological homeomorphy where all cycles 
and all agents are, centrally, such transformations of each other that can 
bring forth neither truly new values nor a hesitation as to the empirical 
success of existing values.

The magnitude and relevance of the SF novum is therefore crucially 
testable by the quality of the “other” agents and relationships developed 
in the novel. My first example will confront the two novels by Wells. 
The Martians from The War of the Worlds are described in Goebbelsian 
terms of repugnantly slimy and horrible “racial” alienness and given the 
sole function of bloodthirsty predators (a function that fuses genocidal 
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fire-power – itself described as an echo of the treatment meted out by the 
imperialist powers to colonized peoples – with the bloodsucking vam-
pirism of horror Fantasy). This allows the reader to observe them only from 
the outside, as a terrifying object-lesson of the Social-Darwinist “survival 
of the fittest.” These aliens are less developed, they repose upon less well 
explained and less mature presuppositions and they are more subsumed 
under sensationalist scaremongering, than Wells’s aliens from The First 
Men in the Moon. No doubt, the Selenites are grotesque and, what is more, 
potentially dangerous – as any species or culture when menaced. Yet they 
finally, if fitfully, approach the status of a subject on its own and can thus 
serve not merely as a rod with which to chastise the complacent Victorian 
bourgeois but also as an alternate reality with its own inner logic. The new 
fictional reality’s premises and values are testable in their effects – in this 
case the insectoid biological specialization as a satirical analogue to social 
class and caste in the author’s empirical actuality. Correlatively, the two 
awkward narrators from War of the Worlds, one too much involved and 
one too little involved in the events for cognitive purposes, are here recast 
into the significant oppositions of and interrelations between Bedford the 
“imperial” adventurer and Cavor the “pure” scientist.

For a second example I shall compare Asimov and Dick to the det-
riment of the former. The future previsions of Hari Seldon in Asimov’s 
Foundation Trilogy are based upon the certitudes of “psychohistory,” an 
imaginary discipline supposed to be applying mathematical quantification 
to “the reactions of human conglomerates” and thus to turn history and 
social psychology into a nineteenth-century-type of natural science – a 
poor man’s version of “vulgar Marxism” or Saint-Simonism, or a “hard” 
form of futurology. Furthermore, this psychohistory is grafted upon the 
Spenglerian historiosophy of the rise and fall of civilizations treated as 
monolithic individuals whose unavoidable, quasi-biological rhythms it 
can merely shorten. On the contrary, the “decline and fall” previsions of 
the supposedly autistic boy Manfred in Dick’s Martian Time-Slip grow 
out of a complex network of emblematic but closely pursued relationships 
between the politically powerful and powerless, the employers and em-
ployees, the men and women within an exemplary community. Similar 
to the partial example of The First Men in the Moon, in the course of the 
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political and psychological articulation of these relationships a whole 
logical gamut of forms of large-scale capitalism has been richly brought 
into relation with the growth of paranoia, schizophrenia, and a sense of 
reality-loss. This fullness of Dick’s Possible World renders such forms and 
their effects verifiable or falsifiable within the novel (see further discus-
sions in the first essay on him in Chapter 9). The novum of an alternative 
vision of history is here not – as in Asimov – validated by the reader’s belief 
into or disbelief of determinism, on a purely ideological level. In Dick, 
the necessarily present conceptual categories can be judged within the 
fictional – imaginary but analogically applicable and therefore verisim-
ilar – reality of representative agential relationships. This is what separates 
aesthetic cognition from fictional repetition of pre-existing, ideologized 
conceptual systems.

These discussions point to the fact that a seemingly most “intrinsic” 
or “formal” analysis of significant SF novels cannot fail to use the concept 
of verisimilitude or believability, and thus may be equally considered as 
partaking of an “extrinsic” or “sociopolitical” analysis. The paradox is only 
apparent: the SF novel, arising as it does in a genre “at the outer limits of 
desire” (to adapt a phrase by Northrop Frye) and functioning therefore as 
a parabolic mirror to empirically possible relationships, simply shows most 
clearly that the compromise or balance between these two approaches – 
perhaps best codified in the Wellek-Warren Theory of Literature – is no 
longer a fruitful analytical tool or ideological horizon.

