
Chapter 21

Narrative Logic, Ideological Domination, and the 
Range of Science Fiction: A Hypothesis with a Test 
Case (1982)

Note 2020: This chapter was written while I was working on Victorian SF and there-
fore uses examples from it; a whole section using more of them has been excised. No 
doubt, using other groups of text from other climes might result in modifications of 
the pessimums. Further, it uses, tests, and redirects the discussion of the essay “For a 
Social Theory of SF.”

1.  Hypothesis

1.1  Narrative Logic and Intertextuality

A literary text has at least two strange groups of properties, pertaining 
to its extension and to its intension (I am here appropriating terms from 
logic as metaphoric suggestions only).1 Extensively, the text can in a suf-
ficiently small period at the beginning be thought of as objectifying the 
central element of a circuit at whose ends are the original sender and the 

 1 The first part of this chapter attempts to develop approaches from several sources. 
Two of them are utilized so widely – in a few places to the point of close para-
phrase – that this cannot be adequately shown by references. First, the theoret-
ical and historical conclusions arrived at in my Metamorphoses of Science Fiction 
(MOSF), to which the reader is respectfully referred. Second, a number of Marc 
Angenot’s texts on narrative semiotics and on SF, including unpublished manu-
scripts and oral discussions with him. Much more on Victorian SF in the UK can 
be found in my book of that title, toward which this chapter was gearing up.

  All quotations from foreign languages are mine unless the translator is specified.
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original receiver. However, this objectification – the apparent constancy 
of the text – lends itself to the creation of other communication circuits, 
with new receivers and often also new senders; this means that synchron-
ically and (more often) diachronically, a text can have different inten-
sions – that is, result in a number of different messages for different social 
addressees. As to the latter, it is clear that Marvell’s ode to Cromwell, for 
example, is read differently by monarchists, Puritans, and Levellers, as 
well as by differing social addressees one, two, or three centuries later; 
this also holds for, say, Dickens’s Hard Times read by a factory owner, a 
liberal reformer, and a socialist, or for Heinlein’s Stranger in a Strange 
Land read by Charles Manson and by you, gentle critical reader. Perhaps 
less evident but no less significant is the series of strange metamorphoses 
undergone by the image of the implied writer, which is the only aspect 
of authorship relevant in a communication circuit (the “everyday,” never 
mind the “true,” personality of the writer is as a rule not known even 
to the original readership). Thus, while both receiver and sender change, 
giving rise to a family of messages, the text seems to remain unchangeable. 
Literary studies – even taken in the widest sense, as studies of the rhet-
oric of all “printed matter” or even of all discourse, printed or oral – have 
therefore in a way justly centered on the text as the one stable element of 
literary communication.

Yet if this is in a way right, it is also in a way wrong. More precisely, if it 
is necessary to focus on this link in the communicational chain – as against 
the temptation to dwell on readers or (more often) on writers – it is not 
sufficient to do so. The text is not an independent totality, a closed monad 
within, or atom of, social discourse. Rather, it is the frozen notation of a 
producing of meanings, values, and structures of feeling that results from 
the writer’s work on given materials within a given sociohistorical context. 
Outside of a context that supplies the conditions of making sense, no text 
can be even read (as distinguished from spelling out the letters). Only the 
insertion of a text into a context makes it intelligible; that is why changing 
social contexts bring different messages out of the same text. Any reading 
ineluctably invents a more or less precise and pertinent context for the text 
being read. Any critical reading has at its center the interaction between 
text and context, the unique literary work and the collective social world 



Range of Science Fiction: A Hypothesis with a Test Case 361

of its addressees (a present world, and in case of scholarly reconstructions, 
a past world too). Thus, even the basic “formal” identifications of signifi-
cant features are possible only because we can approach a narration with 
initial assumptions about people’s relationships to each other and to their 
world. And furthermore, these first identifications will remain of little use 
unless they are finally integrated into the identification of those narrative 
bonds that can be defined as the relation between the set of elements in 
the text and the larger set of elements from which the textual ones have 
been selected (e.g., the relation of a blue sun to all other stars). In other 
words, the world that is excluded from the text cannot fail to be tacitly 
reinscribed into it by the ideal reader cognizant of that world: he will notice 
that the sun is not simply blue but blue-and-not-yellow. (It is of course 
possible arid not infrequent for readers to have a distorted perception of 
our common world through ignorance, misinformation, mystification, 
or class interest: for them, literature will not be properly “readable” until 
their interests change. Nonetheless, a text contributes to the education of 
its readers more than is usually assumed).2

The context indispensable for a text’s intelligibility could be analyzed 
at several levels. One could begin with the historical semantics of any term 
taken separately – a procedure whose pertinence is more than usually clear 
in the genre of SF, inevitably committed to new terms that sketch in its 
novum. Such a specialized analysis, however, will not be attempted here, 
not only because it would be too elaborate but primarily because its im-
plications can be subsumed under those of the text’s own presuppositions.

The presuppositions of an utterance [énoncé] and of a text are – together 
with the more strictly linguistic factors – a necessary condition of its co-
herence.3 As such, they are not external to the statement, but necessarily 
implied in and by it: “The presupposed [le présupposé] partakes of the literal 

 2 Marc Angenot and Darko Suvin, “Not Only But Also” (in volume 1); see also Jurij 
Lotman, The Structure of the Artistic Text (Ann Arbor, 1977), passim.

