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Summary

A study of the work of the Belfast science fiction authors Bob Shaw and James White,
two hitherto ignored authors in Irish Studies. Much written about Shaw and White has
originated from British and American science fiction fandom, but this project assesses
their work against the background of the Northern Ireland in which their work was
produced. The thesis takes a broadly Marxist approach, in particular utilising the
Marxist approach to the science fiction genre developed by Fredric Jameson, Darko
Suvin and Carl Freedman, as well as drawing from Irish Studies, Science and

Technology Studies, Utopian Studies, and Postcolonial Studies.

Chapter One sketches out the a priori conditions for the emergence of the science
fiction form in Belfast, utilising historical texts, the work of Fredric Jameson on
modernity, and also drawing from the discipline of Science and Technology Studies. It
draws out the link between development and the science fiction of Shaw and White,
pointing to the ideologeme of improvement through technology reflected in their work.
The chapter also locates a connection between the de-industrialisation experienced by
Belfast from the late 1970s onward, and the depiction of ragged technologies and

alternative means of development in the later works of both authors.

Chapter Two examines notions of history in the work of Shaw and White, revealing
fragments of identities dependent on history and narratives in which the process of
selection involved in recounting history is highlighted. The chapter relies on Louis
Althusser’s notion of History as only accessible to us in fragments, as well as Georg
Lukacs’s suggestion that the post-1848 bourgeois novel is marked by de-historicisation.
Carl Freedman’s conception of science fiction as the genre that stretches the boundaries
of the bourgeois novel is used to consider ways in which the work of Shaw and White
moves beyond the two-traditions paradigm of Northern Irish politics. While White’s
novels are found to counteract this tendency in their depiction of Catholic futures,
Shaw’s work is demonstrated as pushing at the horizon of identity and history,

suggesting that both are mutable and open to constant change.

Chapter Three considers manifestations of the alien Other across the science fiction of

Shaw and White. The chapter pulls together strands from Irish Studies, Science Fiction



Studies and theories of the animal Other, to tease out the implications of the alien in the
fiction of Shaw and White. Depictions of the alien are revealed as attempts at depicting
an ethical multi-species community in White’s Sector General series, but the hybridity

suggested by such a notion is shown as being resisted in the last instance by the author.

Chapter Four examines traces of the utopian impulse in the work of Shaw and White.
It references Tom Moylan’s work on the critical utopia, positioning the work of both
authors as belonging to the era of that subgenre. For the main part focusing on White,
the chapter critiques the work of the writer on space Frank White, who suggests that
astronauts become inspired by a pacific vision he terms ‘the overview effect’” when
looking back at the Earth from space. Positioning this viewpoint as a repressive utopian
impulse, the chapter considers its implications for White’s depiction of an all-knowing
alien race in the novel Underkill, a race intent on intervening in the course of human
history through terrorism and the manipulation of natural forces. The chapter
contemplates the relevance of the novel as repressively utopian when considering the
novel as an instance of Northern Irish science fiction written as a response to the

Troubles.
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Introduction

Catholic priests colonise a planet to spread the word of God to an alien race; robot
chaperones break up courting couples on an interstellar starship; scenes of beauty are
trapped in glass to be replayed at a later date; a political prisoner blinded by his captors
invents a device that allows him to use the sight of others. These are some of the events
depicted by the Belfast science fiction writers Bob Shaw and James White, who
produced work from the mid to late twentieth century. Although much revered in some
circles of science fiction fandom, Shaw and White have been relatively ignored by Irish
Studies. Thus far, outside of the science fiction community, critical appraisal of the
authors has been scant. Patrick Maume’s critical essay on the two authors appeared in
2009, and Jack Fennell’s Irish Science Fiction, published in 2014, dedicates just twenty
pages to Shaw and White.! The dearth of critical examination of these two authors
within the discipline of Irish Studies is something that this study aims to address. Shaw
and White never seriously collaborated on fiction, but given their friendship and their
employment at Shorts aircraft manufacturers, whenever they are critically appraised

they are done so together, and this thesis is no exception.’

Shaw and White are the most prolific Irish science fiction authors.® They self-
consciously produced science fiction, submitting their work for consideration to genre
publications such as New Worlds and Analog, attending science fiction conventions,
and engaging in science fiction fandom through their Irish Fandom group and science
fiction fanzine S/ant, produced with the help of their friend Walt Willis. The extra-

literary element of science fiction is receiving increasing critical attention, with Andrew

! Patrick Maume, ‘Futures Past: The Science Fiction of Bob Shaw and James White as a Product of
Late-Industrial Belfast’ in No Country For Old Men: Fresh Perspectives on Irish Literature eds. Paddy
Lyons and Alison O’Malley-Younger (Bern: Peter Lang, 2009) pp. 192-214; Jack Fennell, ‘The Wrong
History: Bob Shaw, James White and the Troubles’ in /rish Science Fiction (Liverpool: Liverpool
University Press, 2014) pp. 152-171.

2 Shaw and White did share a fictional alien called the Drambon, a round creature that has to roll to
keep its blood in circulation. The alien was invented by Shaw and appeared in the fiction of both
authors. See James White, ‘The Secret History of Sector General’ in Ambulance Ship (London: Corgi
Books, 1986) xv.

3 Fellow Belfast native Ian McDonald is at least as prolific in science fiction from the early nineties to
the current era, but the thesis has chosen to focus on Shaw and White as the earliest example of Irish
authors producing a large amount of material in the science fiction genre.



Milner suggesting the genre as a site of contestation with the fan community as an
important component in its preservation and transformation.* Patricia Monk also notes
that the genre of science fiction is based upon a consensus community of fans and
practitioners.’ The engagement of Shaw and White in this community more fully than
other Irish science fiction authors marks their work out as central for any study of Irish

iterations of the form.

