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What people are saying about


Science Fiction: The Evolutionary Mythology of the Future


Thomas Lombardo’s Science Fiction: The Evolutionary Mythology of the Future puts the history of science fiction in the much broader context of the evolution of human future consciousness through the ages. The fresh and inspiring perspective of regarding science fiction as evolutionary mythology of the future opens up new ways to consider its roots and the intellectual developments that fed into it—from ancient myths and Greek philosophy through pivotal medieval thinkers to the nineteenth century. The book is tremendously well researched, based on an intimate knowledge of the history of mythology and philosophy and, last but not least, it breathes the huge enthusiasm of its author for science fiction. Volume One of the planned series is an inspiring read as well for the academic as for the lover of science fiction—with lots of insights into its sources and evolutionary stages, its main tributaries and overarching themes. On the whole the book presents a grand vision of the role of science fiction in the progress of human consciousness.


Dr. Karlheinz Steinmüller, Science Fiction Author and Futurist, Winner of the Kurd Lasswitz Award


Lombardo’s book is a brilliant piece of work and I loved reading it. For us who love science fiction, Lombardo’s excellent book should not only become a ‘must read’ but ‘obligatory’. The high level of reflections, the many funny examples, the personal approach, and how he succeeds in demonstrating how science fiction, as narratives of the future, is so much more than technological extrapolations and special effects, leave behind a totally different perspective on science fiction than the one dominating our popular contemporary conception of the field. I simply love the way Lombardo approaches the field!


Dr. Erik F. Øverland, President of the World Futures Studies Federation


Thomas Lombardo’s magisterial exploration of science fiction’s mythological dimension is meticulously researched but personal and accessible. I wish I’d had this to read when I began writing science fiction, and I know it will be invaluable to futures researchers who want to incorporate science-fictioning as a part of their practice. I eagerly look forward to the next volume.


Karl Schroeder, Science Fiction Author of Lady of Mazes, Ventus, and Sun of Suns


A spectacular read! Informative. Engaging. Insightful. I learned so much from reading it. The book is full of revelations, and gave me a new way to think about Western Civilization. Indeed, the central premise was astonishing—that science fiction—so often trivialized—is in fact a mythology that guides us towards our collective future. An amazing symmetry created with The War of the Worlds at the beginning and end of the book. I fully agree with the superlatives by many experts about the depth and quality of Tom’s work.


Tim Ward, Author of Indestructible You and The Master Communicator’s Handbook


A rich and enthusiastic account of science fiction’s power to help us imagine the future. Tom Lombardo’s book is a celebration and inspiration.


Dr. Bryan Alexander, Futurist, Speaker, Writer. Teacher, Consultant, Homesteader, Author of Gearing Up for Learning Beyond K-12 and The New Digital Storytelling


Once again, Dr. Lombardo has taken a subject previously visited by many other writers and brought a new eye and a broader vision in his analysis of the cultural history of science fiction. I heartily endorse his decision to look much earlier for the roots of the genre than is usual and his expansive view of what influences to include in his analysis. It is this sort of rich discussion that has consistently rewarded me as a reader of his work over the years. I look forward to the second volume.


Timothy C. Mack, Esq., Former President World Future Society and Founder of AAI Foresight


For those interested in science fiction, cultural history, or the interplay of myth, science, and literature, Tom Lombardo has given us a veritable cornucopia of fascinating and enlightening information about science fiction and its place in the story of civilization. For those of us interested in the history of ideas and especially the role played by science fiction in the evolution of consciousness and our awareness of the future, Lombardo’s work will be the touchstone for many years to come.


Dr. Leslie Combs, CIIS Professor and Director of the Center of Consciousness Studies and President of The Society of Consciousness Studies


Tom Lombardo dives into some of the eternal questions of science fiction, its relationship with tomorrow, with the universe, and with the vastly more complex realm within each human brain and heart.


David Brin, Science Fiction Author of Startide Rising, The Uplift War, The Postman, and Existence


From the viewpoint of a French social scientist, passionate reader and teacher of science fiction, and an international futurist, I can witness the huge yet mostly undervalued impact of science fiction on the way we create our images of the future. With his new book, Tom Lombardo adds a much needed contribution to the path begun with Berger and Pollack. Too often considered as a literary sub-gender, science fiction is indeed a deep revealer of our worldviews, paradigms, hopes, fears, and blind spots. Digging even deeper, Tom clearly exposes the postmodernity of science fiction as a contemporary myth founder, building the hopes and opening the possibilities for disruptive novelty to happen. The amazingly broad and accurate knowledge Tom displays along with his diachronic brilliant analysis has already made of this first volume a “must-read” and a now necessary reference book in the study both of science fiction and of the future.


Fabienne Goux-Baudiment, Founding member of the French Society for Foresight and Former President of the World Futures Studies Federation


Thomas Lombardo has provided a comprehensive exploration of science fiction as a model for integrating the studies of human evolution, scientific progress, and mythological narratives, ultimately advancing our understanding of and relationship with the future. The dramas (and comedies) that flow through these diverse stories both challenge us to face our fears of the unknown and inspire us to envision possibilities, of which the future—like the imagination—holds multitudes.


Cynthia Wagner, Consulting Editor for AAI Foresight and former Editor of The Futurist


Mythology’s Scientific Evolution: Tom Lombardo’s new history of science fiction seems every bit as comprehensive in scope and meticulous in detail as his last publication, Future Consciousness. Beyond scholarly, this first book of his multi-volume series reads like a labor of love. Lombardo views science fiction as a powerful public mythology attuned to our technologically advancing times. He begins with a cogent analysis of how ancient religions, cosmologies, and heroic sagas provided coherent worldviews that embodied shared mythologies, illuminating every aspect of daily life and culture with transcendent meaning. Using numerous examples from philosophy, literature, and emerging sciences, Lombardo then charts a detailed course through the centuries to the more widely creative and speculative scientific mythologies of our own times. This engaging history of science fiction suggests how the most sophisticated and thoughtful works of the genre can create “grand narratives” spanning all of space, time, and human experience, exploring manifold dimensions of inner spirit and outer cosmos. Offering mythological vistas hauntingly familiar yet newly imaginative, the best modern science fiction creates anew what Lombardo terms a “totally immersive” sense of the wondrous possibilities of being alive, in a mysteriously evolving and expansive cosmos awaiting our wise of choice possible futures.


Donald H. Sanborn, Associate Professor Emeritus, Philosophy and Humanities, City Colleges of Chicago


In the endless unrolling of postmodern epistemologies, it is critical to explore the narrative possibilities of alternative formats to objective and abstract reporting. In this regard, science fiction best captures the possibilities of storytelling to reach visions and envision futures way beyond what scientific exposition can do. Who better than Verne, Robida, and Wells, just to name a few, sketched the world as we experience it today in the previous century? In this new work, renowned futurist Tom Lombardo provides an extensive review of the history of the future as it once was in the words of writers, novelists, and talented minds within science fiction (as well as philosophy and science). This makes Science Fiction: The Evolutionary Mythology of the Future a must have for both science fiction fans as well as professional futurists.


Dr. Marco Bevolo, Marco Bevolo Consulting, Lecturer and Researcher, NHTV University of Applied Sciences, The Netherlands


In this remarkable book, Tom Lombardo views science fiction as a form of evolutionary mythology for the future. Rather than being juvenile and superficial, it is actually conscious-raising and expansive, enabling its readers to experience their personal connection to the cosmos. In this reader-friendly book, Lombardo uses selections from well-known science fiction authors to exemplify his points. Once readers finish their journey through these pages, I suspect that they will never peruse science fiction stories or novels the same way again!


Stanley Krippner, Ph.D., Professor of Psychology, Saybrook University, Co-author of Personal Mythology


As a futurist, it is part of my work to read science fiction. I’m lucky that I love it and always have. I had not previously considered the history of science fiction at any length: Tom Lombardo’s book is helpful in this regard. I really enjoyed his introduction and his personal story of how he came to love science fiction—a journey not dissimilar to my own. From there, he examines the genre from a number of different perspectives, including mythology, ancient history to modern history, evolution, science, and extra-terrestrial adventures. In reading Lombardo’s book, it is interesting to see how the genre has developed over time and how it links into the human narrative. While not a light read, the book provides excellent food for thought. I look forward to Volume Two!


Patricia Lustig, Fellow of the Royal Society for Arts, Manufacturing and Commerce, CEO of LASA Insight Ltd and Author of Strategic Foresight: Learning from the Future


Professor Lombardo’s encyclopedic assessment of science fiction as a uniquely evolutionary art form is mind candy of the highest order—must reading for serious fans of the genre.


Oliver Markley, Professor Emeritus, Graduate Studies of the Future, University of Houston-Clear Lake


The future is a contentious topic for many. Literature academics typically deride science fiction as a subpar genre while science academics belittle futures studies as a soft science even below most social sciences. However, as a combined topic, Lombardo explores humanity’s perspectives of the future by tracing the history of the art of science fiction and the history of the scientific study of foresight, and shows how these two human endeavors, which often interweave, are noble attempts to intellectually grapple with the unknown and the unknowable while often inspiring human progress. It is a fascinating read for science fiction fans and academics alike.


Dennis Draeger, Futurist and Senior Researcher, Shaping Tomorrow


This is an extraordinary labor of love, filled with summaries of stories, following the development of science fiction from the earliest tales to the rise of H. G. Wells. Readers not familiar with some of these stories will wonder at their prescience and in some cases how different from their conventional reputations they can be. In his commentary, Lombardo gives these stories thought-provoking context with respect to progressive versus cyclical views of history, naturalistic versus magical trappings, utopian versus dystopian viewpoints, and other contemporary literary coordinates. With an appropriately large bibliography, this work should become an essential addition to the bookshelves of people interested in the history of science fiction.


Gerald David Nordley, Science Fiction Author of To Climb a Flat Mountain and British Interplanetary Society Member and Author of Mass Beam Propulsion: An Overview


As a foresight practitioner, science fiction is an important part of my work. Tom Lombardo’s book provides foresight practitioners with a great foundation of knowledge about science fiction as mythology and a serious source of future stories and thoughts to inspire the people and organizations they work with. Professionals who concern themselves with the future should read this book to gain more insights into their own myths about the future as well as to broaden their minds. The book provides an overview of important questions about the future of humankind and how we as a society decide how to shape our future. Tom Lombardo’s book gives us insight in classic and modern science fiction and best of all points out that there is hope for the future.


Silke den Hartog-de Wilde, School of Foresight, Netherlands


I cannot think of anyone better equipped to write on science fiction than Tom Lombardo. He is an excellent researcher and writer. He is also the only person I know who can explain how the dominant themes in science fiction have evolved over time, showing how breakthroughs or crises in science, technology, society, and the human psyche, are reflected in the science fiction of the day. In this book, Tom convincingly shows how science fiction is the new evolutionary mythology of the future; he demonstrates how evolutionary thought has greatly influenced not only science, but all science fiction writing. Also, Tom describes how science fiction writers have creatively explored many alternative future scenarios for humans, helping to clarify the many dangers, challenges, and positive opportunities, as humanity moves at an accelerating rate into the future. As a professional psychologist, he is also able to explore important questions of human consciousness and how humans can evolve their consciousness to deal with accelerative technological change. I recommend this book most wholeheartedly.


