
































#magess Writing Science Fiction by Brian Stableford szssese

Science fiction is stil held in contempt by critics who believe that the
essence of literary art is characterisation, and by fiterary snobs of every
other stripe. As with alt genres, outsiders tend to judge sf by its worst
examples rather than by its best, and it is easily parodied. lts apologists
usually deploy arguments in s favour that these opponents do not
consider relevant. The apologists say that an appreciation of sf helps to
adapt peaple mentally to a fast-changing world, or that it allows us to
explore the emotional new
o that it wams us against the awful dangers that the future holds, and
thus helps us to avoid them. Arguments of this kind, however plausible,
cut no ice with those who think that [fterature is or cught to be an end in
itself and not an instrument of psychalogical or social adaptation.

You will be unsurprised to learn that | am on the side of the
apologists. | want to argue that science fiction writing, although it is in
some respects a difficult skil ta cultivate, is a rewarding and valuable
enterprise, because sf is capable of addressing certain moral questions
which warrant careful consideration, but which cannot easily be
accommodated by any ofher kind of fiction.

Al stories are engaged with questions of morality, simply because a
fictional world, whose rewards and punishments are distributed by a
calculating author, cannot help but manifest a moral order that is
conspicuously lacking in the real world. Different genres of fiction — by
virtue of the specific apparatus of ideas, characers and seftings that
each deploys - tend to engage dilferent questions of moral order, and
engage them in different ways. Science fiction is capable of getting
forthrightly to grips with certain problerns in maral philosophy which other
kinds of fiction can confront only with difficulty, if at al

One of the most fundamental questions of moral philosophy is how a
morat communty ought 1o be defined. To which other entities do we owe
moral consideration, and why? In their involvement with this question
most stories are hamstrung by their attachment to mundane
circumstance, Mundane fiction can ask whether animals have rights and
it can present case studies relating m lhe welfare of the unbarn, but it
cannot do what moral ingly found
forced to do, which is to move be'ynnd mundane examples and ask
questions about hypothetical cases.

Fantastic fictions — and it is worth noting that most of the fables and
parables produced in order to encapsulate the moral wisdom of preliterate
cultures are fantasies featuring non-human characters — are far more
flexible than mundane fictions. But magical fantasy, which typically
addresses moral problems in a fabular or allegorical fashion, is st
restricted by comparison with science fiction, whose vocabutary includes
a wide spectrum of hypothetical entities, inchiding sentient machines and
alien beings.

The question of whether, o under what conditions, we would owe
moral consideration to an alien or an android may seem o be lacking in
everyday practical relevance, and of course it is — but if we are to work out
a praper definition of what is moral and what is not, and to decide what it
is that entities other entities to moral consideration, then we must get to
grips with such hypathetical issues. If we are properly to pose the
question of what it is which defermines whether another entity should or
shotld not belong to our moral community, then we cannot do so without
reference to sciencefictional constructs like intelligent machines and alien
beings. It is no surpris fo find that modem exercises in moral philosophy
are frequently rich in sciencefictional imagery, because the questions
which they address demand it. | do not say simply that sf stories are
useful in this regard, | say that they are necessary.

Another moral question — one of considerable importance in poliiical
philosophy - with which st is uniquely fitted to deal,is the question of
what we can or ought to mean by the word ‘progress'. The tasks that
confront the hero of a story are rarely of relevance to the hero alone
What we mean by 'hero’, in fact - and there are female heroes as well as
caale ones — is someone whose virtuous activities are carried out on
fiehalf of others, raising signposts in the direction of social well-being. A
hero, in short, embodies sorme notion of progress. One can speak of
progress in respect of the individua, the tribe o the nation, but nowadays
the word usually refers to all humantty — the passibility of future
improvement in the condition of the whole warkd. Although the hero of a
stary does not often accomplish a resanstruction on this sart of scale, his
or het own endeavours may serve as a mode! for it, and as an affirmation
of ifs possibility. We do ot cheer for heroes because they achieve
personal success, but because their exploits exemplify a kind of sucoess
that we desire collectively, and because we glimpse in a hero's actions the
possibilty of a better way of Iite for all

Just as those philosophers who have tried to determine what it is that
entities an entity to inclusion in a moral community have been inexorably
drawn to the deployment of hypothetical entities, so political philosophers
who have fried to determine what projects human beings ought to
undertake for their collective betterment have been inexorably drawn to

the deployment of hypothetical societies — to the imagery of Utopia. At
one time such discussions focused entirely on matters of political order
and justice, but the idea of moral progress has in the last two hundred
years become inextricably bound up with the idea of technological
progress, and it is this relationship that makes sf so important as an
instrument for the investigation of questions of progress.

