
Chapter 15

Three World Paradigms for SF: Asimov, Yefremov, 
and Lem (1979–1993)

Note 2020: The nucleus here was a lecture for the SFRA that had a strict time limit, 
and I’ve often regretted not having amplified it. It is obviously unfair to US SF, 
though all I say about Asimov’s world popularity is true; I found it so from Taiwan 
to Slovenia. But it was meant as a kind of wake-up call against US criticism’s navel-
gazing, and it has resisted changing. In these straits, I have added more material on 
Asimov and Yefremov in two appended Notes; the second one was written as a letter 
to a friend and it is more informal and sweeping than a scholarly article would be. 
I should also note that my subsequent writing on Lem has also identified his limits. 
I have dispensed with the abundant bibliographies on my three writers in the ori-
ginal notes at the end.

0.  Approach

The best works of SF have long since ceased to be crude adventure studded 
with futuristic gadgets, whether of the space opera or horror-fantasy var-
iety. If SF is (as posited in MOSF) a literary genre of its own, whose ne-
cessary and sufficient conditions are the interaction of estrangement and 
cognition, and whose main formal device is an imaginative framework al-
ternative to the dominant notions about the implied addressee’s empirical 
environment, then such a genre has a span from the romans scientifiques of 
Jules Verne to the social-science-fiction of classical utopias and dystopias. 
Its tradition is as old as literature – as the marvelous countries and beings 
in tribal tales, Gilgamesh or Lucian – but the central figure in its modern 
renaissance is H. G. Wells. His international fame, kept at least as alive 
in Mitteleuropa (“Central Europe” between Germany and Russia) and in 
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Soviet Russia as in English-speaking countries, has done very much to 
unify SF into a coherent international genre. Yet, no doubt, these three 
major cultural contexts, their traditions and not always parallel develop-
ment in our century, have also given rise to somewhat diverging profiles 
or paradigms for SF. I shall here briefly explore those paradigms in the 
most significant segment of post-Wellsian SF development, that after the 
Second World War.

Since a general overview of even the most compressed kind is impos-
sible short of a fat volume (I estimate that at the beginning of the 1970s 
about 200 new book titles of SF in the strictest sense are being produced 
yearly in the world, of which 160 are in English), I am choosing one repre-
sentative example for each of the three paradigms, namely Isaac Asimov’s 
I, Robot for Anglophone SF of the so-called 1938–58 Golden Age, Ivan 
Yefremov’s Tumannost’ Andromedy (Andromeda) for the Soviet SF revival 
in the late 1950s, and Stanisław Lem’s Solaris for Mitteleuropean SF. Two of 
the three choices should raise no doubts: Yefremov’s novel is universally ac-
knowledged as not only the bearer of the Soviet thaw but also as the supreme 
achievement of its first phase; Lem is even more universally acknowledged 
as the most important SF writer west of the Bug. As for Asimov, he is very 
probably the most popular US SF writer in the world. In a richer national 
and linguistic micro-climate, he is, no doubt, not as central as Yefremov 
and Lem are in theirs; a significant part of Anglophone SF did not share 
his faith in science and technocracy. However, my hypothesis is that this 
SF was, predominately if with exceptions, characterized by a failed search 
for solutions outside of human creativity. If this can be substantiated for 
Asimov, whose optimism is seemingly at the farthest possible remove from 
the “new maps of hell” of so much other US and British SF, my proof 
may be applicable a fortiori to at least the characteristic tendency for his 
whole generic micro-climate. I have chosen his book I, Robot instead of the 
equally famous Foundation Trilogy because it is more manageable, and yet 
not dissimilar in its final horizons (as can be seen also in my essay on SF 
as epic narration). I shall proceed with a brief analysis of the US and the 
Russian book and the social consciousnesses they imply, in order to end 
with a comparison to Lem’s Solaris.
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1.  Asimov and Yefremov

Asimov’s I, Robot (1950) is a series of nine short stories detailing the de-
velopment of robots “from the beginning, when the poor robots couldn’t 
speak, to the end, when they stand between mankind and destruction” 
(p.  192). The stories are connected thematically and chronologically, 
and also supplied with a flimsy framework identifying them as glances 
backward from 2057 to 2058 by “robopsychologist” Susan Calvin; she 
is being interviewed after fifty years of pioneering work at US Robots 
and Mechanical Men, Inc., during which time the robots have won out 
against reactionary opposition from labor unions and “segments of re-
ligious opinion” (p. 8). On the surface, this is a “future history” on the 
model of Bellamy’s sociological or Wells’s biological extrapolations. It is 
based on two premises: first, that except for one factor, human behavior 
and the social system  – for example, press reporters and giant corpor-
ations  – will remain unchanged; second, that the new, change-bearing 
factor will be the epoch-making technological discovery of “positronic 
brain-paths,” permitting mass fabrication of robots with intelligence 
comparable to human. The robots are constructed to obey without fail 
Asimov’s famous Three Laws of Robotics: “1 – A robot may not injure 
a human being, or, through inaction, allow a human being to come to 
harm. 2 – A robot must obey the orders given it by human beings except 
where such orders would conflict with the First Law. 3 – A robot must 
protect its own existence as long as such protection does not conflict with 
the First or Second Law” (p. 6). Now, Lem has persuasively demonstrated 
that such robots are logically unrealizable.1 This ingenious mimicry of 
the Decalogue and the Kantian categorical imperative in the form of 

