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The Ideas In Science Fiction: A Lecture By Frederik Pohl 
 

Jim Gunn’s intro:  
Science fiction has been called a literature of ideas. And one of the best idea men in science 

fiction is Frederik Pohl, a man now in his 50s, who has done almost everything in science fiction 
except draw the illustrations. As a boy, he was a member of an important fan group in New York 

City called the Futurians. Before he was 20, he became editor of two science fiction magazines and 
was writing stories for these and other magazines under pseudonyms on his own and in 
collaboration with other Futurians. In the early '50s he became a literary agent. In 1952, with Cyril 

Kornbluth, he wrote one of the most significant science fiction novels of recent times, the first 
under his own name, The Space Merchants.  

He edited the first annual anthology of original science fiction, Star Science Fiction; 
succeeded Horace Gold as editor of Galaxy and its sister magazines; became an editor successively 
for two paperback publishers, and continued to produce incisive, witty, satirical science fiction 

stories and books filled with ideas.  
 
Fred Pohl’s talk:  

 
A few years ago two science fiction fans named Bill Bowers and Bill Mallardi decided to try 

to find out what science fiction writers think they're doing when they write science fiction. And so 
they interviewed about 90 or so of the best and most accessible of them and put the responses 
together in a symposium.  

One of the questions was, "Why do you write science fiction?" And here are a few of the 
responses:  

Theodore Sturgeon said, "It gives me almost complete freedom of speech and absolute 

freedom of thought."  
The late Charles Beaumont said, "Originally it was because I liked this sort of thing; later 

because I realized certain social comments could be made, which otherwise couldn't be made or 
would come too hard."  

And Arthur Clark said succinctly, "Because most other literature isn't concerned with 

reality."  
Responses like this take out a pretty ambitious sort of claim for science fiction, and for 

some people they might seem rather overblown. To anybody whose experience of science fiction 

is limited to something like, say, The Andromeda Strain or The Beast From 2000 Fathoms, this sort 
of claim might seem preposterous. And beyond question, there's a good deal of material which is 

published or produced under the brand name of science fiction which is not concerned with 
reality or with social comment, which requires no freedom of thought and probably has not too 
much requirement of thought at all.  

But although this is true, when you've said it, all you really said is what is equally true of any 
specialized kind of creative endeavor, whether it's literary or music or artistic or whatever: 

namely, that most of what is done in any field is pretty plodding stuff. The glory of science fiction 
is that in among the tons of schlock and the space opera, the stuff that amuses or excites or 
titillates and does nothing else, there's a sizable fraction of stories and books that lead to quite 

another activity, that activity of the forebrain which distinguishes man from the other animals 
which is called thought.  
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I'm always reluctant to say things like this about science fiction, because far from boasting about 

it, I'm tempted to try to conceal it. It's pretty clear that from the commercial point of view, the one 
organ of the human body that there is no money in exploiting is the brain. I don't mean to say that the 

average buyer of books and magazines is opposed to thought, but I think he prefers to have it done for 
him by experts, like any other spectator sport. And science fiction, at least at its best, is not like that.  

Let me try to make clear exactly what it is I'm trying to say here: it isn't so much that science 

fiction makes it possible to express ideas that cannot be said in any other form, as that the need to 
express such ideas is probably what led a few writers a long time ago to invent the kind of literature that 
we now call science fiction. I don't want to go into the history of science fiction in any detail, but to 

illustrate what I mean by this, I'd like to look back briefly a couple of hundred years to what most people 
might not consider a science fiction novel at all, Jonathan Swift's book Gulliver's Travels. Is Gulliver's 