Dr. Linda Groff, Emeritus Professor, Political Science & Futures Studies, California State University


Tom first encountered the Martians in the movies when he was six years old and has never left science fiction since. With great knowledge about the most important authors and influential ideas through the centuries, Tom takes us on a journey into the unknown and introduces us to diverse ways of reflection on the deepest issues of existence and human reality, covering areas such as philosophy, mythology, and science along the way. For Tom, the history of science fiction reflects the history of humankind. Although the book delves into human history, its strength lies in the way it highlights an approach about the future for the future. Science fiction is the key to understanding our world, and his comprehensive treatment of the topic is a central virtue of the book. He shows us that we are capable of connecting our greatest ideals and deepest desires through living and feeling possible futures revealed in science fiction. As Tom states, science fiction is about the future of everything and not just about science and technology; it is about the hopes and fears of the human psyche.


Guillermina Baena Paz, Ph.D., Vice-President (Latin America) World Futures Studies Federation


Tom Lombardo knows science fiction—really knows it. I’ve heard him speak, and the passion and love he brings to the topic is electrifying.


Brenda Cooper, Science Fiction Author of Wilders, Edge of Dark, and Spear of Light
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For her receptive and patient ear as I recounted to her a thousand science fiction stories I had read; for her scrupulous and methodical editing and her literary acumen, where I was often the resistant student; and for her unwavering love and support for my life of ideas and scholarship, I dedicate this book to my dear wife, Jeanne Belisle Lombardo.





Chapter 1



Introduction to Science Fiction


Science Fiction as a Way of Life




Yet across the gulf of space, minds that are to our minds as ours are to those beasts that perish, intellects vast and cool and unsympathetic, regarded this earth with envious eyes, and slowly and surely drew their plans against us.


H. G. Wells





It is 1953. Six years old, my young mind completely enthralled, I am mesmerized, sitting with my parents and sister in the Alhambra Theater in Waterbury, Connecticut, watching the newly released movie The War of the Worlds. Up on the screen the drama unfolds …


Fear, if not panic in her eyes, the young woman approaches the priest—her uncle—from behind. She puts her hand gently on his arm; but as they talk her grip becomes ever tighter as her anxiety mounts. She is trying to convince him to return to the safety of the army bunker. But the priest’s eyes are fixed, gazing toward the mystery—perhaps the miracle—coming into view across the open field. “If they are more advanced than us, they must be closer to the Creator,” he says. (Is this true? Do the potential wonders of science and the faith of religion meet in this insight?) The uncle persuades his frightened niece to go back into the bunker.


The priest walks forward across the charred and smoking field, chanting “Though I walk through the valley of the Shadow of Death …” An eerie melody—spiritual and unearthly in tone—steadily rises in volume, setting a cosmic ambience to the scene. The priest holds up a small Bible with a bright golden image of the Cross on its cover—the image of his God.


Inside the bunker, the army personnel spot the priest walking across the field. The young woman rushes to the narrow lookout opening and seeing her uncle, screams in terror.


In front of the priest, coming into view are three saucer-shaped machines, each floating high above the ground, steadily moving closer. Presumably the machines are from Mars. Without much evidence to go on, that’s what the scientists have said.


The machines are black, their two lateral tips and bulbous tops a glowing emerald green; long, curving necks, suggestive of sauropods or plesiosaurs, snake up out of their bodies. At the end of each is something like a head or an eye that pulses in light and sound. The machines seem like some kind of sentient animals. How very strange these things are.


The leader of the triad descends, lowering its great eye toward the priest, as the beating sound from its menacing presence grows louder. The priest thrusts the Bible with its holy image of the Cross upward. (This is the symbolic face-off between earthly religion and transcendent science and technology, a critical archetypal theme in science fiction. Are science and God one? Or are science and God at odds?) The sound from the Martian machine intensifies, reaching a vibratory climax, and out of the Martian eye blasts a stream of scintillating light rays, totally obliterating and vaporizing the priest.


The surrounding army artillery explodes in a tremendous assault of fire power directed at the Martian machines. Tanks, cannons, rockets, machine guns, bazookas all open fire. The sound is colossal. But the Martian machines are impervious, deflecting the army shells with some kind of protective and invisible force. The machines fire back, rays spewing out from their “heads” and pulses of green light-energy shooting outward from their lateral tips. Tanks, cannons, trucks—all forms of human gunnery vaporize in blinding green flashes, as do the humans, their skeletal outlines momentarily visible in the green ghostly glow.


We are powerless against this level of technology, the scientist in the bunker tells the colonel crouched next to him. We are like children against these things, primitive creatures confronting the unfathomable forces of the universe. The retreat begins—a man bursts into flame; a tank glows and disappears; the colonel is vaporized; everyone runs for the hills; the rout of humanity has begun.


Eventually after the Martians decimate most of human civilization, and even stand imperturbable to a direct hit from a hydrogen bomb, they are defeated by God and bacteria, an ending that, as a six year old, I initially found ingenious. (Although I also felt sad that all the Martians died and their wondrous machines collapsed.) As explained in the movie, bacteria on the earth were created by God; the invading Martians were not immune to our germs; and after a sufficient time, the Martians became infected, grew sick, and died. In the end our faith is vindicated, the priest’s life is redeemed, and God in His divine benevolence and foresight overcomes the mysterious and malevolent invaders from the great beyond. Yet, at some point after viewing the movie (I can’t remember when), I realized that the resolution was lame, since if the Martians were so advanced, why didn’t they know that they could be mortally infected by the indigenous microscopic organisms of the Earth? In the final analysis, in the movie The War of the Worlds, the door to wonder—albeit a terrifying wonder—and the transcendent mysteries of the universe was opened, but then slammed shut (Lombardo, 2015a).


* * *


Still, after first watching the movie, my adrenalin was flowing. I repeatedly relived its scenes in my mind. At a gut level, the movie had engaged and charged my psyche—my total being came alive in the experience of viewing The War of the Worlds.


I became inspired to write a short story of aliens invading the Earth. I created illustrations for the story (with Crayola Crayons). I recruited some of my friends to play the different roles, envisioning that somehow we would do a neighborhood play. I designed costumes (which presumably my friends’ mothers would create). Two of my friends volunteered to be the director and producer of the production; others volunteered to build props. We were going to “live the future,” a future of spaceships, aliens, and great battles to defend the earth.


My science fiction story though was never brought to the big screen, or even realized as a neighborhood production (for one thing the props and costumes were too elaborate and expensive—my allowance at the time was 25 cents a week), but I saved the illustrated story and still have the original booklet—my first screenplay and second story, created when I was seven years of age. My first illustrated story had been about dinosaurs—a “Lost World” scenario written the year before and also inspired by a movie I had seen, the black and white underground cult-classic, starring Cesar Romero, Lost Continent (1951).


Whatever my level of success as a movie producer and writer at the time, the main point of this childhood experience is that the science fiction movie, The War of the Worlds, produced by George Pal, and very loosely based on the novel by H. G. Wells (which I did not read till years later), totally engaged all the dimensions of my mind and galvanized my behavior. With its intense sights and sounds, the movie stimulated and excited my senses; with its tension and drama, it charged my emotions. It inspired my motivation to act; elevated my intellect, thinking, and imagination into cosmic speculation; seeded my creativity; and provoked in me an urgent desire to share this powerful experience with my friends, leading to collaborative, albeit unrealistic, social action. With its strange and other-worldly realities, it expanded my consciousness, evoking in me a sense of mystery, awe, and wonder. Creating and attempting to play act the story, at least momentarily, gave me a sense of personal identity. I was going to be a writer and producer of science fiction.


In fact, throughout the 1950s, I was an avid movie fan of science fiction, bedazzled and inspired by such early classics as When Worlds Collide (1951), The Thing from Another World (1951), The Day the Earth Stood Still (1951), Invaders from Mars (1953), Them! (1954), 20 Million Miles to Earth (1957), The Mysterians (1957/1959), Journey to the Center of the Earth (1959), The Time Machine (1960), and the best of the best of that period, Forbidden Planet (1956). These early experiences with science fiction cinema and my enthusiastic efforts in writing and producing science fiction exemplify the total person immersion that science fiction can generate in people.


Having watched hundreds of movies—many of them many times over—and read thousands of stories and novels through the years, my fascination and love for science fiction has continued up through the present time. It is, indeed, a common occurrence that science fiction enthusiasts become hooked when they are young and stay devoted fans throughout their lives. And with accomplished science fiction writers—Isaac Asimov as a noteworthy example—the spark to write science fiction was ignited in childhood through reading it. In my case, I have written about science fiction and taught numerous workshops and courses on the topic. And as this book shows, I have created an ever-evolving theory and a vision of science fiction addressing such central questions as: What is science fiction? How did it develop? What is its value and importance in our lives? How does it fit into the big scheme of things?


The insight I came to after decades of reading, movie watching, and contemplation—one that serves as the starting point and guiding hypothesis for this book—is:


Science fiction is the most visible, influential, and popular modern form of futurist thinking and imagination in the contemporary world.


So aptly illustrated through my childhood experience with The War of the Worlds, science fiction is so popular because, in narrative form, it speaks to the whole person: intellect, imagination, emotion, motivation, behavior, the senses, and the self. It resonates with the personal, social, and cosmic; the natural and technological; the secular and the spiritual; and our values, ethics, and aesthetics, stimulating and enhancing holistic future consciousness. Readers and moviegoers are drawn into envisioning, feeling, and even acting out possible and often mind-boggling futures. Science fiction engages the total human psyche in the experience of the future.


I define “holistic future consciousness” as the total set of psychological processes and modes of experience and behavior involved in our consciousness of the future. It includes our hopes and fears about the future; our planning, our strategies, and our goals; our images and visions of the future, good and bad, utopian and dystopian; the stories we tell ourselves about where we are heading in the future, and our purposeful behaviors to create desirable and preferable futures and prevent negative possible futures from occurring. It is the total Gestalt of our experience and psycho-social engagement with the future (Lombardo, 2006a, 2011a, 2017).


Science fiction taps into all of this. It brings the future alive within our minds and our lives and personally draws us into the fantastical possibilities of tomorrow. Through science fiction, we feel and experience the future along all the dimensions of the human mind, creating “total person immersion” in our holistic consciousness of the future.


For many people science fiction has become a total way of life—a way of experiencing and creating reality, and in particular, a colorful and dramatically inspired future (indeed many different futures). In science fiction “fanspeak” the acronym is FIAWOL (Fandom is a way of life). Science fiction fandom and the global science fiction community is an immense, highly diverse, and continuously growing array of associations, groups, clubs, websites, and individuals, immersed in the gadgets, garb, iconic roles, imagery, art, paraphernalia, computer games, virtual realities, cinematic productions, archetypal characters, conventions and conferences, historical traditions, and literary works of science fiction (Clute and Nicholls, 1995; Encyclopedia of Science Fiction). This intricate and expansive reality has enthralled and captured a huge population, body and soul.