 1 Stanisław Lem, “Robots in Science Fiction”, in Thomas D. Clareson ed., SF: The 
Other Side of Realism (Bowling Green Popular P, 1971). Asimov’s robot stories 
were first published in SF magazines between 1940 and 1950, and collected into 
his book with some adjustments to make them fit each other and the “Laws of 
Robotics” excogitated in the meantime with the help of editor Campbell. Because 
of such complex and, for the present purpose, irrelevant textual histories, the year 
referred to is (for all three writers) that of first book publication. All quotes to 
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Newtonian laws cannot therefore be taken at all seriously as a basis of 
prophetic extrapolation, and the stories can be read only as analogies to 
very human relationships.

The nine stories form a clear sequence of growing robotic capaci-
ties. In the first story, “Robbie,” an early model is mute playmate for a 
little girl, and functions as a huge doll – and yet, melodramatically, as 
the girl’s savior. In “Runaround,” the next model is a drunken servant 
who functions as a stereotyped plantation darkie. In “Reason,” the robot 
is a comic-opera idolater who functions as an immature philosopher. In 
“Catch That Rabbit,” an adult, “head of family” robot collapses under 
stress, analogous to a psychotic. The fifth and central story, “Liar!” is a 
pivot in this progression of robotic power in relation to people: by now, 
the robot model is a telepath who is capable of turning the tables on them 
and severely perturbing the life even of the leading expert Susan (inci-
dentally, this proves the Laws of Robotics wrong). In “Escape,” the new 
model is a “child genius,” steering a spaceship to unknown galaxies (a feat 
conveniently dropped as factor of change in later stories), who behaves as 
a superior practical joker. In “Evidence,” a robot undistinguishable from 
people becomes city mayor in a career that will lead him to president of 
the Federated Regions of Earth. Finally, in “The Evitable Conflict” the 
positronic brains have grown into not only a predicting but also a manipu-
lating Machine “in absolute control of our economy” (p. 192) – literally, a 
deus ex machina. Thus, this clever sequence of “the Nine Ages of Robot” 
leads from the doll of the first to the god of the last story: and doll turning 
into god is a good approximate definition of fetishism, a topsy-turvy kind 
of technological religion. As in Saint-Simonism, of which it is an uncon-
scious variant, there are no workers in Asimov’s universe, the army and 
corporation bosses are only figure-heads, and the real lovable heroes are 
the efficient engineers, including Susan Calvin, the “human engineering” 
expert of behaviorist psychology. In fact, all humans are cardboard stereo-
types compared to the more vivid robots who act as analogies to trad-
itional human functions. This view of the benevolent, sometimes comic 

Asimov are from the Signet Book edition (1964) by page number in parenthesis. 
For Saint-Simonism as fountainhead of a whole SF stream see MOSF.
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but finally providential robots and their rise to absolute power amounts 
to a wishful parable of the sociopolitical result correlative to presumably 
perfect scientific ethics. Like Dostoevsky’s Grand Inquisitor, it chooses 
security over freedom in post-Depression USA.

Yefremov’s work is representative of another classical utopian vision 
which looks forward to a unified, affluent, but (as different from Saint-
Simonism) also classless, stateless, and humanist world.2 In Andromeda 
(1958) mankind has established informational contact with inhabitants 
of distant star-clusters and lives in year 408 of the Era of the Great Ring. 
The Earth is administered – in analogy to the associative centers of the 
human brain – by an Astronautic and an Economic Council that tallies 
all plans with existing possibilities. Within this framework of the body 
politic, Yefremov concentrates on new ethical relationships of de-alienated 
agents. The novel’s strong narrative sweep, full of action (from a fistfight 
to an encounter with electrical predators and a robot spaceship from the 
Andromeda nebula), allots the highest value to creativity, a simultaneous 
adventure of deed, thought, and feeling resulting in physical and ethical 
harmony. Even his title signifies not only a constellation but also the chained 
Hellenic beauty rescued from a monster (in Yefremov, class egotism and 
violence, often with hallmarks of Stalinism) by a flying hero endowed with 
superior science. Astronautics thus does not evolve into a new uncritical 
cult but is claimed as a humanist discipline, in one of the most significant 
fusions of physical sciences, social sciences, ethics, and art that the novel 
establishes as the norm for its agents.

