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Title: Science fiction can save the world. For real.

Summary: Author David Brin talks about science fiction writing as creating scenarios that stir people to think their own new thoughts.

Duration: 10 minutes, 16 seconds

Introduction
It's not too "out there" to suggest that contemporary science fiction writers are to the cyberspace era what Charles Dickens and Elizabeth Gaskell were to the Industrial Revolution: Commentators on the impact of technology on society and human nature. Their novels, like the novels by certain science fiction writers, ultimately changed the way people looked at everything from labor to the environment.

Science fiction author David Brin has explored many of these and other themes in Earth, Sundiver, The Postman and other books. He speaks in this episode of Podium about the ideas that have shaped his imaginative life -- and shares his belief that science fiction has the power to forestall the worst of humanity's doomsday scenarios.

Presentation
My name is David Brin and I started out as a scientist. I did my doctoral work at UCSD studying comets and asteroids, the origins of the solar system. And then I drifted away from science, because the civilization was willing to pay me far more for what then was my hobby, and that is writing stories about the future or about other possibilities.
In Sundiver, I had a high-tech murder mystery in which the corpse is dumped into the sun. You know, I had other novels with dolphins in space, chimpanzees cohabitating a planet with humans – the whole concept of uplift that we might genetically engineer other animals in order to make them our partners in our civilization.

There's a wiki online tracking 25 predictions that the novel Earth made 20 years ago, and apparently it's got a record‑breaking set of things that have come true.

The novel The Postman was a post-apocalyptic story. I was sick and tired of the Little-Boy gun festivals that so many things like Mad Max were in dealing with that.

And it's only recently that I've seen a major common theme or two in my writing. And I guess when it comes right down to it is gratitude. I am deeply grateful and surprised that I'm alive in my mid‑50s at all. I'm surprised that civilization has not collapsed because most have. I'm surprised that civilization has not become oppressive and controlling because most have.

I'm surprised that I'm alive because somebody with my personality, constantly poking away, going – “Yes, but, what about this? But what about that?” – would have been burned at the stake or throttled before he was 15 in almost every culture. The fact that we live in a culture that actively seeks out people who say, “Huh, yeah, hmmm, but” – we seek them out. If you say it in provocative ways that actually cause people to have fresh thoughts, then sometimes in this civilization you're actually rewarded.

(
Throughout most of human history, almost all cultures believed that there was once a Golden Age when people were better. They were closer to the gods. They knew more. And then they fell from this state of grace because of some active arrogance, of hubris. The Garden of Eden is an example. The Tower of Babel is another. You find this in mythologies in probably a majority of human cultures, through the Americas into Asia, into Africa. 

Ours is the first civilization in which it was okay to ponder the possibility of a Golden Age in the future. Something that we might hand-build through increasing knowledge, skill, improved goodwill, by working on some of the flaws in our own hearts. This is something that was actually considered to be heresy in the past, to think that we could build a Golden Age ourselves.

This notion of the time flow of wisdom, the reversal of the time flow of wisdom, so that it's aimed forward, was a fundamental sea change. It's even more important a symbol of the Enlightenment than the notion of reason or science or the markets and democracy that we're so proud of. It's the notion that we can build a better world. 

One of the fundamental premises of science fiction is that if we can build this better world and we don't, then that's tragedy. That's a better definition of tragedy than the one that you'll find in Aristotle's Poetics where he holds up Oedipus caught on a preplanned destiny that he can't do anything about.

The notion that we might not only rail against our fate but alter it. Or if we failed to alter it, it's our fault. This is a far more poignant, and I believe more meaningful mythical system.

(
Right now I hear too many stories that are cynical and despairing, and these are treason. These betray our children. They betray what we're all about. And I say this having written post-apocalyptic works and having written end-of-the-world stories.

What we're talking about here is something very, very different. And that is one of the most powerful forms of science fiction is the self‑preventing prophecy. The prophecy that is so vivid that it marshals hundreds of thousands, millions of people to prevent it from coming true.

The best example would be George Orwell's 1984. Anybody who ever reads that book or even sees one of the movies comes away dedicated the rest of their lives to fighting against Big Brother.

Then there's the greatest self‑preventing prophecy of them all – Das Kapital by Karl Marx. Greatest science fiction author of all time. In the East, he was created a cult figure, a mythical figure, and did very little good to anybody. He was just the latest overlay religion on a civilization that was based on paranoia.

But it was in the West, where his scenarios were taken as plausible failure modes, that he provided the impetus so that the majority of the American ruling class decided to back Franklin Delano Roosevelt, and to negotiate with the workers so that Marx's scenario would simply go away. The interesting thing is that the science fiction author Karl Marx never imagined that to be possible.

So if you do a self‑preventing prophecy, if you do a stirring science fiction story, it doesn't necessarily mean you're right about what's going to happen. It means that you created a scenario that stirred people to think their own new thoughts. Harry Harrison's novel Make Room! Make Room! that led to the movie Soylent Green, recruited millions of new environmentalists to a degree that he probably didn't expect. Neither did Rachel Carson when she wrote Silent Spring. Certainly we owe, to some degree, the fact that we survived the nuclear confrontations of the sixties, seventies and eighties to the frightening stories of Dr. Strangelove, On the Beach and Fail-Safe. 

I'm not claiming that science fiction has saved the world, but the conversations that are promoted are terribly important.

I'm very wary of literary and story‑telling modes that are prescribed by Joseph Campbell. I think he's 100 percent right that these are standard modes that you see pervading the human culture. What Bill Moyers never pointed out was that that has been part of the problem – was that the pervasiveness of these themes has helped us to maintain pyramidal social structures, aristocracies and priests and magicians and shamans and bards who would all make excuses for why the local lord gets to take your wheat and your daughters.

And when you see stories like Star Wars and a story that I much more respect, Lord of the Rings, pressing this notion of simplistic light and dark, they are pushing a romantic view of story‑telling that inevitably dehumanizes and eliminates complexity. You'll note, for instance, that in Star Wars and Lord of the Rings, neither robot soldiers nor clone soldiers nor orks in Lord of the Rings, none of them have mothers. So it's easy to do the “Other” hatred perfectly that we were taught to do in World War II with bucktoothed caricatures of the Japanese. But still our men knew that these men they were fighting had mothers. But in fantasy, they don't.

And that's why I think that it's high time that we have a little bit of skepticism toward the deeply human and deeply seductive storytelling tropes that you see in fantasy.

It's one thing to cater to the attractive storytelling mythos like Tolkien did. I respect Tolkien no end and I enjoy his work and I enjoyed what Peter Jackson did with it. 

It's another thing to let those stories tell us anything at all about how to run an advanced and complex civilization. You're going to get a lot more of that hard, choice‑ridden complex discussion in science fiction. But then people are faced with hard choices day‑by‑day when they want to escape. They escape into light and darkness. Maybe they shouldn't all the time. 

In any event, when people are ready to think in more complex ways, hey, I got stories for you and they're just as exciting.
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You can explore "possible futures" -- in science fiction and life -- by visiting www.davidbrin.com.
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