An excellent example of this global contemporary cultural phenomenon is the “Trekkies,” comically and vividly realized in the central characters of the popular TV show The Big Bang Theory. Aside from their enthusiastic involvement in the Star Trek subculture, the main male characters, Sheldon, Leonard, Howard, and Rajesh, are also active participants in the comic book/super-hero and video gaming subcultures, two other significant groups within the science fiction community. They live science fiction; they cherish it; they dress it. They collect memorabilia, posters, and action figures; they attend conventions; and they regularly socialize through science fiction game-playing, movie-watching, and TV-viewing. They dress in science fiction costumes (vicariously adopting the identities of science fiction characters). Sheldon adopts the garb of both Flash and Mr. Spock, the latter, at times, even haunting him in his dreams. Sheldon’s ego-ideal, in fact, is a combination of Flash and Mr. Spock, a synthesis of speed, science, and intellect. It is a standing joke that Sheldon’s friends think he is an alien. At times it seems that Sheldon believes so as well. (There is a similar puzzle also raised in the series that perhaps Sheldon is a robot, another science fiction archetype.)


Science Fiction as Futures Narrative


A big part of the psychological power and pull of science fiction can be found in its narrative form. Humans are psychologically disposed toward making sense of themselves and the world—and the universe as a whole—through stories. Through the narratives we tell ourselves, we give meaning, purpose, and drama to our existence; we create and evolve our personal identities through internal self-narratives (Damasio, 1999, 2010; Wilson, 2011). Societies create a collective sense of identity and vision of the future through shared grand narratives, encompassing and integrating past, present, and future (Polak, 1973; Lombardo, 2006b, 2017). Because science fiction is narrative in form, it naturally resonates with the deep narrative structure and dynamics of the human mind.


When it is done well, science fiction, as narratives of the future, can powerfully and effectively give our lives meaning, drama, color, and a sense of action, direction, and possibilities into the future. At a personal level, science fiction narratives about the future inform and inspire a way of approaching and creating the future. As one key illustration, science fiction has stimulated the inventive imagination of many of its readers, provoking real-life developments in science and technology (Disch, 1998).


A good story about a possible future, with its drama, action, and sensory detail, is psychologically more compelling and realistic than an abstract theory, ideology, depersonalized scenario, or statistical prediction about the future. An engaging and concrete narrative, involving sequential and causative action—a dramatic plot—brings a living presence and propellant energy to a vision of the future. This is how a possible future feels and how it goes.


Although not all science fiction deals with the future (an important point I consider later on), its primary focus has been on the possibilities of the future. In this regard:


Science fiction can be defined as a literary and narrative approach to the future, involving plots, action sequences, specific settings, dramatic resolutions, and varied and unique characters, human and otherwise. To a significant degree inspired and informed by modern science, technology, and contemporary thought, it involves imaginative and often highly detailed scenario-building and thought experiments about the future (and reality), set in the form of stories.


Science fiction narrative also personally draws us into a rich vicarious experience of the future through its vivid and memorable characters. We live the story through the characters’ experiences and actions. Science fiction contains a host of unique and strange characters, admirable, villainous, and enigmatic, concretely realized and at times vividly described. We personally connect with them, or conversely are repelled, if not horrified, by them. The characters at times can provide role models; throughout the history of science fiction we find a rich and diverse assortment of memorable heroes, often possessing superhuman powers and unearthly abilities. Science fiction characters can be godlike, resonating with our highest ideals and deepest desires. Narrative characters give a story an emotional, personal charge, and due to their strange and extravagant qualities science fiction characters can stretch our sense of personal identity and purpose.


All told, through science fiction narrative, involving fantastic and concrete scenarios and settings, dramatic action and sequence, compelling and bizarre characters, and—in its cinematic productions—multimedia simulation of fantastical realities, we are powerfully drawn into imagining and thinking about possible futures, and we are able, at a deep and intimate level, to live and feel these futures. This is total person immersion in the future generated through the form, energy, and imagination of the science fiction narrative.


The Future of Everything


A common stereotype, reinforced by the techno razzle-dazzle of science fiction cinema and special effects, is that science fiction is predominately about the future of technology and science. But this vision of science fiction is way too narrow. Although informed and inspired to varying degrees by modern science and the possibilities of future technologies, science fiction draws from both the physical sciences, as well as social, psychological, and humanistic thought, and is not just about the future of physical science and technology. It is about the future of everything.


The name “science fiction” was coined by Hugo Gernsback in the October, 1929 issue of his pulp magazine Science Wonder Stories. Gernsback, inspired by the writings of H. G. Wells and Jules Verne, envisioned a new literary genre that was entertaining, but also educational. As he attempted to profusely illustrate in his futurist-techno novel Ralph 124C 41+: A Romance of the Year 2660 (1911/1925), Gernsback believed the educational purpose of science fiction was to teach about the future possibilities and wonders of science and technology (Clute and Nicholls, 1995). But, both before Gernsback created the name and clearly afterwards, numerous “scientific romance” writers—the encyclopedic Wells being one noteworthy example—and many post-Gernsback “science fiction” authors have explored all dimensions of the future in great depth and detail.


As one excellent opening illustration, “A Rose for Ecclesiastes” (1963) by Roger Zelazny strongly challenges the popular stereotype of science fiction as simply technological extrapolation into the future. Zelazny’s story is included in Volume One of the anthology The Science Fiction Hall of Fame (Silverberg, 1970), a collection of tales voted by the Science Fiction Writers of America as the best science fiction stories ever written, up through 1965. There is some future technology in the story—the biotechnological creation of a rose on the inhospitable surface of Mars—but the narrative’s primary focus is psychological, cultural, and religious. The central character is a poet, a linguist, and a classical scholar, rather than a mad scientist or inventor of a new technology. A literary genius, he is assigned to Mars to study the language and culture of its indigenous population and ancient enigmatic civilization.


In the story, our poet and linguist—an emotionally cold, arrogant, and lofty individual—is seduced by a beautiful Martian woman named Braxa, who arouses and entices him through dance, and whom he eventually impregnates. In his romance and sexual intimacy with Braxa, he is unknowingly drawn into an ancient Martian prophecy concerning the renewal of their race. He provides the seed for a new beginning.


In studying the ancient Martian texts, the poet has come to believe that the Martians have given up on life, and have resigned themselves to a philosophy of “nothing new under the sun,” as exemplified in the book of Ecclesiastes from the Bible. But he has been fooled by the Martians, misunderstanding them. The Martians are neither passive nor nihilists. While his cold and arrogant heart has been melted by Braxa, to whom he gives the rose as a symbol of his love, he turns into a pawn in the Martian scheme. By the story’s end, we can ask: Who is “Ecclesiastes” (the poet or the Martians?) How many different meanings can be given to the word “rose”? And to whom has the rose really been given?


Instead of focusing on the future of technology, “A Rose for Ecclesiastes” delves into the meaning and purpose of life, religious prophecy and fate, love and the weaknesses of the human heart, and the meeting of different cultures from different worlds. It is a mystical and humanistic tale, a character study and a story in anthropological science fiction. And these varied qualities are not unique to this tale within the universe of science fiction. As stated above, we need to significantly broaden the narrow and stereotypical vision of the domain of science fiction as simply technological extrapolation, for much of science fiction goes way beyond such limited confines.


To restate, science fiction is about the future of everything. Of course, it delves into future technologies and space travel, but it also explores the future of society, culture, and cities; the future of the human mind, and of crime, madness, and war; and the future of love, sex, and gender. Frequently there are religious and spiritual themes involved. For example, in The War of the Worlds, science fiction confronts or collides with the issue of God. As I describe below, science fiction can be highly philosophical, stretching the far reaches of human mentality and consciousness, and speculating on the nature of the universe and existence. Science fiction also concerns itself with nature, the environment, and ecology; there are numerous science fiction stories about nature transformed, for better or worse, by human actions, environmental catastrophes, or cosmic events. Science fiction addresses anything that has a future.


Dan Simmons’ Hyperion (1989) illustrates on a grand scale how science fiction is about the future of everything. Equally so, it demonstrates how science fiction can realize (when it is done well) literary excellence, contradicting the view that the genre is juvenile in plot, characterization, and style. The language of Hyperion is rich, poetical, expansive, and colorful. Drawing on the literary classic, Chaucer’s Canterbury Tales, Hyperion tells the story of seven pilgrims who are journeying to the planet Hyperion. They have been called there by enigmatic forces, which seem to include both super-intelligent computers (AI) as well as mysterious personages within a future-transformed Catholic Church. Their mission is to confront the Shrike, a giant metallic being covered in razor-like blades who is killing human settlers by the thousands and seems to come from the future. On the journey, each pilgrim tells their personal story of how they came to this critical juncture in their life; the pilgrims include a poet, a philosopher, a warrior, and a priest. The individual stories are visceral, metaphysical, bizarre, and intricate.


As the first in a series of four novels written by Simmons—collectively referred to as the Hyperion Cantos, and spanning three centuries beginning in the twenty-ninth century—we find (as a sample) the following events and themes: The promise of immortality, which involves selling your soul to the “Devil”; a philosophical debate between a future Dali Lama and the Grand Inquisitor; the reincarnation of the poet Keats within cyberspace and the reliving of his death on an alternative virtual earth; bio- and nano-technologically enhanced humans who are aerial beings living untethered and ungrounded in the cold darkness of outer space; a giant tree that is converted into an interstellar spaceship and an even more gargantuan solar ring (surrounding a sun) that is grown out of a tree; the complex and gritty street life of multiple future cities; the fall of human civilization and the rise to power of a corrupt Catholic Church; innumerable alien ecologies and forms of life; and the Second Coming—the mythic narrative of death and resurrection—realized through time travel. Oh, and the Second Coming is a girl.


The Hyperion Cantos is an intricate and comprehensive vision of a possible future, covering all dimensions of human life, technological, scientific, psychological, social, ethical, cosmic, spiritual, and religious. It is a grand and rich narrative—a future of everything—informed by classical literature and thought, and yet pointing toward an amazingly strange and mysterious future.


Not only does good science fiction stimulate holistic future consciousness, touching all the psychological dimensions of the human mind, it also facilitates an integrative understanding of the future. Good science fiction frequently creates a fully realized, multidimensional vision of the future, in which all the pieces are woven together into an intricate and comprehensive vision. Good science fiction “creates a world.” The real future, indeed, will be an interactive synthesis of all dimensions of human existence, and both earthly and cosmic reality, perhaps even including realities we have not even thought about. Aside from the Hyperion Cantos, other noteworthy examples of science fiction novels that envision rich and expansive possible future societies (encompassing humans, aliens, and AI) include John Brunner’s Stand on Zanzibar (1968), Kim Stanley Robinson’s Red Mars, Green Mars, and Blue Mars trilogy (1991, 1994, 1996), Neal Stephenson’s The Diamond Age (1995), Ian McDonald’s River of Gods (2004), and Iain Banks’ Matter (2008).