Such a cross-connecting is also the basis of the compositional oscil-
lation between cosmic and terrestrial chapters, where the “astronautic” 
Erg-Nisa subplot is finally integrated with the “earthly” Darr-Veda sub-
plot through the mediation of creative beauty arising out of science allied 

 2 For Russian SF in general, cf. MOSF, the annotated bibliography of criticism in 
my Russian Science Fiction 1956–1974 (Dragon P, 1976), with a continuation in 
Canadian-American Slavic Studies 15 (1981): 533–44, and the special issue on SF 
of Canadian-American Slavic Studies 18. 1–2 (1984), especially the theoretical sur-
veys by Nudelman and Tamarchenko. On Yefremov in particular see the works of 
Brandis-Dmitrevskii, Siniavskii, Gromova, Nudelman, Franklin, and Zvantseva 
listed in my 1976 book.
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to art (Mven-Chara and Renn-Evda). Furthermore, this future is not the 
arrested, pseudo-perfect end of history that constituted the weakness 
of optimistic utopianism. Even when freed from economic and polit-
ical hindrances, people must still redeem time, unequal on Earth and in 
space, through a conflictual if humanist dialectics of personal creativity 
and teamwork united – in a clear harking back to the ideals of the Soviet 
1920s – in the beauty of functionality. This is best shown in such scenes as 
Darr’s listening to the “Cosmic Symphony in F-minor, Colour Tone 4.75 
μ” or in the catastrophic but finally vindicated “null-space” experiment 
of Mven. Creativity is always countered by entropy, and self-realization 
paid for in effort and even suffering. In fact, several very interesting ap-
proaches to a Marxist “optimistic tragedy” or felix culpa can be found in 
Andromeda; for example, the destructive experiment in this “Happy Fall” 
of Mven’s finally leads to the great breakthrough of direct contact with 
friendly aliens. Very important is that the accent on beauty and responsible 
freedom places into the center of the novel female heroines interacting 
with the heroes and contributing to the emotional motivation of new 
utopian ethics. Though their characterization is still condescending, it 
is in strong contrast to US SF of the time, with which Yefremov was in a 
well-informed polemical dialogue.

No doubt, Andromeda is today somewhat dated. In a number of places 
the novel’s dialogue, motivation, and tone flag. Just as in Asimov, Yefremov 
then tends to fall back on melodrama and the quantitatively grandiose. 
Where Asimov’s agents are often breezily folksy, Yefremov’s tend to be 
plaster-of-Paris statuesque: Mven blows up a satellite and half a moun-
tain, Veda loses the greatest anthropological find ever; Erg is manly, Nisa 
is pure. Most of this can be explained, if not justified, by the story’s having 
to achieve several aims at once. It was the first work to burst open the flood-
gates closed for twenty-five years, and it overflowed into clogged channels. 
This possesses both interesting parallels and differences to Asimov’s incon-
gruous insertion of bold speculation into the wooden prose and character-
ization of pulp SF (both of them build on that tradition, for example, on 
Edmond Hamilton’s space opera). One feels in Andromeda as well as in 
I, Robot the presence of an unsophisticated addressee who is, as Yefremov 
wrote, “still attracted to the externals, decorations, and theatrical effects 
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of the genre” – in other words, one feels the presence of Russian and US 
clichés and taboos of the time, hindering a fast orientation toward a radical 
novum. The difference is that while Yefremov has been allotted his proper 
place as a pioneer of Russian SF, Asimov is still uncritically adulated by 
most US fans and critics.

In sum, as I, Robot is a clever textualization of US engineering 
technocracy, so is Andromeda – epistemologically wedded to a naive an-
thropocentrism – an engaging textualization of Russian fieldwork scien-
tism (Yefremov was a paleontologist of some note). Just as Asimov lives 
in the notional universe of nineteenth-century science, from thermo-
dynamics to behaviorism, and believes in its leading ever onward and 
upward without basic social and existential changes, so Yefremov lives 
a complementary nineteenth-century view of man as subject and the 
universe as object of a cognition that is ever expanding, if necessary 
through a basic political change yet without major existential conse-
quences. In both writers, doubt and the menace of entropy enter human 
life only as an external enemy – for example, electric predators of a 
far-off planet in Yefremov, or the uppity “lost robot” in Asimov. If any 
epistemological opaqueness ever becomes internalized in a reasonable 
creature, then it is a melodramatic villain (Pour Hiss in Yefremov) and 
simply abnormal (Cutie, the religious maniac in Asimov, whose problem 
is blatantly evaded).