Travels science fiction? I would say certainly: it has all of the diagnostic features of science fiction. It has 
a super-scientific gadget - in this case the magnetic core that makes it possible for the island of Laputa to 
float around in the air; it has the exploration of far-off fantastic worlds - they're not in space, to be sure, 

but in 1726 an unknown island in the South Seas was quite as remote and mysterious as Mars and 
Mercury is to us today. And above all, Gulliver's Travels contains the quality of ideation, of examining 
our own world from an extra-human and objective point of view, which is what the best science fiction 

is all about.  
George Orwell, who himself wrote excellent science fiction like 1984 and discussed it intelligently 

from time to time, and managed to do all this without ever once using the term "science fiction" - in 
fact, perhaps, without ever having heard it - describes just what this sort of examination of Swift's world 
shows. In his essay Politics Vs. Literature: An Examination of Gulliver's Travels he talks about Swift's 

brilliant and effective use of the novel for political purposes. He says, "Swift's greatest contribution to 
political thought is its attack, particularly in Part III, on what now would be called totalitarianism. He has 

an extraordinarily clear prevision of the spy-haunted police state with its endless heresy hunts and 
treason trials. And one must remember that Swift is here inferring the whole from a very small part, 
because the feeble governments of his own day did not give him the illustrations ready-made."  

To be sure, Swift was a polemicist of great prowess, and he didn't really need science fiction to 
make a political point. His celebrated essay on relieving the famine and population problem in Ireland by 
eating the surplus babies, his political pamphlets, and his essays, were couched in mundane terms, and 

they lost nothing in effectiveness. But the great triumph of Gulliver's Travels was its universality: it has 
survived and is read where nearly all the rest of his prodigious output is forgotten because its fanciful 

setting, its science fiction quality, if you will, gave it relevance far beyond the time and place of its 
composition.  

And of course it bred a host of imitations: one of the nearest and most direct was the romance 

written by Swift's near-contemporary and somewhat disciple Voltaire, which is called Micromegas, and 
was in a sense the first of the space operas since it roamed the solar system in much the same way and 
to the same ends as Gulliver's Travels roamed the seas of Earth.  

Now, the quality in Gulliver's Travels that caused George Orwell to marvel was the uncanny 
accuracy of its predictions, not of inventions or discoveries but of social conditions. And science fiction 

has long laid claim to excellence in this area. There's a lot of justice in this claim: it's true that science 
fiction stories dealt casually with such phenomena as space travel and television, atomic bombs, radar, 
submarines, air travel, and a host of other modern wonders long before they had any reality in the real 

not the claim that I would like to make for science fiction, at least not just now, for two reasons. The first 
is that the accuracy of these predictions is pretty much a matter of luck: there's an old French saying, 
"Even a broken clock is right twice a day." And so much science fiction has been written describing so 

many tens of thousands of machines and inventions and gadgets and gimmicks that it would be pretty 
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remarkable if none of them had ever come true. As far as I know, nobody has ever compiled a 

batting average of science fiction predictions; I don't even know if the record should be called 
good or bad, but what I do know for certain is that there are many tens of thousands of science 

fiction predictions which have never some true and never will.  
But the more important reason is that a prediction in itself is neither particularly useful nor 

even particularly interesting. This sort of statement seems unlikely at first hearing because it 

seems to go against conventional wisdom. You tend to think that, "Oh boy, if only we could know 
what the future holds, we could clean up somehow or other." And it's easy to imagine ways in 
which this would be so. But the ability to change the future to our best advantage implies that the 

future isn't fixed; and that in turn implies that it can't be predicted. And that in turn leads to the 
discovery that the only kind of prediction of the future that is of any real use is either one which 

was incomplete so that we have an unpredicted area in which to operate, or one which is 
unreliable so that some act of ours can change it. If we visit a tea leaf reader store and learn from 
her that as we walk out the door we're going to be hit by a trick and killed instantly, we really 

haven't gained very much. It's only if we learned that such a danger exists but is not inevitable, 
that we can be warned of the danger in time to prevent it.  

So one cannot attach too much weight to the character of the predictions in Gulliver's 

Travels, because it's pretty clear that Swift really was not intending to predict anything but simply 
to use the device of political satire to discuss his own 18th-century England.  

