
Chapter 12

For a Social Theory of Science Fiction: Programmatic 
Reflections (1977–1988)

Note 2020: This chapter is based on splicing two attempts. The first is my intro-
duction to the Science-Fiction Studies (further SFS) special issue “The Sociology 
of SF,” largely organized by me. It profited from the contributions in that issue; 
very much from the work of Marc Angenot, and in particular the huge annotated 
Bibliography he supplied to that issue, here referred to as AB. The second is my 
essay “For a ‘Social’ Theory of Literature and Paraliterature” a few years later. 
This makes for a rich roster of themes and views, which could not be a clear new 
theory but wished to indicate a general basis for approaching particular texts and 
mega-texts (Barthes) in mass literature and SF. At this time I also wrote a whole 
book based on a Williamsian “social theory of literature,” Victorian SF, which 
I still consider my methodologically highest achievement. However, I found out this 
approach required too much time and money, it was well suited only to putative 
future socialist collectives doing systematic work for years on end. This is largely 
why I despaired of writing a proper history of, say US SF from Jack London and 
E.R. Burroughs to the 1960s.

I have the feeling that SFS may have opened a can of worms by trying 
for an issue on the sociology of SF, but I also think that no worthwhile 
fish in SF criticism will be caught without opening and using this can, 
even if we throw it away after its usefulness is over. Let me try to point 
out some of the more useful, and incidentally some of the less useful, 
among the sociological approaches to literature.
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1.  Toward a Social Theory of Fiction

1.1.  Against the “Sociology of Literature” Ghetto

The very term “sociology” is dubious, if it is taken to imply that there exist 
today any solid scholarly or “scientific” fundaments of indisputable value 
for a systematic study of historical human societies. True, there are some 
useful techniques for surface research, and beginning with Marx – not 
with Comte – there are probably some cognitions which will have to be 
used as cornerstones for whatever real equivalent for sociology eventu-
ally appears (cf. Angenot-Suvin “Thèses”). Since I do not believe we have 
today more than such a few approaches for a properly critical sociology 
or anthropology (cf. Shaw), my stance is based both on the state of the 
art and on the refusal of politico-philosophical presuppositions that split 
culture into individual vs. collective, also low vs. high. If literature is to 
be approached as either collective or individual, and its system as either 
“popular lit.” or “high lit,” we are on the horns of a sterile dilemma. No 
doubt, such a system has been brought about by the bourgeois market, 
but I refuse to accept it as a “natural” basis for permanent judgments – 
though as a practicing critic I may at times have to prefer being impaled 
on one rather than the other horn. It is that split basis itself, the existence 
of the horns, which I wish to question, following Benjamin’s great maxim 
that every monument of civilization is simultaneously a monument of 
barbarism.

Even if my skepticism toward present-day sociologies is not shared, it 
remains essential to say that there is a “sociology of literature” and a “soci-
ology of literature.” In the first case, literary works are used as documents 
of and about a certain state of society, or part thereof, on the same level 
as any other document of material or mental culture – a road, fireplace 
or gravestone; political graffiti, TV ads or posters. Within sociology, this 
may be a worthy and interesting approach (superior examples are Coser 
and Laurenson-Swingewood in AB), but it does not consider literature 
as anything but such a document nor even pretend to deal with the “lit-
erariness” of literature; it is of little use for centrally literary studies. For 
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these have a very tricky and delicate relationship to what is usually called 
the social and historical context. It is, I believe, crass reductionism to treat 
any halfway significant literary text as simply an “expression” of this con-
text: for the insoluble question would then remain as to how it happens 
that literary texts “expressing” a more or less identical context – say two 
succeeding tales of the same author – are not only different but also (each 
in its own way) unique. History and society are not an external yardstick 
to be applied to the literary work: on the contrary, they enter into – they 
constitute – its very structure and texture. This was well brought out by 
Mukařovský’s rejoinder to the most famous of the Formalists, Shklovsky. 
When Shklovsky asserted – in a textile metaphor for texts – that as a 
student of literature he was interested in types of yarn and techniques 
of weaving and not in the state of the international wool market or the 
politics of the monopoly corporations therein, Mukařovský pointed out 
that the weaving techniques necessarily reflect the needs and pressures 
of exactly the international wool market and all its factors. Thus verbal 
art cannot be analyzed without taking into account the equally autono-
mous yet in some ways (more or less) interdependent systems of science, 
politics, economy, social stratification, language, ethics or religion – all 
of which meet in that collective consciousness peculiar to a given time, 
place, and social class or classes which is also the bearer of signification 
for every work of verbal art.

What is usually called “sociology of literature” has so far mostly focused 
on either the addressee or the context of the literary work. Very useful data, 
without which we would be much poorer, have been assembled by a number 
of pioneers (Altick, Engelsing, Hart, Mott, Plant in AB), culminating in 
surveys such as Nye’s (AB) and generalizations such as Escarpit’s (AB). Yet 
whenever empirical studies are not blended with an approach permitting 
systematic value-judgments but remain empiricistic, they still split litera-
ture into a sociohistorical external context, and the pure and undefiled 
still center of the literary text – which is then left to an unholy alliance 
of technical description and ideologizing impressionism (such is the bulk 
of both the Rosenberg-White anthologies in AB). Even communication 
studies – focusing on the relationships between the work’s emission from 
the writer, through the important transmissions such as editors, publishers, 
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financiers, distributors, censors, etc., to its reception by various types of 
reading public – began with crass versions of the same split. However, 
communication studies are well suited to a sociopsychological and political 
discussion of who has the power to evaluate and transmit which pieces of 
information, and who is supposed to be at the receiving end of such evalu-
ation and transmission – a discussion particularly pertinent to mass media 
such as TV and mass literary genres such as SF. Strivings toward such an 
horizon are visible in communication studies which have broken with the 
stimulating but finally unsubstantiated dazzlements of McLuhan (AB) 
and the earlier empiricism; their first synthesis is in Communications by 
the always lucid and thoughtful Raymond Williams (AB).