But to gain a broader perspective and appreciation of the integrative dimension of science fiction, let’s consider H. G. Wells’ famous novel, The Shape of Things to Come (1933). Grounded in the initial chapters in an extensive historical-political analysis and theoretical exposition on the nature of human society—how did human civilization get to where it is—Wells extrapolates a hypothetical developmental narrative of global humanity over the next two centuries that covers science; technology; education; economics; war and peace; politics and government; and art and social mores. The movie Things to Come (1936), although inspired by the book, only scratches the surface of the philosophical and historical depth and futurist detail contained in the book. The Shape of Things to Come is a scholarly and interdisciplinary meditation on humanity, past, present, and future; Wells imaginatively builds a plausible future out of a theoretical analysis of the past. World-building in science fiction has a long history, and the study of history, as an important feature of its integrative nature, has often informed and grounded its futurist extrapolations.


To go back even further in the history of science fiction—before it had its name—Albert Robida’s ironic and comical The Twentieth Century (1882) is an amazingly animated, prescient, and rich vision of future human society. This novel is the most thoroughly articulated, intricate, and comprehensive fictionalized vision of the future of humanity written in the nineteenth century (of books I have read), integrating numerous extrapolations and predictions on psycho-social, lifestyle, and gender issues; finance and professions; scientific-technological and transportation-communication developments; ethical-political evolution; and entertainment, fashion, cuisine, tourism, and artistic dimensions in the future. Moreover, it is a “slice of life,” recounting the escapades and personal challenges of a set of entertaining characters who live in this complex and frenzied, stressful, envisioned future. The integrative complexity of the future world is revealed through the experiences of individual characters. The book also includes hundreds of Robida’s drawings (Robida was the first great modern science fiction artist), creating for the reader a multimedia experience of an envisioned multimedia future (news has become orchestrated entertainment).


As stated above, science fiction is often characterized as juvenile. Yet, if this view of science fiction means that its intellectual content is shallow, repetitive, simplistic, and appealing to the immature motives and mindsets of youth, then Hyperion, as well as the other novels just cited, by virtue of their intellectual power and scholarly depth, clearly contradict this characterization. As we will see, science fiction is frequently mentally challenging; science fiction is, perhaps more than any other genre, idea literature. It involves complex and penetrating experiments in thinking and imagination. The great works of science fiction make the reader delve into the deepest and most philosophically and scientifically profound issues of life and existence. It is the exact opposite of juvenile and dumb.


So, although I proposed above that the psychological impact of science fiction is holistic, engaging all the dimensions of the human mind, including emotion, sensation, and personal identity, I do not intend to minimize the intellectual and imaginative dimensions of the genre. We feel the future through science fiction, but, probably more so than any other form of fictional literature, we are also asked to engage our cognitive, intellectual, and abstract mental capacities within the mind-boggling multiverse of science fiction. Science fiction can be profound—more intellectually demanding than any other form of literature; science fiction can involve penetrating and elevating “thought experiments” about the nature of reality. The world around us can seem very shallow and mundane after a journey through a good science fiction story.


Cosmic Consciousness




To romance of the far future … is to attempt to see the human race in its cosmic setting, and to mold our hearts to entertain new values.


Olaf Stapledon





Off in the distance, receding away, I can hear the faint voices of my friends heading back to school after our lunch break. I should be heading back as well, but the power of the world of school and friends has lost its force, its substantiality, its necessity. The world around me feels like an ephemeral dream—a momentary blip—in comparison to the much bigger universe in which my mind is immersed. For the last few days, whenever I have had any free time, I have been—in physical space—riveted to my desk in my bedroom. But in the sphere of my consciousness, I have been out roughly eight hundred thousand years into the future. And if this mental jump forward in time wasn’t enough to dis-equilibrate my sense of reality, on this particular spring afternoon, I find myself having been pulled further forward, now millions upon millions of years ahead in time, with the sun a swollen red giant sitting motionless on the horizon, snowflakes falling on a deserted beach by a dark wine sea, with gargantuan butterflies fluttering by overhead. The ghostly voices of my friends fade to oblivion, lost somewhere, long dead, in the “dark backward abysm of time.” I am with the “Time Traveler” on his journey into the far future in H. G. Wells’ The Time Machine (published in 1895, three years before The War of the Worlds).


Earlier that year I had seen the 1960 movie version of The Time Machine, but now I am reading the book, and the book is far more cosmic, strange, and mind expanding than the movie. (The movie only travels out eight hundred thousand years into the future and has an inane Hollywood happy ending.) I have been yanked out of the present, of the relative here and now, into the far reaches of time, and the everyday world has become dramatically transitory and superficial, where before it had seemed so permanent and real. I feel as if I am seeing things the way they actually are, rather than just some momentary glimpse, perspective, or snapshot of existence.


It was not so much that the future scenario explored in the book was strange or unreal; rather it was that the “everyday” world was placed in a much more profound and fundamental context. It lost its obvious and intractable sense of reality and hold on my consciousness. The world around me felt suddenly eclipsed by the deeper and more expansive cosmic reality of The Time Machine. As Arthur C. Clarke stated, “Science fiction is an escape into reality.”


In what was a more severe case of unconstrained enthusiasm than when I had watched The War of the Worlds, after I finished reading The Time Machine, I convinced a few of my friends that we should attempt to build a time machine. We were going to construct it out of lumber, with a spinning ring encircling it powered by an electric motor. Heavens knows what I was thinking regarding the technology and physics of time travel (building a space ship to travel to Mars would have been decidedly more realistic), but the spirit of science fiction had grabbed my psyche again. In this case it was the desire to invent and in fact science fiction has frequently provoked such creative technological impulses in its readers; for example, the great pioneer of modern rocketry, Robert Goddard, was strongly inspired in his teenage years through reading Wells’ The War of the Worlds. Science fiction, as part of its psychologically holistic impact, has repeatedly stimulated technological innovations (Disch, 1998). (For guidelines on realistic time machines, grounded in contemporary physics, but also informed and inspired by science fiction scenarios, see Paul Davies’ How to Build a Time Machine, 2001.)


In spite of my practical foolishness and theoretical naiveté, The Time Machine provoked a deep insight, more profound than what I had earlier experienced in viewing The War of the Worlds. Reading The Time Machine awakened in me a sense of cosmic consciousness. In moving into this imagined far distant future, humanity (as a species) and modern human civilization disappear; life on the earth evolves and then slowly vanishes from the scene; the earth stops revolving around the sun; and the sun itself, after blazing yellow hot for countless ages, cools and swells, threatening to envelop the earth. I got a big picture of time and the whole shebang, dramatically and vividly realized in the book. I got a more expansive sense of humanity’s place within the big cosmic picture. This cosmic perspective, when convincingly realized as in The Time Machine, is one of the most significant and enlightening features of science fiction.


The expression “the future of everything,” introduced above, can have two different meanings. On one hand, “everything” can refer to all the different dimensions of a future world: technological, environmental, social, psychological, and religious. A science fiction writer creates a futurist scenario and narrative where all the different pieces and parts of human existence (or an alien world or alternative reality) are described and connected with some level of detail and synthesis.


But “everything” can also mean the “big picture” of it all—of existence and reality as a whole or totality. “Everything” can mean the universe, the cosmos, or the “multi-verse” (if one believes in multiple universes). “Everything” in this sense implies a “cosmic perspective.” A science fiction writer may talk about the future of the universe; a science fiction writer may delve into the ultimate nature of reality. And given that science fiction, as narrative, places specific characters within its imaginative settings, we may find ourselves (through the eyes of the characters) contemplating our place (or role) in the big picture of things. Part of the depth of science fiction—of profoundly challenging and engaging our minds—is that it provokes within us states of “cosmic consciousness,” of pondering the nature of the universe and our place within it.


Consider, as a second superb example of a narrative-provoking cosmic consciousness, the story “Surface Tension” (1952) by James Blish, another tale voted into the Science Fiction Hall of Fame (See also the expanded version in The Seedling Stars (1957) by Blish). The setting is a puddle of water on a distant planet, sometime in the future. In this puddle live genetically engineered microscopic water-breathing humans. (Read the novel version to understand how this biological transformation occurred.) As far as these tiny humans can ascertain, who are unaware of their origins, their puddle of water, which is filled with a variety of other microscopic living creatures, is the entire universe. The surface tension of the puddle has prevented them from breaking out of it, to see if anything exists on the other side; the upper boundary of their puddle is their “sky.”


A number of these tiny humans have decided to construct a “spaceship” to blast through the surface of their puddle and see what lies beyond. Many of the other humans feel this is a foolhardy idea; the puddle is the universe, and why attempt such a dangerous mission to venture beyond? (Metaphorically, it is like sailing off the presumed edge of the world.) The adventuresome group, though, remain undaunted and tenacious through various setbacks. Finally, propelled by microscopic organisms, they travel in their wooden ship upward from the bottom of the puddle, eventually break through the surface of the water, and find themselves on the surrounding ground encircling the puddle. Looking through the windows of their ship they see a rocky terrain and the sun that their planet orbits in a more distant “new sky” overhead. After their sun sets, they observe the night sky and the brilliant panorama of stars within the heavens. Who would have believed? They are bedazzled—the universe extends vastly beyond anything they had previously believed. They even discover that there are other “universes” around them—other neighboring puddles of water—populated by other tiny humans. They experience the awe and wonder and excitement of expanded cosmic consciousness.


“Surface Tension” is an allegory because we are the tiny human creatures living in our metaphorical puddle of water that we incorrectly identify as the entire universe. How far and to what depth does the undiscovered “beyond” reach? Moreover, many of us are comfortable and protected in our limited world and worldview, and have no wish or inclination to extend ourselves, reaching out with our bodies and our minds to what may lie beyond. (“Surface Tension” refers to the constraints within conscious minds, as well as the physical dynamics of puddles of water.) Yet, some of us (the adventuresome ones) develop the necessary courage and imagination and attempt to reach beyond—to transcend the limitations of the normal and the immediate here and now. In breaking through the veil of appearance—what seems like the upper boundary of the “sky”—the courageous and imaginative ones see themselves more accurately and deeply and place themselves in a truer, more encompassing big picture of things. “Surface Tension” is an allegory on the nature of cosmic consciousness—of what prevents us (in thought, feeling, and perception) from realizing it and what it means to achieve it. Science fiction provokes such deep, transformative, and transcendent states of mind. (“Surface Tension” is also a richly drawn depiction of an alternate reality—an aquatic ecology—of alien microscopic life forms, which further amplifies the range of the reader’s own consciousness.)