It is also worth noting that no comparable science fiction authors arose south of
the border in the same period. In a move that bears some comparison to the practices of
science fiction fandom, in the 1930s the science fiction writer Joseph O’Neill, born in
Galway and working in the Department of Education in the nascent southern state, did
write to the father of science fiction H.G. Wells, enclosing a copy of his 1934 novel
Land Under England and declaring that ‘Land Under England in so far as it has value,
owes it to you more than to all other writers put together, because it is your works, the
early ones as well as the later, that kindled my imagination to the point at which I felt
that I wanted to create.’® But this is truly an exception, and there is no evidence that
O’Neill was in any way interested when the writer and editor Hugo Gernsback, through
his magazine Amazing Stories, began retroactively defining the science fiction field by
combining the work of Wells, Verne, Poe and others into a tradition.” Shaw and White
interacted with the international science fiction community, attended conventions,
created fan groups, submitted work to the dominant magazines in the field, and enjoyed
the recognition of luminaries and peers such as John W. Campbell, Brian Aldiss, and
JIan Watson, amongst others. Indeed, such was Shaw’s standing in science fiction
circles, that his name was passed on by Arthur C. Clarke to film director Stanley
Kubrick as a scriptwriting replacement for Brian Aldiss, who had been fired by the

director at the preparation stages of Kubrick’s adaptation of Aldiss’s short story ‘Super-

4 Andrew Milner, Locating Science Fiction (Liverpool: Liverpool University Press, 2012) p. 40.

3 Patricia Monk, Alien Theory: The Alien as Archetype in the Science Fiction Short Story (Lanham:
Scarecrow Press, 2006) xxxv.

¢ Cited in Robert Crossley, ‘Dystopian Nights’, Science Fiction Studies, 41 (1987) 93-98.

7 Gernsback called this type of fiction scientifiction, a clumsy neologism that inevitably morphed into
the easier to pronounce science fiction. For more on Gernsback and early twentieth-century pulp
science fiction, see Brian Aldiss, Trillion Year Spree: The History of Science Fiction (London: Paladin,
1986) pp. 251-255; Adam Roberts, The History of Science Fiction (London: Palgrave Macmillan,
2005) pp. 173-194.



Toys Last All Summer Long’, the film that was eventually completed by Steven
Spielberg in 2001 as A.. 3

Shaw and White’s careers in science fiction emerged from their involvement in
the group Irish Fandom, a small coterie of science fiction enthusiasts and writers that
began meeting at the Belfast home of Walt Willis in the late 1940s. White and Willis
set up the group in 1947, with Shaw joining them in 1950. Requirement for membership
was simply a taste for science fiction literature. The group ignored sectarian divisions,
but White remained its only Catholic member. Between 1948 and 1953, Willis and
White produced the fanzine Slant, which was hand-printed on a letterpress machine,
with White providing woodcut illustrations. Willis and Shaw later paid homage to this
low-tech means of production in 1954°s The Enchanted Duplicator, a light-hearted
adventure story which follows the journey of a science fiction fan to the Tower of
Trufandom to claim the titular Duplicator.’ Slant and its successor Hyphen were
publications strictly for those in the inner circle of science fiction fandom, featuring
reports on conventions, book reviews and in-jokes between the members of the group.
Throughout this period, Shaw and White also tried to establish themselves as
professional science fiction authors. White wrote stories prolifically throughout the
1950s, selling work to New Worlds, Nebula and Astounding, including a serialised story
set in Ireland called ‘Tourist Planet’, which would be expanded into his first novel The
Secret Visitors."" Shaw sold his story ‘Aspect’ to Nebula magazine in 1954, a first
contact narrative in which astronauts investigate alien architecture for clues as to the

civilisation that constructed it.'!

Shaw later dismissed his early work as ‘juvenilia’, and the author took a break
from science fiction in 1956, the year he and his wife Sadie went to live in Alberta,
Canada for two years. Shaw worked as a draughtsman by day, and a taxi driver by night,
in an attempt to save enough money to purchase a house on his return. Shaw, born in

Belfast in 1931, had trained as a draughtsman upon leaving school and, upon returning

$ Shaw was in turn also fired by Kubrick for leaving the country to attend a science fiction convention.
For Shaw’s account of the encounter with Kubrick, see John Baxter, Stanley Kubrick: A Biography
(London: Harper Collins, 1998) pp. 357-8.

¢ Walter Willis and Bob Shaw, ‘The Enchanted Duplicator’,
http://www.fanac.org/fanzines/Enchanted_Duplicator/Enchanted-00.html [accessed 21/1/2016]

10 James White, The Secret Visitors (1957) (London: New English Library, 1971)

' Bob Shaw, ‘Aspect’, Nebula 9 (Glasgow: Peter Hamilton, 1955) pp. 55-66.



from Canada in 1958, went to work as an aeroplane designer for Short and Harland,

eventually moving to a public relations position.

Having become a science fiction fan at age eleven, Shaw claimed that the genre
provided a means to fulfil ‘the pressing need to escape from the suburban Belfast in the
late 1930s.” Describing his discovery of the stories of A.E. Van Vogt at age eleven as
something of an epiphany, in an interview with the British science fiction journal

Foundation, Shaw states:

Looking back on the experience, I could almost make a case for
governmental control of the exposure of vintage Van Vogt to developing
minds. The effect on me was much more devastating than LSD and much
longer lasting—indeed, as far as I can determine, it was indelible. The boys’
paper science fiction had been intriguing, but not wholly satisfying, whereas
in the Van Vogt stories there was a soul-glutting blend of new concepts,
politics, sex, and adventure. His palette was sombre-hued, the brush strokes
were broad, and the overall impression was one of sophisticated brooding
maturity which I found totally irresistible. It is no exaggeration to say that the
reading of that first story changed the entire course of my life.'?

Shaw’s involvement with science fiction fandom was a pursuit that clashed
significantly with what Brian Stableford calls the ‘dour culture of the Protestant work
ethic in one of its narrower manifestations.’'*> Shaw’s mother did piece-work in a
factory, while his father was a policeman and part-time gamekeeper.'* Shaw described

the resulting schism in the Foundation article, suggesting:

One side of my nature was fervently convinced that devotion to science
fiction was the path to happiness; the other side was keenly aware of my
father’s disappointment and shared his conviction that a life of industrious
respectability in a recognised safe job was no more than the family’s due.'’

Given Shaw’s technical and engineering background, and the status of science fiction
as a technologically literate form, it initially seems incongruous that the author would
utilise the genre as a means by which to escape the discipline of a working life in
Belfast’s industrial sector. But Shaw perceived science fiction as offering access to an

actual contingent reality more real than the everyday concerns of industrial Belfast.

12 Brian Stableford, ‘Algebraic Fantasies: The Science Fiction of Bob Shaw’ in Algebraic Fantasies
and Realist Romances: More Masters of Science Fiction (Rockville: Wildside Press, 1995) p. 26.

