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      Context

      
      Robert A. Heinlein was one of the most famed and respected writers of science fiction's "Golden Age," which occurred from
         the 1940s to the 1950s. He began writing stories for John W. Campbell Jr.'s periodicals, Astounding and Unknown, in 1939 and quickly made a career of his fiction writing. Although he tried his hand at a number of other genres, like his
         alter ego, Jubal Harshaw, in Stranger in a Strange Land who writes for a vast array of magazines, Heinlein soon found that he was best suited to and most successful at science fiction.
         Many of his stories took place in a continuum Heinlein called "Future History"—these stories cross-referenced each other and
         Heinlein's alternate universe became more and more elaborate over the years.
      

      
      In 1947, Heinlein published his first novel, Rocket Ship Galileo. It was a simple sci-fi adventure, intended for the lucrative adolescent market; such books were known as "juveniles." Heinlein
         prolifically produced these juveniles, and a number of short stories throughout the end of the 1940s and through the 1950s.
         Though all of the novels were intended to be compelling and comprehensible for adolescents, some of them touched upon mature
         subject matter, such as the handling of militarism and politics in Starship Troopers. Heinlein enjoyed writing for the juvenile market, but he longed to write a novel that could deal with truly adult, controversial
         subject matter. Throughout the 1950s he worked on the story that would become Stranger in a Strange Land. Early working titles included The Man from Mars and A Martian Named Smith—the title that Jubal Harshaw gives to the "stereoplay" he begins composing at the end of Stranger. Heinlein had several false starts on writing the novel, between other works, but in 1960 was finally able to complete a draft
         to his own satisfaction. With its challenging, eccentric, and occasionally bizarre philosophies about human sexuality and
         organized religion, Heinlein was uncertain if he would ever be able to find a publisher for Stranger.

      
      G. P. Putnam boldly took on the book, which was more complex and brazenly satirical than any mainstream science fiction novel
         to date. The sales were not immediately impressive, but as the years progressed, the paperback edition of the novel slowly
         accumulated word of mouth advertising from a dedicated core group of admirers, and the novel blossomed into a sensation. Stranger found a place alongside such books as Kurt Vonnegut's Cat's Cradle and Joseph Heller's Catch-22 as a touchstone of the 1960s counterculture. Because of its broad themes and ambiguous moral stance, one could easily interpret
         the novel's philosophies to appease many different viewpoints. Stranger appealed to many far flung subcultures: it was a novel equally well-suited to conservative, hardcore science fiction fans
         and to radical members of the 1960s hippie movement, since the free love and communal living of Valentine Michael Smith's
         church anticipated many hippie tenets. Some avid fans of the novel went so far as to found cults of their own based on Heinlein's
         "teachings." Heinlein kept as much distance as possible between himself and these fans, whom he felt had emotionally overinvested
         in what, for whatever wisdom it may have contained, was still only a work of fiction. After Charles Manson and his "family"
         committed multiple murders in 1969, it was widely rumored that Manson had been inspired by Stranger, though those rumors proved to be unfounded.
      

      
      Until his death in 1988, Heinlein went on to write several more adult novels, many of which continued to grapple with the
         controversial themes of Stranger. Although many of those novels, such as The Moon Is a Harsh Mistress,Time Enough for Love, and The Number of the Beast were quite popular, none ever repeated the tremendous cultural impact of Stranger.

      
   
      
      Plot Overview

      
      Humankind sends its first human expedition to Mars. The spaceship's crew arrives on the planet and are never heard from again.
         Twenty-five years later, another mission is sent, and the child of two of the first ship's crewmembers, who has been born
         on Mars and raised by the peculiar Martian race, is discovered and brought back to Earth. Because of various legal precedents,
         Valentine Michael Smith, the Man from Mars, is the inheritor to a vast fortune, and because of another precedent known as
         the Larkin Decision, Mike has a claim to legal ownership of the planet Mars. Therefore he has the potential to be massively
         influential in matters of Earth politics, and he is kept under close guard at a hospital by the leader of Earth's government,
         Secretary General Joseph Douglas. In the hospital, Mike slowly teaches his body to adapt to the Earth's atmosphere and he
         begins learning Earth culture and language, which differ enormously from Martian ways of thought.
      

      
      An ambitious reporter, Ben Caxton, believes that Douglas is using Mike as a pawn in his own political power games and may
         be planning to kill him. Ben enlists his friend and old flame, Jill Boardman, a nurse at the hospital, to help him spy on
         Mike's treatment at the hospital. When Ben lets on to the authorities that he has a notion of their plans, they kidnap him.
         Jill sneaks Mike out of the hospital. When police officers try to kidnap them as well, Mike makes the officers disappear from
         existence—one of many psychic powers Mike has learned on Mars.
      