2.  The Narrative Ending

The novum may be conveniently materialized into the Aliens or the 
Future (which by the way may stand for each other, as alternative signifiers 
for the same signified: Wells’s Martians are identical to his evolutionary 
“Man of the Year Million”). But even then, the novum as a totalizing 
category can only be properly judged after a thoroughgoing analysis of 
each novel’s syntagmatics. On the contrary, the ending is a short and rela-
tively unambiguous segment of narrative, and is that part of syntagmatics 
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that lends itself more readily to a synoptic view and to exemplifying the 
novel’s overall paradigm.

The ending is, of course, that special and often crucial segment of the 
story that both retrospectively makes sense of all the preceding segments 
and leaves the reader with a built-in directive of how to apply the reading 
to empirical actuality. Generally, any coherent narrative is a system whose 
elements are unified by partaking of a common model or paradigm of 
relationships. But at the ending, the epic vs. mythological distinction op-
erates with a vengeance. As argued in a previous chapter, the epic events 
must be presented as historically contingent and unforeseeable (and thus 
as a rule historically reversible), while the mythological events are cyclical 
and predetermined, foreseeable descents from the timeless into the tem-
poral realm. The verse or prose epic has, so to speak, foregrounded the 
plot, which was a foregone conclusion in mythology. In this epic plot, 
best developed in the novel, “the ‘before’ causally determines the ‘after’, 
and the series of such determinations cannot be re-traversed backward 
… but, according to the epistemological model by which we explain our 
empirical world, it is irreversible.”2 Thus, an epic text, as different from a 
mythological one, will be meaningful only if each syntagmatically suc-
cessive element is the result of a paradigmatic value choice, as opposed to 
axiologically pre-established or automatized sequentiality. That choice 
constitutes the poetry of post-mythological prose, opposed to the myth’s 
incantatory repetitions of names. Choice shapes the agential relationships 
within the narration in unforeseeable and therefore potentially new and 
better ways. It is the precondition for a narrative rendering of freedom (or 
avoidable catastrophe). The ending is so crucially important because it is, 
in principle, the place where the sum of all the narrative choices reaches its 
textual end-result, and from which all these choices can be retrospectively 

 2 Eco, Apocalittici 237. Cf. for the ending also studies of narrative semiotics begin-
ning with Shklovsky, for example, Maria Renata Mayenowa, Poetika teoretyczna 
(Wròcław, 1974)  and Jan Trzynadlowski, Rozważania nad semiologią powieści 
(Wròcław, 1976). I cannot agree with the nihilist conclusions Barthes draws from 
his brilliant discussion of the “hermeneutic story” which ends in revelation of the 
truth, and which he – disputing Brecht – believes to be tied to individualist meta-
physics (S/Z 82–83, 193–94, and 58).
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valourized. In mythological texts, there is no proper beginning or ending; 
obversely, as Aristotle remarked, the presence of a genuine beginning, 
middle, and end defines a post-mythological text (so that “epic” in this 
sense, as Brecht saw, includes drama).

Within such epic textuality, various historical ideologies have tended 
to stress the significance of one of these segments. Lotman remarks that 
in dominant medieval ideology it was the beginnings (whether an event 
came from God and how) which were most important. It is probable that 
the importance of endings, triumphing in Boccaccio and Renaissance lai-
cization, denotes the rise of this-worldly success as the dominant ideology 
and validation in the textual cause-and-effect system (homologous to the 
new extra-textual system). In modern times, Right-wing philosophy has 
proclaimed with Heidegger that “the beginning is greater,” and Left-wing 
philosophy with Lenin’s Philosophical Notebooks that “the truth is not in 
the beginning but in the end, or better in the continuation” (Faye 77–78). 
In SF novels, again more explicitly and testably than in most other genres, 
the ending is the moment of truth for the novum’s cognitive validation and 
the narrative’s believability – for the coherence, richness, and relevance of 
the text as significant SF.