Let's turn to some other examples to give ourselves a more secure footing. We can leap 
ahead to Orwell's own 1984 in which he carries the totalitarian collectivist society to its final 
steady-state hell. We can stop off at Aldous Huxley's Brave New World, meant to satirize and 

deplore the assembly-line world of the '20s, in which Henry Ford becomes a sort of god, and 
people are born through identical mass-production artificial births. Or we can do even better and 

look at science fiction where it really is, in the science fiction magazines like Galaxy and Analog 
and Amazing Stories, and the books which are not ashamed to identify themselves as science 
fiction on their jackets.  

What Orwell and Huxley were up to was a device of examining trends in contemporary 
society, isolating a few of them, playing them through to their logical ultimate concluding, and 
through this reductia ad absurdum showing their disastrous potentials. And almost half a century 

ago in magazines like Amazing Stories and Wonder Stories writers like David H. Keller and Stanton 
A. Coblentz were doing pretty much the same thing. One must concede that in those times the 

satire was a little heavy-handed, and the thought might have been a little superficial; but there's 
much to be said for Keller and Coblentz and the others. A novel like Coblentz's After 12,000 Years 
with its dour picture of a world in which insect-like humans conduct wars between city-states that 

are like enormous insect hives and use droves of specially bred and trained insects as weapons, as 
clear morality and as thoughtful a warning as Huxley's sermon on the same subject.  

Keller's Revolt of the Pedestrians was as anti-Ford as Huxley; but what Keller warned 

against was not the effect of the automobile age on the mind or character, but its effect on the 
body. His short story The Revolt of the Pedestrians shows a world in which men have lost the habit 

of walking so long that their legs have atrophied to tiny vestigial stumps.  
More recently Fritz Leiber turned on, touched on the same anti-car theme from still a 

different direction: in stories like Coming Attraction and X Marks the Pedwalk, he looks at the 

automobile as a weapon, and on driving as a sort of a duel.  
The difficulty in constructing this sort of a story, the cut by which Orwell and Huxley could 

survive pretty well while Keller and Coblentz perhaps have not, is in fleshing out one's vision of 

disaster with enough insightful surround to make the disaster plausible. It's not a matter of 
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accuracy of prediction - The Revolt of the Pedestrians will never come true, but neither will Brave New 

World, and neither is meant to. They're cautionary rather than predictive; they're like your dentists say, 
"You're going to lose that tooth if I don't fill it," only the "if" in the story is unspoken. It's, in the words of 

Poobah and the Mikado, a matter of adding corroborative detail to land artistic verisimilitude to an 
otherwise bold and unconvincing narrative. In other words, you must imagine in depth if you want your 
imaginings to carry conviction.  

In the novel The Space Merchants, which Cyril Kornbluth and I originally wrote for Galaxy around 
1950, and which since has been published pretty widely around the world, the concern in our minds was 
with the effects of the advertising industry on society. The thesis of the book was that by the time of its 

setting, which is perhaps around the end of this century, essentially everything people do in their private 
lives, in their social affairs, in their government activities and everything else, will be the result of 

behavior patterns instilled in them by advertising pressure - nearly all instead of the 90% or so that's 
true today. Now, at a date which is perhaps 20% of the time from the time when we wrote it to the time 
when it's supposed to take place, I must confess that I cannot really say that the advertising industry has 

progressed particularly toward that point. But some other things have, at least to some extent, come 
true; and this is a bit surprising even to me - I had not fully realized it until I began to prepare this 
discussion.  

In The Space Merchants there's a good deal of discussion of air pollution. People in it wear filters 
to keep out the pollutants when they walk in the city streets. And I've seen such filters being worn in 

Tokyo last year and in London last month and any day of the week in Los Angeles or New York. In The 
Space Merchants overpopulation is discussed as an urgent danger; and surely, that's what it has 
become. The destruction of fresh-water resources is described as a fact; and in places like Lake Eerie and 

most of the eastern rivers at least that's come true. So what has come true in The Space Merchants is 
not its central warning but some of the surround or the corroborative detail in which the central 

warning is embedded.  
It's pretty hard for a writer to look at his work objectively, but I think that one reason why The 