✲✲✲✲✲

1.1  Notes for a General View of Asimov (1993)

Having read all of Isaac Asimov available in books and met him early 
on at a few SF fan conferences, my central impression was that he has 
remained his whole life long an extremely bright 20-year-old, fully 
steeped in the delusions of an ideological mishmash current in the 
1930s and subsequent US (or indeed Brooklyn Jewish) environment 
that blended a triumphalist technocracy with vulgar Marxism, all as 
the expression of the social fraction of upwardly mobile White male 
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ethnics, deeming themselves empowered by science and technology 
and labouring under the illusion that this will give them a leading role 
in a basically unchanged, just bigger and aseptically cleaner, capitalist 
society. This has been abundantly demonstrated by critics  – for ex-
ample, Lem, Elkins or Portelli – and I have tried to do it for his most 
famous work I, Robot (characteristically, his best characters are robots). 
But if you wish me to briefly sketch in a critique, say, of the Foundation 
series (which he unfortunately added to in his old age), I could begin 
by noting how his dialogues are wooden and his psychology laughably 
one-dimensional. All of Asimov’s characters are clichetized, the pro-
tagonists being usually brash overachievers of the MENSA type, an 
institution of which he was a proud member and to whose deluded 
measuring of IQs as quantifying human worth he as proudly sub-
scribed; they are either overtly or covertly (when supposedly somewhat 
older men aspiring to leadership) competitive teenagers. Finally, his 
plots are a series of conspiracies-within-conspiracies taken straight 
out of the comics or fan-group intrigues. What strikes a responsive 
chord in readers – usually of the same social status as young Asimov – 
is the unrestrained quantitative sweep of whizzing through galaxies 
and millennia with help of technological super-gadgets manned by his 
triumphant heroes and solving the problems of humanity as a whole 
as one would a lab problem or a detective puzzle (his favorite mini-
form). There is no inkling of the difficult and bloody paths of history, 
simply a fantasy of technocracy, whose spacetime demonstrates well 
Wells’s “capitalism in a state of hugely inflamed distension” Only, alas, 
the inflammation has been aseptically sanitized in Asimov  – this is 
exactly his ideology in the bad sense. It is a pity that for many novices 
and outsiders Asimov stands prototypically for SF, for this makes him 
the most overrated SF writer of our century. His real value is as a suc-
cessful science popularizer, not as fiction writer. This said, I  suspect 
a fair overview of his whole SF could well discover that some of his 
bright ideas were also pioneering and possibly remain impressive – for 
example, “Nightfall,” a clear reaction to Nazism.

✲✲✲✲✲



World Paradigms for SF: Asimov, Yefremov, and Lem 311

1.2  Note on the Historical Role of Yefremov’s Andromeda (1979)

Ivan A. Yefremov’s Andromeda (1957) is the pioneering and representative 
text in the Soviet SF revival of the late 1950s. It is universally acknow-
ledged as not only the bearer of the post-Stalinist “thaw” in the genre, 
but also as the supreme achievement of its first phase of ca. 1957–63. Very 
interestingly, it achieved this status only after a long and acrimonious 
public debate, itself a phenomenon unheard of in the USSR since the en-
thronement of a dogmatic literary policy during the Stalinist purges of 
1934 and the following years. The reasons that made such a debate and 
the whole Khrushchev-era “thaw” possible (which then refroze in the 
mid-1960s) can be summarized as the combined ideological impact of 
the political de-Stalinization (partial though this was) and the Sputnik 
euphoria. The 20th Congress of the Soviet communist party in 1956 des-
troyed the indisputability of Stalinist myths about society and literature. 
They were further shaken by the sensational Soviet achievements in the 
natural sciences, exemplified by the first Sputnik. The new SF wave, rich 
in tradition and individual talent, eager to deal with an increasing range 
of subjects, from sociological to cosmological and anthropological, from 
astronautic through cybernetic to anticipatory-utopian, found a wide 
audience among the young and the intelligentsia. We have no sure stat-
istics on this reading public, but it was probably as large if not at times 
larger than its American counterpart. It was perhaps unsophisticated, but 
impatient of the old clichés and thirsting after knowledge and imagin-
ation. Its tastes carried the day in the great “Andromeda Nebula debate.”