 3 See for the following discussion Marc Angenot, “Présupposé-topos-idéologeme,” 
Etudes françaises nos. 1–2 (1977); 12–34:  Irena Bellert, On the Logico-Semantic 
Structure of Utterances (Wròcław, 1972) with further bibliography; and Oswald 
Ducrot, Dire et ne pas dire (Paris, 1972). Also Angenot, “The Absent Paradigm,” 
SFS, 6 (1979):  9–19; Communications no.  16 (1970); Teun A.  van Dijk ed., 
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meaning of an utterance just as the posed [le posé] does.”4 In other words, 
the presuppositions of an utterance and statement are a most intimate 
mediation between what is “inside” and “outside” it, between text and 
context. To take a famous example, the statement “The king of France is 
bald” implies a complex and articulated universe of discourse. Incompletely 
enumerated, in it one can find: (1) the anthropological presupposition that 
there is in this universe a collective entity called France (which means that 
we are not omitting a classification by anthropological entities, we are not 
talking about non-collective anthropological entities nor about any an-
thropological collective entity not called France); (2) the political presup-
position that France has one male ruler (i.e., we are not omitting political 
classification; France is not organized non-hierarchically; it does not have 
several rulers nor one female monarch); (3) the physiological presuppos-
ition that the king of France has no hair on his head (we are not talking 
about his non-physiological qualities, nor about any other physiological 
characteristic of his, etc.). The famous SF sentence “The door dilated” pre-
supposes – among many other things – that in this narration’s universe of 
discourse there are intelligent beings (psychozoa) who use sight, locomo-
tion, and built edifices, that these edifices incorporate building techniques 
not used in human history up to the author’s period, that the narration’s 
“otherwhere” locus is normal for the implied narrator, and that the cat-
egories of visual observation, locomotion, constructed edifices, building 
techniques, and historical normality are relevant for understanding this 
universe of discourse.

Obviously, presuppositions such as the existence of nations, kings, 
baldness, edifices, doors, sight, etc., exist inside these utterances: they may 
underlie the utterances but they are present within them (not extrapo-
lated) and necessary for them (not conjectural). However, a synthesis of 
presuppositions implied in all the utterances of a text amounts to more 

Pragmatics of Language and Literature (Amsterdam, 1976); Wolfgang Dressler, 
Einführung in die Textlinguistik (Tübingen, 1972); “Groupe Mu,” Rhétorique 
générale (Paris, 1970); Cesare Segre, Le strutture e il tempo (Torino, 1974); V.N. 
Vološinov [M.M. Bakhtin], Marxism and the Philosophy of Language (NY, 1973); 
and Raymond Williams, Marxism and Literature (Oxford, 1977).

 4 Ducrot, p. 24.
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than finding the rules that hold for this universe of discourse. Insofar as 
the presuppositions simultaneously and equally exist outside the utter-
ances, they are also ideological maxims; in their most general form, they are 
principles of verisimilitude or believability – that is, the cultural invariants 
or ideological commonplaces of the context common to the text’s writer 
and addressee, and necessary for understanding the text. The addressee’s 
cultural commonplaces unfailingly supplement and indeed shape the “in-
formation” offered in the text (e.g., the Victorian taboos on the body as 
locus of sexuality and as source of physical labor-force).

The presuppositions, the ideological givens, are thus both logically 
prior and analytically posterior to the text: its emergence as well as its 
interpretation is impossible without them. They are crucial factors of the 
context; but they are also among the materials with which the writer has to 
work, the building bricks which he can manipulate in the text. Ideology is 
pre-eminently a compromise between the discursive and the non-discursive, 
a “representation” of the imaginary relationship between a subject and 
the situation in which it practically exists. It is a negotiation between the 
subject’s (the ideology’s collective bearer’s) inventing a place for her/himself 
in a historical process that largely excludes his/her fundamental desires and 
her/his accurate “mapping” of the social reality “which is itself basically 
non-representable and non-narrative.”5 Directly to the purpose of studying 
fiction, ideology is also a lived structure of feeling “which simultaneously 
organize[sl the empirical consciousness of a particular social group and the 
imaginative world created by the writer.”6

The presuppositions, the ideological maxims, the particular or common 
“places” (topoi) of a text as a sequence of coherent utterances, are also always 
intertextual – taken over (possibly modified) from and shared with other 
discursive texts. In modern periods they are mostly, or at least most verifi-
ably, shared with other printed matter that coexists in a given moment of 
ideological history. This intertextual context, or intertext, is therefore not 
only an important means for establishing the horizon of expectation of a 
text’s ideal reader. It is also the privileged way of establishing the rules of 

 5 Fredric Jameson, Fables of Aggression (Berkeley, 1979), p. 12.
 6 Raymond Williams, Problems in Materialism and Culture (London, 1980), p. 23, 

quoting Lucien Goldmann.
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believability or conventions of verisimilitude for a text or a group of texts.7 
This is particularly clear in Victorian fiction, strongly oriented as it was 
toward “the structure, internal movement, and moral atmosphere of con-
temporary society … The [major] novelists … were especially concerned 
with the anxieties, envy, insecurity, snobbery, and kindred psychological 
malaises that stemmed from the ambiguities of rank and wealth in a time of 
social flux.” Practically without exception, Victorian fiction took its themes 
from problems of the day, usually already formulated in the intertext of an 
“enormous body of printed argument and exhortation … [that] provided 
the matrix for the masterpieces of social discussion …”8

Through such intertexts, various groups of texts may usefully be 
linked with differing verisimilitudes, each of which is the cultural in-
variant of another social group. Often, this linkage is not a one-to-one 
correspondence between a text, or group of texts, and the ideology of a 
social group. Rather, it may show the text as a battleground of competing 
ideologies or “common senses.” In the society as a whole, one of them – 
the structure of feelings embodying the basic invariants of the ruling 
class(es) – is hegemonic.9 Hegemony does not entail only “the articulate 
and formal meanings, values, and beliefs, which a dominant class develops 
and propagates”:

It is a whole body of practices and expectations, over the whole of living: our senses 
and assignments of energy, our shaping perceptions of ourselves and our world. It 
is a lived system of meanings and values – constitutive and constituting – which 
as they are experienced as practices appear as reciprocally confirming. It thus con-
stitutes … a sense of absolute because experienced reality beyond which it is very 

 7 See Angenot, Glossaire pratique de la critique contemporaine (Montréal, 1979) and 
“ ‘Intertexte,’ ‘intertextualité,’ ” unpublished ts.; Communication, No. 11 (1968); 
Jonathan Culler. “Presupposition and Intertextuality,” MLN 91 (1976); 1380–97; 
Fredric Jameson, The Political Unconscious (Cornell UP, 1981); Laurent Jenny ed., 
Poétique no. 27 (1976), special issue on “Intertextualités”; J.S. Petöfi and D. Franck 
eds., Präsuppositionen in Philosophie und Linguistik (Frankfurt, 1973).