Space Merchants has survived rather well lies in these two observations: its central warning, which is 

against the deadening overall effects of advertising on society, has not actually come to pass but 
remains relevant as a danger to be guarded against, while its subsidiary themes have at least in part 
shown themselves to be well-based by the developments of history. In exactly the same way I think the 

survival value of Gulliver's Travels lies not so much in the parts that have come true but in the parts 
which have not. The fulfillment of Swift's nightmare of the totalitarian state helps us to accept the 

urgency of his warnings against treachery and hypocrisy and cant.  
Now, all of these stories that I've mentioned belong to a certain sub-class of science fiction, 

largely political satire which Kingsley Amis calls the anti-utopia. We haven't touched at all on the utopia 

itself, although to be sure it exists in the field of science fiction with some celebrated examples. Edward 
Bellamy's Looking Backward was perhaps the most famous a century ago, but it was only one among 
hundreds and perhaps not the best. To my mind, the most rewarding of the utopians was H. G. Wells.  

Wells was no jolly optimist: he had some hope for the perfectibility of man, but he didn't see any 
of his utopias as either inevitable or easy. The splendid society of his novel A World Set Free was to 

come about only after a totally destructive war, much like the war and consequent earthy paradise of 
his film Things to Come. More frequently in his work it seems that even at his most hopeful he could see 
no way to get from here to there, so he located his ideal societies in another dimension entirely or after 

some such miraculous intervention as the character reforming gas that remakes the human race in his 
novel In the Days of the Comet.  

Because Wells was a major writer, perhaps the most moving and innovative ever to have 

functioned in the field of science fiction, his utopias carry a certain conviction. They were meant to - 



Frederik  Pohl / "Ideas in Science Fiction" Lecture /  5 

 

they were meant to move people in the direction of remaking the world to its betterment by 

showing what a better world could be like. He's most effective where, as in The Days of the 
Comet, he juxtaposes earthly hell and future heaven in the life of a single narrator: his protagonist 

there is a man who is dwarfed by the poverty and deprivation of early 20th-century England and 
driven into a life of petty jealousies and mean hatreds and then reborn into a sort of a demi-god 
of temperance and wisdom and compassion by the gases in the tail of a comet that enter the 

Earth's atmosphere overnight.  
There is not much in any of this that is either scientific or predictive: the comet is a purely 

literary invention. There was then and is now no such chemical that will make us sinners into 

saints; and if there was, there's no reason to believe we'd find it in a comet's tail. But there is 
much in the novel that is both exact and descriptive. Wells' picture of the life of the poor 

educated Englishman at that time and place is minute and moving and sympathetic and shocked - 
he looks at his own life from afar, with some revulsion. His demonstration that all it would take to 
convert that grubby inferno into something closely approximating paradise on earth would be a 

change of man's behavior to man is wholly convincing - at least it is while you're reading the 
novel.  

But most utopias, even Wells' own, have a certain sterility: they seem to suggest, probably 

against the will of their creators, that even heaven becomes tiresome if it's perfect and 
unchanging. And if Wells is rewarding as a utopian, he is even more so as an anti-utopian. When 

The Sleeper Wakes, which is a sort of a vision of our own world from the point of view of the turn 
of the century, our own world of today, is wholly wrong in every one of its details but very nearly 
wholly right in its overall impression: it's a world in which people inhabit huge cities, in which they 

are regimented but lawless, driven but bored. In The Time Machine, while he envisions a nearly 
idyllic world of the far future in which gentle, pretty little people play at love and pleasure in the 

sunlight, he also sees beneath the surface of that same world a cavernous underworld where 
apelike creatures who produce the food and clothing for the beautiful people of the surface live 
and at night come out to catch and kill and eat them. This is Wells' crypto-Marxism speaking: the 

gentle Eloi of the surface are the descendants of today's capitalists, and the bent and murderous 
Morlocks of the caverns are the children of the workers; and what Wells is saying is that if the 
class system persists, this mutually destructive society is what it will bring about, and what he 

means us to understand from what he is saying is not that this is inevitable but that it is a danger 
we must work to avert.  