Subsequent developments in Soviet SF can be understood only as 
a result of this debate’s having, against violent ideological opposition, 
consummated in 1957–58 the victory of the new wave, which was really 
the return to the pristine Soviet Russian tradition, in abeyance since the 
Leninist 1920s. The writers and critics of the “cold stream” rebuked the 
novel’s protagonists as being “too far from our times” and thus unintel-
ligible to the reader, especially the juvenile reader: this can be decoded as 
saying that Yefremov’s scope was too daring. Such pressure had for fifteen 
years hindered the publication and development of Yefremov’s work (his 
first SF story in 1942 was not published until 1966). However, the opinion 
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of “warm stream” critics, and of the thousands of readers who wrote to 
the author, newspapers, and periodicals, saying that Yefremov’s work was 
a liberating turning point in Soviet SF, finally prevailed.

Yefremov’s fiction achieved such historical significance because it cre-
atively revived the classical utopian and socialist vision that looks forward 
to a unified, affluent, humanist, classless, and stateless world. Within this 
framework of the body politic, Yefremov is primarily interested in the de-
velopment of a disalienated man and new ethical relationships. For all the 
theatrical loftiness of his characters, whose emotions are rarely less sublime 
than full satisfaction and confidence (only an occasional melodramatic 
villain feels fear or hate), they can learn through painful mistakes and 
failures, as distinct from the desperado and superman clichés of “socialist 
realism” or much US SF after Gernsback.

With this exhumation of socialist utopianism, Yefremov brought back 
into Soviet fiction whole reaches of the SF tradition: the philosophical 
story, the romantic étude, classic sociological and modern cosmological uto-
pianism. Thus, the novel’s strong narrative, full of action, from a fistfight 
to an encounter with electrical predators and a robot spaceship from the 
Andromeda nebula, is imbued with the joy and romance of cognition, which 
embraces an understanding of the outside world of modern cosmology and 
evolutionist biology. But Yefremov’s strong anthropocentric bent places the 
highest value on creativity; since body and mind are indissolubly connected 
in this materialistic writer, the simultaneous adventure of deed, thought, 
and feeling results in physical and ethical beauty.

The author’s utopian anthropology is evident even in the symbolic 
title: the Andromeda nebula recalls the chained Greek beauty rescued 
from a monster (here class egotism and violence, personified in the novel 
as a bull, often bearing hallmarks of Stalinism) by a flying hero aided by 
superior science. Astronautics thus does not evolve into a new uncritical 
cult but is claimed as a humanist discipline, in one of the most significant 
cross-connections among physical sciences, social sciences, ethics, and art 
that Yefremov establishes as the norm for his new people.

As I noted above, Andromeda has somewhat dated. For example, the 
erotic and generally intimate interpersonal relations are – understandable 
enough in the context of the social taboos normal to a Soviet Russian 
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scientist of an elder generation – curiously old-fashioned. Yefremov is epis-
temologically wedded to a naive anthropocentrism. He lives within the 
nineteenth-century deterministic view of man as subject and the universe 
as object of an ever-expanding cognition, where doubt and the menace of 
entropy enter human life only as an external enemy, while creativity stays 
within a certain romantically codified range. His limitations are more 
clearly manifested in his later works, which fail to develop imaginative 
SF vistas. But again, any further discussion of such vistas in Soviet SF was 
made possible by Yefremov’s pioneering effort. The polyphonic scope of 
Andromeda, with its large number of protagonists, is Tolstoian rather than 
Flaubertian. Not being limited to the consciousness of one central hero, it 
presents one of the first utopias in world literature that successfully shows 
new characters creating and being created by a new society; in other words, 
the personal working out of a collective utopia (analogous to what Walter 
Scott did for the historical novel).

Twentieth-century science and the age-old Russian folk dreams of a just 
and happy society meet in Yefremov’s novel. This meeting made it a nodal 
point of the Russian and socialist SF tradition, and enabled it to usher in 
the second “Golden Age” of the genre that continued until the mid-1960s. 
Yet even the failure of the original utopian confidence from that time on, 
to which Yefremov’s own later works also testify in their overt ideological 
profiles and in their reduced significance, can be measured and judged by 
the values of that utopian and de-alienating horizon that Yefremov revived 
and bequeathed to Soviet SF.

2.  Lem

A distinctively modern approach, pertinent to the age of Einstein and 
Eisenstein, of world wars and revolutions, began gaining ground in mass-
published SF only in the 1960s. Even in the rather conservative com-
mercial SF the realization took hold that modern human as well as nat-
ural sciences are open-ended, and that SF will be the more significant 
the more clearly it emancipates itself from the horizons of both classical 
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utopia and classical dystopia as static and closed paradigms. The possi-
bilities of such sophisticated SF have up to the 1970s been most closely 
approached by the Polish writer Stanisław Lem. The Asimov thesis that 
“Man is limited and not to be trusted” (or, robots are “a cleaner better 
breed than we are,” p. 8), and the Yefremov antithesis “Man is unlimited 
and must be trusted,” are both transcended in Lem’s novel Solaris (1961).3 
Lem’s dialectical conclusion is that people are very limited and yet have 
to be trusted, because they are capable of understanding their limitations, 
and slowly and painfully evolving to a higher level.