Whatever refinements have in the last ten years or so been added to 
a sociology of the literary audience by new schools such as that of “recep-
tion esthetics” in Germany (Jauss, Iser, etc.), there seem to be two crucial 
conditions for making such pursuits into anything more than a sociology 
and/or history extrinsic to literary studies: first, an encompassing model 
of relationships between literary production and consumption (with all the 
mediations sketched above), and second, a historically and sociologically 
precise identification of the particular socioeconomic group that in fact has a 
given response to given aspects of literary works. These horizons are opened 
up by Marxism, though not all scholars within them have necessarily a 
Marxist ideological commitment (some of the pioneers clearly do not, for 
example, Mukařovský, also Schűcking, Auerbach, Watt, and Hoggart in 
AB). Yet the insistence that social classes have not only a different position 
in society but different interests and strivings – a quite basic realization 
without which there can to my mind be only market research, not scholar-
ship – is clearly a Marxist one. Most of the leading researchers have been, 
in spite of exceptions such as some articles by Engels and Lenin and the 
book by Trotsky, somewhat unorthodox Marxists or “fellow travelers.”

If one starts one’s investigation from the very substance of literature, 
from language itself, it will be found that any sophisticated linguistics today 
sees competing collective consciousnesses as the bearers of signification for 
every utterance. Jakobson’s widely used language model presents us with 
six principal factors or relationships, each capable of becoming the dom-
inant function: (1) the addresser, the emotive function; (2) the addressee, 
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the conative function; (3) the context, the referential function; (4) the code, 
the metalingual function; (5) the contact, the phatic function; and (6) the 
message, the poetic function.1 Now clearly a combination of the conative 
or “appellative” relationship of the literary work to the addressee, of the 
referential or representative relationship of the work to its context, and of 
the metalingual relationship of the work to its code, which in verbal art 
is not confined to vocabulary plus operational rules but has an eminently 
semantic and pragmatic character – clearly a combination of at least these 
three functions marks the ineluctably sociohistorical character of every lit-
erary work. The models of Rossi-Landi or Bakhtin/Vološinov make this 
more explicit at greater length.

The essays in this SFS issue point out how much still remains to be 
done in what we vaguely dub sociology of culture. And I pointed out to 
the readers of that SFS issue that if some of them working for magazines, 
publishing houses, or similar, as well as anybody else interested in the 
field sketched in these reflections of mine and the issue, would send us 
further contributions: with data, facts, elegant generalizations from them, 
theoretical overviews and speculations, based on any and all of the ten-
dencies mentioned – then, we might one day be able to decide whether 
there really can be such an animal as a sociology of literature.2 I shall, with 

 1 Mukařovský’s 1934 review was republished in Kapitoly; see from him also Aesthetic 
and three essays in Matejka and Titunik eds.

 2 As to “sociological” investigations into SF, we are at the very beginning even of 
empirical investigations, much less intelligent overviews. True, SF has intermit-
tently been used for documentation on various attitudes such as “the image of the 
scientist” and similar “content analyses” sociologists seem so fond of. A number 
of writers have grumbled about economics and censorship, giving valuable indica-
tions but no more than that. From John Campbell on, SF magazines have run polls 
of readers, but it is impossible to check their representativity, and in Campbell’s 
case even their veracity. Finally, in the last few years trained young researchers 
have gone, in the USA and USSR, into empirical studies of the SF audience, 
though I would feel that the means at their disposal have permitted them only to 
scratch the surface (in itself useful when we know practically nothing). And first 
bids at theoretical overviews – however sketchy – have been provided by, say, Leon 
Stover’s thesis on SF as a response to the Research-and-Development “revolution” 
(both titles), or the much more encompassing and sophisticated thesis by Gérard 
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Raymond Williams, pin my hopes on, if you’ll pardon the tautology, a 
social theory of SF.

1.2.  “Democratic” Novelty, Commodified Alienation

1.2.1.  Marxian Horizons

Perhaps in the long run even more important than the identification of 
class interests that have produced and remain embedded in a fictional 
text, is the specifically Marxian anthropological diagnosis of the rela-
tionships between work and creativity, production and consumption, 
alienation and society. These are themes started by Marx and Engels in 
their early works (e.g., The German Ideology – AB), and they provide the 
ground bass of their whole opus culminating in Capital. Out of a number 
of promising but scattered leads, I shall here focus briefly on two: Marx’s 
approach in his Grundrisse,3 and their being taken a decisive stage further 
in the “commodification” theory of modern texts by Walter Benjamin.

Marx wrestles with, among other things, the extremely complex rela-
tionships of production and consumption, for which – significantly – art 
is a privileged extreme case:

The object of art – like every other product – creates a public which is sensitive to 
art and enjoys beauty. Production thus not only creates an object for the subject, 
but also a subject for the object … It thus produces the object of consumption 

Klein on US SF having a basis in the “scientifically and technically oriented” petty 
bourgeoisie or middle class, with its basic horizons changing parallel to the mas-
sive ideological realignments in that class or group. There have also been a number 
of discussions of ideology of SF, very rarely connected to historical social groups, 
and a great deal of scattered market research – most of which, I suspect, reposes 
well protected in publishers’ archives (but see, e.g., Publishers Weekly for June 14, 
1976, for the latest feeble try).