If one looks at the work of almost any single science fiction writer of some ability, it's easy 
to see that prediction is not what we're about, because each of us makes hundreds of statements 
about the future, and the majority of them are mutually contradictory. Now and again someone 

like Robert A. Heinlein or Larry Niven will attempt to organize his work into a sort of a future 
history, which is how Heinlein described most of his early stories; but even in Heinlein's work the 
frame outlived out its usefulness. His four major recent novels, Stranger in a Strange Land, and 

Farnham's Freehold, and The Moon is a Harsh Mistress, and I Will Fear No Evil, have in common 
only the fact that they have nothing in common: if any one of them came true, the other three 

could not.  
What science fiction writers individually and science fiction as a kind of normative 

forecasting of the future in general offers us then is not predictions about the future so much as a 

sort of a mail order catalog of possible alternate futures. And from this we can compile a shopping 
list of the sorts of futures we would like to see, and then proceed to bring them about. The 
science fiction writers are not the only players in this particular game: it's what the people at the 

think tanks, like the Rand Corporation and the Hudson Institute and the Institute for the Future in 
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Connecticut are doing; but science fiction is able to do it in a way which is not only pleasantly flavored 

and agreeable by virtue of such literary skill as its authors possess, but a way which makes it possible to 
show the side effects, what you might call the second- and third-order derivatives, of existing trends.  

One might invent a hypothetical example to show the difference: suppose at the time of the 
sermon on the mount there were in the audience a man from the RAND Corporation and a science 
fiction writer. Speculating on what might come of Christ's gospel, each might draw up a future scenario. 

And the RAND man, if he was lucky, might be able to foresee things like the St. Peter's basilica and the 
massacre of Christians in the arena, maybe even the crusades. But it would only be the science fiction 
writer who would be able to foresee the Spanish inquisition or Thursday night bingo at your 

neighborhood church.  
So a science fiction writer has, at least now and then, been able to cast illuminating lights on our 

own society, both by showing where some aspect of it may lead if not checked, which is the cautionary 
story, or simply by showing us how we might look to some Martian or a visitor from another star. Even 
in the science fiction stories which are primarily blood-and-thunder action-adventure, or even in the so-

called heavy science stories which are devoted largely to exploring the possibilities of alien and future 
technologies and physical environments, these elements are usually present - it's simply too good an 
opportunity to miss, because it allows a writer to score points off some person or institution who has 

earned his displeasure.  
For example, Edgar Rice Burroughs was not above it in stories like The Mastermind of Mars. One 

would not normally expect a good deal of sophisticated social comment from the creator of Tarzan, but 
in the Mars novels he had much to say about the cheapness and vulgarity of Earthly life. And in his novel 
The Mastermind of Mars, he devoted a whole section to a thinly disguised attack on the church in which 

terrified worshippers mourn meaningless liturgies like "Tur is Tur" - sometimes they say it backwards, 
"Tur is Tur," while a fake idol scowls and rolls its eyes at them in a staged miracle.  

For that matter, even Tarzan is depicted as a sort of a Jean-Jacques Rousseau noble savage, and 
used to score points off the English aristocracy, of whom at that time Burroughs knew so little and 
disliked so much.  

To propagandize in this way, encoding one's opinions in the form of science fiction rather than 
stating them clear, is not only often more effective, but it is sometimes a good deal safer. When I quoted 
Ted Sturgeon's remark earlier about why he wrote science fiction - because it gave him almost complete 

freedom of speech and total freedom of thought - I was thinking of comments which I've heard from 
many men who were in responsible positions in politics or business or the church in the early 1950s to 

the effect that they treasured science fiction particularly at that time because in those Joe McCarthy 
years it was one of the few remaining areas in the American periodical press where freedom of speech 
was still clearly visible. As far as science fiction is concerned, the repressive '50s and the permissive '70s 

are pretty much the same: there may be some difference in permitted vocabulary, but there was then, 
as there is now, simply no limit to what can be talked about in science fiction.  