 8 Richard D. Altick, Victorian People and Ideas (NY, 1973), p. 17 and 70.
 9 See Antonio Gramsci, The Modern Prince and Other Writings (London, 1957) and 

Prison Notebooks (London, 1970), also Williams, Marxism (see note 3).
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difficult for most members of the society to move, in most areas of their lives. It is, 
that is to say, in the strongest sense a “culture,” but a culture which has also to be 
seen as the lived dominance and subordination of particular classes.10

Such a hegemony is not simply a passive domination. “It has continu-
ally to be renewed, recreated, defended, and modified. It is also continually 
resisted, limited, altered, challenged …” – either by pressures that do not 
challenge its overall social validity and power (an alternative ideology) or 
by pressures that do so (an oppositional ideology). But even such counter-
pressures are shaped by the hegemonic ideology: “the dominant culture … 
at once produces and limits its own forms of counter-culture.”11

Intertextuality is thus not simply an intersection and mutual influ-
encing of different texts. It is primarily a way of developing, from within 
texts, the crucial scrutiny of their meanings and values as structures of 
feeling in a differential dialogue with other structures of feeling within 
the all-pervasive, complex, and shifting field of social discourse and its 
ideological tensions. The privileged, the most pertinent and significant, 
mediations in such a dialogue are, for fiction, the fictional forms, con-
ventions, and genres. These mediations seem to be nearest to the actual 
processes of fictional production and reception. They make it possible 
to avoid both overly generalized concentration of ideology as direct, 
conscious, and pragmatic manipulation (though this aspect of ideology 
must also be taken into account, especially in SF) and overly particu-
larized examination of atomized “influences” proceeding from a few 
texts isolated from the conditions that shaped their influences (though 
some works which are fountainheads and/or summations of widespread 
tendencies will also have to be taken into particular account when dis-
cussing a particular historical period). Further, it is also possible to use 
the intertextual approach to discuss central fictional devices – in SF, for 
example, the novum, the estrangement, the protagonist or certain themes 
crystallizing as sub-genres.

 10 Williams, Marxism, p. 110.
 11 Ibid., p. 112 and 114; see also his Problems, pp. 37–40.
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1.2  Ideological Occultation Versus the Novum: A Range of SF

What, then, are the central characteristics of that formally and histor-
ically defined set of texts which I would identify as modern SF? I have 
argued that SF in general  – through its long history in different con-
texts  – can be defined as “a literary genre whose necessary and suffi-
cient conditions are the presence and interaction of estrangement and 
cognition, and whose main formal device is an imaginative frame-
work alternative to the author’s empirical environment,” and that it is 
distinguished “by the narrative dominance or hegemony of a fictional 
‘novum’ (novelty, innovation) validated by cognitive logic.”12 I also sug-
gested that the notion of an ineluctably historical novum implies that 
SF in any particular period will only be understandable by “integrat[ingl 
socio-historical into formal knowledge.”13 Further, it has been rightly 
remarked that “ ‘the author’s empirical environment’ cannot be under-
stood directly, that it is necessarily mediated by epistemic categories, 
so that it presupposes, outside the text, the contradictory whole of the 
social discourse”  – in particular, taking into account both intertext-
uality and institutional status.14

If an SF narration hinges on the presence of a novum which is to be 
cognitively validated within the narration, then this novelty has to be 
explained in terms of the specific time, place, agents, and cosmic-cum-
social totality of each narration. This means that, in principle, SF has to be 
judged – like “realistic” fiction and quite unlike mythological tales, fairy 
tales, and horror or heroic Fantasy – by the richness, consistency, and rele-
vance of the relationships presented in any narration. Here I shall focus on 
consistency, as an already fundamental criterion for analysis.

In a seminal theoretical essay, “The Absent Paradigm,” Marc Angenot 
has shown that all SF tales suggest – in the very act of their reading as 
traced out in the text – the existence of an indispensable “elsewhere,” a 

 12 Suvin, MOSF, pp. 7–8, 63.
 13 Ibid., p. 84.
 14 Marc Angenot, “La science-fiction: genre et statut institutionnel.” R de l’Institut 

de sociologie [Bruxelles] no. 3–4 (1980): 651.
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missing or phantasmatic paradigm (in the semiotic sense) bodying forth 
a differing world. The SF tale is constantly “shifting the reader’s attention 
from the syntagmatic structure of the text to a delusion which is an im-
portant element of the reader’s pleasure.”15 This carries important impli-
cations. If the suggested alternative and possible world, or the alternative 
formal framework, is not suggested consistently – if the discrete syntag-
matic novelties are not sufficiently numerous and sufficiently compatible 
to induce a coherent “absent paradigm,” or indeed if the novelty is, without 
regard for its logically to be expected consequences, co-opted and neutral-
ized into the current ideological paradigm – then the reader’s specific S-F 
pleasure will be mutilated or destroyed: “An immanent esthetics of SF is 
implied here: if the mechanical transposition of ‘this-worldly’ paradigms is 
sufficient to account for every narrative utterance, we have a witless, even 
infantile, type of SF.”16