As someone who, in his writing career, championed courage, individual initiative, and self-determination, challenging the status quo, Robert Heinlein (1907-1988)—one of the most popular science fiction writers of all time—wrote a similar kind of story (allegorical in nature) about breaking through the mental constraints of custom, “common sense,” and traditional modes of consciousness. In his Science Fiction Hall of Fame story “Universe” (Bova, 1973a) which was written a decade earlier than “Surface Tension,” we find a colony of humans living within a giant interstellar spaceship, totally unaware of the nature of their confined existence. For almost all of them, the spaceship is the entire universe; they cannot see or travel outside of it, with all pathways running through the ship curving around back on them. It is incomprehensible to them that there is any space beyond the hemispherical space of the ship. They have an ancient creation myth that explains the origin and nature of their world that, although it provides them with meaning and purpose in their lives, locks them into a way of thinking about their reality that they cannot move beyond. They perceive their world as stable and omnipresent, and have no sense whatsoever that they actually are journeying through the vast expanses of outer space. (Little more than five hundred years ago neither did we.) They do not correctly understand their reality. A few mutant humans, though, notably a two-headed one, inhabiting the upper levels of the ship know better, having discovered a viewing portal into outer space and the long-forgotten control room for the ship. “Universe” (1941) and its sequel, ironically titled “Common Sense” (1941) (novelized as Orphans of the Sky in 1963), dramatically explore the themes of the struggle for enlightenment, the nature and constraints of tradition and origin stories, courage and fear in the face of the unknown, the rejection of stable security and the pursuit of change, and ultimately, human salvation through the tenacious search for truth.


On the grandest of scales, however, no one surpasses Olaf Stapledon (1886-1950) in taking the reader on colossal visionary adventures that explore the potential future evolution of human and alien minds and societies and cosmic transcendence. With this Oxford philosopher and science fiction writer, we ultimately go on a multi-billion year quest in search of the meaning of the universe and the existence of God. Probably no writer in the West has created such an expansive and in-depth vision of the “cosmic” future of everything.


Olaf Stapledon’s novels, Last and First Men (1930) and Star Maker (1937), propel us on journeys that progressively extend outward, covering billions of years into the future and the entire spatial expanse of the universe. In the former novel we follow the hypothetical evolution of humankind through eighteen different species two billion years into the future. In the later novel, we journey out fifty billion years and watch as biological, stellar, and nebulae forms of intelligence integrate into a cosmic civilization and cosmic mind. Stapledon’s fundamental narrative within these novels is the cosmic evolution of intelligence and communal consciousness. We see ourselves within the biggest picture imaginable to the human mind.


In summary, science fiction stimulates holistic future consciousness; we are immersed in the future—we feel it and vicariously participate in it along all the dimensions of the human mind. As futurist narrative, science fiction resonates with our psyche and can stimulate a way of life. Further, contrary to popular stereotypes, science fiction is about the future of everything, facilitating an integrative understanding of future human reality. In particular, science fiction stretches our intellectual and imaginative capacities, affording us the opportunity to experience cosmic consciousness and explore our personal connection with the universe and the totality of existence. Science fiction touches our personal center, but it is equally vast and deep—as vast and deep as it gets.


The Evolutionary Adventure of Science Fiction


A central theme of this book—identified in its subtitle—is that science fiction is the evolutionary mythology of the future. One intended meaning to the word “evolutionary” in this subtitle is that science fiction is a transforming and evolving reality through time.


With its numerous roots and tributaries extending far back to the beginnings of recorded human history, science fiction has a deep and multi-faceted heritage. Moreover, science fiction has grown through the ages, continually building upon its past accomplishments. It is still developing, evolving, and diversifying.


As one of its most important features, science fiction is an evolving manifestation of holistic future consciousness; it is an evolving expression, in narrative form, of our ever-expanding and transforming visions of the future of everything, including the future of the cosmos, and all the individual components of and perspectives taken within this developing panorama. The history of science fiction chronicles (among other things) the evolutionary development of our consciousness, understanding, and imaginative visions of possible futures. But as an expression of our evolving holistic future consciousness we should keep in mind that the full multi-dimensional nature of human consciousness, encompassing emotion, motivation and desire, behavioral and social manifestations, ethics and values, and art and perceptual imagery, comes into play in the evolving consciousness of science fiction. The total Gestalt of the human mind, especially in its connection to the future, has been developing with color and dynamism through the history of science fiction.


As a transforming and growing reality, science fiction can be best appreciated through tracing its evolutionary history through time. This evolutionary history is immensely rich and extensive, and connected with numerous philosophical, cultural, and scientific trends in the ongoing development of human consciousness and human society. My approach in this first volume and subsequent volumes is to chronicle this multi-faceted evolutionary history. In this volume I cover:




• The nature and value of myth; the relationship of myth and science fiction; and ways in which science fiction is the evolutionary mythology of the future. (Chapter 2)


• Ancient historical origins of science fiction, including Greek philosophy, science, myth, evolutionary theory, and literature and Lucian’s True History. (First half of Chapter 3)


• The Middle Ages, including futurist and fantastic visions from Revelations, St. Augustine, Roger Bacon, and Dante, as well as scientific, philosophical, artistic, and technological developments in Scholastic and Islamic thought up through the Renaissance circa 1500 CE. (Second half of Chapter 3)


• The rise of modernity, including the Age of Exploration and the associated literary genre of “extraordinary voyages”; the Scientific Revolution, modern astronomy, and early speculations on evolution and alien life, covering Bruno, Kepler, de Fontenelle and others; and early utopian visions and stories of space travel, roughly covering the period of 1500 to 1700. (Chapter 4)


• The eighteenth-century European Enlightenment and the secular theory of progress (a new vision of the future); more stories of space travel, extraordinary voyages, and ideal societies; Romanticism, Romantic science, and Gothic literature, up through the publication of Grainville’s The Last Man and Mary Shelley’s Frankenstein at the beginning of the nineteenth century; and the psychological-thematic opposition of fear and apprehension versus hope and wonder within the history of science fiction. (Chapters 5 and 6)


• The nineteenth century, beginning with further Gothic tales; the rise of industrialism, the science of electricity, and mesmerism; the highly influential stories of Edgar Allan Poe and Jules Verne; the development of the theories of evolution and entropy and the implications of these theories regarding the future; the swelling post-Darwinian wave of tales of robots, future wars, more ideal societies, aliens, and outer space; the pop cultural phenomenon of “Edisonade;” the fantastical and mystical visions of Camille Flammarion; the prescient futurist narratives and amazing futurist artwork of Albert Robida; and finishing with various tales at the end of the century dealing with aliens and in particular, the Martians, with H. G. Wells’ The War of the Worlds serving as a transition into volume two of this series (Chapters 7 through 10).





As is evident from the above summary of topics covered in this first book, I see science fiction as a complex human reality, with many facets, dimensions, and noteworthy figures. In this first volume and later volumes, I describe the evolution of science fiction literature, science fiction cinema, science fiction art, comics, and graphics, and the science fiction community. As noted earlier, science fiction is a way of life, encompassing multiple dimensions of human experience and social existence.


Beginning in this first volume, I examine the connections between the evolution of science fiction and the evolution of philosophy, science, culture and society in human history. How have trends and developments in society and the world of ideas influenced the growth and direction of science fiction? How has science fiction, in reciprocity, influenced our world? The coming volumes cover relevant ideas in the history of religion; fantasy, and myth; philosophy, science and technology; social theory; and art and culture, that are connected with ongoing developments in the evolution of science fiction.


Throughout the coming volumes, I describe the main themes and topics of science fiction, as well as its breadth and depth and its various strengths and values. I highlight fundamental narrative themes, such as space travel, time travel, fantastical adventures, the transcendence of humanity, future wars, and utopian and dystopian sagas, as well as basic archetypal concepts and icons, such as the robot, the alien, evolved humans, the rocket ship, and the scientist as either mad villain or heroic adventurer into the unknown. There is though an ever-growing universe of topics and themes within science fiction, which perhaps, in the final analysis, cannot be definitively circumscribed, any more than can the limits of human imagination and possible new discoveries and insights in the future.


One concluding note on history and time: Although my study of science fiction is primarily historical, chronicling in sequential fashion its development over time, I also frequently circle around through time. At points I jump ahead; other times I leap backwards to topics already discussed. Time may be a line moving from past into future, but time is also a Gestalt—a circular whole—in which the future informs, if not reinterprets, the past. In time travel stories, the present can affect and transform the past; in the human mind, in our ongoing interpretations of reality, this is a common occurrence. It is also a common occurrence for our anticipations of the future to affect our experience of the present (Lombardo, 2017). As George Orwell depicted in 1984, the past is rewritten, and rewritten again, in the ongoing flow of the present. (What did really happen in the past?) In chronicling and interpreting history, such as the history of science fiction, we need to jump back and forth through time to get the big picture, to redraw the big picture, and to see what individual events along the way mean.


Resources on Science Fiction


Before moving to the next chapter, in which I more deeply delve into the meaning of the concept of “the evolutionary mythology of the future,” allow me to briefly explain my referencing system and resource bibliography.


As two basic historical streams within science fiction, there are both the fictional narratives of science fiction per se (both print and cinematic modes), and the self-reflective literature and historical-critical studies, both in print and online, about science fiction. I’ve adopted a particular reference system for these two types of sources concerning science fiction.


For the latter category—sources about science fiction—I have created at the end of the book a Resource Bibliography. This bibliography includes books, articles, and websites describing and assessing science fiction; numerous histories of the genre; and many illustrated volumes containing book and magazine covers, movie posters and pictures, photos of science fiction authors, and science fiction art. Also included in this bibliography are other historical, scientific, futurist, and philosophical resources that, although not specifically about science fiction, are relevant to the history of science fiction and are cited within this book. Finally, in this Resource Bibliography I include specific published anthologies of science fiction stories cited within the text.


Although I primarily address the history of science fiction only to the last decade of the nineteenth century in this first volume, I have taught courses and workshops on science fiction, as well as published a number of articles, that cover the full history of science fiction up to the present. The reader is referred to the Resource Bibliography for website links to print, presentation, and video material on these talks, workshops, courses, and publications that cover the entire history of science fiction (See the three-part video, Lombardo, 2014a). Also included in the bibliography are website links to my Evolving Best Science Fiction Novels and Evolving Best Science Fiction Movies (Lombardo, 2016a, 2016b) that cover classical and contemporary tales and cinematic productions.


In my research and teaching I have frequently consulted a variety of key published studies on science fiction. Many of these publications are cited in this first volume and complete references are included in the Resource Bibliography. But for the enthusiastic reader, at the start, listed below are key printed works about science fiction I have drawn upon, many of them beautifully illustrated in color, covering the full breadth of science fiction.