 3 Grundrisse der Kritik der politischen Ökonomie, published in entirety only 1939–
41; English in the excellent Nicolaus translation in the Pelican Marx Library. All 
translations are mine or in places revised by me.
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[in the form of a need felt by the consumer]. Consumption likewise produces the 
producer’s inclination by beckoning to him as an aim-determining need. (G 92)

However, as the immediate, qualitative use-value of any product is in 
circulation within class society transformed into quantitative exchange-
value, depending more on the conditions of exchange (market, money, 
etc.) than on its intrinsic properties, so

the exchange relation establishes itself as a power external to and independent of 
the producers … The product becomes a commodity: the commodity becomes 
exchange-value; the exchange value of the commodity is its immanent money-
property; this, its money-property, separates itself from it in the form of money, 
and achieves a general social existence separated from all particular commodities 
and their natural mode of existence … (G 146–47)

Thus production of commodities becomes crucially determined by 
circulation – in modern times subsumed under accumulation of capital, 
which is “direct unity … of production and circulation” (G 332): and capital’s 
purpose or telos is profit. A basic opposition arises then between product 
as use-value and as object of capitalist circulation. Marx himself suggests 
(e.g., G 587) that this contradiction is clearest in artistic production (say in 
the production, consumption, and circulation of a book manuscript): the 
product as “a specific quality, as a specific thing, as a product of specific 
natural properties, as a substance of need [is] in contradiction with its sub-
stance as [exchange-]value” (G 406). Thus the transformation of products 
into money that originally rendered large-scale production possible – and 
Marx unambiguously admires all such achievements of capitalism, as op-
posed to all Romantic cries of back to Arcadia – grows in developed capit-
alism into both a barrier to further production and an agency deforming all 
use-values (e.g., texts exploring the intrinsic possibilities of their thematic 
nuclei) into exchange-values (e.g., texts tailored primarily toward selling 
well, regardless of all else – and if anybody thinks this is not happening on 
a mass scale in SF, it might be enough to dip into well-known statements 
by writers such as John Brunner or Robert Silverberg).

While it is impossible here to go into ramifications of such basic in-
sights (cf. now Suvin “Living”), it is clear that Marx started with the real-
ization that Joyce expressed as “my consumers are they not my producers” 
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(Finnegans Wake), but proceeded from there into a rich sequence of theories 
that could provide the much-needed basis for adequate analysis of social 
alienations in cultural production – such as literature, movies, comics, 
or TV (in all of which we find SF). Its value lies in its blend of scholarly 
sophistication and fierce ethico-political value-judgments, which brands 
capitalist production as hostile to art and poetry, and yet does not condone 
the artist-producer’s cynically giving in to this hostility:

A writer naturally must earn money in order to be able to live and write, but under no 
circumstances must he live and write in order to earn money … The writer in no wise 
considers his work a means. It is an end in itself; so little is it a means for him and for 
others that he sacrifices his existence to its existence, when necessary; and like a reli-
gious preacher, in another sense, he applies the principle “Obey God rather than men” 
to the men among whom he is himself confined with his human needs and desires.4

Admittedly, such horizons receive only a stimulating first sketch in Marx, 
and subsequent officially socialist thinkers – both social-democratic and 
Leninist – have shied away from them. The fate of Lukács’s early and 
(alas) only philosophically significant development of such notions in 
History and Class Consciousness (AB), which he was forced to recant in 
Stalinism, has led to their being developed only by Marxist “guerillas” on 
the margins of political orthodoxy, with all the strengths and weaknesses 
arising therefrom. They are mainly Germans – Adorno, Benjamin, Bloch, 
Enzensberger, Fischer, Holz, Kofler, Marcuse, Sohn-Rethel – but also 
Bakhtin (under his name and the borrowed one of Vološinov), Macherey, 
Sartre, Rossi-Landi, and Williams, with a first synthesis in Jameson; to 
these names (all in AB), I would add at least Bertolt Brecht, whose writ-
ings are significant for much more than theater.5 A first stock-taking in 

 4 Cited from Marx’s article Wages in Mikhail Lifshitz’s comment (https://
monoskop.org/File:Lifshitz_Mikhail_The_Philosophy _of_Art_of_Karl_
Marx_1973.pdf), which should be read together with Meszaros and Walton-Hall 
in AB, also Sánchez Vázquez.

 5 In English see to begin with Brecht on Theatre, ed. John Willett (1966), and The 
Messingkauf Dialogues (1965); for comments on Brecht as theoretician, Benjamin 
Understanding and Munk ed. A  second major teacher is clearly Antonio 
Gramsci: he is mentioned here but had not fully sunk in, while today he might be 
central, al pari with Benjamin and Brecht.
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English can be found in Fredric Jameson’s Marxism and Form, Raymond 
Williams’s Marxism and Literature, and Terry Eagleton’s Literary Theory, 
while the influence of Bakhtin reaches into the newest “sociocriticism” 
(cf. Cros).

1.2.2.  Benjaminian Horizons: Words on the Market, Fake Novelty, and 
Sensationalism

Getting closer to modern literature, I shall briefly summarize and attempt 
to develop Benjamin’s hypothesis of a homology between its central char-
acteristics and commodity production in general – because, and insofar 
as, literature is produced and consumed as a commodity (cf. also Sohn-
Rethel). Both literature and other commodities are societal relationships 
that crucially depend on novelty or newness. Building on Marx’s thesis 
that the devaluation of the sensual trafficking with things alienates the 
producers/consumers, Benjamin focuses on people’s experiences, which 
are unceasingly and inexorably molded by a network of rules based on 
exchange-value, that is, by the type of relations signified in and enforced 
by the price of commodities and of labor-power. In modern commodity 
production, newness is indispensable for good sales, but also necessarily 
subordinated to the permanent commitment to circulation as such, re-
gardless of what is circulating (a Ford ‘86 is a private car just as a Ford 
‘85) – to an “infinite repetition” (GW I/2: 660, 673, and 680). From the 
nineteenth century mass commodity production and circulation on, the 
apparently new is deep down also the permanently same: “Novelty is a 
quality that does not depend on the use-value of the commodity …. [The] 
illusion of novelty is reflected, like one mirror in another, in the illusion 
of infinite sameness” (Benjamin, Understanding 172). In Goethe’s terms, 
“the strange” is centrally substituted for “the significant” (cited in GW 
I/1: 152).