This tallies astoundingly well with an only recently published lecture 
of H.G. Wells’s, “Fiction About the Future,” in which he distinguished 
(to use present-day terms) between the SF story “at the lowest level,” a 
middle range of SF, and its highest form. Wells begins with the necessity 
of achieving “the illusion of reality … the effect of a historical novel … 
a collaboration [with reader] in make-believe.” He then focusses on the 
propensity of the SF writer whose imagination breaks down to “pretend 
that all along he was only making fun”: this is why so much SF “degener-
ates into a rather silly admission of insincerity before the tale is half-way 
through.” The lowest level of SF, he ironically notes, stops at the superfi-
cial or defensive “first laugh” which is implied in the strangeness of “every 
new discovery”:

Suppose – which is probably quite within the range of biological possibility – that a 
means is discovered for producing children – and feminine children only – without 
actual fathers … Don’t … probe into the immensely interesting problems of the 
individual or mass psychology that it would open up, but just suppose it done. 
Then you have the possibility of a comic, manless world. In order to be really and 
easily funny about it, you must ignore the fact that it would change the resultant 

 15 Angenot, “The Absent Paradigm,” p. 12 and passim.
 16 Ibid., p. 16.
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human being into a creature mentally and emotionally different from ourselves. 
That would complicate things too much. You must carry over every current gibe at 
womanhood, jokes about throwing stones, not keeping secrets, lip-stick and vanity 
bags, into the story, and there you are.

The middle range of SF comes about if the writer carries out his 
hypothesis “to the extent of trying to imagine how such a possibility 
would really work” – how would women grow up and live in a manless 
world: “That would be a much more difficult book to write; it would prob-
ably lose itself in dissertations and unrealities, but it would be a much finer 
thing to bring off if you could bring it off.” However, “the highest and 
most difficult form” – and Wells wryly confesses that he has never written 
one – would be an account of the struggle between opposed opinions, 
values, and social groups that constituted the change in human relations 
as a consequence of the novum (here, directed parthenogenesis). That 
would have to be a full-blown novel rather than his own “romances or 
pseudo-histories,” probably narrowed down to a small group of figures.17 
I would add that there are other forms of evasive inconsistency besides “I 
was only making fun,” for example, the “dissertations and unrealities” he 
also mentions; nor does one have to accept the usual self-disparagement of 
his SF “romances.” Thus one does not have to agree with all of Wells’s de-
tails to see both how closely this agrees with the results of present-day nar-
ratology and, more importantly, how useful it is for an analytic grouping 
of the texts themselves. Wells too – and who better qualified? – is here, 
clearly, pleading for logical stringency and consistency in developing the 
implications of the novum.

To systematize such leads: there is an immanent esthetics to (at least 
the novel-size) SF tales, which fuses formal and value criteria. It can be 
represented as a fan-shaped spread with two extremes, the optimal and 
the pessimal (see Figure 6).

 17 H.G. Wells’s Literary Criticism, eds. Patrick Parrinder and Robert M.  Philmus 
(Harvester P, 1980), pp. 247–49.
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(As all models, this one could be improved upon  – e.g., it should be a 
three-dimensional cone, not a fan.)

In the optimum, a sufficiently large number of precisely aimed and 
compatible details draw out a sufficiently full range of logical implications 
from the central S-F novum, and therefore suggest a coherent universe 
with overall relationships that are – at least in respect of the thematic and 
semantic field associated with the novum – significantly different from 
the relationships assumed by the text’s addressees. The narrative details 
(narremes) will therefore be neither too sparse, nor too disparate, nor too 
circumscribed. In order to bring about the most effective estrangement, 
their arrangement will, on the other hand, not be too explicit nor too re-
petitive, but will slyly enlist the reader’s imaginative activity to fill in the 
gaps in the paradigm and create an “illusion of reality,” analogous to that 
of the historical or “realistic” novel, by a wise balance of the posed and 
the presupposed. In such best cases, the balance or shuttling allows the 
S-F estrangement to feed back into the reader’s own presuppositions and 
cultural invariants, questioning them and giving him/her a possibility of 
critical examination. In optimal SF, the interaction of the vehicle (relations 
in the fictional universe) and the tenor (relations in the empirical universe) 
makes therefore for the reader’s freedom: this freedom is rehearsed, traced 
out, and inscribed in the very act of reading, before and parallel to forming 

Figure 6: The Esthetic Spread of SF 
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a conceptual system. As Wells suggested, such a freedom is somehow con-
nected both with personal relationships and with power-conflicts of social 
groups: a consistent narrative logic is not only formal but also informed 
by ethics and politics. Since freedom entails the possibility of something 
truly different coming about, the distinction between the consistent and 
inconsistent novum (as a special case of the distinction between a true and 
fake novum) is, interestingly enough, not only a key to esthetic quality in 
SF but also to its ethico-political liberating potentiality. Finally, as of the 
nineteenth century, the only consistent novelty is one that constitutes an 
open-ended or dynamic system.

If there is only one ideal optimum, there are several ways of falling 
short of it. These worst cases can be divided into the banal, the incoherent, 
the dogmatic, and the invalidated pessimum. In the banal pessimum – prob-
ably the most widespread type of S-F tale – the narrative details or elements 
that deal with the novum are too sparse or too circumscribed. They are 
drowned in the non-SF details and/or plot gimmicks of a banal mundane 
tale – adventure story, love story, Western, etc. Wells’s lecture focusses on 
the SF being drowned in joke or whimsical inconsequentiality, a peculiar 
mode characteristic of English class snobbery from the seventeenth cen-
tury on, and as such not without importance for Victorian SF. Beyond a 
certain minimum of S-F narrative elements, the tale ceases to be SF and 
becomes another genre which contains a localized S-F element that does 
not determine the tale’s dominant narrative logic.18

In the second pessimum, the narrative details may be too disparate, 
and then the tale is just not clearly focused. In that case, genological judg-
ments become difficult, relying as they do more on the writer’s guessed-at 
intention than on the incoherent execution. It is then possible to fault it for 
either not being an S-F tale and/or for being a rather bad one.