• Aldiss, Brian Billion Year Spree: The True History of Science Fiction (1973)


• Aldiss, Brian and Wingrove, David Trillion Year Spree: The History of Science Fiction (1986)


• Alkon, Paul Origins of Futuristic Fiction (1987)


• Ash, Brian The Visual Encyclopedia of Science Fiction (1977)


• Bailey, J. O. Pilgrims through Space and Time: A History and Analysis of Scientific Fiction (1947)


• Bleiler, Everett Science-Fiction: The Early Years (1991)


• Broderick, Damien and Di Filippo, Paul Science Fiction: The 101 Best Novels 1985-2010 (2012)


• Clute, John Science Fiction: The Illustrated Encyclopedia (1995)


• Clute, John and Nicholls, Peter The Encyclopedia of Science Fiction (1995)


• Crossley, Robert Olaf Stapledon: Speaking for the Future (1994)


• Disch, Thomas The Dreams Our Stuff is Made of: How Science Fiction Conquered the World (1998)


• Gunn, James Alternate Worlds: An Illustrated History of Science Fiction (1975)


• Gunn, James (Ed.) The Road to Science Fiction: From Gilgamesh to Wells. (1977)


• Gunn, James and Candelaria, Matthew (Ed.) Speculations on Speculation: Theories of Science Fiction (2005)


• Holland, Steve Sci-Fi Art: A Graphic History (2009)


• Korshak, Stephen (Ed.) Frank R. Paul: Father of Science Fiction Art (2010)


• Lundwall, Sam Science Fiction: What It’s All About (1971)


• Mallory, Michael The Science Fiction Universe … and Beyond: Syfy Channel Book on Sci-Fi (2012)


• Montague, Charlotte H. P. Lovecraft: The Mysterious Man Behind the Darkness (2015)


• Moskowitz, Sam The Immortal Storm: A History of Science Fiction Fandom (1954)


• Moskowitz, Sam Explorers of the Infinite: Shapers of Science Fiction (1963)


• Moskowitz, Sam Seekers of Tomorrow (1966)


• Panshin, Alexei and Panshin, Cory The World Beyond the Hill: Science Fiction and the Quest for Transcendence (1989)


• Pohl, Frederik The Way the Future Was: A Memoir (1978)


• Pringle, David Science Fiction: The 100 Best Novels (1985)


• Robb, Brian Steampunk: An Illustrated History of Fantastical Fiction, Fanciful Film, and Other Victorian Visions (2012)


• Roberts, Adam The History of Science Fiction (2005)


• Robinson, Frank Science Fiction in the 20th Century: An Illustrated History (1999)


• Stableford, Brian New Atlantis: A Narrative History of Scientific Romance (Four Volumes) (2016)


• Suvin, Darko Positions and Presuppositions in Science Fiction (1988)


• Wagar, W. Warren H. G. Wells: Traversing Time (2004)


• Wells, H. G. Experiment in Autobiography (1934)


• Wuckel, Dieter and Cassiday, Bruce The Illustrated History of Science Fiction (1989)





One primary web resource on science fiction, expansive in scope, that is used throughout the entire historical study is The Encyclopedia of Science Fiction by John Clute and Peter Nicholls.


The are many other excellent science fiction websites providing big picture overviews, and the reader is referred to the Resource Bibliography for a sampling of these sites.


Turning to science fiction narratives, the number of science fiction stories and novels is immense, if not indeterminate and innumerable. (Where is the demarcation line between science fiction and other forms of fiction to be drawn?) I identify and describe hundreds of stories and novels in this volume and subsequent volumes, but I only begin to scratch the surface of the enormous amount of science fiction written through the ages. To get an even bigger picture of the vast amount of science fiction that has been written, the reader is referred to The Encyclopedia of Science Fiction, cited above, both print and online versions, as starting points for exploring this colossal universe of imagination. If the reader is interested in a good beginning point for a collection of notable shorter science fiction tales, an excellent place to start is with The Science Fiction Hall of Fame, three volumes edited by Robert Silverberg (1970) and Ben Bova (1973a, 1973b).


For science fiction stories and novels identified and discussed within this book and later volumes, I have not created a separate fictional bibliography; there are often multiple publishers and editions for many of these books. The reader is referred to Amazon for available in print publications. Instead, for each author I examine in depth (such as Jules Verne and Edgar Allan Poe in the first volume), I create an Author Bibliography in the body of the text in the section where the author is discussed, listing “Notable Novels and Stories” by that author.


I describe science fiction as a narrative expression of holistic future consciousness. Explained in more depth in my futurist writings, I see holistic future consciousness as the central evolutionary driving force behind the growth of the human mind and human civilization and, moreover, as a general capacity that humans have been purposefully evolving throughout history. In modern times, I see science fiction standing at the forefront in this purposeful evolution of holistic future consciousness. Science fiction, through repeated and ongoing efforts to create narratives of the future, expands and empowers our understanding and our imaginative experience of the future, as well as heightening our desires and abilities to create such envisioned futures.


The reader is referred to my futurist books and articles (frequently cited in this text) and my website (Center for Future Consciousness) for a more in-depth analysis of holistic future consciousness and its evolution within human history:




• Lombardo, Thomas The Evolution of Future Consciousness: The Nature and Historical Development of the Human Capacity to Think about the Future (2006a)


• Lombardo, Thomas Contemporary Futurist Thought: Science Fiction, Future Studies, and Theories and Visions of the Future in the Last Century (2006b)


• Lombardo, Thomas Wisdom, Consciousness, and the Future: Collected Essays (2011a)


• Lombardo, Thomas and Lombardo, Jeanne Belisle Mind Flight: A Journey into the Future (2011b)


• Lombardo, Thomas Future Consciousness: The Path to Purposeful Evolution (2017)





Now, let’s go back one thousand years (the time machine of the human mind) to appropriately orient and steer ourselves toward the future.





Chapter 2



Mythology and Science Fiction




Science fiction is a literature of the mythic imagination.


Alexei and Cory Panshin





The Mythic, the Fantastic, the Scientific, and the Real


To understand how science fiction is the evolutionary mythology of the future, we must delve into the history and nature of myth and explore the relationship of myth and science fiction. Myth and science fiction have significant connections and areas of overlap, both thematically and functionally, and through an opening examination of aspects of the history of myth, we can see that science fiction is, in significant ways, an evolutionary outgrowth of ancient fantastical mythology.


There are, of course, relative differences between ancient myth and modern science fiction, in particular the distinctive importance of modern science and technology in science fiction, and how the influence of modern thought helped to separate and emancipate (to a degree) science fiction from earlier mythology. We could reasonably state that science fiction is scientifically informed and inspired myths about the future for the future.


* * *




Fantastic: Conceived or appearing as if conceived by an unrestrained imagination; imaginary or groundless in not being based on reality; extravagantly fanciful; a sense of deviation from what is normal or expected; marvelous … incredibly great or extreme.


Dictionary.com





One type of ancient storytelling that today we would identify as myths were narratives of fantastic or extraordinary adventures. Humans have been creating and telling stories of incredible journeys into strange and fantastic places at least since the beginnings of recorded history. Such tales appear in probably all ancient cultures (See, for example, Joseph Campbell’s The Hero with a Thousand Faces, 1949 and Jim Bloom’s Fantastic Voyages, 2010). Two of the earliest and most famous and influential tales of fantastical journeys are the Sumerian Epic of Gilgamesh (c. 2000 BCE) and Homer’s Odyssey (c. 800 BCE). Such “extraordinary journeys or adventures,” often involving a quest for something of great value (a person, object, and/or deep insight), revealed to the travelers unusual sights, amazing discoveries, mind-expanding revelations, and bizarre realities that transcended the commonplace and the immediate here and now. Such tales were “fantastic” in the sense that what was encountered appeared to significantly go beyond the ordinary and the mundane; what was described in such tales was “extravagantly fanciful” and wondrous, often stretching the boundaries of imagination. Travelers in such adventures encountered outlandish, if not grotesque, beings with supernatural and superhuman powers, hypnotic or sacred objects with magical properties, and astonishing and spectacular lands and locales.


A key recurrent feature in fantastical adventures was the journey into the unknown. What lay beyond the geographical horizon was mysterious and ill defined. This dimension of mystery stimulated human imagination and fueled the drama and the wonder of the tale. We could argue that extraordinary adventure tales contained wild and fantastical sights and imagery because such envisioned journeys transported humans into obscure, exotic, and unexplored realms. Anything becomes conceivable and possible in the darkness and ambiguity of the unknown. As in a psychological Rorschach test, the unknown provided a blank canvas on which human imagination could project whatever thoughts and visions, however extreme, fanciful, and colorful, came into the storyteller’s mind (even if the storyteller was simply recounting what they “saw”). Along with imagination, emotion came into play in such tales: both hopes and fears were psychologically projected and miraculously materialized—infused into the epistemological uncertainty—in the form of benevolent spirits, enticing sirens, heinous demons, terrifying sea serpents, and other emotionally charged or unnerving apparitions.


A second type of ancient narrative, which from a contemporary perspective is also generally viewed as myth, is tales of deities, supernatural beings, and the workings of creation. At least as far back in history as stories of extraordinary adventures, humans have also been creating mythic sagas that extended backward to the beginnings of time and upward into higher realms of existence. Such epic visions and tales attempted to explain, through the actions of deities and fantastical beings, the origin, metaphysical framework, and fundamental dramatic themes of life and the universe. Again, as with extraordinary adventures, our ancestors extended their minds beyond local and manifest realities. They created stories, often fantastical in content that recounted the beginnings of the earth, life, and humankind. They envisioned magnificent higher realities (the abode of the gods) and populated these dazzling realms with all manner of powerful beings and great wonders. From the earliest times of recorded history, humans have attempted to explain the grand scheme of things, enveloping themselves and their everyday world within an amazing and highly imaginative transcendent context of primal forces and cosmic personae (Lombardo, 2006a).


All told, for both our earliest tales of fantastic voyages and our cosmic myths of creation and higher realms of existence, human consciousness has never been limited to the commonplace, the familiar, and the immediate here and now. On the wings of our imagination and our ever-evolving thinking processes, our minds have extended outward and upward—inspirited with curiosity, wonder, adventure, and speculation—into the beyond and the extraordinary, however we conceived of such realms. We were capable of conscious and visionary transcendence, even if it often frightened us, as much as it inspired us.


Moreover, the preferred mode of exposition was the narrative. Even with creation myths, descriptions of transcendent realities and supernatural beings were framed in terms of stories, involving drama and the actions and interactions of divine characters. We find conflict and war, love and procreation, sacrifice and courage, and dramatic tension and resolution. In general, our ancient myths, as a mode of understanding and vicariously experiencing the transcendent and the fantastical, were narratives.


A representative sample of fantastic lands and transcendent realms in ancient mythic narratives includes: the “Underworld” (or the “Netherworld”) and other versions of Hades and Hell; Tartarus (existing even deeper below); multiple variations on Purgatory; the “Otherworld” (an abode of supernatural beings and the dead); numerous cities and lands existing at the earth’s core; Acardia (the pastoral paradise) and other idyllic utopian realms; Atlantis and Lemuria (lost continents); Brahmapura (the abode of Brahma); Elysium or the Elysian Fields (the Isles of the Blessed); the Cedar Forest (from the Epic of Gilgamesh); the islands and lands of Sirens, Lotus Eaters, Cyclops, and giant cannibals (from the Odyssey); Mount Olympus and other heavenly abodes; Nysa (the land of the nymphs); and the resplendent realms of Shambhala, Shangri-La, Avalon, and El Dorado. (For more examples of fantastical and strange lands, especially those associated with extraordinary adventure tales, both ancient and more modern, again see Bloom’s Fantastic Voyages, 2010.)