This approach can also subsume striking insights from the first great 
work of philosophical historiography on the politics and psychology of 
a fully bourgeois society, Tocqueville’s Democracy in America. He noted 
how that society is based on a perpetual fostering of desires for possessions. 
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These desires are greater and more widespread but more often disappointed 
than in earlier, less materially successful societies. Their goal of prompt 
and easy consummation means that most citizens would rather satisfy 
them incompletely but immediately rather than not at all. As distinct 
from feudal times, enrichment is now based on selling cheaply to all rather 
than dearly to a few. The general rule of workmanship for commodities is 
therefore “to manufacture a larger quantity of goods, nearly similar, but 
of less value.” However, this is necessarily accompanied by efforts to give 
such mass-produced commodities an appearance of having the “attractive 
qualities” they do not have: the particular democratic variant of hypocrisy 
is the “hypocrisy of quality” (1: 50–55).

Thus in a literature adjusted to the exchange-value and the market, 
novelty grows recurrent in both sense of the word: it becomes necessarily fre-
quent, a conscious goal of literary production, but also necessarily divorced 
from a radical – that is, a consistent – novum. Instead of cumulative cog-
nition, the pursuit of an immanent esthetic truth or rightness (determined 
both by the fictional narrative’s inner logic and by its referential richness), 
what Baudelaire called “the venal muse” is wedded to quantic shocks of 
seasonal fashion: “Fashion is the eternal return of the new” (GW I/2: 677). 
What will in our days come to be called the “culture industry” concerns 
itself mainly with the maximal diffusion of the texts’ mechanical – later 
also electronic – reproductions. To that end, it needs quickly revolving, 
paradoxically transitory novelties that catch the eye but do not threaten 
the framework of revolving, the politico-economic presuppositions of 
market circulation. There is a subtle but sturdy connection between rapid 
change of meanings in fashion and commodity circulation, for the only 
meaning of commodity is its forever changing price. Change for its own 
sake grows into an article of ideological faith. It is because of its abstract-
ness and self-referentiality, because of its monomaniac reproduction of itself 
in variations which amount to an infinite repetition, that the production 
of commodities can be homologous to fashion, backgrounding use-value 
(e.g., fashions in cars are not based on but at best superadded to and at 
worst substituted for the pertinent norms of saving time, saving fuel, etc.). 
Another aspect of that homology is the reifying denial of personality, espe-
cially associated with masses and large cities: in proportion to its novelty, 
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a dress, for example, dominates fashionable people to the point of making 
an assembly of them appear, strangely enough, dressed in uniforms (not 
in unique but in unified forms, as Zamyatin was to punningly remark of 
the frozen fashion in We).

Commodification thus attacks the intrinsically utopian, liberating 
aspects of any significant work of art at their very root. It works against 
art or poetry’s 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, its his-
torical depth and vitality. An inalienable utopianism is proper to fiction, 
but it will increasingly be inscribed into it as concave into convex – that 
is, inscribed by the even formally noticeable, narratively illogical absence 
of the utopian aspects, the spread of anti-utopia. Finally, fashion is exas-
perated into sensationalism – a series of greater and greater “effects” or 
shocks. In another momentous paradox, very significant for a general sense 
of history or time, progress becomes indissoluble from catastrophe: “For 
men as they are today, there exists only one radical novelty – one that is 
always the same: death” (GW I/2: 668). In the sensitive seismic apparatus 
of SF, the greatest progress (creation of life) threatens, ever since Shelley’s 
emblematic Frankenstein, to result in the most wholesale catastrophe (de-
struction of life, later isolated in her Last Man).

Exemplary for and intimately involved with this whole process is the 
rise of that specifically bourgeois and capitalist addition to social discourse 
– the press. The mass-circulation newspapers were financially based on the 
innovation of carrying advertisements, which allowed them to keep a rela-
tively low price and attract a large readership. In them, the “brief and abrupt 
information began to compete with the staid report,” leading to the day-by-
day changing look of the journal (GW I/2: 528–59). Since the ads were to 
be read by the largest possible number of people, a “hook” or bait became 
necessary that was addressed to all regardless of their private opinion, and 
whose value lay in foregrounding sensational curiosity instead of emanci-
patory political values (GW I/2: 531). Thus was born the serialized novel in 
the feuilleton, and that is why astronomical prices began to be paid for such 
roman-feuilletons (serialized novels) to Dumas the Elder or Sue. Both by 
formal example and by direct ordering, the newspaper came to occupy the 



262 Chapter 12

power position of the trend-setting literary commodity, the one that shapes 
the structure of feeling for all other written discourse. As to the formal 
example, “The principles of journalistic information [are] novelty, brevity, 
intelligibility, and, above all, lack of coherence [Zusammenhangslosigkeit 
– nonconsistency, disjointedness] between the individual news-items” 
(GW I/2: 610).

Tocqueville perspicaciously noted that, while in despotic societies 
ignorance resulted from too little information, in citizens of democratic 
societies ignorance results from too much information: “The chief features 
of each picture are lost to them in a bewilderment of details”; and these con-
sumers of information acquire the habit of not paying attention (2: 233–44). 
This is most intimately connected with the very nature of information in 
capitalism. An information which would be both universally accessible and 
durably valid would have the greatest use-value but no exchange-value at all. 
It is only by rapid obsolescence that information can become a quantified, 
marketable commodity; and investors are interested only in this rapidly 
obsolescent information (cf. Ciccotti et al. 112–14). In Tocqueville’s terms, 
democratic equality produces equally strong tendencies toward thinking 
new thoughts and toward ceasing to think, and a curiosity that is “at once 
insatiable and cheaply satisfied,” eager “to know many things quickly rather 
than to know anything well” (2: 12 and 334). All durable or significant 
literature is in that sense intrinsically non-capitalist, if not anti-capitalist. 
There is little doubt that such new democratic-cum-capitalist structuring 
of literature had a decisive bearing on the pointed non-coherence or in-
consistency of the SF pessimums discussed elsewhere (see the essay on 
“Narrative Logic” but also on “Epic Narration” and on Dick).

