2D 166 065

AUTHOR
TITLE

INSTITUTION

PUB DATE
NOTE .

EDRS PRICE
DESCRIPTORS

" ABSTRACT

E“ ’ : . N
"-DOCUMENT RESUNE-.

N

v 4 . sro26 121

Chathanm, Georqe Ne '

Haruspicating With ,Science Fictlon or Through the
Looking Glass ~- Dimly.

Library of Congress, Uashington, D. . Congre851onal
Research Service. .o -

31 Mar 78 . ' oo .
8p. ' . . ‘ o

>
A
2.

MF-$0.83 HC-$1.67 Plus Postage. ’
Fantasy; *Putures (of Society):; Literary Analysis:
Literary Genres; Literature; *Prediction; *Science
Fiction; Scientific Concepts L

v

)

This paper examines the use of science fiction to

)

o

predlct the future. Pirst, science fiction is compared to other
fiction literature forms; then the changes in science fiction over

the last 20
advanees on
alternative
.function of

years are discussed. The influence of recent scientific
science fiction is also presented The generation of .
scenarios of the future is considered the most valuable
science ‘ficfion as a predictor. (MA)

IO 'M,L;“q
D i

ot

i
§

/

*************************************************‘**************ﬁ******

*®

* Reproductions supplied by EDRS are the best that can be madq *

from the original documert. Y *

*************************************************‘*********************

/
[Kc

wll Toxt Provided by ERIC




N e o, : . . o ] v ' ‘ . ) v
oy . The Library-of Congress .~ .~ .
S Congressional ‘Research Sc{mce L

Ly Washington, D.C. ’.20540 e \ -

' . . . ‘
9\012 . ) 5. e l .
C; . , . - * \ , .

O . . , e o ! L
SO . Co ™ US. DEPARTMENT OF HEALTH, / P
— Hrert L
d EOUCATION
\ ' ) THIS DOLUMENT HAS! BEEN REPRO-
. ’ DUCED EWACTLY AS RECEIVED FROM RATRA T
-0 ' / v THE PERSON OR ORGANIZAJIONORIGIN- -
L 3 \ ° ATING IT POINTS OF VIEW OR OPINIONS
e STATED DO NOT NECESSARILY REPRE-
: . . SENTOFFICIAL NATIONAL INSTITUTE OF
. * EDUCATION POSITION OR POLISV
P +
! - HARUSPICATING WITH SCIENCE FICfION
~ - : . .
/ ‘ '
. . THROUGH THE LOOKING GLASS — DIMLY
. - \ « ‘, 4".

P

: George N, CThatham J
) ' Specialist in Aeronautics and:Spé%%
Sgience Policy Reséarch Division),

March 31, 1978 °

v '2
—_—— o — - - -, ‘ . - 4’

fru, 8. SOVERNMENT PRINTING OFFICE:  1977:247.3%0 -5 - 1 ) - -

cC. ¢ €. G O C .0 0 ) sy 2




'.~ PR 7 o - . « . N

4 ‘ , ‘ . A . - .' . L } © o .' '.\ . C .‘
: |  HARUSPICATING WITH SCIENCE FICTION, OR : |
L I "~ THROUGH THE LOOKING GLASS -- DIMLY . ' o

. ’
~ d ’

- -
’

Challénée - o oy | : ‘.};, :;

~

J.B.S. qudane'ﬁuspectpd, as he put it , . 3"eh§£ the uhi%ersg
N S : N ‘ S . -
is not only queerer ‘than we sippose, it's queerer -than.we car. suppose."
As sus?icioﬁs gb,fghiq is probably ahoné“man's loftier, and pefh;ps
most dufﬁb}é As well, Beyond this, it is an éieéant sta;émen;»é% gﬁé h

~ -

, ‘challenge Eccepted by the science fictioneer:

.
3 .
» 'Y »

What is Science Fiction?