Solaris is a scientific puzzle (as Asimov’s writings are), a story about 
human emotions (as Yefremov’s are), but also a parable showing that an-
thropocentric criteria and “final solutions” of the absolutist, religious kind 
are inapplicable to the complex situations of modern man. As opposed to 
Asimov’s string of short glimpses and Yefremov’s polyphonic blocks, the 
novel unfolds around a first-person narrator who is gradually and tentatively 
piecing together the evidence about the strange planet Solaris. The planet is 
completely covered by an organic Ocean; in his Summa Technologiae Lem 
defined Reason or Intelligence as a “second-degree homeostatic regulator 
able to counteract the perturbations of its environment by action based 
on historically acquired knowledge,” and in that sense the Solaris Ocean 
is undoubtedly an intelligent entity. It finally reacts to the activity of a 
human research station by synthesizing for each scientist a living person, 
which it had in some uncomprehended way read off his deepest memory 
encoded in the brain cerebrosides. Since that memory is – by Lem’s not 
wholly convincing hypothesis – a trauma of erotic guilt, each scientist is 
visited by the woman he has in some way lost or slighted. At least, since 
Lem is on purpose unclear on this point, that is the case with the protag-
onist Kelvin and his wife Harey, who had died after being estranged from 
him. Much as with van Vogt’s Gosseyn, the resurrected “Doubles” (or 
Phantoms, as Lem calls them) are human, although the Ocean has con-
structed their albumens from neutrinos and not from atoms. They evince 
some non-human traits, such as a compulsion to stay near the “source” 
person and superhuman strength when impeded in that; yet they not only 

 3 Solaris is quoted from the Berkeley edition (1971), which has an afterword of mine.
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possess human emotions and self-consciousness, they also quickly become 
socialized in human company, growing increasingly independent of the 
Ocean. Kris Kelvin soon becomes emotionally attached to the phantom 
Harey as strongly as he was to his wife – though in a subtly different way.

Such a biopsychological puzzle is characteristic of a whole group of US 
SF tales. Lem uses this convention in a masterly way, applying its cognitive 
bias to the most intimate and painful personal relationships rather than 
to exotic xenobiological oddities; this endows his novel with its particular 
warmth and immediacy. However, he uses the convention also as a means 
to a richer, multi-level novel. The detection-mystery model suggests and 
connects with one of Lem’s basic themes – the erroneousness of pretending 
to a final solution or total knowledge of any complex situation. Humans 
always project their mental models upon the foreign universe: on Solaris, 
the universe obligingly materializes one projection. Thus, the stars are for 
Lem in a way what Utopia was for More and Brobdingnag for Swift: a 
parabolic mirror for ourselves, a roundabout way to understand our world, 
species, and times. The Ocean – the basic device of this novel – is a magi-
cian more potent than the sorcerers of Glubbdubbdrib, who materialized 
the past for Gulliver in order to teach him the true history of mankind. 
Lem’s Ocean materializes, in a very Swiftian way, the central moral trauma 
of each person. It shows thus to Kelvin a country stranger than Solaris or 
Laputa: the back of his own mind. There be tygers in that country: “we can 
observe, through a microscope as it were, our own monstrous ugliness, our 
folly, our shame!” (p. 82), proclaims one of Kelvin’s fellow-sufferers. On the 
other hand, this is also the country of innocence, indeed, of resurrection of 
slaughtered Iambs: the age-old dream of a second change for our misman-
aged personal encounters in the role of slaughterer or slaughtered, can also 
materialize on Solaris. All depends on the particular personality: Gibarian 
commits suicide, Sartorius goes into seclusion, Snout is more than half 
paralyzed, but the narrator-protagonist Kelvin wins through to a painfully 
gained, provisional, and relative new faith in an “imperfect god” (p. 204). 
The science of solaristics as a search for the Grail of the “Holy Contact” 
between cosmic civilizations has been a tragicomedy of errors, yet the true 
Holy Contact between bloody but unbowed personalities such as Kelvin’s 
and Harey’s is still possible. The novel’s parable aspect implies that such 
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resurrection and contact is a materialist rather than a spiritualist mys-
tery, a matter of history and earthly people rather than of abstraction and 
heavenly stars. It draws its potency from some of the deepest life-affirming 
heresies about human relations in European history, from the tradition 
flowing through Gnostics and Joachimites to the warm utopian socialism 
of Fourier and Marx.