The third, dogmatic pessimum is (in different ways) the obverse of the 
first two. In it the narremes are too explicit or too repetitive, so that the 
reader’s return to the workaday world does not first pass through an im-
aginary esthetic paradigm. On the contrary, the reader is referred directly 

 18 See for a longer argument Suvin, “On What Is and Is Not an SF Narration,” SFS 5 
(1978): 45–52.
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to the relationships in the empirical environment (which, conversely, se-
verely limits the possible Other in the tale, the kind and radicalness of 
the novum employed). In other words, these empirical relationships are 
redeployed so as to present merely a different conceptual grid or general 
idea. While a conceptual ideological field is always to be found in a work 
of fiction, it is (at the latest from the French Revolution on) in the signifi-
cant cases not a static, preordained substitute for a specifically fictional 
insight or cognizing, but a questioning or problematic “attitudinal field” 
within the overall fictional cognition. In significant SF this means that 
the novum will, as explained above, allow for the readers’ freedom – in 
literary terms, that the story will be not a blueprint-type project but a par-
able. Any S-F tale that is not a parable but a linear or panoramic inventory 
correlative to a general conceptual grid – most clearly the static utopias of 
the nineteenth century – thus to a degree partakes of non-fiction (of pol-
itical, technological, or other kind of blueprint), and loses to that degree 
the flexibility and advantages of fiction. If in the first pessimum a banal 
plot is almost all there is to the tale, in this third pessimum the concep-
tual blueprint does not allow for interaction with the plot: the plot is here 
merely so that the reader should traverse the blueprint, and the narration 
has constant trouble with balancing events and lectures. (It follows from 
this that all uses of SF as prophecy, futurology, program or anything else 
claiming ontological factuality for the S-F image-clusters, are obscurantist 
and reactionary at the deepest level – e.g., all of Cabet and most of Bellamy, 
much of Gernsback’s and Campbell’s editorial policies, von Däniken and 
Manson, Scientology, and Future Shock.)19

Finally, the invalidated pessimum is akin to the banal one and com-
petes with it for the lead in S-F statistics. However, it is more sophisti-
cated: instead of the narrative details being quantitatively insufficient, they 
are qualitatively unsatisfactory in that they oscillate between a cognitive 
and a non-cognitive or anti-cognitive validation – in genological terms, 
between SF and Fantasy, fairy tale or kindred metaphysical genres. The 
details are plentiful indeed, in a way too plentiful: for the strategy here is 

 19 See Charles Elkins, “Science Fiction versus Futurology,” SFS 6 (1979): 20–31, and 
Rafail Nudelman, “On SF and Futurology,” SFS 6 (1979): 241–42.
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to induce in the reader an ambiguity concerning the status of the fictive 
novum inside the story. Is it explainable as a set of logical events on the 
same level as the story framework, or is it a delusion, dream or irruption of 
another level with different laws? An unambiguous decision for the second 
possibility would remove the story from SF and into delusional or horror 
fantasy, or into similar genres. The constant switching of indications and 
presuppositions, however, prevents any disambiguation and maintains a 
permanent hesitation between physical and metaphysical explanation. As 
the first pessimum is characteristic for UK literature so this last one is for 
US and French literatures (e.g., much of Poe and Maupassant’s “Le Horla,” 
and for modern times see my discussion of P.K. Dick in volume 1). The 
estrangement is stressed but cut off from cognition or feedback into the 
reader’s empirical world. Instead of a parable, the invalidated tale amounts 
at best to an unclear symbol suggesting the uncognizability of the reader’s 
empirical reality.20 Like the old-fashioned and “realistic” banal pessimum, 
it finally proclaims that the novum was not meant seriously; but its ban-
ality is a glossy, modernistic, non-mundane, occultist one, whose model 
has advanced from the surface-world of joyous market competition to the 
more threatening mysteries in the hidden depths of the commodity logic.

All the pessimums, then – the broad peripheral arc of the SF genre en-
visaged as a fan – amount to the hegemonic ideology denying, repressing, 
circumscribing, dispersing, invalidating or otherwise neutralizing, and thus 
incorporating or coopting, the cognitive novum and the parable that allows 
estrangement to feed back into the reader’s empirical environment.21 In all 
cases, the novum is prevented from full logical development and full narra-
tive domination; to use Fourier’s appropriate term, the “totally divergent” 
desire and cognition have been prevented. The wolf has been turned into a 
lapdog: tameness is all. Only the safe – indeed the deliciously titillating – 
memories of wolfdom are sometimes allowed to show through the dog.

 20 See Marc Angenot, “Science Fiction in France before Verne,” SFS 5 (1978): 65.
 21 The literary aspect is discussed theoretically in Williams, Marxism, and his-

torically for paraliterature – beginning with Sue – in Karl Marx and Friedrich 
Engels, The Holy Family (London, 1957); Umberto Eco, Il superuomo di massa 
(Milano, 1978); and Marc Angenot, Le Roman populaire (Montréal, 1975) and “SF 
in France”; on co-opting see Herbert Marcuse, One-Dimensional Man (Boston, 
1966) and Counter-Revolution and Revolt (Boston, 1972).
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No doubt, there is a middle range in between these good and bad ex-
tremes, which are ideal types rather than actually existing tales. One should 
in practice be thinking of how these models mingle and contaminate in 
each particular case. In the (inadequate) topological metaphor of the fan, 
most tales will be in a broad band say two-thirds of the way outward from 
the optimal fulcrum (see the previous diagram), a minority in the central 
“middle range,” and a few, singular exceptions near the optimum. This 
state of affairs seems to me the handiest description of English-language 
SF from the 1870s to the present day.