Where the mythological structure is cyclically closed, the epic struc-
ture, ideally, should be open-ended.3 However, sociohistorical practice 
and ideologies constricted and even modified such an ideal type into a 
number of ending-types spanning the whole formal gamut. In SF, Verne’s 
novels are almost perfect examples of a closed cyclical trajectory, allotting 
to the novum, paradoxically, a central but transient function and finally 
expunging it at all costs – including melodrama and even the breakdown 
of cognitive validity (often a natural catastrophe as an almost literal deus ex 
machina). I have argued in MOSF how this corresponds to the ideological 
paradox of Verne’s “utopian liberalism.” Wells made an esthetic form out 
of ideological hesitations and fence-sitting about the radically Other. In 

 3 Cf. on open-endedness Willet ed. Brecht, Lotman Structure and Aufsätze, 
Eco Opera, and Suvin To Brecht, and for SF the pioneering essays of Jameson 
“Discontinuities” and Nudelman “Approach”; and for different approaches 
Robert M. Adams, Strains of Discord: Studies in Literary Openness (Cornell UP, 
1958) and Alan Friedman, The Turn of the Novel (New York, 1966).
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War of the Worlds he used the conquering bacteria as a deus ex machina 
comparable to Verne’s (but shifted from spatial physics into evolutionary 
biology), while in The First Men in the Moon he allowed an open ending to 
emerge from the complementarity of his two narrators’ fate. In the wake 
of Wells and Dostoevsky, the plot of We still follows the late Realist tra-
jectory described by Lukács as the hero’s existential failure turned into the 
novel’s esthetic success. However, the root of Zamyatin’s novel, written in 
the quintessentially “chronicle” or epic form of modern science, the lab 
notes, as well as the unresolved public oppositions in We between entropy 
and permanent revolution, leave the reader with a hint of fragile open-
endedness. The hero has noticed, agonized over, and finally been crushed 
by the devolved revolution frozen into entropy, by the reason irrationally 
fixed and impoverished into basic arithmetic and geometry, without the 
square root of −1. Yet I read his dystopian fate as an awful warning rather 
than the final defeat of the fiery novum of revolutionary desire: for there 
is no final number, and O-90 is with child. A cognate ideological stance 
in Stapledon’s Sirius registers the tragic destruction of the protagonist as 
an arrested balance between individual and society, between the novum 
of Sirius’s alien intelligence and the unready world of repressive Britain; 
this balance is then rather disappointingly glossed as the biological di-
chotomy between the animal and the spiritual, which impoverishes the 
issues of the novel.

After the Second World War, the immense expectations raised by 
modern economics, politics, and technology since the Russian Revolution 
and the New Deal resulted in an overwhelming ideology of material open-
endedness. This has also led to the hegemony of epic structuring in both 
main branches of the “mass” SF novel, the Anglo-American and the Slavic 
one. One could perhaps argue against this by pointing to the predom-
inance of satirical-cum-dystopian SF in Čapek and much Lem, in the 
English-language market from Orwell to the 1960s, and in many of the best 
Soviet texts (e.g., in the Strugatskys’ or in Ilya Varshavsky’s later phases). 
However, I do not believe this argument would hold. On the contrary, 
the central device of these “new maps of hell” (Amis) is to impress on the 
addressee that they are to be understood as black. The reader can only feel 
that these closed horizons are hellish (and not mythologically natural or 
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even paradisiacal – as they are, for example, in Plato’s Republic and most 
classical utopias) against an assumed bright background which is not only 
a thinkable alternative but an overriding human necessity in the name of 
which the dystopian reality is simultaneously perceived and judged. All 
the writers of more recent SF arose out of, and often used, an open-ended 
tradition, so that the significant SF texts inflected toward dystopia also 
contain eutopian elements, however banalised, perverted, and co-opted. 
Examples: the psychohistorical rebuilding of the Galactic Empire in The 
Foundation Trilogy, the unspoiled Venus as the alternative to polluted and 
admass-run Earth in Pohl and Kornbluth’s Space Merchants, the “grok-
king” transcendental psychosexual togetherness in Heinlein’s Stranger in a 
Strange Land, the Rousseauist noble savages and the ineradicable decency 
of the little people in Martian Time-Slip, the “sentimental materialism” 
of both protagonists in the Strugatskys’ Snail on the Slope, the union of 
instinct and reason in Brunner’s Jagged Orbit. The endings, then, will be 
defined by how they reconcile the principle of hope and the principle of 
reality. On the one hand, this can be shaped as a predetermined detection-
adventure plot returning to mythological closure (Asimov) or as ideologized 
pulp escapism jettisoning the dystopic verisimilitude (Pohl-Kornbluth 
and Heinlein). On the other hand, this can be shaped into a more mature 
polyphony envisaging different possibilities for different agents and cir-
cumstances, and thus leaving the formal closure cognitively open-ended, 
regardless of whether at the end of the novel the positive values be victorious 
or defeated (Dick, the Strugatskys, Brunner).