13 Ibid., p. 26.

14 Jan Shaw, ‘My Dad, Bob’, Relapse 19 (2011) p. 10.

15 Algebraic Fantasies, p. 26.



Shaw saw the line of flight that science fiction provided as an escape fo rather than from
reality, believing that the genre called the values of his society into question, rendering

them fantastical. Shaw proclaims that:

The world image presented by mundane ‘realists’ is one in which the
invariants are things like mortgages, the TUC, engine wear, national
insurance contributions, prostate troubles, Sunday, unemployment figures,
newspapers, cemeteries, Harpic, ambition, season tickets, raincoats, Russia,
suet, gas meters, greenfly, and so on. What the science fiction buff
understands is that all these things are merely local phenomena of a very
temporary nature, and that to get them in their proper perspective it is only
necessary to step back a few thousand light years.'®

For Shaw, mere reportage expressed the predictability of arithmetic whereas science
fiction was an attempt to grasp the chaotic, unknown quantities of algebra. Shaw
suggests that the science fiction genre introduces an element of contingency to mundane

reality, causing the reader to question that reality and the structures that underpin it.

This juxtaposition of the mundane and the fantastic is a typical quality of Shaw’s
fiction, the fantastic invariably embodied by a fictional technology. Shaw’s 1966 story
“The Light of Other Days’ unpacks one implication of the fictional technology ‘slow
glass’, a kind of glass that reduces the speed of light to such an extent that images of
events are seen long after they have taken place. The story, Shaw’s second published
work following his return to science fiction in 1965, is an exemplary instance of the
short science fiction form, has been anthologised widely and was nominated for a Hugo
Award in 1967, arguably the most prestigious accolade in the science fiction field. Told
in the third person, Shaw depicts a bickering couple walking through a rural landscape
and arriving at a farm of slow glass windows soaking in the idyllic scene. The closure
of the narrative, in which the owner of the farm is consoled by images of his deceased
wife and child is typical of Shaw’s concern with rehearsing the implications of
technological change and how it interacts with quotidian individual lives.!” Shaw’s
follow-up slow glass stories, ‘Burden of Proof” and ‘A Dome of Many-Coloured Glass’
similarly consider the implications of slow glass for a high court judge and an American

prisoner of war.

14lgebraic Fantasies, p. 27.
17 Bob Shaw, Other Days, Other Eyes (1972) (London: Pan, 1978) pp. 25-34.



While interesting for many reasons, Shaw’s attempt to draw out the implications
of slow glass across the novella Other Days, Other Eyes are less compelling than the
short work, the character of the inventor of slow glass Garrod as detective distracting
somewhat from the science fictional premise.'® The depiction of Garrod as all-knowing
throughout the novel reduces the tension built up in slow glass stories that demonstrate
the technology’s effect on the everyman, in the form of the husband, the judge, and the
soldier. However, the tension does return in the last third of the novel, when Garrod is
seen losing control of his invention altogether. The novel’s weaknesses could be traced
to its status as a fix-up novel, a convention in science fiction publishing whereby a
popular author joins a number of shorter works together to produce a novel.'” However,
the quality of Other Days, Other Eyes is a cut above mere hackwork, which cannot be
said for Shaw’s other fix-up novel Ship of Strangers, which meanders without direction
after killing off its most interesting character, Candar the shape-changing alien, at the

close of the second chapter.?’

Other instances of Shaw’s fictional technologies include the longevity treatment
that allows humans to achieve something close to immortality in One Million
Tomorrows (1970), the substance magniluct in 4 Wreath of Stars (1976) that makes
invisible entities visible and threatens to undermine the social structure of the fictional
African statelet Barandi, and the Hutchman trigger in Ground Zero Man (1971), a
device with the ability to explode all nuclear weapons at once. In each case the
technology drives the narrative, informing the actions of the protagonists and the

societies of which they are part. 2!

Shaw’s first novel Night Walk (1967) also expresses a concern with the effects
of technology on the individual and society. The novel takes the form of a third person
space adventure narrative, with the protagonist Tallon a prisoner on the planet Emm

Luther. Despite being blinded, Tallon utilises technology both to make his escape and

18 Bob Shaw, Other Days, Other Eyes (1972) (London: Pan, 1978)

19 Edward James, Science Fiction in the Twentieth Century (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1994) p.
64. James cites Shaw’s hero A.E. Van Vogt as the inventor of the term ‘fix-up’, and suggests Van Vogt
himself was a ‘master of the form.’

20 Bob Shaw, Ship of Strangers (New York: Ace Books, 1978)

21 Bob Shaw, One Millions Tomorrows (New York: Ace Books, 1980); 4 Wreath of Stars (1976)
(London: Gollancz, 1987); Ground Zero Man (New York: Avon Books, 1971)



to attempt to bring the universe to peace. This narrative of constant improvement
through technology will be studied in the context of Northern Ireland in greater detail
in the first chapter of the thesis. The orientation towards resolution in Night Walk is
also interesting in a Northern Irish context, as is Tallon’s origin in the organisation
known as the Block, a terrorist organisation dedicated to maintaining a political link

between Earth and its planet colony Emm Luther.*

Shaw’s second novel, the interstellar war story The Palace of Eternity, is notable
for its sympathetic depictions of alterity, as well as a jarring narrative leap whereby the
protagonist Tallon is killed midway through the novel but continues to drive the
narrative. Here the afterlife is posited, not as a supernatural state, but as a realm of
transcendence as yet uncategorised by science.”’ The novel overturns a Manichean
division between the alien race the Syccans and humanity, and this is explored in greater
detail in Chapter Three, along with another depiction of alterity by Shaw in Medusa'’s
Children.**

A formal convention that serves Shaw better than the fix-up is the science fiction
trilogy. The Orbitsville trilogy (Orbitsville 1975, Orbitsville Departure 1983,
Orbitsville Judgement 1990), affords Shaw the scope to fully consider the implications
of the discovery of a habitable sphere constituting far in excess of the available land on
Earth.?> The three novels are well-constructed space adventures that, apart from their
indulgence in technological novelty and their fast pacing, also contain reflections on
the nature of history, property and progress that will be drawn out in the thesis. Each
entry in the trilogy examines a different epoch following the discovery of Orbitsville.
The original novel focuses on Vance Garamond, the space pilot who discovered
Orbitsville. The second novel jumps forward two centuries later and centres on Dallen,
a police officer whose investigations lead him from Orbitsville back to a near-vacant
Earth. The protagonist of the third novel, Jim Nicklin, lives on Orbitsville in a low-tech

community modelled on the American west of the early twentieth century, a stasis that

22 Bob Shaw, Night Walk (1967) (London: New English Library, 1970)

23 Bob Shaw, The Palace of Eternity (1970) (London: Pan Books, 1972)

24 Bob Shaw, Medusa’s Children (1977) (London: Gollancz, 1987)

23 Bob Shaw, Orbitsville (London: Gollancz, 1979); Orbitsville Departure (1983) (London: Orbit
Books, 1991); Orbitsville Judgement (1990) (London: Orbit Books, 1992)



is undermined when the sphere of Orbitsville begins to break apart. The refusal of

Shaw’s narrative to accept stasis will be key to the claims of Chapter Two of this thesis.