. In conventional. fiction, a human drama holds the center of

fhe stage. The environment serves .as an’appropriate backdrop fog

» |

the,Qramé\ We know about the arctic ice, the fesert. sand, ballrooms,
city streets, hovels and palaces, whether or not we have had first-

hand experience with them. However these settings may influence the

. drama, they do so in a way which is familiar, )
the; .

4
’ .

If wé'establiph an axis across the unive:sé along which we can

-~

increasingly, modify the reality of the world we know, conventional - o

fiction lies at one extreme. At the farthest end of this axis we can

appropriatel& place a type of fiction known as fantasy., In fantasy,

as you kgpw, anything goes. * The laws of nature as we know them aren't
, [} \ ) - o
violated because the} don't exist in this domain. The vriter creates

his own world' and sets his own constéaints.f Magic is substituted for
s ’ i) ® .

natural law,

\

Although most fantasy is infended as pure entertainment, its

flexibility has historically made it a popular vehicle for one of the

. power ful and durable literary forms, satire., The durability of some
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L aat1re is such that it remains p0p018r long after its h15tor1cal . ‘

.
. f -

.

relevance hag_been forgotten, such as the Mother Goose Rhymes. \We ) ‘

. ”. -~ ' now call them Nursery Rhymes.becauae’they prdvide avmeans of 1ntr07
A .o ;ﬂ' ducing children to the concept of exceasiue violence while thgy are «
. » 3 : X A e . . .
‘. still of pre-school age.c - _, = i~ .

. j't - ! . . N .
+ Between the polar extremés of conventiomal fiction and, fantasy
we find a long stretch.of the axis, which we could.call the region

4

.o of eiperimental_extrapolation. Sc1ence f1ct1on may be fOund in this

reglon. Here the laws of nature remain intact although occasional
{ >
modifications are acceptables ' For example, Arthur Clarke-finds speeds.

. . B . N
faster than light to be‘accept:ble but our éuest, Isaac Asimov, does
. nota S , i s
Theraetting for a science fiction drama may be extrapolated in
part or totally.from the familiar'world. However, it iavmore than
o , just»an\appropr%ate backurOp. The'environmentﬂmore‘often than not

is a key e1ement'of.the drama, sometimes the controlling element. .:Hal

: g Clement, a. wr1ter of great Bklll and met1culous techn1cal accuracy, en-

I "5 joys establlah1ng his dramatic problem through creat1ng an environment
' <

in which one dimension, such’ as temperature“(lceAWOrld) or gravity (A

- Mission of Grauity)‘has been sufficiently'extrapolated to present real

problems to the players. In the case of Ice World, the problem is one
s .

of trade and communication between the normal Earth and some orbiting

\ ’ : . e o]

visitors who evolved on a world where an ambient of 800 F was normal.

T To them, the Earth, a place whefe water can exist as a liquid, appeared
to be a bizarre and frigid place which had somehow allowed even stranger

? ' forms of life (including man) to evolve., The everyday Earth and man

are thus viewed in a fresh perspective -- by aliens who see us and our

] : *
b

’ . . - \ i
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v ® world in .ways we have never seen or thought about,

{h

Poul Ahderson, another master of the exper1mental env1ronment, takes

his :eaderg for a r1de that 8 hard to forget in "Tau Zero," as he trans-
- AN :

"« lates E1nste1n 8 condequences of approachlng the speed of 11ght into

high drama. Agam, in hig short stor{ "Kyr1e, Ande,rson explores Ein-

steln s time d1lat1on as experienced by one of his characters who is .

- - '

4rretr1evab1&/captured4by the gravitational field pufroonding ‘a black v

.

. .Hole, and spirals down toward it, forever. ' N
N . ' . R . [ AN ) N

N

These examples illustrate the manner in which science fiction achieves

-

)

.

. its sole purpose -< which .is-to ‘entertaNn. Since it-is chanacterized by

» °  a plausible extrgp6{ation, it is a mattér of convenience that much of it,

¢

] . -

( but not all, occurs in the future, oo . '
: ’ , ) ) ,
(o ; - \ —

Does Science Fiction Forecast the Future?