A key dimension of the fantastical content of these narratives was the numerous outlandish creatures and awe-inspiring divine beings. Egyptian, Indian, Zoroastrian, Greek, Babylonian, and Mesopotamian mythologies all contain, as integral to their stories, astounding and powerful characters and personalities, including resplendent deities, hideous monsters, strange human-animal hybrids, colossal giants, and all manner of freakish demons and devils. If humankind, early on, did realize a level of cosmic and expansive consciousness—of the big picture or what was beyond the horizon—their understanding was deeply personified. The universe was an arena in which weird and powerful personae acted out cosmic narrative dramas and themes.


Such transcendent and frequently bizarre beings both reflected typical human traits and qualities—often in exaggerated form—as well as possessing superhuman and transcendent powers. Again from a modern psychological perspective, we can interpret such beliefs in fantastical and multifarious beings populating the cosmos and the realm of the unknown as psychological projections of human character types painted onto the blank canvas of the mysterious universe. We also find among such projected fantastical personae amalgamations of human and non-human animate forms. (Animals often symbolized human ideals and human fears.)


Among the varied fantastical creatures contained in ancient folklore and mythology are: centaurs, combining horse and human; numerous giants and one-eyed Cyclops; sea serpents and a huge array of distinctive dragons; the multi-headed fire-breathing Chimera and the three-headed dog Cerberus (guarding the gates of Hell); gorgons (females with snakes on their head); griffins (the body of a lion and the head and wings of an eagle); harpies (a combination of woman and bird); hydras (many-headed serpents); the Minotaur (the body of a male human and the head of a bull); Ouroboros (the self-eating snake swallowing its tail); satyrs (combining goats and humans); Pegasus, the winged-horse; and unicorns, vampires, werewolves, sirens, and various animated metallic automata. (See for many more examples Jorge Borges’s The Book of Imaginary Beings, 1969.) And this list does not even include the huge, multifarious array of gods and goddesses, who often also possessed weird and extraordinary qualities.


Such imaginative creatures and personae, most notably ancient deities, possessed an amazing array of incredible powers that far surpassed normal human abilities, including the ability to become invisible; to live forever; to shape-shift into different forms; to instantaneously move from one place to another; to command and control animals; to control the weather, including storms and earthquakes; to create monsters and tremendous weapons; to cast spells; to move the sun and the moon; to build animated machines (automata); to fly through the air and turn water into wine; to induce madness, love, or pregnancy; to foresee the future; to communicate with the dead (the power of necromancy); to posses superhuman muscular strength and intelligence; and in general to have power over both life and death.


Aside from distant lands and higher supernatural realms, the fantastic could also be found in some local haunted forest, dark cave, mystical mountain, and other places within the immediate environment. The supernatural and the fantastic manifested itself in the everyday world.


Indeed our ancestors saw their immediate environment as “enchanted” and filled with gods and spirits and all sorts of unusual creatures. The divine frequently visited the natural world around them, routinely communicating with human minds, molding attitudes and directing behavior. The gods spoke to ancient humans and revealed themselves and their wishes. Demons, monsters, and spirits from the beyond traveled into the everyday world. Our ancestors personified both nature and their local habitats, as well as the cosmos and the skies above (Berman, 1981; Donald, 1991). The mindset of “animism”—that everything in nature is animated and possessed of personified spirits—was perhaps the dominant mode of consciousness and understanding in ancient cultures. Animism, indeed, is an expression of the personification of nature and the universe.


Spirits, deities, and strange mythical creatures that populated nature included dryads (tree nymphs) and assorted other water and wind nymphs; gods and goddesses of flowers, forests, and trees, who often adopted animal forms; fairies, elves, and trolls; gods of air, storm, thunder, volcanoes, marshes, clouds, and rainbows; the great Greek god of the wild, Pan; and permeating all of nature, a great number of different mother earth goddesses across many cultures, including the Egyptian Isis and the Greek Gaea.


All in all, gods and spirits (and other imagined animate beings) were envisioned as both transcendent and beyond the everyday world, and yet also immanent within it, orchestrating physical nature and even entering into and directing conscious human minds. Homer’s epochal tales, the Iliad and the Odyssey, are clear examples describing the presence of gods, goddesses, and other fantastical beings in human life and human consciousness, deities who visited humankind from the higher realm of Mount Olympus and talked to us, often guiding us in our challenges and pursuits in life (Jaynes, 1976; Armstrong, 1994; White, 2003; Wright, 2009).


Human consciousness and imagination in the ancient world also extended into the unknown future, creating fantastic visions and prophesies of what was to come. This capacity of future consciousness was part of our mental ability to transcend the immediate here and now. Although we may associate early religious myths more with stories about the origin and creation of humankind and the world—narratives of the past—ancient myths also delved into the future of the world, indeed, at times the “end of the world.” One of the most influential ancient “myths” in the West is the predicted future battle of Armageddon, involving a host of fantastic beings and amazing cataclysmic events. Ancient futurist narratives also described human transformation and ascension to higher or different levels of reality in the future, combining the futuristic with the transcendent, fantastic, and metaphysical. From the Persian Zoroaster and ancient Hindu mythology of the destruction and recreation of the world to St. Augustine and medieval Millennialism, we see stories of great battles in the future, the ongoing physical and spiritual transformative development of future humans, the end of the earth and/or the universe, and the promise of elevated transcendent realities to come (Nisbet, 1994; Noss, 1999; Lombardo, 2006a).


The nineteenth century astronomer and mystical science fiction writer Camille Flammarion extensively recounted, in his book Omega: The Last Days of the World (1893-1894), the numerous and varied visions and warnings of the “end of the world” within both ancient and modern times. Does the world end through fire and heat, cold and ice, flood or drought, comets or meteor collisions, or the death of the sun? These different apocalyptic visions informed his science fiction writings and continue to influence modern human consciousness and contemporary science fiction. As Flammarion demonstrated, the end of the world has been a recurrent theme found throughout human history, as diverse and rich in content as the expansive reach of human hope, fear, and imagination. See also John Clute’s The Book of End Times: Grappling with the Millennium (1999) and Sharan Newman’s The Real History of the End of the World (2010).


As described in my book The Evolution of Future Consciousness (2006a), humans have been thinking about the future (imagining, feeling, and creating it) since before the dawn of recorded history, however primitive and limited their early capacities were in this regard. We are beings of future consciousness, as much as we are beings of imagination and cosmic consciousness; indeed these varied capacities support each other, all of them forms of consciousness that go beyond the immediate here and now, all expressions of the mental capacity for conscious transcendence. And as noted earlier, emotion weaves together with imagination and speculation. In the historical development of future consciousness, we find uplifting, hopeful visions of future utopian and heavenly realms as well as fearful visions of the end of the world and eternal damnation.


The general point to be understood from the above examples is that from ancient times the human mind has embedded the everyday world and ordinary consciousness within an expansive and imaginative framework of ideas, narratives, and diverse personified beings, often bizarre and fantastical in nature that extends far beyond the commonplace and the immediate here and now. Giving meaning and understanding to life and existence, this transcendent and fantastic mode of consciousness is a key dimension of the nature of ancient myths.


* * *


Such imaginative ideas and narratives, however fantastical and strange, were seen as highly credible and believable within the context of the theories of reality adopted by humans at the time. Although there was not one uniform vision (theory) of reality across the diverse cultures around the ancient world (Lombardo, 2006a), ancient mindsets frequently included strange or fantastical realms of existence, populated by supernatural and bizarre beings, as integral to their theories of reality. As indicated above, ancient humans explained nature and existence in terms of spirits and deities. And such ancient theories, more often than not, allowed for the visitation and manifestation of beings from other realms into the everyday here and now, and in many cases, conversely, for human journeys to these exotic or transcendent realms. We made contact with these other realms, and beings from these realms made contact with us. Such contact and communication running in either direction seemed credible and plausible.


Belief in the literal truth of such fantastical realities should not be surprising. As a fundamental feature of the psychology of human consciousness, a person’s theory of reality determines what he or she believes is possible and plausible. The credible possibilities of existence are explained and interpreted within the context of the accepted theory of reality. What may seem from a modern point of view as totally implausible if not impossible, within the context of a different theory of reality may seem quite understandable and believable. The ancients believed in a universe of spirits and deities, possessing incredible powers, of personified nature and the cosmos, and of exotic creatures, including animal-animal and animal-human hybrids. Their stories, populated with such realities, seemed credible to them.


Moreover, what a person perceives as real within their everyday world is strongly influenced by what they believe or think is ontologically plausible or possible. A person’s interpretations and descriptions of observed facts are framed within the context of their theory of reality (Kuhn, 1962; Feyerabend, 1965, 1969; Lombardo, 2017). Although ancient humans believed in fantastical realities and beings that existed in faraway places or higher realms of existence, these beliefs and underlying theories of reality also influenced their perceptions or observations of the everyday world around them. They believed in gods, spirits, demons, and magical beings and, consequently, routinely observed apparitions, signs, and intimations of these beings in their everyday world. Their world, their perceptions, and their consciousness were “enchanted,” animated, and haunted by these entities.


As a self-confirming feedback loop, human thought and imagination extending beyond the immediate here and now circled back on the everyday world, giving it context, substance, structure, and meaning. Cosmic and fantastical consciousness informed the ancients’ perceptions and thoughts about their lived reality. They saw what they believed in. Reciprocally, the imaginative theories of reality and associated narratives of the ancients seemed credible because it appeared to them that there was observable evidence, albeit theoretically informed, all around them confirming their beliefs. Because they believed in gods and demons, the gods talked to them and the demons appeared to them in the night, and because of this presumed evidence, their beliefs in this fantastical reality were further reinforced.


This psychological contact between the fantastical and the everyday, the imaginative and the concrete, and the theoretical and the perceptual, also shows up in the fact that ancient visions and stories of transcendent and astonishing beings and realms provided guidance, meaning, and purpose within everyday life. Ancient myths and fantasies provided role models, stories to live by, rituals to partake in, and metaphors of what was of critical value and supreme importance in life. The fantastical narratives inspired, engaging human emotion, motivation, and ethical thinking and action. The fantastical myths and sagas holistically impacted human consciousness and human ways of life. The ancients modeled their lives on their mythic stories, which indeed, is a key aspect of the nature of myth.


* * *


In modern times, ancient beliefs, prophecies, and fantastic tales are viewed by a large segment of the population as without credibility, as “myth” consisting of nothing but wishful thinking or speculative fantasy, rather than being grounded in fact or reality. A common modern meaning associated with the term “myth” is something that isn’t true. Typical online definitions of “myth” include: “a fictitious story, person, or thing” (The Free Dictionary); “a widely held but false belief or idea”; and “a misrepresentation of the truth” (Oxford Dictionaries).