Shaw’s other trilogy, Land and Overland (The Ragged Astronauts 1986, The
Wooden Spaceships 1988, The Fugitive Worlds, 1989), depicts the non-metallurgical
Kolcorronian society on the planet Lain, whose technology is based on wood and other
organic components, what will be referred to later in the thesis as ragged technologies.
This rudimentary technology, when taken together with the feudal structure of the
Kolcorronians, means the trilogy often reads like fantasy rather than science fiction.*®
But in The Ragged Astronauts, Shaw scientifically describes the means of propulsion
of the Kolcorronians’ airships in their utilisation of the lifecycle of the brakka tree,
which uses combustion as a means of reproduction. In addition, the means in which
Shaw describes the Kolcorronians’ journey to Overland, a habitable planet with which
Land shares its atmosphere, reveals the novel as meticulous and impressive science
fiction. By the close of the novel, Shaw has used the fiction to speculate on history,
technology and ecology.?” The novel gave Shaw his second Hugo Awards nomination
in 1987. Like the Orbitsville trilogy, Shaw uses the second novel of the trilogy to
explore the implications of the first. In 7he Wooden Spaceships, the colonists from Land
are coming to terms with their new existence on Overland, in particular its reflection
on their religion, which held that Overland is where souls travel to when the body dies.
The novel details a war with the remaining occupants of Land, with a wooden floating
fortress built in the vacuum between the two planets. In an echo of Shaw’s The Palace
of Eternity, the novel incorporates supernatural elements into the science fiction
narrative, the Kolcorronians making a further journey to another planet called Farland
and encountering an incorporeal race called the Symbonites who are the origin of the
Kolcorronian’s belief in the transmigration of souls to other planets.?® The final novel

in the Trilogy, The Fugitive Worlds, follows the fate of Toller Maraquine II, a

26 The boundary between the genres of science fiction and fantasy is a much-contested issue. Recent
interventions by, among others, Mark Bould and China Miéville, have done much to highlight the
permeable nature of this boundary. China Miéville suggests science fiction constitutes a subset of
fantasy, and that claims for the ‘scientific rigour’ of the genre proposed by critics such as Dark Suvin
are entirely spurious. For Miéville ‘scientism’ is simply science fiction’s mode of expression when
dealing with the fantastic. See China Miéville, ‘Symposium: Marxism and Fantasy’, Historical
Materialism, 10 (2002) pp. 39-49.

27 Bob Shaw, The Ragged Astronauts (1986) (London: Gollancz, 1987)

28 Bob Shaw, The Wooden Spaceships (London: Victor Gollancz, 1989)



descendant of the original coloniser of Land, but the novel is an unneeded addition to
the series, re-treading the terrain already covered by the first two novels, the fantastic

failing to rise above the mundane as a result.?

Whereas Shaw was born and raised firmly within the traditions of Belfast
Protestantism, White was born to a West Belfast Catholic family in 1928, and resided
in the Andersonstown area of the city for most of his working life. White’s interest in
science fiction began with an encounter with the work of H.G. Wells at age ten, and
then continued into early adulthood with White collecting American second-hand
science fiction magazines in the Smithfield Market area of Belfast. According to
Maume, these magazines were sold to the markets by American soldiers, stationed in
the city for preparations leading up to D-Day.** While Shaw’s science fiction epiphany
occurred while reading the chaotic fictional realms of Van Vogt, White’s major
influence was E.E. Doc Smith, whose work White claims made him realise that there
was no requirement for aliens to be evil in a science fiction story. White’s early
employment included working as a draper for various Belfast tailoring firms and a
Belfast Co-Operative department store, before being appointed as a technical clerk at
Shorts in 1965, where he later served as a publicity assistant and a publicity officer in
the public relations department, offering his science fiction as proof of his ability to

write.’!

White wrote and published prolifically throughout the 1950s. In a piece of fan
writing entitled ‘Star Struck’, John Berry, a fellow member of Irish Fandom, parodied
White’s fecund imagination with a parody of the author announcing that ‘If I hurry
home now, I'll just have time enough to bash out another chapter for Carnell before
Peggy wakes up.’*? Ted Carnell was the editor of the British science fiction magazine
New Worlds, where White placed the majority of his early publications. The White
stories published there, and in other venues such as Nebula and Astounding, show a
science fiction writer attempting to find an individual voice, and are interesting in that

they rehearse ideas that White would draw out with more precision in his longer work.

2 Bob Shaw, The Fugitive Worlds (London: Orbit Books, 1989)

30 No Country for Old Men, p. 194.

3 Ibid., p. 197.

32 Cited in Andy Sawyer ‘Fables of Irish Fandom’ in Fic: Why Fanfiction is Taking Over the World ed.
Ann Elizabeth Jamison (Dallas: BenBella, 2013) p. 81.



1953’s ‘The Scavengers’ for instance, depicts an intergalactic police force tasked with
maintaining peace across the galaxies, anticipating the role of the Monitor Corps in
White’s Sector General series. The first Sector General story, simply titled ‘Sector
General’, appeared in New Worlds in 1957, and contained a lot of the elements that
White would draw out across the twelve novels of the series, ending with the novel
Double Contact in 1999.% Sector General is described as a vast intergalactic space
station that functions as a hospital for all know alien species. Recurring characters are
introduced: O’Mara, the hospital’s chief psychologist, and Conway, a young doctor just
beginning to make a professional name for himself on board the station. The story also
introduces the fictional technology the educator tape, a means with which surgeons gain
the ability to operate on an alien species through the transferral of the sensory
information, personality and knowledge of a medical expert of that species. The form
of the narrative is also typical of the Sector General stories: a medical problem
involving extraterrestrials is proposed, and then solved by the end of the narrative,
which is invariably told in a comedic register. In the case of ‘Sector General’, Conway
receives a tape of the radiation-eating gestalt entity the Telfi in order to perform an
opération, forgets to erase the tape when the surgery is complete, and begins to take on
the personality of the alien lifeform. Chapter Three will examine the story in more detail

in a discussion of the depiction of alterity in White’s work.