When dpace flight became a reality, a.sizable portion of the public
. . X . <
S . ..

developed & new respect and interest in science fiction as prophesy, Af-

A

ter all, Jules Verne had forecast a lunar f11ght a hundred years ago, using

o~

. i launch s1te very close to Cape Kennedy. An the 19305, Buck Rogers defend-

‘

ed hryself with? ray guns much like the 1aser weapons now°being tested, Nu-
' \.‘clear power , telev1sed'1mages, intelligent robots, and other sentient ma-

T chines,-Blpﬁetary visi;ttions, zero gravity 1iving, and cavorting on the,

moon in low gravity were all staples of science fiction well before they

’ ' appeared in reality, However, the number of/commonalities which bave come
‘ o’ s ~‘
to pass between the fictioneofs'.scengnéés and the redi world have prompted

—

some writers, outside the field, to obserzgiéyot)science fiction is passe
. N - . - 4 ;
<

"now that the real world has caught up with it," Of course, this is noﬁsenSEl

~

o T s L
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. "Ng matter what th state of the art, extrapolations beyond it are no more:
‘ . . : * . ’ 4
difficult than ‘they ever were. But the rather large body of the lrtera-

// ture which'now ex1sts, ‘that same body fram whlch the above "foreslghts"
. { :

- were selected ‘has been dealt a blow by recent sc1ent1f1c ach1evements.
No respectable author would begin his scenario from a data base he knew

to be at variaice with reality. Bradhury's;Hars has‘changed. He cah ‘no

longer create those almost poetic short stories requiring a thin but breath-
\

able atmosphere nor can he descrlbe the plant growth nour1shed by soft rain,

His contrlhutlons reta1n the1r charm and beauty but hard knowledge of Mars

N » )

. . has now taken away an 1mportant requ1rement -~ that the scenario be plausible.
/

Venus, as a site for adventure, dom1nates a sizable block of sc1enqe

- -
" 4

fiction literature. There was a general coﬂsensus among authors that Venus

«

i was hot steamy, and unparalleled for swamps -»" super Swamps teaming with’
_-bizarre animals and “covered with all manner of vegetation, Venus, not Earth,

.t - was the real "watery planet." While the adventure may still be there, plau-

sibility left forever when our probes reported surface heat that would make

-
S

. ) lead ru:/}:ke water and a super dense' atmosphere of roxious dry gases, We

that the onlly swamps left in the solar system are-the relatively

now kno

5 Al
bd »

dull ones here on Earth, An author needing a decent'swamp will henceforth

e}

be required to leave the solar system, .
. ¢ N ' .
- 0f course there are many other instances where new knowledge convérts
a plausible~science fiction scenario into instant nostalgia, But, the point

< 7 . e I A
is made: in the’ scenarios 6f science fiction fhe concepts which emerge' in

. N / ’
reality are counterbalanced by others that do hot.

‘ ' .
The future which is forecast by science fietion is a plausible but ex~

perimental one intended to mesh with a human drama the writer has conceived,
The setting may test ‘the méttle of the Players but as they interact with it,

4

-
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the playerg also test the loglp of the netdlﬂb Jack WLillamson, an :'

giant in ‘the fleyd describes a lqzence fiction stOry as a “people machlne." ez

-

\, ] If the draga’ apd the oettlng are 1ntermeshed properly, ﬂhe machlne will"®

M ’“/ . : S

- ° FR B Y
- » - . BRI R

Now WGﬁlOlude th‘At the largest body *of ii._tgt_-ature aboyt tﬁé‘ future ~ M

e

run and the l;‘i’ wlll be cold

3 o

Lo L4 .
turnsg out~not'to be about the future we or od? descendants will see, Dﬁea

— f C Yo,

thls,ﬁlterature have value to the fututxst beyond its dhln ,purpose of qnter-

| . . " . . 28 ;. .
* ta;nment? The answer'1s yes. P T A - \
" . .' . . v .
‘ e . ' < v , -
- . Science Fiction as a Methodology ‘ . S -d