1.3.  An Upshot

What are the reasons of this statistically dominant emasculation (and 
effemination)? Surely not the malevolence, and not only the time-serving, 
of the writers. Why did the imaginations of such a great majority then, in 
Wells’s phrase, “give out”? The reasons are to be sought in the collective 
psychology that grew to be the context of fictional discourse in the last 
150 years. The most illuminating hypothesis known to me is Benjamin’s 
suggestion of correspondence or homology between general commodity 
production and central features of modern literature (because, and in-
sofar as, it is produced as a commodity). Both are forms of social relations; 
both – most important for the matter at hand – depend on novelty or 
newness. It is, however, a paradoxical and deeply contradictory novelty, 
for commodity has two types of value: its intrinsic sensual qualities issue 
in the use-value, while production for the market issues in quantitative 
exchange-value. I discuss at length in Chapter 12 how Marx argued that 
the devaluation of the sensual world of things alienates the producers/
consumers, and how Benjamin built up this argument into a rich treasure-
trove for understanding people’s experience under capitalism, molded by 
a network of inescapable rules based on exchange-value, by the type of so-
cietal relations signified in the price of commodities and of labor-power.22 

 22 See for this whole section Walter Benjamin, “Charles Baudelaire,” in his 
Gesammelte Schriften (Frankfurt, 1980  – further GS), I/2:509–690. See also 
Alfred Sohn-Rethel, Warenform und Denkform (Frankfurt, 1971), Fredric 
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The product’s newness is indispensable for stimulating sales, but the new-
ness is at the same time necessarily subordinated by commitment to an 
“infinite repetition” (das Immerwiedergleiche) of commodity circulation 
as such rather than to what is circulating. In this framework, the appar-
ently new is intrinsically also the permanently same: the strange is substi-
tuted for the significant. I also use there Tocqueville’s striking insights on 
how bourgeois society is based on a perpetual fostering of people’s desires 
for possessions, for a prompt and easy consummation that most citizens 
desire immediately, even if incompletely. The general rule of workman-
ship for commodities is therefore to produce a greater quantity of more 
or less similar objects, but of a lesser value, compensated by touting the 
brilliant qualities they do not possess.

The upshot in a literature conditioned by the exchange-value is that 
novelty grows both frequent, a conscious goal of literary production, but 
also divorced from a consistent novum. I concluded that the intrinsically 
utopian, liberating aspects of any significant work of art – its fullness of 
meaning, its necessary and sufficient structuring of parts into a whole 
without power hierarchies, its denial that what exists in the writer’s here 
and now is the sole possibility, its uniqueness, and its historical depth and 
vitality – are attacked at their very root. The inalienable utopianism of 
fiction will increasingly be inscribed into it as concave into convex – that 
is, inscribed by the even formally noticeable since narratively illogical ab-
sence of the utopian aspects or spread of black horizons. The writers were 
quick to spot the meaning of such an ideological trend. Poe put it in this 
way: “[The ancient Amriccans worshipped] two idols that went by the 
name of Wealth and Fashion” (“Mellonta Tauta”). Finally, fashion is ex-
asperated into sensationalism – a series of ever greater “effects” or shocks. 
In another momentous paradox, very significant for a general sense of his-
tory or time, progress becomes indissoluble from catastrophe. In the sensitive 

Jameson, Marxism and Form (Princeton, 1971), and some caveats in Williams, 
Marxism. The first Tocqueville citation is from Alexis de Tocqueville, De la 
Démocratie en Amérique, 2 Vols. (Paris, 1981), 2: 61–65 and 276, and the second 
from 2: 281–82. Much too little has been written about the commercial strictures’ 
profound inflecting of modern SF, but cf. Dieter Hasselblatt, “Reflections from 
West Germany on the Science-Fiction Market,” SFS 4 (1977): 256–63.
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seismic apparatus of SF, the greatest progress (creation of life) threatens, 
ever since Shelley’s emblematic Frankenstein, to result in the most whole-
sale catastrophe (destruction of life, later pinpointed in her Last Man).

In the rise of the exemplary mass-circulation press, Poe saw “a sign of 
the times – an indication of an era in which men are forced upon the curt, 
the condensed, the well-digested …” In somewhat different but comple-
mentary (less commercial and more conceptually ideological) ways, this 
applied also to the growing importance of the new periodicals. Poe too 
expressly noted that they, especially the faster monthlies, were in keeping 
“with the rush of the age. We now demand the light artillery of the intel-
lect; we need the curt, the condensed, the pointed, the readily diffused – in 
place of the verbose, the detailed, the voluminous, the inaccessible ….”23

This whole intertextual complex, unfolded at length in Chapter 12, 
can best be seen at work in the roots of Jules Verne. One of his earliest 
stories, “Master Zacharius” in the 1850s, not yet “realistically” disguised 
but largely due to his admiration for Poe, centers on the invention of the 
clock escapement (precise time-regulator and quantifier) and on a sinister 
clock that is also a Time Demon. All of Verne’s protagonists will hence-
forth be engaged in the breathless race with and endeavor to neutralize 
time, to circulate with increasing acceleration in an excited and exciting 
parallel to commodity circulation.24 Fashion, gambling, quick turnover of 
money and commodities, time anxiety, newspapers dominated by ads, and 
finally written discourse as a commodity submitting to all their laws – all 
of them have a psychic common denominator in the new type of human 
experience. It is a customer experience of repeated shocks wedded to a sense 
of excitement. Tocqueville expatiated on how, in consequence of the all-
pervasive domination of money (the universal equivalent of commod-
ities) and the pursuit of riches, all passions are channeled toward the same 
goal, giving them “a family look” and making people’s lives – in a further 