I would not have you think, however, that the ideas in science fiction are all either technological, 

scientific, or propagandistic. There's another kind of science fiction speculation which is neither of these 
things, and in fact is something which I have never observed in any fully developed form in any other 

human activity. C. S. Lewis, the author of Perelandra and The Screwtape Letters, gave it a name: he 
called it “eschatological fiction”, and he defined it as a subspecies of science fiction concerned with 
speculations about the ultimate destiny of our species.  

Because Lewis himself was deeply religious, his own science fiction stories are essentially religious 
propaganda - brilliantly done and surrounded by exciting interesting detail. It's perhaps natural that he 
should usually, that he should think in such terms as this, which is usually taken to mean subjects like 

the day of judgment and god's intentions for the world. But the stories that he was talking about were 
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not at least conventionally religious. He meant stories like Arthur C. Clark's Childhood's End and 

W. Olaf Stapledon's Last and First Men. Stories like these are no longer about the future of 
mankind, or at least should not be called so unless one at the same time is prepared to call 

something like The Decline and Fall of the Roman Empire a sort of an account of the future of 
pithecanthropus erectus, because they're about our evolutionary descendants - not future men, 
but those beings which will replace man as man has replaced his predecessors.  

I'm not sure that Lewis ever saw any of his work, but to my mind one of the most 
interesting writers of this “eschatological fiction” was the late Paul Linebarger, a professor of 
political science, an occasional roving diplomat for the US State Department, godson of Sun-Yat-

Sen, and under his pen-name of Cordwainer Smith, one of the most original science fiction writers 
of the past 20 years or so. Cordwainer Smith's entire science fiction catalog comprises only a 

couple of novels and a dozen or two short stories and novelettes written almost entirely in the 
decade from the late 1950s to his death in the mid-1960s. The Cordwainer Smith stories, 
novelettes like The Ballad of Lost C’Mell and On Alpha-Ralpha Boulevard and The Dead Lady of 

Clown Town had to do with the remote future many thousands of years from now. The people are 
no longer human. Some are human by biological ancestry, but they're so changed through drugs 
and surgery and prolongation of life that they seem god-like to our eyes. Some are robots, robots 

of many shapes and sizes. And some are both - they are machines which had been imprinted with 
the mind and personality of a human being. And some, and some of the most interesting ones, 

are animals like lost C’Mell herself, who is a humanlike creature created from a cat. In the 
Cordwainer Smith stories all of these strange creations meet and live and interact with each other 
in worlds scattered all over the universe, disposing of energies capable of shaking suns, on 

errands that seem stranger than the characters themselves.  
There are many works of this sort of “eschatological fiction” in science fiction. I've even 

dealt in it a little myself in the collaboration with C. M. Kornbluth called Wolfbane or in a short 
story called Day Million more recently.  

Day Million is a day 2,000 years or so from now, and the story is a love story that happens 

on that millionth day of the Christian era. When people ask me what Day Million is about, I 
sometimes say that it's a story about a boy who falls in love with a girl who's 8 feet tall and smells 
of peanut butter - because it is - but it's also about other things, like most of the complex 

“eschatological” science fiction stories I know. It's not very easy to describe it briefly, because 
these stories need to be read in full to mean anything at all. But they do mean something: they 

give us a chance to stretch our minds; they give us a chance to think for ourselves, having seen 
what one writer thinks may happen at a certain time under certain conditions, what we think may 
happen. They carry with them a sort of a glorious aftertaste of thought, they open new vistas. And 

the best part of them is often not in what we read while we have the book or the magazine in our 
hands but in what we think after we put them down.  