: T

) > / i‘z
Everyone is famlllar with certain types of fofécastlng. EEF most common
‘&,

- I

one being the “contlngency“ plans, These comeulnto belng to mlnlmlze‘or
—— . ’ * N
- circumvent the consequences of short lived, undeslrable evgnts such as poij

. fallurés in a hosp1ta£/0t the collapsé of a dam. They are rlgldly coupled

to specific qyents and Aren t too useful to the broader 1nterestq‘o£ the

i
. : : ’, {I . 1 /
‘s ‘ R . : - . '/“‘

futurist.
. ; . ! Iy ..

‘ A step conside:abl&fbeyond this, but also disqp;er~oriented, is the
R oo - ‘ . v \
- military scenario. Tg—the‘better of these, the assumption is ghde that a

" disaster has océurred,‘such as the simultaneous loss of New Yofk Cify and

- : 8 -
v .Detroit, due to a nuclear attack. The scen4{1o ‘accounts for 411 losses, e.g <;\
’ i llfe, ;ndustrlal capablllty, and damages to the Natlon s.banklng and f1scal l

.o - . ! . ’_\Q/
| >

. The nextvstep at;émpté to describe, as completely as\gossible, how the *

_1ntegr1ty, records.'etc.

Nation will functi&nﬂddring the week following the disaster, during the “first

half-year and first year. At this poist, the scenario becomes pure fiction.
Subplots are generated, each based on a different p{gspect. If “the loss

B (o« ) . . .
of the banking and .industrial records resulted in the collapse of the mone-
o L . . -
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tary system, the nat1ona1 cond1t1on would develop quite d1fferenﬂiy than ",
. . s .

ot

- ' in another plot in uhxch it’ hcld fxrm. i@il the public panac to-the po1nt
of‘soc1a1 collapse - aband0n1ng allqnajor c1t1es to’td‘h'the countrys1de
-F ; ' as starv1ng maraudetigﬂ-Scenar1os'can be made to cover thdusands o£ pos-

y . . R
» . &‘sible 3itaations. Yet,: should we really Iose New York and Detro1t, the
\ - K s 0

. - probab111ty is close to a certa1nty that none of the acenar1os correctly ff

7 -

“ , : , 3

ant1c1pate the nat1ona1 cond1t1on - though thera would %e .points of coxn, v
t

] ) P . b

. L]
C1dence. Is theé exercise therefore' fut11e° Not at a11.

_-‘\

,/’// In- prepar1ng them, the very fangc of the so¢1tl and econom1c system .

s

‘ "~ has been unwbven and rewoven.( Many of its cr1t1ca1 aspects have been toyed

. . [}
.

. ) w1th teased, and seen in- ent1re1y new pérsp52t1ves., Should the disaster ..
. . .
) happen, the ptuﬁ1es would serve to eliminate many resulting 6urpr1ses and

o

»

"'rednle the aﬁ/:k of ot&ers. The main product of the scenar1os, a more flex-

‘ oo, . \ v
- "f” ‘1b1e perspect1ve, wouldxgreatly enhance the quality and effect1veness of

N
hd 12

1eadersh1p deqkslons during the aftermath. ;' 3 .

'Science fiction assumes an alteréd environment and develops scenarios
) y LR ’ . A
- . A . . - b M . 3
. .in a similar manner. It differs in-that its inspiration is not a disaster
o . -,

o 'but an idea.. 'Its logic is tedted to the extent that it is animated by
/ . -
. 1 -

characters and a plot. 1Its novel paerspectives and manipulations of social
"systems, environmental gettings, or physical laws become part of its enter- -

> - tainment.
‘l d -

As a predictor of the real fifture, science fittion is no better than an

v

. air force scenario, but there is a possibility that its methed of animating

. ~ L d
the scenario may tighteg the logic and it's a certainty it would.be more

pleasurable to read.- ° \g‘:> T, - )
. . ‘ ° -




