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Introduction: Martians in Tasmania


Is it inhabited? This question immediately makes the shared stakes of science fiction and colonialism obvious. In this question, the wide and bloody imaginaries of empire, what counts as life (scientifically, ethically, politically), the moral and technological possibilities of terraforming (making land ready for future colonies on and off world), and the impulse for exploration are all fused. Science fiction, and the genres which preceded it and melded to ground it (especially the ‘scientific romance’ and tales of so-called tales of lost civilisation) rose alongside the birth of industrialised, globalised trade and imperial rushes for new resources and markets. If the scientific romance dramatised the effects of new technologies on history and forms of life, then lost-civilisation stories dealt with themes of the alien, the forgetting of history, and, more explicitly, episodes of warring and oppressed others. To put it another way, scientific romances dealt with the ‘inevitable’ force of technological progress, whereas lost-civilisation stories dealt with the persistence of the past and fantasies of universal cultural truths. Both of these pre-sci-fi genres could assert that technological, rational progress defined the future, and that other worlds or other cultures (on this planet or exported elsewhere) were ‘further behind’. Importantly for this book, this presents an asymmetry concerning who owns the past and future. The West, as sci-fi’s cultural birth chamber, holds the future and sees places to be discovered, reflecting on cultural (or racial or species) difference, which is both a magically preserved ‘long ago’ and a ‘still here in the now’. Arthur Conan Doyle’s The Lost World is one prominent example, though several more will be discussed below.


Science fiction, as it came out of these proto-genres, was not unaware of these roots nor of the global politics from which it arose. A relatively straightforward example of colonial critique (or at least imperial comparison) forming the background of a scientific romance is H. G. Wells’s The War of the Worlds. In discussions and letters with his brother, Wells expressed horror at the near-annihilation of the Indigenous people of Tasmania:


We men, the creatures who inhabit this earth, must be to them [the Martians] at least as alien and lowly as are the monkeys and lemurs to us. […] And before we judge of them too harshly we must remember what ruthless and utter destruction our own species has wrought, not only upon animals, such as the vanished bison and dodo, but upon its own inferior races. The Tasmanians, in spite of their human likeness, were entirely swept out of existence in a war of extermination waged by European immigrants, in the space of fifty years. Are we such apostles of mercy as to complain if the Martians warred in the same spirit?1


In War of the Worlds, Wells suggests that if Western Europeans can behave in such murderous ways towards Indigenous people of their own species, as well as push non-humans (such as the dodo bird) into extinction, then can we really be surprised that Martians could and would calculatingly exterminate the human race? The core of Wells’s story is that the destructive technologies of the alien invaders is so advanced that it is only by a total biological fluke (germs) that any humans survive the ordeal. (This is made into an incredibly clumsy theological point in Steven Spielberg’s film version, whereby God made germs as a future defence against aliens.) This could be read as an almost ironic reversal of the persistent smallpox blankets story of whites killing the Plains Indians, while also suggesting that only an act of God (or evolution) could stop a civilisation with more advanced technology.


Duncan Bell’s Dreamworlds of Race devotes a chapter to Wells’s ‘New Republic’ – his attempt to build a language-centred and ostensibly anti-racist world government. Wells’s futurism, while clairvoyant in some regards, still proposed a kind of technocratic managerialism dominated by Anglo-American interest, thereby repeating racist assumptions about the technological capacities of Africa or Asia. As Bell argues, Wells attempted, in both his fiction and non-fiction works, to push beyond what he saw as the historicist emphases that were coming into focus at the turn of the century. As already seen above with the history of genocide, Wells still thought that there was much to be learned from the past; but his view that certain parts of the world seemed stuck there leads to a temporal logic that is decidedly oppressive in its valorisation of the European way of life. Furthermore, Bell shows how Wells’s evolutionary pragmatism was coloured significantly by his studies with T. H. Huxley. Yet, Bell concludes:


Wells’s “Modern Utopia” was characterized by universal peace and harmony, as human competition was harnessed to beneficent social ends and a program of “positive” eugenics blocked the least fit members of society from reproducing. Degeneration could be postponed indefinitely with the appropriate combination of people and policies. In contrast, Huxley had declared that such happiness was impossible.2


This, in turn, dovetails with the other proto-form of science fiction mentioned above – stories of lost civilisations. Only by fortune or accident could a ‘primitive people’ survive the modern globalised state of the technological world. The stories of lost civilisations are themselves a dramatisation of the surprise of European explorers finding Indigenous people in places they did not expect (essentially anywhere seen as a ‘new’ world or as untouched). It is no surprise that so many maps made of the world tended to view such places as not so much countries or territories in their own right but places on Earth that were stuck further back in time. Or take the idea that the ‘newness’ of the new world (new according to so-called European discoverers) meant that its peoples and animals must be smaller and often inferior compared to the peoples and animals of Europe (since they had supposedly less time to grow).