White’s multispecies hospital is a utopian construction, an attempt by the author
to critique the violent and militaristic subgenre of the space opera, which was becoming
prevalent in the science fiction of the period.** Instead of scenes of intergalactic
violence, White’s Sector General Hospital depicts a collaborative enterprise between
humanity and various alien races whose purpose is to treat the victims of warfare. White
considered himself a pacifist, and writing of his motivations for creating the series, he

writes:

Normally I do not like stories of violence or the senseless killing that is
war...However, in a medical sf story of the Sector General type the violence
is usually the direct or indirect result of a natural catastrophe, a disaster in

33 James White, ‘Sector General’ in Hospital Station (1967) (London: Corgi Books, 1976); Double
Contcct (New York: Tor Books, 1999)

34 Adam Roberts, ‘Golden Age Science Fiction’ in The History of Science Fiction (London:
MacMillan, 2005) pp. 195-229.
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space or an epidemic of some kind. And if there is a war situation...then the
medics are fighting only to save lives...*

The avoidance of conflict is a concern that permeates White’s novels both inside and
outside the Sector General series, often leading to the contradictory and muddled
conclusions that will be teased out in Chapter Four. But Sector General itself is an
admirable attempt to depict cooperation in a multi-species environment. The first five
Sector General novels, produced between 1962 and 1983, were fixups, and while
episodic in structure, these were more successful than Shaw’s forays into that particular
form. The stable setting of Sector General allows White to flashback to origin stories
for established characters, such as Conway and O’Mara, while using other episodes to
introduce new ones, like the ambulance driver Fletcher, an expert in comparative
technology and alien ship design who appears in 1979’s Ambulance Ship and 1983’s
Sector General *® 1962’s Hospital Station collected the initial ‘Sector General® story
with three other previously published works, and still stands as the best introduction to
the Sector General universe. A second fixup novel Star Surgeon is interesting in that it
introduces the concept of war to the series, with the hospital is under attack by hostile
alien forces.’” White’s reframing of war as police action, and the prerequisite of

violence in White’s fiction, will be discussed further in Chapter Four.

In 1984 White took early retirement from Shorts, his vision impaired by the
diabetes he had suffered his entire life. White and his wife relocated to Portstewart in
Northern Antrim, and White began devoting all his time to writing science fiction. Of
the full-length Sector General novels that began appearing with Star Healer in 1985,
the middle period contains the most interesting work, the series taking time to transition
from the earlier mosaic form of the fixup. 1992’s The Genocidal Healer presents the
ethical implications of intervention in an alien war through the character of Lioren, a
medic of the Tarlan race who mistakes the violent reproductive rituals of the
Cromsaggar as a disease and inadvertently decimates their population by inoculating

them against it.*® Final Diagnosis, published in 1997, has a Freudian aspect, with the

35 James White, ‘The Secret History of Sector General’ in Ambulance Ship (1980) (London: Futura,
1986) xiv.

36 James White, Ambulance Ship (1979) (London: Corgi, 1986); Sector General (London: Futura
Publications, 1983)

37 James White, Star Surgeon (1983) (London: Futura, 1986)

38 James White, The Genocidal Healer (New York: Del Rey, 1991)
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medical puzzle to be solved the xenophobia of the character Hewlitt, the narrative
flashing back to Hewlitt’s troubled childhood on the planet Etlan in the aftermath of a
war in order to explain his condition.** The penultimate Sector General book Mind
Changer concerns the retirement of O’Mara, introducing a sense of duration to what
was up to then a static universe in which nobody aged. White evidently relishes the
opportunity to tell the backstory of tough, self-made O’Mara in the novel, which
appears in flashback sequences throughout the narrative.** The final Sector General
novel Double Contact is a relatively pedestrian entry to the series, notable for the
lengths that the Sector General crew go to avoid violent confrontation with the delicate,
spider-like race they encounter.*! When referring to the series, the science fiction critic
John Clute writes that ‘the depiction of goodness may lie the real genius of James
White’ and that in White’s universe ‘the Good is normal, and...the problem of Evil...is
operable.’*? Chapter Four will attempt to locate the prerequisite of violence that
underpins the Sector General narratives, problematising White’s preoccupation with

simplistic notions of goodness.

White’s standalone novels are similarly concerned with conflict avoidance and
conflict resolution. However, his fiction is also concerned with technological
breakthrough, first contact with alien civilisations, dystopian warnings and the difficult
choices to be made when constructing a utopian society of the sort represented in Sector
General, the latter of which will be fully explored in the final chapter of the thesis.
White’s first novel The Secret Visitors is a science fiction mystery in which the
protagonist Dr. Lockhart unravels an interstellar conspiracy to use Earth as a tourist
destination for extraterrestrials. The narrative is derailed somewhat by an overlong
courtroom scene at the centre of the novel, interesting if only for the fact that Earth
itself is in the dock. Also worth noting is White’s locating the narrative in Ireland and
peppering the text with Irish references such as Aer Lingus planes and a performance
of ‘Londonderry Air’, the tune of which has become inextricably linked with the song

‘Danny Boy’.** White’s second novel, Second Ending, was released as part of Ace

3% James White, Final Diagnosis (New York: Tor Books, 1997)

40 JTames White, Mind Changer (New York: Tor Books, 1998)

41 James White, Double Contact (New York: Tor Books, 1999)

42 John Clute, ‘Introduction’, General Practice: A Sector General Omnibus (New York: Orb, 2003) p.
8.

43 James White, The Secret Visitors (1957) (London: New English Library, 1971)
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Books’ doubles series, which matched two short science fiction novellas and published
them together in one téte-béche volume. White’s novel was paired with The Jewels of
Aptor by Samuel Delany, an African-American science fiction writer who stood out
among his predominantly white peers both in terms of his race and his experimental
style. White’s novel holds its own with Delany’s novel, evidenced by its nomination
for a Hugo Award in 1962, losing out to Robert A. Heinlein’s massively popular
Stranger in a Strange Land. Second Ending depicts the gradual development of the
technological capabilities of Ross, a doctor who has survived a nuclear cataclysm and,

as the last man on Earth, must find a way to preserve the human race.*

1966’s The Escape Orbit and The Watch Below are both narratives pulled
together by the notion of containment. The former details the adventures of prisoners
of war held captive by an alien race known simply as the Bugs. Two factions emerge
among the prisoners: the Civilians, who wish to make a new life on the prison planet
and forget about the war, and the Committee, who spend their time hatching escape
plans. Evidently inspired by stories of prisoners of war in World War 1II, the novel also
resonates with White’s native Belfast in the naming of the Civilian settlement
Andersonstown after the area in which he lived, and its depiction of a predominantly
female workforce, a demographic peculiarity among Catholics in Belfast in the
period.* The containment depicted in The Watch Below is based on an unlikely rather
than science fictional premise. A pocket of air in the hull of The Gulf Trader, a ship
sunk during World War II becomes the home of a group of survivors, who last for
generations under the sea. White juxtaposes this narrative with the story of an alien race
called the Unthan, escaping ecological disaster on their home planet. White clearly
finds the Gulf Trader narrative more interesting, spending most of the novel drawing
out the disputes and factions that emerge among the ship’s inhabitants, mostly centring
on the Game, a means with which the survivors remember personal and social
histories.*® The significance of the oral history of the Game will be considered in more

detail in Chapter Two.