 23 The Works of Edgar Allan Poe in Eight Volumes (Philadelphia, 1906), 6: 218 and 
98–99 – further cited as Poe.

 24 Cf. Marc Angenot, “Jules Verne: The Last Happy Utopianist,” in P. Parrinder ed., 
Science Fiction: A Critical Guide (London, 1979), pp. 18–33.
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paradox – simultaneously much more agitated and much more monot-
onous: “Since the same successes and the same failures continually return, 
only the names of actors change, the play is the same.” In this situation, 
only permanently renewed excitement guarantees the restless audience’s 
interest. “[Sue’s] first, and in fact his sole object, is to make an exciting, 
and therefore saleable book,” remarked Poe acutely because enviously of 
the supposedly radical Mysteries of Paris, the first and foremost example 
of the newspaper novel or column-fodder, whose immense influence will 
be felt in UK SF too.25

Thus, this theorizing of the 1848–70 prologue to the outburst of UK 
SF has arrived at a distinction which Kierkegaard once (in his Unscientific 
Note in Conclusion) expressed as the communication of power versus the 
communication of knowledge. The jockeying for position and casting about 
for literary form, constant social addressee, institutional “landing point” or 
intertextual plausibility that can be read off these texts all have to do with 
the various degrees of commitment and oscillation between communicating 
domination or liberation. That sociopolitical prescriptions – in utopias or 
future histories – have as a rule more to do with power than with cogni-
tion seems not to require special argument. But the intertext of love and 
adventure tales as a rule is also, if somewhat more subtly, oriented toward 
power. Only some exceptional comedic SF narrations began to squint at 
cognition, more openly when satirical and/or consistently wedded to more 
or less erotic desire. At this point, science and technology in alliance with 
the libertarian wish-dream of flying emerged as the privileged way of ex-
pressing knowledge of the Other opposed to power of the status quo, and 
indeed they have to do with a new redistribution of power. To the contrary, 
the basic strategy of the hegemonic power – of the ideology of dominant 
classes – is an absorption and neutralization, a containment and possibly 
cooption, of the discourse of knowledge. The characteristic method of 
securing this objective is to eliminate antagonism and transform it into a 
simple difference – that is, to substitute for the radical novum an incon-
sequentially quaint or “wondrous” one, a slumming or market sensation 

 25 Poe 6: 145; the great Russian critic Belinsky admirably summed up this configur-
ation when he noted that Sue was “the first to get the lucrative idea to (literally) 
speculate on the people” – cited in Eco (see note 21), p. 43.
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that does not give rise to a parable on or counter-project to the established 
power. This is, of course, most intimately involved with the constitution of 
SF into a coherent genre. The conflicting economic and ideological inter-
ests of a literary genre’s possible social addressees are a decisive factor in 
its constitution and institutionalization.

2.  A Test Case: Poe’s Proto-SF

It is then not a fortuitous coincidence that the writer of the first truly 
significant SF published in the UK after mid-nineteenth century was the 
American Edgar Allan Poe, Baudelaire’s great exemplum and Benjamin’s 
prose example. Poe was possibly the first important writer, and certainly 
the first important writer of SF, exposed totally  – professionally, psy-
chologically, financially  – to a thoroughgoing market and technology-
oriented way of life and civilization, to the immensely pervasive capitalist 
social web that allowed the writer to survive only if trained in the arts 
of a leisure-time entertainer for the middle-range social groups, near to 
power but not sharing it (in the nineteenth century, primarily middle-
class women). With the partial exception of an elder Mary Shelley, Poe 
was the first major figure in the SF tradition to make a living by writing 
for periodicals and newspapers, directly or indirectly to order. His com-
plex social origins and status as a marginal, ruined, bohemian intellectual 
with gentlemanly pretensions made him both resentful of the existential 
and cultural hegemony of “dollar-manufacture”26 and yet fascinated by 
its workings and scope. One of his great strengths being an analytical and 
systematizing bent, he became the first theoretician who had to reconcile 

 26 Poe 6:55. In this section, examples for Poe’s attitudes are taken only from his S-F 
stories and non-fiction as – at least potentially – his conceptually most consistent 
works. The stories published in the UK as “Tales of Mystery, Imagination and 
Humour,” in Readable Book I  and IX (Vizetelly, 1852), were “MS Found in a 
Bottle,” “The Unparallelled Adventure of One Hans Pfaall,” “Mellonta Tauta,” 
“Mesmeric Revelation,” “The Facts in the Case of M. Valdemar,” “Von Kempelen’s 
Discovery,” and “The Conversation of Eiros and Charmion.”
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the conservative realm of eternal values with the dynamics of a predom-
inantly commercialized “tale-writing” – in other words, who had to iden-
tify the particular psychology of literary effect ineluctably constitutive 
for and of art-as-commodity. Understandably, Poe became also – in his 
note to “Hans Pfaall …” – one of the first theoreticians of SF, which he 
discussed in terms of verisimilitude, analogy, and plausibility for the 
wondrous story.

Poe’s psychology of literary effect is of a piece with a fairly consistent 
phenomenology and cosmology he eventually evolved. Life’s supreme delight 
lies in the creation of the absolutely new, shared by God and the poets, and 
consubstantial with the epiphanic revelations of knowledge and with indi-
viduality itself: “to quench [the thirst to know] would be to extinguish the 
soul’s self” (“The Power of Words”; see also “Marginalia” XVI, Poe 6: 93). 
However, true, consistent or angelic knowledge, which perceives no barriers 
between intelligence and the senses, presupposes cyclic universal catastrophes 
for the world and regenerative death for the individual. In an almost Percy 
Shelleyan vein (minus the democratic politics), a purified Earth should then 
become a smiling Earthly Paradise, “and be rendered at length a fit dwelling-
place for man: – for man the Death-purged – for man to whose now exalted 
intellect there should be poison in knowledge no more – for the redeemed, 
regenerated, blissful, and now immortal, but still for the material, man” (“The 
Colloquy of Monos and Una”; “The Conversation of Eiros and Charmion” 
is similar in this respect). The mesmeric condition that fascinated Poe is an 
individual approximation to the “Death-purged” cognition, and becomes 
obscenely horrible only when used to arrest death itself and the attendant 
immortality and omniscience (as in “The case of M. Valdemar”). The belief in 
non-catastrophic development by means of mechanico-scientific knowledge 
and liberal-democratic progress is for Poe the most dangerous heresy because 
it is dominant at large and because such utilitarianism corrupts true utility. 
It is savagely satirized both explicitly and in Poe’s favorite literary procedure 
and form of hoax (“The Balloon-Hoax,” “Mellonta Tauta,” “The Unparalleled 
Adventure of One Hans Pfaall”).