However, beside such very important formal exemplarity, the market 
factors – here the press owners and publishers – also intervene directly, from 
Sue and Dickens to the present, in the conception of the best paid fiction, 
the serialized novel. Shrewd writer-entrepreneurs, beginning with Dumas 
the Elder in the novel and Scribe in drama, integrated into this system by 
keeping poor hacks or “niggers” – wage slaves – at work on their scenarios, 
behaving like industrialists who supply raw materials turned into finished 
commodities by hired “hands” (here pens or brains). The pulp and pocket-
book publishing practice was to have the texts either signed by a “house” 
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name or commissioned as the ongoing rehash of a “package” that sells well 
(as in SF from Superman comics to Frank Herbert’s Dune and its myriad 
followers in the mega-boom of SF and Fantasy series).

Already in the eighteenth century Kant had written bitterly: “An ex-
perienced … publisher will not wait for scribbling and ever-ready writers 
to offer him their own commodities for sale; like a factory manager, he will 
concoct the matter as well as the form which will, supposedly, meet with 
the greatest demand or at any rate the greatest sales …” (cited in Widmann 
246; cf. also Winkler). But it was only in the nineteenth century that such 
economic relationships took their place in the best paid and most famous 
literature, began to attain hegemony, and added the overwhelmingly in-
tense pressure of direct financial carrot-and-stick to the extensive, diffuse 
exemplarity of press-style writing. As of then, writers divided not only 
along economic but also along ideological lines into the integrated and 
the disaffected. Many among the most significant writers retreated into a 
profound hatred of the bourgeoisie: Baudelaire began referring to literature 
as “column-fodder” and to writers as prostitutes. Tocqueville formulated 
this with urbane lapidarity: “Democratic literatures are always infested by 
those writers who look upon letters as a mere trade (une industrie): and, 
for some few great authors you may see there, you may count thousands 
of idea sellers” (2: 64). Baudelaire’s very similar line, “Moi qui vends ma 
pensée et qui veux étre auteur” (“I, who sell my thought and who want 
to be an author”), palpably modulates from the theological connotations 
of “author” to the dominant market connotations – a process shown in 
reverse to produce the peculiar dystopian effect alluded to earlier. There 
is even less doubt than in the case of press style that these new power re-
lationships were destined to have a lasting and revolutionary influence on 
fiction and narrativity, and on SF narrations in particular.

Another key homology to fiction as commodity – and in fact the 
model attitude for the new type of experience not immersed into use-
value continuities (Erfahrungen) but composed of point-like occurrences 
(Erlebnisse) based on empathizing into or feeling with the exchange-value 
or money-price of the sensually devalued things – is in Benjamin’s view 
gambling. It is an activity that also begins each time anew, from zero, yet 
remains a permanent variation of the same (both on the gaming table and 
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on the stock market). To live off writing becomes a permanent gamble 
with the writer’s existence. From Verne on, both the SF writers and their 
protagonists are overwhelmingly engaged in a breathless race with and 
endeavor to neutralize time, to circulate with increasing acceleration in 
an excited and exciting parallel to commodity circulation.

Fashion, gambling, quick turnover of money and commodities, time 
anxiety, newspapers dominated by advertisements, sensationalism – 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. Therefore, in the final analysis, the fashionable and fashion-
like type of fiction novelty is oriented “rather [toward] its themes’ saleability 
than [toward] their cognition” (GW II/1: 383). In literature, use-value is 
the pleasure of significant esthetic cognition, while exchange-value is to be 
understood as the narrative domination of infinitely recurring superficial 
strangeness, a “hypocrisy of quality.” In fully developed commodity econ-
omies, bourgeois ideology is not only indifferent toward a cognition of 
overall relationships between people, it grows increasingly inimical to such 
understanding: it “shackles the production of intelligence” (GW II/2: 693; 
die Produktion der Intelligenz – a splendid pun englobing also the shackling 
of “the productive capacity of the intelligentsia”). As already in Balzac, Poe, 
and George Eliot, the best writers from the bourgeoisie oscillate therefore 
between constant revulsion from its world and the frequent impossibility 
to imagine a better alternative. Hating the present, they turn to the past or 
the catastrophe. This holds also in mass literature, for example, in SF: be-
sides Mary Shelley and Poe, for Villiers, Twain, Jefferies, and Wells in the 
nineteenth century, and so many in the twentieth. Much more rarely, the 
prefiguration of a fundamental, cognitive novum manages to survive this 
obstacle course.

These are the approaches to be developed if a “social” theory of litera-
ture is to be articulated: in particular, if its key question of the intimate 
permeation of “text” and “context” is to be developed as a basic determin-
ation of all “printed matter.” Without such development and articulation, 
the theory of literature will remain limited by an arbitrary (or, worse still, 
parochially class-bound) pre-selection of “great texts” which are Literature 
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with a capital “L,” as opposed to all other existing fictional texts which 
are literature with a lower-case “l” or mass literature. In other words, all 
the conclusions of such a theory of literature will have been (are) pre-
empted by an unargued and all the more potent cluster of ideological 
presuppositions and maxims about its “proper,” “tasteful,” “significant,” 
etc., field or domain. That domain in practice boils down to a (relatively) 
extremely small number of texts from half a dozen present or past world 
super-powers, which have been erected into a canon of “world literature” 
by the bourgeois critics in the past one hundred years. Thus, all the present 
histories of fiction are “histories of the generals.” General historiography 
oriented itself toward the “foot-soldiers” rather than toward kings and 
generals with, say, Ranke and Michelet. It seems high time that literary 
and cultural historiography – while holding fast to some indispensable 
criteria of value, which I suspect would have to be significantly different 
from the currently dominant criteria – take a plunge into such danger-
ously democratic waters.