4 James White, Second Ending (New York: Ace Books, 1962); published with Samuel Delany, The
Jewels of Aptor (New York: Ace Books, 1962)

45 James White, The Escape Orbit (1965) (New York: Ace Books, 1983)

46 James White, The Watch Below (1966) (London: Corgi, 1967)
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The most relevant of White’s standalone novels to this thesis are the Troubles
allegories The Dream Millennium (1974) and Underkill (1979), both set in a thinly-
veiled future Belfast depicted as a gothic dystopia. Both novels are essential for any
examination of Irish science fiction. The Dream Millennium is the more utopian of the
two novels, a space adventure narrative focusing mainly on the crew aboard a starship
captained by Brother Howard, a former astronaut who was subject to a religious
revelation while on his first space mission. Howard plans to escape an Earth culture in
decline, in particular the effects of the philosophy of the Maxxers, who espouse
maximum violent response to conflict. Howard’s ship travels through space carrying
humans in suspended animation with which to seed a habitable planet. The human
specimens on board have been carefully selected by Howard for their orientation
towards peaceful conflict resolution. The Dream Millennium presumes that kindness
and a propensity for nonviolence are genetically transmitted, and Chapter Four will
consider the novel in light of White’s pacifism.*” It will do so with reference to White’s
sequel to the novel, 1979’s Underkill. Once again, a violent future dystopian Belfast is
depicted. But whereas in The Dream Millennium, the solution to Earth’s conflict arises
from the planet itself in Howard’s plan for an exodus, Underkill proposes a solution
from beyond the Earth, with the alien race the Trennechorans observing the planet from
afar, diagnosing it with a malady, and making strategic interventions from afar in the
shape of bombings, murders and natural disasters.*® The novel will be examined in

detail in Chapter Four for its repressive and redemptive utopian elements.

In White’s latter career, Sector General novels began to overshadow his
standalone work. The fixup novel Federation World is a minor work, covering science
fiction subject matter more deftly by Shaw in his Orbitsville Trilogy.*’ Of more interest
is White’s 1991 novel The Silent Stars Go By, an alternative history narrative that
proposes a Hibernian Empire that discovered steam power in its prehistory and utilised
it to power the ships that discovered America. White depicts a Hibernian Empire
launching its first starship the Aisling Gheal in an attempt to colonise a recently-
discovered habitable planet. Although White’s protagonist on board the ship, Healer

Nolen, is an atheist, priests and clerics dominate the narrative, and Chapter Two will

47 James White, The Dream Millennium (1974) (London: Corgi, 1976)
48 James White, Underkill (London: Corgi, 1979)
49 James White, Federation World (New York: Del Rey, 1988)
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consider White’s depictions of Catholic futures across his fiction and its significance
for the science fiction form in which he is writing. The novel is White’s longest work,
and despite being derailed somewhat by an overly drawn out jungle adventure in the
centre, and a baffling conclusion in which a conniving Bishop is handed a world to
convert to Catholicism, there is much of interest for the study of Irish science fiction.
When Nolan returns to Earth’s orbit and establishes contact with N.A.S.A_, it is the
timeline of our Earth to which he has returned. A priest called Father O’Neill and an
engineer called Donovan are dispatched to translate the Gaelic and Latin with which
Nolan communicates, and White insinuates that, having ensured peace on the new
planet through Christianity, the return of the Hibernians will now sew that peace on

Earth.°

In examining the fiction of Shaw and White, this study will take a broadly
Marxist approach, utilising both cultural materialism and the Marxist approach to
science fiction pioneered by the critic Darko Suvin. Suvin proposes science fiction as a
radical form that utilises what he terms cognitive estrangement.’’ For Suvin, science
fiction estranges the quotidian world, but unlike fantasy and folktales, the genre has a
cognitive aspect, forcing us to think through the differences between our own world
and the world of the text. Suvin suggests that this process has a politicising effect on
the reader, allowing them access to a sense of history as a process, to a realisation of
how social structures are subject to change through collective human effort and the

application of technology.*?

The work of Fredric Jameson will be at least as important to the thesis as the

Suvinian perspective. Jameson has written extensively on the genre of science fiction,

30 James White, The Silent Stars Go By (New York: Ballantine Books, 1991)

31 Darko Suvin, Metamorphoses of Science Fiction: On the Poetics and History of a Literary Genre
(New Haven: Yale, 1980) pp. 7-9.

52 Metamorphoses of Science Fiction, pp. 3-15. The work of Carl Freedman will also be relevant to the
thesis. Freedman attempts to address comments from critics suggesting that Suvin’s definition is too
proscriptive, and that Suvin’s cognitive estrangement infers that the science in science fiction should be
rigorous. These critics suggest that a hierarchy of texts is formed by Suvin’s theory, inevitably
excluding the work of pulp writers and those that followed them, such as Shaw and White. Freedman
nuances Suvin’s position, suggesting instead that science fiction adopts a cognition effect. For
Freedman, the cognition effect in science fiction constitutes the ‘attitude of the text itself to the kind of
estrangements being performed.” The science in science fiction for Freedman, then, need not be
rigorous by modern scientific standards. See Carl Freedman, Critical Theory and Science Fiction
(Middletown CT: Wesleyan University Press, 2000) p. 17.