These lost worlds, or lost peoples, also continue in a reversed polarity, with novels that talk about the end of a way of life (such as Cooper’s The Last of the Mohicans) as well as paranoid fantasies about the end of the West or ‘white genocide’ such as The Passing of the Great Race or The Rising Tide of Color. The more recent ‘great replacement theory’ of the far right takes its lead from these older texts.


So much of this racist discourse functioned as a kind of outgrowth from pseudo-anthropology, such as the notorious Essay on the Inequality of the Human Races by Gobineau, where racism and exoticism are inseparable.


Fiona J. Stafford’s The Last of the Race: The Growth of a Myth from Milton to Darwin shows how fictional and historical accounts are mixed in a long tradition of tales of the last of a particular place or even practice (the last bard or the last poet of a land or region). Stafford also discusses Edward Bulwer-Lytton’s Vril: The Power of the Coming Race, which popularised the notion of the hollow Earth, perhaps the most extreme case of the lost-civilisation narrative.


It is perhaps interesting to note how hollow Earth theories have reappeared in popular discourse, especially in science fiction film, which taps into the imaginaries of lost civilisations (for example, the more recent American reboot of the King Kong and Godzilla franchises). The redeployment of the theory of the hollow Earth (that dinosaurs and other radically different ecologies exist inside the planet) also taps into a general concern and engagement with conspiratorial thinking.


It would be difficult to separate these lost-world stories from the fantastic tradition and imperial literature – especially due to the degree of fantasy involved in the latter – where the world is a thing to be discovered, a wild primitive place full of treasures for the taking by ‘brave’ white Europeans.


It should not surprise us that these early forms of science fiction arose alongside the heights of imperialism and colonialism – as Patricia Kerslake has discussed at length – starting with the Iberian colonies of the Spanish and Portuguese in the mid to late 1500s, growing rapidly in the 1700s with expansions by the British Empire, France, and the Netherlands. This was followed by a second wave of colonialism – with the ‘Scramble for Africa’ and expansion into Asia, again including the aforementioned powers as well as Germany in West Africa, Namibia, Rwanda, and Tanzania, and Belgium in the Congo – in the decades before the Great War of 1914–18. In addition, the US engaged in colonial invasions in central America and the Philippines.


After World War II (but starting in WWI), calls to return lands and countries to their Indigenous peoples rang out, led by both postcolonial and decolonial mindsets (where the latter is meant in terms of practical land hand-overs and not mere theorizing). But just as the lost-civilisation and scientific romances merged into science fictionproper, the motivations for imperialism and colonialism become a knot – one made possible by technology and a view of the world as ‘ready’ to be brought into the present (Western, modern, industrial) but not explainable through them alone. In short, the question of colonialism becomes distributed across racist, capitalist, militaristic, and nationalistic motivations.


We will address these various cases for colonialism’s genesis, but it is also important to note that the highly textually focussed attempts at sussing out these causes has, in some sense, fed the need for decolonialism as a more active approach, as one that breaks more readily with the position of the other or as the oppressed according to a Western logic.


Of course, this Western logic is not only the actual oppression of people but also the presentation of those struggles and the recapitulation of them, in which some figure of the oppressor becomes the hero of the oppressed (evoked through tropes such as the ‘Mighty Whitey’, which is present in films as different as Last of the Mohicans and Avatar). Mighty Whitey is essentially the narrative expression of Kipling’s ‘White Man’s Burden’, whereby a white masculine male is required to save childlike native peoples. Avatar repeats this trope, which raises the question of whether the entire genre of science fiction can itself be saved from such deep-rooted flaws.


Such recapitulations of Last of the Mohicans’ ‘Mighty Whitey’ trope highlight the difference between colonialism, anti-colonialism, postcolonialism, and decolonialisation. This is not to say that there are no persons belonging to the oppressors who have not made a case for the oppressed. White figures (especially in older narratives involving colonialism) can serve to function in vehicles for allegorical critiques of European violence. For instance, RJC Young begins his “Historical Introduction to Postcolonialism” with a discussion of Roger Casement, who exposed atrocities in the Congo (and was supposedly the inspiration for Kurtz in Conrad’s Heart of Darkness).3


Kurtz apparently manifests but also twists the figure of the Westerner who ‘goes native’: he remains distinct from those around him (having something like a divine status), and yet this is only possible because he has recognised the intelligence of the local population. Kurtz represents something like an imperfect inversion of the lost-civilisation narrative – a twist whereby the measure for civilisation becomes doubly lost. Casement was also supposedly an inspiration for Lord John Roxton in Conan Doyle’s The Lost World, in which a group of explorers find prehistoric animals living in South America. Here, time and space themselves become loose artefact fragments to be sifted through at leisure in the vision of science fiction. This is why I will state, perhaps a bit too late now, that my working definition of science fiction, at least for the purposes of this book, is that it is fundamentally about historical extrapolation towards the construction of a future to be desired or avoided. But, importantly, this history and this future must be properly global and not trapped in a singularly European understanding of history and of the understanding of the human species on the whole. When science fiction projects a far future and far different world, its critical function lies in what changes and what is left unchanged.