2.  On “Mass” or “Popular” Literature”

2.1.  Briefly on Conventions, Social Addressees, Middlemen, etc.

How does one apply the lessons of the various “sociologies,” or better 
social theories of literature, so far developed to the study of SF? Again, 
I can only draw attention to one basic problem-area: the need for a gen-
eral hypothesis about mass or popular literature and its rapid expansion 
in this age. It is, strikingly and relevantly, composed of clearly and even 
strictly observed literary genres.

Any non-individualistic approach to literature, I would feel, becomes 
really significant when, and insofar as, it situates the literary text at the 
crossroads of its esthetic tradition and its implied readership. Now the es-
thetic tradition can be expressed in a number of ways, according to mode, 
such as satire, or to device, such as inner monologue, but it would seem 
that the most useful way for most texts is to express it as a tradition of 
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genre. A literary genre is an ensemble of norms and conventions – linguis-
tically speaking, a set of choices typical to a given literary use of language 
– that exists at a given historical point and regulates directions of literary 
discourse. It implies that one should write a story “in this way and not 
otherwise.” No doubt, writing within a given type of literary discourse 
does not require the writer to know the definition of that literary genre. 
Nonetheless, s/he will have absorbed it “from the air” as a modality of 
literary practice.

Thus each genre implies a given ensemble of possibilities for literary 
discourse. These possibilities flow out of the genre’s telos or purpose – to 
speak with Aristotle – and the logical cognitive uses that purpose can be 
put to. Such possibilities give rise to clear expectations from a genre at any 
given historical point. The consciousness about what can as a rule be ex-
pected from a genre, a genre-consciousness, exists among its audience or 
readers. From them it is transmitted to (and modified by) the producers 
in the genre – who were readers before they became writers, a fact espe-
cially clear in the history of SF with its recruitment of writers from fans. 
That does not mean that the genre-consciousness or genre identification 
by the readers and the writers is necessarily identical. In fact, their genre-
consciousness will necessarily be at least somewhat different in function 
of their primary interest in reading or in writing the genre.

The resulting genre conventions are, no doubt, partly transgressed (as 
a rule, by contamination with other genres and forms) in significant texts, 
but these conventions remain the common ground between the writer’s 
production, the readers’ interest, and the economically and ideologically 
crucial, channeling middlemen (such as the famous magazine editors of 
SF). The implicit reader, or better the social addressee, is not the same as 
the real readership. It is a heuristic construct highlighting how expectations 
clash and change when sufficiently specific clusters of social groups and 
classes clash in the societal dialogue represented by a literary genre (cf. my 
long discussion in Victorian SF, Part II B).

One of the basic insights, even if still not fully developed, of the 
modern social theory of literature is that there is an imaginary ideal 
reader programmed into the structure and texture of literary texts 
and ensembles of texts such as genres. The communicational trinity of 
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emission-transmission-reception within a social context implies – as infor-
mation theory has taught us – a code that alone permits the understanding 
of the communication. This code is shared (or at least largely shared) by 
reader and writer, emitter and receiver, in the same cultural context. The 
imaginary implied social addressee is thus a product of three factors: (1) of 
the writer’s production, (2) of the audience’s expectations as intuited – and 
sometimes directly studied – by the writer, and (3) of the “code” or “lan-
guage” of the literary genre, a convention that provides a more or less wide 
but never unlimited field of possibilities for audience expectation, writer 
production, and for their often conflictual interaction. Any significant 
(original, cognitive) writer will transgress some audience expectations: only 
hacks, of which no doubt we have a fair share in SF, will satisfy these ex-
pectations by fully or simply reproducing their more or less conventional 
sources. The genre convention or code is thus a meeting ground for the 
writer’s production and the audience’s expectations; it assigns social roles 
to both the writer and the reader (so that a writer or reader of fairy tales is 
assigned a quite different role from – and can legitimately have only very 
different expectations than – a writer or reader of psychological tales or SF 
tales). On the other hand, the real readership is a statistically investigable 
and not necessarily homogeneous audience for literary text(s). It is divis-
ible according to socioeconomic class, nationality or ethnic background, 
age, sex, education, and a number of other factors all participating in the 
shaping of different “social tastes” (Schűcking – AB) or “class conscious-
nesses” (Goldmann – AB). These consciousnesses will furthermore be dif-
ferent for the same group in different sociohistorical periods. The resulting 
expectations will therefore change with each social class or sufficiently 
differentiated social sub-group with its own language and above all own 
interests. The ideal addressee inscribed between the lines of the literary text 
will be a reduction and/or prefiguration of the real readership according 
to the writer’s imaginative and material interests and needs.

The implied author of the literary text(s), by the way, should also be 
differentiated into at least three different concepts, sometimes blended but 
also in mutual tension: (1) the “authorial image,” the image of the fashioner 
of the literary work that arises out of, is characterized and transmitted 
by, and exists only within, the literary work; (2) the narrator of the story, 
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when the story is narrated, for example, in The Time Machine; and (3) the 
historical personality of the author. One wishes that a number of “author 
studies” – now vying for popularity in SF criticism with “theme studies” 
– would take such differences into account.