15



an important early intervention suggesting that science fiction emerged as a formal
means of resolving the contradictions of the nineteenth-century realist novel.”® Jameson
remarks that a philanthropic strategy was used to resolve narratives of poverty in many
novels of the nineteenth century, with a rich benefactor or relative rescuing the
deserving protagonist from penury. Jameson proclaims such narrative closures as
‘empty of content’, and suggests the emergence of the science fiction narrative as an
attempt to resolve the contradiction by projecting it into the future. Following the
structural anthropology of Claude Lévi-Strauss, Jameson proposes narrative as a
socially symbolic act. In doing so, Jameson attempts to move Marxist criticism beyond
a crude model of base/superstructure that views cultural texts as mere reflective
instances of the superstructure, drawing from Louis Althusser to suggest ‘relative
autonomy’ in elements of the superstructure such as literature, and to depict a cultural
text as a site of both class tension and utopian impulses. For Jameson, cultural texts
reflect, or transcode, the class struggle ongoing within the social structure, albeit in
fragmentary ways. These instances of the political unconscious can be revealed through
the analysis of narratives. This is an important insight that this thesis will build upon:
narrative is a socially symbolic act, and what happens on the page matters, in even the

most mass-cultural texts.

Shaw and White’s science fiction interacts with the period commonly referred
to as the Irish Troubles in the way suggested by Jameson’s political unconscious. As
will be shown, these fragments of the political unconscious reveal themselves in utopian
outbursts, allegories of identity politics and narratives of collective religious
exploration. This is not to say that the authors never explicitly address the conflict that
raged around them. Indeed, as allegories of the Troubles go, White’s Underkill stands
as not only one of the strangest but also one of the most direct, to the point of
didacticism.** But as Aaron Kelly suggests of Jameson’s political unconscious in the
context of the Troubles, what is at stake is not some representation of ‘truth’ about the
conflict, but the apprehension of History as the experience of ‘necessity that lacerates
literary production.’*® Kelly is referring to necessity in a Marxist sense, the material

needs that inform the dynamics of class struggle, propel History, and rise to the surface

33 Fredric Jameson, The Political Unconscious (Oxford: Routledge, 2002) p. 183.
54 James White, Underkill (London: Corgi, 1979)
55 The Thriller and Northern Ireland, p. 2.
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in cultural texts. These lacerations, articulated by the necessity of the social structure,
result in intermittent fragments of the political unconscious being revealed in narratives.
Kelly suggests that Jameson’s model allows that ‘an analysis of Northern Ireland may
proceed in terms, not of peculiarity and anomaly, but rather of specificity and
intensity.”*® With this in mind, it is not the intention of this thesis to draw out a picture
of a science fiction peculiar to Northern Ireland, or to put forward a view that science
fiction is somehow better equipped at accessing its truths. The aim, rather, is to produce
readings of the science fiction of Shaw and White with the specificity and intensity that
Kelly references, by detecting fragments which connect their texts to the milieu in

which they were created.

Serious academic study of Irish science fiction is long overdue. Near the end of
the writing of this thesis, the book Irish Science Fiction by Jack Fennell appeared to, at
least in part, address this deficit. Fennell suggests that, to the casual eye, Ireland and
science fiction are unconnected. But once located, Fennell writes that it is difficult to
conceive of ‘an Ireland that is not science-fictional to some extent.”” Ireland’s relation
to modernity rewards examination through a science fictional lens. The interventions
of Ireland’s neighbour to the east, and Ireland’s continuing connection to the flows of
international capitalism, have ensured that the country has long contained an element
of the future-shock that is the stock-in-trade of the science fiction genre. Terry Eagleton
suggests that the British colonial centre utilised its Irish ‘mirror image’ in order to
experiment with changes proposed to services in the imperial centre such as education,
health and the police force. According to Eagleton, England viewed Ireland as ...a
mere fold in time in which the colonising nation could view its own imminent
destiny.”*® Ireland, the peripheral nation in this equation, becomes a blank canvas upon
which to apply technologies and notions of the future that might be unpopular at the
metropole. Like Eagleton, Fennell suggests that this situation led to the peripheries
experiencing modernisation as ‘a sudden and traumatic process’ rather than a gradual

phenomenon involving long conditioning.’® For Fennell, this shock of the new is

3% The Thriller and Northern Ireland, pp. 2-3.

57 Jack Fennell, Irish Science Fiction (Liverpool: Liverpool University Press, 2014) p. 3.

38 Terry Eagleton, ‘Changing the Question’ in Theorising Ireland ed. Claire Connolly. New York:
MacMillan, 2003. p. 82.

39 Irish Science Fiction, p. 7. Fennell also dedicates a chapter to the era of modernisation in the south of
Ireland, tracing the phenomenon in Irish science fiction texts, including some in the Irish language. For
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unavoidably science fictional, and explains the apparent incongruity between Ireland
and the science fiction imaginary. If, as Aaron Kelly suggests, Irish Studies needs ‘a
shift in emphasis when analysing Irish fiction from failed novels to radically decentred
and nonhegemonic fiction’, then it is hoped that this thesis will be read in the spirit of
Kelly’s call, framing science fiction as a thus far ignored area in the Irish Studies field,

and as a lens through which to examine Ireland’s relationship with modernity.®

The thesis is divided into four chapters, covering themes that connect the
concerns of Irish Studies to science fiction and the work of Shaw and White:
technology, history, the alien and utopia. Chapter One will discuss the depiction of
technology, modernity and progress in the work of Shaw and White. Drawing from
historians such as Jonathan Bardon and Raymond Crotty, it will begin with a history of
industrial development in the north of Ireland, from the time of the Ulster plantations,
when the influence of English colonialism intensified, to the mid-twentieth century,
when industrial nations began to shift towards a post-industrial mode. Taking
industrialisation as a precondition for the emergence of the science fiction form, it will
then attempt to detect an ideologeme of progress in the fiction of Shaw and White,
tracing a narrative trajectory of improvement through engagement with technology in
their texts. The chapter will also draw from the work of Patrick Carroll, a Science and
Technology Studies (S.T.S.) scholar focusing on Ireland in the colonial period, and
from the S.T.S. pioneer Bruno Latour, teasing out the implications of the depiction of
inhuman agency and sentient technology found in the work of both Shaw and White.
The thesis will nuance these readings with reference to Fredric Jameson’s work on
structural semiotics, Benjamin Noys’s appraisal of Latour’s work, and Herbert
Marcuse’s critique of technological rationality. David E. Nye’s detection of a
technological version of Immanuel Kant’s sublime will support a discussion of how the
technological sublime in the work of Shaw and White suggests a kind of transcendence
achieved through collective human effort, rendering the human as the agent of sublime
power. Finally, the chapter will consider the depiction of alternative development and

ragged technologies in the later work of Shaw and White, a feature of their fiction that

more on the literary culture of post-modernisation Ireland see Conor McCarthy, Modernisation, Crisis
and Culture in Ireland 1969-1992 (Dublin: Four Courts, 2000).