      
      Jill takes Mike to the only man she believes can help them, Jubal Harshaw, a famous doctor, lawyer, writer, and general cultural
         phenomenon. Jubal lives in a large house with three beautiful secretaries (Anne, Miriam, and Dorcas) and two male assistants
         (Duke and Larry). Jubal agrees to help protect Jill and Mike from the authorities. Mike learns about Earth culture at Jubal's
         estate, reading everything in Jubal's library and becoming fascinated with Earth religions. The police eventually discover
         Mike's whereabouts and come to arrest Jubal and his coterie, but at the last moment, Jubal is able to get through to Douglas
         personally and convince him to call off the police. Jubal also gets Douglas to rescue Ben from police captivity. Through legalistic
         maneuvering and rhetorical brinksmanship, Jubal is able to defuse Mike's political importance, arguing that Mike cannot be
         the legal owner of Mars since the Martian race inhabited it long before Mike was born. Jubal makes Douglas an ally by convincing
         him to become overseer of Mike's vast personal fortune.
      

      
      Following up on Mike's fascination with religion, he and Jubal and Jill go to visit the headquarters of a religious group
         called the Fosterites. The Fosterites have aggressively built a massive following, in part by enlisting entertainers, such
         as football players and strippers, to deliver their message, and incorporating vices like gambling into their organization.
         The Fosterite Supreme Bishop, Digby, hopes to enlist Mike to lend his celebrity to their cause, but, when they are alone in
         a room together, a conflict arises and Mike makes Digby disappear.
      

      
      Mike contemplates deeply on his action, and eventually comes to feel that he had made the best decision possible in a difficult
         moment. Mike is imbued with new self-confidence, and decides to set out and see the world. With Jill as his companion, Mike
         travels to various cities incognito, experiencing Earth culture. They develop a magician's act that exhibits Mike's powers
         and join a carnival, but despite Mike's amazing abilities, he lacks a sense of showmanship, and they are fired. A Fosterite
         tattooed lady in the carnival, Patty Paiwonski, goes to visit them at their hotel room, hoping to convert them before they
         leave. Mike reveals to her that he is the Man from Mars, and reveals his powers. Patty decides that Mike is a new prophet
         sent to Earth, as powerful as Foster himself.
      

      
      Jill starts to learn the Martian language and some of Mike's psychic powers as they continue to travel together. Mike comes
         to grasp many human concepts that have eluded his understanding, such as desire and humor. Finally he believes he understands
         Earth culture and is ready to help people get past the petty fears and jealousies that enslave them. He founds a church, called
         the Church of All Worlds, which uses flashy salesman-like techniques much as the Fosterites do to attract new members. The
         church grows in prominence, and a core group of followers—the "ninth circle"—live together communally, where they all work
         at learning Martian and developing psychic powers. They rarely wear clothing and engage in group sex and partner swapping
         in a manner disconcerting to outsiders. Ben goes to visit them and is deeply unnerved by their cultish behavior and open sexuality,
         but soon enough he has overcome his fears and joined them as well.
      

      
      Jubal—who has come to think of Mike as a son—worries about the increasing persecution Mike is facing, and wonders if Mike
         is not encouraging this persecution. When Mike's temple is burned down, Jubal rushes to see him. Though Jubal loves Mike,
         he has resisted visiting Mike's church. Jubal's philosophies are all deeply individualist, and Jubal, like Ben, is unnerved
         by the cultism of Mike's operation. But Jubal is comforted among Mike's flock, who all treat Jubal as a formidable father
         figure.
      

      
      Mike wonders aloud to Jubal if his attempts to help humanity are fruitless, if his message is being lost because of an inherent
         need in humans to create unhappiness and strife for themselves. Jubal encourages Mike to stay true to his beliefs and ideas.
         An angry mob gathers outside the hotel where they are staying, and, in true showman fashion, Mike presents himself to the
         mob, naked and defenseless. They murder him and he ascends to Heaven where he becomes an archangel alongside such other self-made
         prophets as Foster and Digby. Jubal and Mike's followers forge ahead with Mike's work on Earth.
      

      
   
      
      Characters

      
      
         Valentine Michael Smith  - 
            Human born on Mars to two Earth explorers aboard the spaceship Champion. Orphaned as an infant, Mike is raised by the Martian race. He grows up with human physiology but Martian psychology. When
            he is brought to Earth as an adult, age twenty-five, he brings knowledge of telekinesis and mind reading abilities, as well
            as a Martian worldview utterly removed from anything in Earth culture. Mike develops a deep curiosity about Earthling ways,
            and he endeavors to understand the human concepts that he has been raised without, such as jealousy, lust, showmanship, fiction,
            and religion.
            