The horizons discussed above offer prospects for a great deal of work 
in SF criticism on the relation of various audiences to various sub-genres, 
authors, and devices within it. A few of these have been explored, but 
as a rule either without sufficient socioeconomic differentiation of the 
readers involved or without sufficient differentiation of the text-aspects 
involved. It is by now rather banal to investigate the relationship of “X in 
SF” (whatever X may be) to, say, the US audience. Even assuming that we 
know the US audience to be roughly age 15–30 – which is by no means 
certain – fundamental questions remain: X in which type of SF (author, 
sub-genre, ideological horizon, etc.)? in the opinion of which part of the 
US audience (male-female, middle-working-capitalist class, urban-rural, 
high-middle-low education, WASP-ethnic, etc., etc.)? Only then can one 
get beyond bourgeois mystification of the reader responding to the work 
of so-and-so, so well demolished by Barthes among others; only then can 
value-judgments go beyond impressionistic ideologies and noises of approval 
or disapproval. Only then could SF critics proceed to large-scale overviews.

One could, for example, compare various national situations, which are 
not always synchronic: thus reader expectation in French SF in the 1950s 
and 1960s was largely a subset of US reader expectation ten years earlier, 
while Russian expectations of SF diverged in the 1920s from the common 
European norm, setting up a new normative system which opened up again 
to international stimuli with Yefremov and the Strugatskys. Or one could 
envisage very interesting comparisons of various ideological positions in 
SF correlative to different readerships: “hard science” vs. “soft science” de-
votees, readers of Starship Troopers and Gordon Dickson vs readers of The 
Word for World is Forest and Thomas Disch, etc. Such a comparison would, 
I believe, indicate that the major sociological and ideological problem in 
contemporary SF is the indiscriminate consumption of quite disparate 
subsets of works with incompatible ideal readers, by what seems (but per-
haps wrongly?) the same real readership. In other words, there exists a 
danger of degrading SF to pure consumption dominated by capitalist 
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circulation and the intermediaries of transmission (editors, publishers, dis-
tributors, and financiers – in the final analysis, it seems, large multi-media 
corporations). Should this be true, the strictures of a Lem which basically 
say that SF by now become a medium which is its own message rather 
than the bearer of any particular poetico-cognitive messages – strictures 
that I am still reluctant to accept fully – would find themselves confirmed. 
But one hopes that instead it might be possible to differentiate the puerile 
ideal reader of (say) 80 percent of SF, the “median stage of adolescence” 
that David Samuelson postulated for Arthur Clarke and similar writers, 
accounting for perhaps 15–18 percent of SF, and the 2–5 percent of SF whose 
ideal readers are among the most interesting social groups of the present 
day. In order to decide about this, we would need an inventory of motifs, 
topoi, and attitudes in different ensembles of SF, and of the relations of 
such ensembles to other genres. And in particular to other genres both of 
older “high lit.” (e.g., the nineteenth-century psychological tale) and of 
contemporary “low literature,” the non-canonical paraliterary genres of 
Western, spy thriller, detective mystery, etc.

2.2.  Whence the Breakthrough of Modern Mass Literature: A Hypothesis

How can such a “social theory of literature” help us to understand the of-
ficially inferior genres known sometimes as paraliterature?

Studies of mass literature or paraliterature (see the forty items in 
section 6 of AB, in particular Angenot’s own introductory book, also 
L. James, Langenbucher, Lowenthal, Nutz, Orwell, and Schulte-Sasse, 
later also Nagl) have been wittily classified by Eco, himself possibly their 
most prominent practitioner (AB) into “the apocalyptic,” which reject 
mass culture wholly (e.g., Q.D. Leavis in AB), and “the integrated,” which 
accept it fully (e.g., the more zealous SF fans). Eco himself pleads, with 
pioneering examples, for a third way – without automatic acceptance or 
rejection but with formal and ideological discrimination. This is difficult 
but possible: an example of the latter is Seesslen-Kling (AB).

What makes modern mass literature so complicated, however, is the 
sea-change it suffered in the last two or three generations. In almost all 
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epochs before the nineteenth–twentieth century, there existed a profound 
difference between the popular or plebeian (largely oral) culture and the 
official ruling or upper-class (usually written) culture. Since the rulers have 
always written history, including the history of culture, it is the latter writ-
ings which have been, abusively, called Literature in the consecrated or ca-
nonic sense, and composed of officially “higher” genres – tragedy, ode, later 
psychological novel. But Literature had always a twin in its complementary 
plebeian or vulgar, narrative discourse, which one would have then to call 
Paraliterature (though this fashion has subsided). This mass literature is an 
ensemble of non-canonic or “lower” genres, such as proverb, humor, fable, 
saga, crime story, Western, thriller, sentimental romance – or SF. Their deep 
stream, old as class society, penetrates into official Culture and Literature 
only occasionally, during those favorable sociopolitical periods when its 
bearers (the lower, plebeian classes) rise to at least a partial participation 
in power and the canonic culture.

The iceberg character of this tradition, where historically only a small 
fraction survived to be recorded above the surface of neglect, persecution, 
and oblivion, is thus the result of deep tensions that have split every nation’s 
culture into at least “two nations,” as Disraeli had it. The cultures of these 
two nations have had various conflictual relationships, from suppression 
to partial permeation. There were special historical moments of cohesion, 
usually when facing a catastrophe threatening all classes in a society, as in 
the Elizabethan Age of England. However, as a rule the “patrician” and 
“plebeian,” elite and mass conventions, consciousnesses or structures of 
feeling have in the past, in spite of interesting and important permeations, 
had distinct identities. The plebeian literature appeared often (this may be 
a rule springing out of the basic class splits in society) as a stylistic, the-
matic, etc., reversal and subversion of the dominant, officially recognized 
literature. When that dominant or “first” literature is measured and solemn 
as in French Classicism, its reversal is Manneristically burlesque (e.g., in 
Cyrano); when it has a sober middle-class self-confidence, then the reversal 
is romantically enthusiastic (Blake, the “Satanic” English school or the 
Sturm und Drang); when upper-class culture is sentimental, the reversal is 
apt to be ascetically severe (Büchner). If the dominant literature is calcu-
lated to encourage their consumers to plunge headlong into the depicted 
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characters and involve themselves in a world that pretends to a substitute 
actuality, as happened in Individualistic high lit. from Mme. Bovary on, 
then the reversal stresses critical distance (Brecht). Such mass literature 
then develops in and out of subliterary forms, nearest to lower classes and 
under relatively less effective censorship (up to the eighteenth century, 
mostly within oral literature). As the Russian Formalists memorably dis-
covered, renewals of culture and literature came about by the rise of earlier 
non-canonic forms to canonic status together with the social grouping or 
class that was the ideal reader of those forms (e.g., the psychological novel 
and the bourgeoisie).