Most noteworthy, perhaps, this is a parable without transference or 
reference to any ruling system: diachronically, to Asimov’s Saint-Simonian 
technocracy or Yefremov’s Chernyshevskian revolutionary Romanticism, 
or synchronically – in the Polish cultural context – to the sacred books of 
Yahwe or of Stalin. The truth it teaches through its fable is an open and 
dynamic truth. Lem’s major novels have at their cognitive core the simple 
and difficult realization that there is no end to history: no closed reference 
system, however alluring to the weary and poor in spirit, is viable in the 
age of Zamyatin’s permanent revolution, of relativity theory, and Gödelian 
post-cybernetic sciences. Now twentieth-century sciences are polyvalent 
and can be used for widely differing purposes. The only sure thing about 
their methodology is that they lead into vast unfathomed areas of new 
findings, techniques, and orientations – to new cognition, which gives 
mankind new sets of contingencies to choose from. Modern sciences are 
open-ended, and anticipation in our age will be the more significant the 
more clearly it rejects both the classical utopia of the Plato-More type 
and the whilom fashionable dystopia of the Huxley-Orwell type. Both of 
them are static and closed; neither does justice to the immense possibil-
ities of modern SF in an age polarized between the law of large numbers 
and ethical choice.

No doubt, SF had adopted a vaguely materialistic philosophy of history 
ever since Wells; but without dialectics, this can easily lead back to the old 
antinomy of facile optimism or cynical despair. Therefore, the pet horror of 
the dialectical artist Lem is eschatology – a claim to final static perfection, 
be it religious in the Christian sense or a lay myth in the liberal or pseudo-
Marxist way. Reliance on familiar imaginative frameworks is erroneous 
in radically new situations; even a whole new science such as solaristics – 
whose description, with all its twists and turns and a complete history of 
saints, heretics, and buffoons, makes for some of the most brilliant pages 
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of modern SF – can become simply a sublimation of mystic nostalgias for 
a final Revelation, “a liturgy using the language of methodology” (p. 180).

This also means that the nineteenth-century image of man and world 
cannot be accepted as an eternal, static form. An important motif within 
Lem’s refusal of final solutions is the stripping of illusions about human 
and cosmic reality. This is what makes self-knowledge so imperative: re-
fashioning the tradition of “educational novels” dear to Rationalism, Lem’s 
major novels feature a single or group protagonist learning painfully the 
truth about himself, his limitations, and central strengths, by way of inves-
tigating a new SF situation. The puzzle-plot and the parable form both 
flow organically out of this central concern for a Copernican or Brunoan 
dethroning of anthropocentric theory. Man is not the measure of all things 
except for other people, and human mental models cannot be usefully 
projected onto the universe. It is especially pitiful, Lem notes, to limit the 
possibilities of new worlds to the anthropomorphic role of our rulers or our 
subjects – a swipe at western SF projecting the Cold War into cosmic warps.

One might call this enmity of Lem’s to the two-valued either-or logic 
and to the closed horizons of history anti-Aristotelian (in a sense much 
wider than van Vogt’s “Null-A” approach, which quickly bogs down into 
plot gimmicks). However, as Lem once remarked, if history has no be-
ginning, middle or end, a play or novel certainly has. But the ending or 
upshot of a novel that is to be adequate to the open-ended cognition de-
manded by modern natural and anthropological sciences, will also have to 
be open. Therefore, neither an Asimovian technocratic nor a Yefremovian 
politocratic faith prevails at the end of Solaris. In the final chapter, the 
protagonist, who came from Earth with his notebook, his apartment key, 
and his certainties, has once and for all time been shown how useless they 
all are. The eschatological illusions have been shattered, people can rely 
only on themselves and the dialectics of reality: “I shall never again give 
myself completely to anything or anybody … And this future Kelvin will 
be no less worthy a man than the Kelvin of the past, who was prepared for 
anything in the name of an ambitious enterprise called the Contact. Nor 
will any man have the right to judge me” (p. 203).