The hypothetical societies of the future, and the heroes who embody
their dynamic aspects, are impossible to reach through the media of
undane fiction and magical fantasy; only science fiction nan connam the
myriad futures that are
present. For this reason, the moral questions implicit in the polmcal task
of steering the human world into a future replete with threats and
opportunities — questions that have become desperately urgent in recent
imes because of the rapidly-accelerating pace of technological
developrment — are routinely addressed in sf. What the heroes of sf do,
whether their project is to save or destray, or merely to survive within the
societies in which they move, always has implications for the collective
decisions real people Must make about how to use the technologies
‘which are emerging and evolving around them. There is no more urgent
question facing the people of a world which is confronted by a host of
possible catastrophes, than the question of how best to foster progress,
how best to make use of the opportunities that the advancement of
science will open up for us. Again, | do not say simply that sf stories are
useful in this regard; | say that they are necessary.

| betieve, passionately, that the time has come when peopie must be
prepared to give up the dangerous iflusion that the universe already has a
set of buitt-in moral commandments. 1 think that we should now
recognise that the bounds of our moral community and the proper
direction of progress are decisions that we have to make, not discoveries
that we may make by consulting the appropriate scriptures of stone
tablets. In a fast-changing worid — a world where further moral and
technological progress is not merely possible but absolutely vital if we are
to survive ~ we cannot afford the kind of moral tyranny that mast religions
are avid 1o impase Upon us.

Nt all religione are equally pemicious in terms of the extent to which
they try to short-circuit moral debate, but insofar as religion has served as
a generator of dogma and moral absolutism, the hijacking of moral
philosophy by religion has been a terrible catastrophe — arguably the
worst catastrophe in human history. Attempts to justify notions of goed
and evit by attaching them to the commandments of imaginary gods have
certainly succeeded to some extent in holding moral anarchy at bay, but
any apalogy for religion mounted an those grounds must also take into
account the fact that wars of religion and crusades aimed at the
extirpation of heresy have created suffering on a scale so frightful that it
hardly bears contemplation.

There are, of course, many stories that have been written in order to
support one religious dogma or ancther, and the scriptures of various
religions are heavily seasoned with exemplary stories. Al fiction, though,
by its very nature, stands in a problematic refationship to religion, because
religion's main line of defence against scepticism is an ins|slence on
absolute truth. The idea of using fiction as an instrument of mor
investigation does not fit in wefl with fundamentalist views ~ a fad luridly
dramatised by the late Ayatoliah Khomeini's response to Salman
Rushdie’s nove! The Satanic Verses.

Science Fiction stands in a more problematic refationship to religion
than other literary genres, not so much because individual sf stori
present a rigorously secularised view of the universe — ffiat ambition is,
alas, very frequently compromised -~ but because when sf Is viewed as a
genra it cannot help but deny and defy the disease of faith. No matter
how many individual sf writers may fall prey to that disease, beconting
would-be prophets instead of speculators, sf taken as a whole wil always
declare that there is a muttitude of possible futures, and that the past of
actual history is one of a multitude of alternative histories-that-might-have-
been.

Due to its multifariousness, sf is intrinsically antithetical to the kind of
closed thinking that is enshrined in refigious fundamentalism. The morai
order of sf as & genre Is logically incompatible with the kind of thinking
that dectares that there is only one proper path for the individual and
hurnanity, and that adherents of other ways are blasphemers who should
be put to death. This is a virtue, and it is a virtue which we desperately
need in a world where religious and tribal intolerance generate war,
terrorism, hatred and misery on a huge scale. For this reason too, |
believe, sf that is conscientiously and skiffully done should be seen not
merely as something inteflectually respectable, but as something entirely
admirable.

These are the reasons why 1 write science fiction, and why | think that
what | do is worthwhile.
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