The situation grows much more complex in the last 100 years. Who 
is now the ideal addressee or bearer of the new “structures of feeling” for 
mass literature, whose group-consciousness and interests does it correspond 
to? I would very briefly and without the necessary mediations venture the 
hypothesis that the factor determining modern mass literature is that of 
all the democratic revolutions only the most bourgeois one (the American 
1776 secession from the motherland) fully succeeded, while the Jacobin 
and all subsequent European radical revolutions failed; and that, very simi-
larly, of all the socialist revolutions only the one taking place in the most 
despotic environment (the Russian Bolshevik one – and then the Yugoslav, 
Chinese, Cuban, and other cognates) for a time succeeded but later bogged 
down. The logical developments of both these great subversive horizons 
was violently cut short. Such a course had been known to happen before, 
always with a high political and cultural price being paid: for example, the 
suppression of all popular autonomy in seventeenth-century France and 
England, or of the bourgeois revolution in nineteenth-century Germany 
– events culturally symbolized by the murder of Cyrano and the exiles of 
Swift, the English radical Romantics including the Shelleys, Heine, Marx, 
and Hugo. In our time, the coming about of almost universal literacy, a 
much better economic standard, and a certain political influence for the 
plebeian classes of the metropolitan one-fifth of the globe have (perhaps 
not so paradoxically) been the obverse of the rise of imperialism and the 
Welfare/Warfare State – getting ever more warfare and less welfare-like 
in these last years. Very approximately, this has happened in France from 
the beginning of the nineteenth century, in USA, Britain, and Germany 
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from the 1870s, and in most other countries of the globe’s “North” some-
where between 1880 and 1960. In culture, there ensued a very specific and 
complex amalgam of suppression and permeation of plebeian and bour-
geois horizons which has still been barely identified, much less properly 
studied (for first approximations see Williams Long, and Hall “Notes” and 
“Paradigms”). But it could be assumed – at least as working theses – that a 
number of themes, concepts, and devices from the plebeian or “low” culture 
have in our epoch permeated “high” culture and literature, contributing 
decisively to its change. However, usually – with exceptions such as the 
stormy golden age of Europe ca. 1910–30 and analogous movements else-
where, say painting in post-revolutionary Mexico – this was achieved at the 
expense of the plebeian horizons, lost to the bourgeois cultural domination.

Such dialectics of defeat would account for the genesis of a number 
of major “contained” cultural phenomena, for example, jazz or popular 
movies. It is to my mind the key to mass literature. In Gramsci’s terms, the 
hegemony of the bourgeois ideology and consciousness has been strongly 
challenged but not overthrown; new forms and genres rose into official 
culture at the price of ideological sterilization, containment, or cooption 
(see both Marcuse’s titles). This rise means a temporary (usually spurious 
or fake but to a certain, larger or smaller, degree also necessarily genuine) 
renewal of official culture, now “democratized” in a Tocquevillean sense 
– in a tug-of-war between the politico-economic power of the ruled and 
the rulers – by the reading of “mass” or “popular” culture and literature:

… “popular culture,” in these later periods, is a very complex combination of re-
sidual, self-made, and externally produced elements, with important internal con-
flicts between these. At another level, and increasingly, this “popular” culture is 
the major area of bourgeois and ruling-class cultural production, moving towards 
an offered “universality” in the modern communications institutions, with a “mi-
nority” sector increasingly seen as residual and to be formally “preserved” in those 
terms. (Williams, Culture 228)

However, this also means that the new forms and genres pay the price 
of cooptation by failing to live up to their potentialities, to their own 
cognitive nature and end. This is clearly the case with SF and its novums, 
as analyzed in a number of essays of this book. Indeed, the new literary 
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system leads even, in extreme cases, to the creation of cognitively spurious 
but commercially promising addictive genres – an opium for the masses 
much cruder than good old religion – such as pornography (not the same 
as erotic fiction – cf. now Suvin “Two”) and “science fantasy” (not the same 
as SF). They fill, momentarily and most venomously, terrible voids: of/in 
erotics, in/of knowledge.

It would be useful to approach some subsets of mass literature and see 
whether a full investigation would confirm or invalidate this hypothesis. 
To my mind, such endeavors would be very important. For a new, valid lit-
erature is a necessary part of that political and intellectual renewal which 
this planet must go through unless we are to render it uninhabitable, and 
it can, as Gramsci well intuited, only come from readers of mass literature 
or comics and from movie, TV, and video-watchers. And this can only 
happen if new writers would subsume and transcend its popular trad-
ition – as Dostoevsky did with the roman-feuilleton and criminal stories 
à la Sue. And of course, if power over circulation will reside in hands and 
brains sympathetic to genuine and probably startling newness. The stakes, 
thus, are the highest one imaginable. To put it perhaps pathetically, but 
I believe precisely: the education of Homo sapiens for earthly salvation is 
finally at stake.
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