This renunciation can be sociopolitically traced to the bitter experi-
ences of Central European intellectuals in this century. For Lem comes 
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from the region co-extensive with the old Habsburg empire, which has in 
our century bred so many great writers attuned to the indifferent march 
of history: Musil and Svevo, Krleža and Andrić, Hoffmansthal and Kafka, 
Hašek and Čapek come immediately to mind. The baroque tradition of 
this environment is unmistakably present in Lem’s imagination. Yet this 
has also been the region of great hopes, exploding after both World Wars. 
Lem’s unique place in SF is due to his personal genius in fusing the bright 
hope with the bitter experience, the vision of an open road into the future 
with the vision of sure dangers and possible defeats inseparable from the 
risk of openness. This “double vision” subverts both the “comic inferno” 
approach of most US SF and the deterministic utopianism of most Soviet 
SF, using the strengths of both; it juxtaposes the black flickerings of the first 
with the bright horizons of the latter, so that each color shows up the other. 
Lem’s dialectics envision in each endeavor first of all its internal contradic-
tions: he is a writer in the great tradition of wit, which is a shifting between 
different cognitive levels. No wonder his favorite book is Don Quixote, and 
the epoch that haunts him is that of the seventeenth-eighteenth centuries. 
If Kelvin is at the end of the novel a wiser and a sadder man, sadness has 
been a high but perhaps not unfair price to pay for the wisdom gained. It is 
expressed in theological terms by the final parable of “the imperfect god … 
whose ambitions exceed his powers” (p. 204). We may disagree with Lem 
philosophically, but we have seen too many alluring gods of history turn 
into all-devouring monsters because of their pretended infallibility to shrug 
off his insight. National and religious ideologies of all kinds are still too 
much with us for that. The brightest hopes of humanity, we know, are liable 
to degenerate into justifications for the Inquisition, the Stalinist purges, or 
the My Lai massacres and financing assassinations of Nicaraguan peasants.

The imperfect, despairing, but also evolving god is a concept close to 
the Star Maker of Stapledon, one of the rare SF writers Lem admires and is 
comparable to in scope. This cosmological metaphor as insight, correlative 
to the earlier quoted ethical declaration of independence of personality from 
system, is what Lem’s protagonist Kelvin has provisionally learned from the 
planet Solaris. We, the readers, may learn more from the novel Solaris: we may 
learn how cognition can become parable – and wisdom, esthetic pleasure. We 
might have begun to doubt whether SF can be equal to our often depressing 
but also exciting times. Lem’s work is a persuasive testimony that such doubts 
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can be laid to rest. For Solaris – puzzle, parable, and cognition of freedom – is 
neither a warning nor a solution. It is an example of what SF can do: show us 
our age as “the time of cruel miracles” (p. 211), the time of keeping a skeptical 
faith. As such, it is a prime witness for the regaining of a maturity which SF 
possessed in the best works of Wells (not to mention More, Swift, Cyrano 
or Mary Shelley) but which it had lost by consenting to be confined into the 
Indian reservation of pulp magazines and anthologies.

Such a maturation, accompanied by a sharp rise of literary qualities, 
is not confined to Mitteleuropa: in and after the 1960s: it can be found in 
such Soviet writers as the Strugatsky brothers, or such US ones as Dick, Le 
Guin, Disch or Delany. Yet Lem was the first and is still at least equal to 
the best of that group, and there is little doubt that his personal talent was 
decisively furthered by his cultural context. As I argue above, the Asimovian 
social consciousness is one of a neo-capitalist technocratic elite, substituting 
clean robots for messy human creativity. The Yefremovian social conscious-
ness is one of a specifically inflected “scientific socialism,” receptive only to 
certain romantically codified forms of creativity. Lem’s is a consciousness 
committed to the philosophical Left by its emphasis on human reason and 
creativity, and yet acutely aware of the political Left’s failures and errors, 
of the gap between ideas and power – not only the attainment but also the 
wielding of power – and therefore properly skeptical. It seems to me that 
Lem in the 1950s and 1960s held a position all of his own in the intellectual 
“Internationale” delimited on the left, say, by Bertolt Brecht and Jean Genet, 
and on the right by Claude Lévi-Strauss and Buckminster Fuller. I would 
risk calling the horizon of at least the first half of Lem’s opus if not a New 
Left consciousness then, more prudently, a kind of creative post-Nietzschean 
consciousness that any New Left will have to absorb4 – rather than to simply 
refuse it by optimism and political rejection, as Asimov and Yefremov do.

 4 See Nietzsche’s comments on the shadow of dead god and the chaotic universe, 
at the beginning of part 3 and in part 5 of Die fröhliche Wissenschaft (The Joyous 
Knowledge) (Munich, s.a.); Lem is, however, free of the misogyny and other proto-
fascist elements in Nietzsche. As to a creative fusion of Nietzschean and Marxian 
horizons cf. Lem’s essays Dialogi (Krakòw, 1957 and 1972) which were, in the char-
acteristic guise of “cybernetic sociology,” an interesting discursive explication of 
a potentially new and Left consciousness (I am here not at all characterizing the 
civic persona of Lem, nor his development after, say, 1968).