To expand, if myths are frequently seen as fantasies, how do we define “fantasy”? Typical online definitions of “fantasy” (my italics) are “imagination unrestricted by reality; [a] genre of fiction that commonly uses magic and other supernatural elements … takes place in imaginary worlds where magic and magical creatures are common” (The Free Dictionary; Fantasy – Wikipedia). A representative definition of magic is “the power of apparently influencing the course of events by using mysterious or supernatural forces.” And “supernatural” can be defined as “attributed to some force beyond scientific understanding or the laws of nature” (Google Search: Definition of “magic” and definition of “supernatural”).


As evident from the above definitions, magic, the supernatural, and fantasy are dissociated from science. And if we accept modern science as our standard for determining what is realistic or credible, then fantasy, magic, and the supernatural do not align with reality because fantasy is not based on a scientific view of reality. More succinctly, fantasy is whatever does not align with science.


Consequently, because ancient myths are seen as fantasies, often embracing the magical and/or the supernatural, they do not refer to anything true or real (or even realistically possible) since they are not scientifically credible. Also, the creatures and beings described in myths are not scientifically believable. Wizards are not plausible because science says that magic doesn’t exist; dragons, cyclops, and minotaurs are not credible because there is no empirical fossil evidence (or evolutionary explanation) for them; spirits, demons, ghosts, and deities are unrealistic fantasies because the universe, in its totality, can be scientifically understood without bringing into the picture such personified supernatural entities influencing reality. We do not need gods to explain thunder, earthquakes, the sun rising in the morning, the direction of human history, or even the origin of life and the universe. What is a spirit within a scientific universe? In modern times, science provides our theory and understanding of reality, and ancient mythic beliefs and associated creatures and beings have no credibility within this modern mindset.


We could also argue from a modern scientific point of view that because ancient myths are fantasies and not scientifically credible, they have no psychological or social value, and are even counter-productive and dangerous to human happiness and general well-being. Believing in what is patently false cannot be beneficial to the human mind or society. Being inspired by unrealistic (unscientific) visions and stories is of no practical or adaptive value, and in fact, may be psychologically destructive; it may be a sign of madness and psychosis. People who commune with supernatural or magical beings are often, though not always, put in mental hospitals. Religious belief systems, having ancient and mythic foundations, have been repeatedly critiqued and attacked in modern times, beginning during the Western Enlightenment (c.1750 CE) and up to the present (in the “New Atheism” for example), such antiquated mindsets presumably producing all types of damaging psychological and social effects, including dogmatism, oppression, foolishness, stilted mental growth, neurotic guilt, and self-righteous violence (Lombardo, 2006a; Dawkins, 2006; Hitchens, 2007).


Yet a large percentage of people in our contemporary world still follow the principles and practices of one of the main traditional religions (for example, Judaism, Christianity, Islam, and Hinduism). And they believe in the various fantastical visions and tales contained in ancient myths connected with their particular religion. All these religions contain mythic stories of ancient origin that are fantastical and supernatural; they all embody theories of reality, supporting their respective sagas and tales that do not align with modern science. (Although many followers contend that “metaphorically” their ancient religious and mythical beliefs do align with science.) Moreover, religious individuals following these various traditions also think that their beliefs and practices have beneficial rather than negative effects on the quality of their lives. People who believe in ancient myths and theories of reality associated with their religions also often believe in the possibility, if not the reality, of ghosts, demons, animate spirits, angels, and other fantastical beings who visit and communicate with them (Wright, 2009).


* * *


Human consciousness, in numerous ways, has been evolving across the history of our species, and in particular, there has been a general direction toward increasing vistas of awareness and understanding in both space and time. Our minds have been progressively expanding away from the relative egocentric immediate here and now. Regarding our consciousness of time, our capacities for both historical and future consciousness have progressively extended and enriched through the development of our species; we see and understand a great deal more about the past and the future. Of particular significance, the psychological capacity to envision and purposefully evolve desirable or preferable futures has been progressively evolving and has been the central driving force behind the development of modern human civilization (Lombardo, 2006a, 2017).


Yet, the ancient human mind possessed certain definite powers of thought and imagination. As far back as the beginning of recorded history the human mind demonstrated the capacity to imagine and to think beyond the immediate here and now and the everyday and commonplace. Our capacities for imagination, speculation, future and historical consciousness, and conscious transcendence are evident in ancient myths. All of these capacities are distinguishing strengths of the human mind, and although our minds can reach beyond the immediate here and now, this constellation of abilities has provided meaning to the everyday world. Imagination and our sense of the big picture inform and inspire us. As noted above, ancient fantastical stories and visions provided ethical and motivational direction to human life. There was a pragmatic value in our early capacity for transcendence, even if we think today that the visionary consciousness of the ancients is no longer credible. Insofar as many people worldwide still find credibility in ancient myth, they also see personal and practical relevance in such ancient sagas and stories.


Bringing these two points together, we should look for both continuity and change (evolution) in the history of the powers of the human mind, and in particular in our capacity to transcend the commonplace and the egocentric here and now. Continuity and change are hallmarks of evolution; there is novelty in evolution, but novelty that builds upon what came before. It would be a mistake to think that the ancients were completely stuck in a totally localized and primordial mode of consciousness and that they couldn’t imagine wondrous and fantastical realities beyond their local village mentality. Conversely, as we move forward in historical time, it makes sense that our capacities for imagination, historical and future consciousness, cosmic visions, and transcendence have evolved further.


Moreover, although mythic consciousness is usually associated with an early stage in the evolution of the human mind, being more primitive than scientific consciousness (Lombardo, 2016c), it is clear that mythic consciousness has not disappeared in the modern world. One plausible evolutionary view is that more modern forms of consciousness, rather than eliminating more primitive modes of understanding, have layered or built upon earlier forms. Adopting an evolutionary view of continuity and change within human history, perhaps pre-modern fantastical mythology and modern scientific thinking are not unequivocally and totally at odds, and at least along certain lines have realized a level of cumulative integration in contemporary times. Has there perhaps been an evolutionary synthetic process of science and myth that has been ongoing over the last few hundred years since the beginnings of modern science? This ongoing evolving synthesis, encompassing both continuity and change, is what I propose science fiction has been achieving in numerous ways over the last few centuries.


The Value of Myth




… myths are archetypal patterns in human consciousness and where there is consciousness there will be myth.


Rollo May





If we turn to the modern scholar of myth, Joseph Campbell, we find a very positive and sympathetic view of myth and its value and relevance to the modern world. In his book The Power of Myth, he asserts that through myth, “… what we’re seeking is an experience of being alive, so that our life experiences on a purely physical plane will have resonances within our own innermost being and reality, so that we actually feel the rapture of being alive” (Campbell, 1988, p. 3). (My italics in the above and below quotes from Campbell.) According to Campbell, myth facilitates this heightened level of experience, this rapture of personal existence.


Additionally, he argues that “Mythology is the song. It is the song of the imagination, inspired by the energies of the body” (Campbell, 1988, p. 22). Mythology, for Campbell, is aesthetic, lyrical, and expressive, key qualities in the fullest and deepest expression of human consciousness and our experience of life. A song is a celebration, a romance, a revelation and expression of beauty. These experiences are essential to a fully realized life. As I argue in Future Consciousness (2017), beauty and vitality are key features in human happiness and a flourishing life.


Campbell further suggests that:




Myth … serves four functions. The first is the mystical function … realizing what a wonder the universe is, and what a wonder you are, and experiencing awe before this mystery. Myth opens the world to the dimension of mystery, to the realization of the mystery that underlies all forms … If mystery is manifest through all things, the universe becomes, as it were, a holy picture. You are always addressing the transcendent mystery through the conditions of your actual world. (Campbell, 1988, p. 31)





As noted earlier, where there is mystery and the unknown, humans have created various stories and scenarios to make sense of what lies beyond the known; humans have projected meanings onto the unknown. Yet it is part of our expansive awareness of the transcendent that we realize there is something beyond the mundane and the relative here and now that we cannot imagine or grasp. Campbell, in this last quote, is arguing that myth acknowledges, if not highlights, the mystery of existence to be found within the “transcendent,” of a higher unknown realm. Myths keep our minds open, through awe and wonder, to the realms of the possible, the undiscovered, the mind-boggling, and the transcendent. The mystery is embraced. For Campbell, myth doesn’t aspire to explain it all away.


As one final quote, Campbell argues,




… myths offer life models. But the models have to be appropriate to the time in which you are living and our time has changed so fast that what was proper fifty years ago is not proper today…. The old time religion belongs to another age, another people, another set of human values, another universe. By going back you throw yourself out of sync with history (Campbell, 1988, p. 13).





Although Campbell, in great depth and unending fascination, described ancient myths and their meaning and significance to contemporary life and our experience of reality, in this quote, he is arguing that we need myths that are resonant and relevant to our modern times and modern way of thinking. We need myths that tune into the concerns, philosophies, and aspirations of contemporary life and the modern human mind. Where are these new myths to be found? Can we identify myths that embrace, rather than contradict, a modern scientific vision of reality? For Campbell, it is not that myth per se is without value; rather we need to move beyond ancient myths to myths with a contemporary resonance and credibility.


Yet also, in the last quote, Campbell hits upon a key point about myth (or any type of effective narrative): There need to be characters within a story that provide models for us; narratives inform and inspire because there are characters with whom we can resonate. Although ancient myths can be criticized for including personae in explanations of the origin and the workings of nature and the cosmos (animism), such personifications of reality facilitated a psychological resonance between the myth and the human mind. (How well do we personally resonate with the entities of modern science and astronomy, such as quarks, gamma rays, nebulae, black holes, and quasars?) One of the key factors behind the psycho-social power of the narrative is the inclusion of characters within the story; myths, as narratives with characters, possess this inspirational power. Can we therefore somehow combine the credibility of contemporary science and modern thought with the personifications of mythic narrative?


A key concept that Campbell invokes in understanding the meaning and structure of myths is the “archetype.” An archetype can be defined as “an original pattern or model represented by some image, persona, or symbol.” An archetype is an anchor point of meaning, associated with a recognizable icon. The psychologist Carl Jung, whom Campbell cites in his writings, understood an archetype as a deep, fundamental, and universal idea or theme within the human mind. Archetypes are primordial units of meaning basic to the structure and form of human understanding, existing, according to Jung, in the collective unconscious shared by all human minds. For Jung (1964), the human mind experiences the world and makes sense out of it through archetypes. (Archetypes are fundamental ideas, with associated icons, within a person’s theory of reality.) For Campbell, there are common personae, themes, and narrative structures in myths from across the world. These pervasive elements or units of meaning are mythic archetypes. Both Campbell and Jung believed that various common symbols and images show up across human cultures representing the deep archetypal units of meaning and understanding within the human mind.
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