         

      

      
      
         Jubal Harshaw  - 
            A famous doctor, lawyer, and writer. He has lived a long life, full of adventure and accomplishment, and now leads a comfortable
            lifestyle in his estate with his secretaries and assistants. Although he has tired of fighting against corrupt institutions
            and prefers to spend his old age catering to his own desires, when he meets Mike, he relishes the opportunity to once again
            take on the authorities. Jubal espouses an individualist philosophy that is very influential on Mike, who comes to think of
            Jubal as a father.
            
         

      

      
      
         Gillian Boardman  - 
            A courageous and confident young nurse. Her friend and old flame, newspaper reporter Ben Caxton, convinces her to help him
            rescue Mike from his enforced captivity at her hospital. Her nurturing attachment to Mike grows into a profound understanding.
            
         

      

      
      
         Ben Caxton  - 
            A newspaper reporter who writes a muckraking political column that has earned him the ire of the Earth's government. Ben is
            driven partially by a newspaperman's inherent lust for a scintillating story, and partially by a passion for social justice.
            Despite his liberal politics, he has difficulty accepting the untraditional sexual practices of the church that Mike founds.
            Ben longs for an old-fashioned marriage to Jill.
            
         

      

      
      
         Anne, Miriam, and Dorcas  - 
            The three beautiful and extremely competent secretaries under the employ of Jubal Harshaw who live in his estate with him.
            Anne is also a Fair Witness, a professional, official observer of important events. Dorcas is the most squeamish and flirtatious
            of the three.
            
         

      

      
      
         Secretary General Joseph Douglas  - 
            The leader of the Earth's government. Douglas worries that his power is under threat, and endeavors to maneuver Mike to his
            political advantage. Douglas is a consummate politician, at ease with the tremendous power, responsibility, and pressures
            of his position. The one person who has influence over him is his domineering wife Agnes.
            
         

      

      
      
         Agnes Douglas  - 
            Secretary General Douglas' domineering wife. Agnes is a staunch devotee of astrology and often forces her husband to base
            important decisions on the advice of her astrologist, Madame Vesant.
            
         

      

      
      
         Patty Paiwonski  - 
            A devout Fosterite. Patty works in a traveling carnival displaying the head- to-toe tattoos applied by her late husband. She
            longs to share the joy she has learned from Foster and, later, Mike. She is a natural nurturer.
            
         

      

      
      
         Madame Alexandra Vesant  - 
            An acquaintance of Jubal's from decades earlier when she had worked under a master astrologer. Becky Vesey has taken on the
            professional name Madame Vesant and become an astrologer herself, catering to wealthy customers. Her primary avocation is
            investing her earnings in the stock market.
            
         

      

      
      
         Dawn Ardent  - 
            A famed stripper and a major presence in the Fosterite organization. Dawn harbors a crush on Jubal, of whose writings she
            has long been enamored.
            
         

      

      
      
         Bishop Digby  - 
            The Supreme Bishop of the Fosterite sect. Digby had risen to his position by poisoning Foster, though his followers do not
            know this. Digby is a great salesman, who has discovered untraditional ways, such as encouraging gambling and employing celebrities,
            to promote the word of his church.
            
         

      

      
      
         The Reverend Foster  - 
            A savvy and slick self-styled prophet who had drawn people to his teachings through showmanship. His followers are called
            Fosterites.
            
         

      

      
      
         Dr. "Stinky" Mahmoud  - 
            A semantician on the Envoy mission to Mars who studies the Martian language. Mahmoud is a devout Muslim, raised in proper English society.
            
         

      

      
      
         Duke and Larry  - 
            Jubal's employees, who keep things running smoothly at his estate. Duke is an engineer, in charge of keeping all of the technical
            gadgetry in working order.
            
         

      

      
      
         Captain Willem van Tromp  - 
            Captain of the Envoy mission that discovers Mike on Mars.
            
         

      

      
      
         James Oliver Cavendish  - 
            A famous and respected Fair Witness. His job is to be brought into any given situation and retain detailed memories of everything
            that happens as objectively as possible. It is part of Cavendish's professional credo to never interfere in any of the occurrences
            that he is employed to observe.
            
         

      

      
      
         Gilbert Berquist  - 
            A high-level assistant to Secretary General Douglas, it is Berquist's job to deal covertly with the administration's less
            savory problems.
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