The ideological and economico-political open-endedness was paral-
leled even formally in the rebirth of optimistic, eutopian works. In different 
forms, such works had been characteristic of much early SF but had fallen 
into abeyance since the 1920s. The return of eutopia – first in some Slavic 
writers of the 1950s “thaw” and then in the USA during and slightly after 
the upswing of radical questioning and hopes of the 1960s – was, how-
ever, in turn a highly significant refashioning of the tradition of utopian 
fiction. It was marked by that shift from static to dynamic structure for 
which Wells had theoretically pleaded already at the beginning of the 
century and which he had tried out with imperfect success in A Modern 
Utopia. Utopian fiction turned now definitely from anatomy to novel, and 
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its voyage-of-discovery plot was enriched by a doubly new consciousness of 
eutopia. First, the idea of a radically more perfect life was to be achieved 
in a spiral and ongoing development rather than brought down once and 
for all from the heavens of dogma, and was to be accompanied by constant 
self-critical watchfulness against the temptation of the arrested moment, 
of the “verweile doch, du bist so schön” (tarry please, you’re so beautiful) 
of Goethe’s Faust. Second, eutopia as a fictional text was materialistically 
understood as such – that is, as a thought-experiment – rather than a pure 
transparency of an idea. In brief, for eutopia as final locus a tension was sub-
stituted between the achievable locus and the never fully reached horizon 
(cf. Somay). Mythological stasis turned into epic dynamics.

The isomorphic plot of physical, spatial marvelous voyage as analogue 
to the ideational discoveries of the protagonist has been a permanent hall-
mark of the utopian tradition. But where earlier upon reaching the shores 
of utopia this gave way to more or less pure description, a number of the 
best new eutopian novels use an ongoing, complexly spatiotemporal voyage 
as analogue to the ongoing discoveries against a dynamically receding 
horizon (Yefremov’s Andromeda and Le Guin’s The Dispossessed, also Lem’s 
Magellan Nebula, the early Strugatsky texts, Piercy’s Woman on the Edge of 
Time, or Robert Nichols’s wonderful Daily Lives in Nghsi-Altai tetralogy). 
Correspondingly, the ending will be open, but only ambiguously, not fi-
nally so. If in the dystopian works the closure can only be understood as a 
non-openness, in the eutopian works the revolutionary openness can only 
be understood as a permanent struggle against entropic closure – whether 
the cosmic voyage of discovery is accompanied by an openly political voyage 
of discovery (as in Le Guin) or left to stand on its own as the vehicle of the 
parable (as in Yefremov).

3.  In Sum

Summing up, I have discussed two of the most meaningful ways to char-
acterize significant twentieth-century SF novels. The first is a cognitive 
novum, narratively actualized as an epic voyage of discovery toward and 
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through a radical Otherness, and evaluatable by the richness of relation-
ships presented and sustained in the fictional unfolding. The second is an 
ending that takes into account both the principle of hope and the prin-
ciple of reality. The best SF novels can on that basis be taken as equi-
pollent to novels in any other genre. Further, in my opinion neither the 
narrative development of the novum nor the axiological summation pos-
sible in the retrospective from the ending can be understood without the 
pragmatic categories of societal believability within a given cultural and 
ideological system, as well as the syntactic categories of formalist narra-
tology. Both kinds of categories are required if we wish to subsume “the 
formal” as well as “the sociological” into an integral esthetic analysis re-
fusing both of these ghettoes and accounting for the novels’ meanings to 
the implied addressees. A central way to such an integral analysis is the 
distinction between epic and mythological types of narration, with all 
the new lights upon plot, ending, etc. that follow from this crucial dis-
tinction. The genre specificities of SF “at the outer limits of desire” may 
lend themselves well to these discussions, which are of general interest for 
the evolution of the twentieth-century novel and its poetics or esthetics.
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