We, human beings, are after all mammalian, biped, vertebrate, warm-blooded animals. We 

live on a planet that has a certain chemical composition; we breathe a certain particular kind of a 
mixture of gases; we're used to certain ranges of temperatures; we feel a specific acceleration of 

gravity every day of our lives. But every indication we now have is that we're not alone in the 
universe: some scientists have guessed that in our own galaxy alone there may be some 63 million 
other planets that are capable of harboring life, and experiments that have been conducted with 

tanks of gas like the primitive atmosphere of earth radiated with the kind of radiation that then 
reached us from the sun seemed to show that where life is possible, it will develop automatically 
and inevitably. And what we know of genetics and evolution seems to show that if life once 

begins, it will proceed towards something in an advanced state which may include intelligence.  
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So as a gambling bet, it seems a pretty good probability that somewhere or other there are races 

like ours in at least that they display what we call intelligence and have developed what we call science 
and live in what we call civilizations. But they may not be in a physical or chemical sense like us at all.  

Science fiction is our principal mode of discussing these possible aliens, and science f iction stories 
often use them to show us some aspect of the truth about ourselves which we might not otherwise 
suspect. How much of our religion and our social laws and our habits, for example, derive from the fact 

that we're live-born and need protection for the first years of our lives? What would these customs be 
like if we were, as some extraterrestrial creatures somewhere may be, something like the sea urchin 
whose mother casts 100 million eggs at random into the sea, and whose father fertilizes them by chance 

as he passes by, and who never sees either of them except by the most unlikely chance at any time in his 
life? What sort of a god would an intelligent sea urchin worship? What sort of a government would he 

obey? And what do these thoughts tell us about the nature of our own religions and societies?  
Brian W. Aldiss wrote a provocative story in this area some years ago which was called The Dark 

Light Years. He didn't go quite as far as a sea urchin; he only invented an alien race which had much the 

same physiology and chemistry as ourselves but one major scientific, psychological difference: we attach 
enormous social and religious importance to some biological functions like eating and reproduction; we 
make eating a sacrament or a ritual or a social occasion, like the love feast or the editorial lunch; and we 

make reproduction a sacrament in the form of a wedding ceremony, as well as a major concern of our 
morality and a basic consideration in our laws of citizenship and inheritance and so on. Now, Aldiss' 

aliens were like us to a degree; the difference was that the physical function to which they attached 
psychological and religious significance was neither eating or reproduction - it was excretion.  

I think I will tell you no more about that particular story just now. When I originally published it in 

one of my magazines a few years ago, it caused us a good deal of trouble one way or another. I have no 
uncontrollable desire to repeat it now. But it's easy to see that a story which brings together a race 

which has our attitudes toward food and sex with one which has similar attitudes toward excrement is 
bound to produce complications. The point is not what the complications are, or even that they are 
ludicrous and arbitrary - the point is that the attitudes are ludicrous and arbitrary, both the aliens' and 

our own. And this ability to look at the human race from afar, what Harlow Shapley in a different 
context once called the view from a distant star, is one of the greatest triumphs of science fiction. For 
me at least, if there were nothing else that could be said in defense of science fiction, that would be 

enough to justify its existence.  
There are many definitions of science fiction, and I have no particular fondness for any of them, 

because the best of them seem too rigid - they try to describe a field which has as its principal virtue the 
characteristic of growing and changing. When I was editing Galaxy Magazine, I had a definition of 
science fiction which went, "A science fiction story is that story which I can publish in Galaxy without 

causing readers to cancel their subscriptions", but clearly that's a definition which would change in time.  
But one can say of at least some kinds of science fiction that they promote conceptual thinking as 

distinct from the crude calculation that's enough to get most of us through daily lives. And they help us 

to prepare for the violent cultural shocks that the accelerating rate of change of modern society is 
throwing at us every day, not so much by warning us of what will happen as by leading us to think in 

terms of consequences and future developments.  

So science fiction, you see, is not only about trips to Mars or giant man-eating cockroaches rising 
from the sea; it is about man himself, not only man as he is but as he might be and as he can become. 

Man is the thinking animal, and the tool-using animal, and the time-binding animal; and these are the 
things that science fiction is about. 