Yet for all his airs of a consistent and systematic natural philosopher, 
Poe was in a way highly ambiguous about novelty and originality. He 
“played” it exactly as a speculator plays the stock market or his mariner 
the Maelström, with a hectic excitement – the same one he identified in 



Range of Science Fiction: A Hypothesis with a Test Case 379

Sue – on the verge of desperate gamble. Some gambles paid off, literally 
(e.g., “Balloon-Hoax”); some fell flat (“Von Kempelen and his Discovery”). 
He despised “the wide-spread willingness of an ever-proliferating, journal-
reading, stock investing, news addicted, male and female public to be 
duped.”27 Progress as a whole is a hoax, therefore the fitting and poetically 
just form for presenting sensational instances of progress is also a hoax – 
always connected with the fields of the “Amriccan” idols of Wealth, Fashion, 
and Science. On the other hand, himself poor and a victim of financial 
panics, Poe was proud and intensely jealous on behalf of his successful 
speculation (in both senses):

The “Balloon-Hoax” made a far more intense sensation that anything of that char-
acter since the “Moon-Story” of Locke … As soon as the first few copies [of the 
Sun newspaper] made their way into the streets, they were bought up, at almost 
any price, from the news-boys, who made a profitable speculation beyond doubt. 
I saw a half-dollar given, in one instance, for a single paper …28

Thus, in Poe’s deep yearnings the final value and reality was the perman-
ently stable, “Out of Space – out of Time” (“Dreamland”), the sublime 
and the divine. Yet in cognitive and literary practice, a novelty is valuable 
insofar as it is strange and as it excites; excitement is, by “psychal neces-
sity,” a transient thing that cannot be sustained for long (half an hour was 
Poe’s prescription for maximum poetic length); therefore, true originality 
must be composed of novelty and vividness (“The Poetic Principle” and 
“The Philosophy of Composition”). It logically follows that “Nothing 
unless it be novel – not even novelty itself – will be the source of very in-
tense excitement … We are so habituated to new inventions that we no 

 27 Harold Beaver, The Science Fiction of Edgar Allan Poe (Penguin, 1979), p. xvi.
 28 Besides the titles above cf. also Poe’s “Tale-Writing:  Nathaniel Hawthorne,” in 

Robert L. Hough, ed., Literary Criticism of E.A. Poe (Lincoln, NE: 1965), p. 45; 
Barbara Lanati, “Una Ligeia, cento Ligeie,” Calibano no. 2 (1978), a special issue 
on mass literary forms which also partly builds on Benjamin; H. Bruce Franklin, 
Future Perfect (NY, 1968), and other works listed in Suvin, MOSF 300–01. On 
the new press that made of money “the common denominator of cultural life,” 
as well as on its intimate permeation of both the bohemian and the “high lit.” in 
nineteenth-century Paris see Siegfried Kracauer, Jacques Offenbach und das Paris 
seiner Zeit (Frankfurt, 1976), pp. 71–76 and passim.
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longer get from newness the vivid interest which should appertain to the 
new …” (“Anastatic Printing”): for each succeeding original and exciting 
effect there must be a new novelty and a stronger vividness. The cursed 
idols of wealth and fashion, the despised pseudo-criteria of the “journal-
reading, stock investing” social addressee (half a century in advance of its 
UK analogue), kept molding and fashioning Poe’s criticism and fiction.

In particular – as indicated by the publication of “The Balloon-Hoax” 
in the Sun, the first penny newspaper in New York, specializing in sensa-
tional scoops – Poe was deeply committed to breathless sensationalism. 
Sometimes, but not always, hoax and/or satire gave his texts the breathing 
space of ironic distancing. At other times, the theoretician of the infinite 
identity of universes considered as God’s heartbeats (Eureka), the satirist of 
mechanical progress allied to power but divorced from imaginative truth 
(e.g., “The Man Who Was Used Up”), became also a purveyor of the novum 
as sensationalist horror, a presenter of invalidated cognition. Skylark, the 
balloon of “Mellonta Tauta,” is halfway between Shelley’s ecstatic soaring 
principle of poetry and “Doc” Smith’s leadenly additive Skylark-series 
sensationalisms. For, sensationalism is not simply an adventure-laden plot, 
but the anxious, eunuch-like way such a plot avoids exploring the otherness 
of the novum that made those adventures possible: the new locus, people, 
scientific element, social organization, etc. In it, curiosity – the interest 
in causes and effects – is degraded into suspense – the interest in effects 
sundered from causes. Many of Poe’s non-SF tales are suspenseful horror-
fantasies pretending to a private supernatural reality that is in fact based 
on prescientific lore. That aspect of his texts is at the origin of what is most 
pernicious in the commercial “genre” of SF – an adolescent combination 
of hysterical sensibility and sensational violence, a dissociation of symbol 
from imaginative consistency, a forcibly intensified style used for creepy 
incantation. But at his best, in most of his SF, Poe’s tradition of the moral 
quest – which in his hands turned urbanized, escapist, and heterodox – 
as well as his analytical talent preserved him from such “Poeism.” To the 
mid-Victorian complacency, he brought an ambiguous but challenging 
legacy, ranging all the way to Wells.