It has been noted, by Fredric Jameson in particular, that science fiction’s role in contemporary culture is to incite ‘cognitive estrangement’ (a phrase coined and popularised by Darko Suvin) – that is, to decentre the normal, the advanced, and the technological and to shift our place in time, in order to tell stories about the grounds of being human or being otherwise. Of course, the modes of doing this can themselves become sedimented – hence naively futuristic imaginings of the future being increasingly a thing of the past, while dystopian stories have become ever more in vogue in the last few years. But there are, of course, even more entrenched blindnesses, such as those exposed by Ursula Le Guin’s ‘A Rant About “Technology”’ several decades ago: we have gotten used to technology meaning jet planes and computer processors and not clocks, waterwheels, or pencils.4


It is in the legacy of the scientific romances that the effects of technology can be over- or underestimated, or cause changes in ways both more indirect and harder to predict. Understanding a global technological imaginary (whether generally more optimistic or pessimistic) has certainly favoured the inherited root of the scientific romance over that of the encounter with the alien. In this sense, science fiction in the last few decades (especially in film and television) has become more inward looking, as it has been difficult to view an encounter with the alien as neither the tired invasion model nor the optimistic Star Trek-style cosmic united nations. There are, of course, exceptions to this, and it is largely those exceptions that this book will focus on, since it is those stories that are more often than not politically charged (whether in terms of colonialism, ecology, or other forms of exploitation and extrapolation).


But this text does not aim only to do political readings of science fiction; it will also examine how the analogical function of science fiction does extensive theoretical and affective work in examining our categories of life (biological as well as existential), of technology, of culture, of violence, of time, and of language. In looking at these themes, each chapter will explore a different region of Earth and its relation to colonialism and to theories about colonialism.


It is also important to mention and address the matter of science fiction in relation to the project of critiquing colonialism, and whether science fiction can be seen to make light or diminish what is at stake. Science fiction seems important to read in relation to the history of colonialism, and especially settler colonialism (for all the reasons listed above), but also because imaging a future otherwise is an important aspect of post- and decolonial work (as well as ecological work and various other large-scale political projects).


For this reason, the hope is that this text isn’t simply about finding colonialism in sci-fi but also about those themes and origin points of science fiction that push through it and remain particularly important even in sci-fi’s exaggerated and fantastical pronouncements. But as Frederik Pohl famously said, the good science fiction author does not merely imagine the automobile but also the traffic jam. Far from being flippant, here, I mean that one must imagine the consequences of entering new worlds and of the technologies which make this possible. To avoid repeating the horrors of colonialism it seems worth speculating about futures without it and how anyone could reach it.


But this is not to imply that these fictions and imaginings are sufficient on their own. My hope is to avoid treating decoloniality as a metaphor – as rigorously critiqued by Eve Tuck and K. Wayne Yang.


Tuck and Yang specifically address settler colonialism, which in their terms is both internal and external. Where internal colonialism is about the disciplining or ‘management’ of native peoples, external colonialism is about treating native peoples and their land as a resource through various extractivist means.


For Tuck and Yang, settler colonialism involves both of these modes at once, hence decolonisation:


in a settler context is fraught because empire, settlement, and internal colony have no spatial separation. Each of these features of settler colonialism in the US context – empire, settlement, and internal colony – make it a site of contradictory decolonial desires. Decolonization as metaphor allows people to equivocate these contradictory decolonial desires because it turns decolonization into an empty signifier to be filled by any track towards liberation. In reality, the tracks walk all over land/people in settler contexts. Though the details are not fixed or agreed upon, in our view, decolonization in the settler colonial context must involve the repatriation of land simultaneous to the recognition of how land and relations to land have always already been differently understood and enacted; that is, all of the land, and not just symbolically.5


I think, here, science fiction (in general) has an advantage over so-called literary fiction. Since cognitive estrangement is so central to science fiction, at the very least it presents a different world, or different interpretative structure, and hence we expect our expectations to be challenged. Yet obviously these expectations can become comfortable, and we run the risk of falling into a different type of superiority or virtuous trap:


Similarly, the settler intellectual who hybridizes decolonial thought with Western critical traditions (metaphorizing decolonization), emerges superior to both Native intellectuals and continental theorists simultaneously. With his critical hawk-eye, he again sees the critique better than anyone and sees the world from a loftier station. It is a fiction, just as Cooper’s Hawkeye, just as the adoption, just as the belonging.6


In addition, we cannot see the decolonisation of the mind by reading science fiction as sufficient unto anything, and the various moves to innocence (as Tuck and Yang call it) should also make us cautious as to what the allegories and symbols of science fiction are doing when written by white authors.


This is why we should take seriously their conclusion about an “ethics of incommensurability” and an Indigenous futurity that is not dominated by a fuzzy dream of reconciliation. I will address the current state of film and televised sci-fi at the end of this book, arguing that it increasingly appears to fall into a multiculturalism that invites all-too-easy connections to reconciliation or into a pseudo-cyberpunk dystopia that emphasises the loss of identity in the face of technological egress.


But, as Garba and Sorentino state in their critique of Tuck and Yang, there is always the danger of folding historical realities into one another in the name of strategy. That is, Garba and Sorentino see a collapse of native and slave in Tuck and Yang’s work that demonstrates their falling victim to the temptations of analogy (which Garba and Sorentino quote Frank B Wilderson on).7


The sufficiency or insufficiency of analogy for politics is one, if not the, central question of science fiction as related to coloniality. Is the analogisation of struggle (displaced onto other planets or times) a worthy project if it, at least, points out an ugly history to those who might ignore or not know of it? This spatial localisation and projection of culture runs parallel to, and is bound up with, the aforementioned questions of temporality: whose present and whose future?


Many novels, but also visual media, have not only been written by people of colour but have engaged in the legacies of colonialism and its numerous aftershocks, as well as exposing historical episodes of racial violence that have been forgotten, neglected, or papered over. The aim of this text, then, is not to critique the colonial biases of the classics of science fiction – these have been extensively critiqued – but to see what kinds of science fiction emerge from speculative tales by people of colour, especially in the form of Indigenous futurisms. As we said above, if Western science arose in the second wave of colonialism and constructed a notion of time in which the West dictated the shape of the past to be overcome and the future to move towards, then Indigenous futurism attempts to re-fabricate this temporal asymmetry. What becomes of ‘the’ future of science fiction if only now we are seeing imaginaries and futurisms from parts of the world too often deemed to be only of the past?









Chapter Outline


Christine Hoene wrote that works on sci-fi and colonialism tend to find imperialism in Western science fiction or focus on how writers of colour have used sci-fi to write back against such imperialism.8 This book is more concerned with the latter, but it is also an attempt to construct a general theory of science fiction from the very notion of contact between cultures and/or species (with the latter understood as a metaphor of the former).


To this end, the chapters are divided by region (following, for the most part, the United Nations’ geoscheme) and the themes that are discussed emerged from reading contemporary science fiction from those regions. What this means is that I did not set out to apply a theory or set of theories to sci-fi stories from a particular region; rather, I attended to which themes emerged simply from reading broadly within a region. The aim, and my hope, is to avoid treating such texts as merely fodder for pre-existing theoretical apparatuses or as only a nuanced form of cultural extractivism.


Chapter 1 focuses on the broad concept of contact with aliens and connects this to several works of Chinese science fiction. In particular it focusses on assumptions concerning how and whether contact between species and cultures should occur.


Chapter 2 focuses on the assumptions and universality of consciousness as related to struggle and autonomy. In this chapter I look at the consistent hierarchies of colonial machineries that place Blackness at the bottom of rational thought or the capacity for civilisation. I then tie this to discussions of revolt and revolution, and how the construction of the free subject from enslavement relies upon and messes with notions of autonomy and radical freedom. This chapter focuses on the Middle Passage and those taken from Africa to the Caribbean and Americas.


Chapter 3 focuses on South and Central America and emphasises the various discourses of borders and horizons (in terms of territory and expansion). I discuss the noble savage and Mighty Whitey tropes that have persisted from colonial times to Avatar and its sequels. The concepts of territory and possession are linked with the uptake of Indigenous traits and capacities, often playing on themes of self-projection and appropriation.


Chapter 4 addresses the Middle East and the crossover and conflict between decolonial theory and ecological concerns – turning upon human and material agency as offering conflicting focal points for the very notion of the Anthropocene. This is related to the differing forms of Orientalism and technocratic assumptions connected to Western conceptions of technology and nature.


Chapter 5 discusses fiction from South East Asia and returns to some of the important themes in this introduction, namely metaphor and mimicry, and how these in turn connect to sociobiology and the derivative forms in evolutionary psychology.
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