60 Aaron Kelly ‘Reproblematising the Irish Text’ in Critical Ireland: New Essays in Literature and
Culture eds. Alan A. Gillis and Aaron Kelly (Dublin: Four Courts Press, 2001) p. 129.
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coincides with a global shift towards post-industrialisation that had particular effects in

the case of Northern Irish industry and its relationship to technology.

The second chapter will consider how Shaw and White deal with issues
surrounding history and identity in their narratives. It will draw from the work of
Richard Kirkland, who suggests that the mainstream Northern Irish novel is restricted
by the limits of the bourgeois novel as outlined by Georg Lukacs, restrictions that feed
into the two-traditions paradigm that underpins typical analyses of the era known as the
Troubles. Through reference to Carl Freedman’s thesis that science fiction’s
historicising of the present supersedes these restrictions, this chapter will try to analyse
ways in which Shaw and White stretch the limits of the bourgeois realist novel. Shaw’s
work will be discussed as challenging the two-traditions paradigm, while adopting what
Kirkland terms a third non-aligned position that he suggests inevitably promotes
bourgeois capitalism as a way to counter conflict. Shaw’s later work will be discussed
as superseding these limits. White’s narratives, on the other hand, will be examined for
their depiction of Catholic futures, in which priests and nuns populate the stars,
maintaining Catholic sexual mores and spreading the word of the gospel to alien races.
The chapter utilises Fredric Jameson’s expansion of Louis Althusser’s thesis on
History. Althusser suggests that History (capitalised) is inaccessible in the same manner
in which Jacques Lacan suggests the Real is inaccessible. What we grasp as history

(lower case) are merely fragments of the fuller History to which we are not privy.

Chapter Three will discuss instances of the alien in the science fiction of Shaw
and White. It will consider critical approaches to the alien in science fiction, marking
the relevance of these theories to Irish Studies. The notion of the Other is an important
one when dealing with identity and social structure in Northern Ireland, and the thesis
will draw from sociological studies of Northern Ireland, locating instances where
discussion of the Other shades into science fiction terminology. It will discuss ways in
which Shaw and White attempt to reconceptualise the alien, both authors drawing out
the motivations of hostile alien Others and positing technologies that allow access to
alien subjectivities. Shaw himself theorises about human encounters with the alien,
describing what he calls the ‘arachnid reaction’, in which deep-seated fear of the

unknown leads to a hostile reflex when encountering the alien Other. To counteract the
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arachnid reaction, Shaw’s work attempts to give an extra dimension to the alien Others
in his fiction, with characters becoming more sympathetic to alien motives as the
narrative progresses. This sympathy for the alien, however, is prone to anxieties
surrounding absorption and the loss of personal identity in a multi-species environment.
In White’s case, the depiction of a universal translator is an attempt to bridge the divide
between the human and the alien Other, augmented by what I call ‘worlding
technologies’. These technologies that blend human and alien subjectivities come in the
shape of the built environment of the space-going hospital Sector General and the
educator tapes that implant an alien personality in the mind of the user. The hybridity
implied by these technologies is resisted by White through the author’s categorisation
system for alien Others, and the ambiguity, but eventual persistence of the category of
the human within his system as an Earth-centric category. The chapter will draw from
Patricia Monk’s comprehensive study of the alien in magazine science fiction, as well
as Sherryl Vint’s work on alterity and the animal Other. It will discuss the work of Shaw
and White in light of Monk’s distinction between a fictional depiction of an alien that
rests upon mere Otherness, a depiction that Monk considers an insufficient depiction of
alterity, and one that effects a true OtherSelfness that Monk considers more desirable,
because it recognises a self in the alien. In regard to the fear of absorption by the Other,
the chapter will draw from postcolonial theory’s discussion of hybridity, as well as the
work of Colin Graham and other Irish Studies scholars, to suggest ways in which the
notion of a composite identity is resisted in the last instance by both Shaw and White,
a resistance that maps onto reaction to the emergence of the civil rights movement in

Northern Ireland, and later, to the Good Friday Agreement.

The final chapter will discuss manifestations of the utopian form across the
fiction of Shaw and White, reflecting on the repressive and redemptive elements of the
utopian impulse in their work in the context of Irish Studies. As will be shown, the issue
of utopia is never far from any discussion of the science fiction form, utopia constituting
an important component in the formal structure and proto-history of the genre. Of the
two authors, White has been most outspoken about the utopian gesture represented by
his science fiction, framing his work as a pacifist subversion of the ultra-militaristic
subgenre of the space opera. As a result, the content of Chapter Four is weighted

towards White’s fiction, but the utopian impulse in Shaw’s work will also be examined
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in regard to the utopian realism embodied by the logic of nuclear deterrence. The
manifestation of the overview effect in the work of White, the pacific revelation of
astronauts as they observe the Earth from space, will be considered for its repressive
and redemptive utopian elements. The chapter will draw on the work of Tom Moylan
on the critical utopia and its manifestation in science fiction, as well as work on utopia
by Lyman Tower Sargent and Raymond Williams. The chapter will draw out the
repressive and redemptive modalities of the utopian impulse, and apply them to White’s
attempts to negotiate violent conflict through his science fiction narratives. It will show
consistencies between White’s narrative stance and the state response to conflict in the
era of the Troubles in Northern Ireland in the shape of internment and enhanced
interrogation. Finally, it will consider the rejection of nationalism by both authors, and
the suggestion of nuclear deterrent as a kind of realist utopian stance, that points to the

prospect of world annihilation as a catalyst for world peace.

This thesis introduces two prolific Irish science fiction authors to the discipline
of Irish Studies, revealing fragments in their texts that connect their fiction to the social
structure in which they were created. Inevitably, science fiction reveals fragments of
the social structure left hidden in other forms of narrative and, through the themes of
technology, history, the alien and utopia, the thesis orders these pieces, in an attempt to

stress the importance of Irish science fiction to the study of Irish modernity.
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Chapter One
A Proximity to Technology

Of all the authors that could be defined as ‘Irish science fiction’, Bob Shaw and James
White stand out as not only the most prolific, but also as the two authors that most self-
consciously created science fiction, connected to its fan culture and consistently sought
and succeeded to have their work published by magazines and publishing houses that
specialised in the genre. This chapter will attempt to explain why, by first examining
the history of development in Belfast and the implications for Belfast science fiction of
an engineering culture developing in the region. The first section will take a broadly
Marxist and historical approach, touching on historical accounts of the history of Ulster,
taking in the Ulster Plantations, the founding of Belfast and the industrial development
of the region. Defining Ulster as the site of the emergence of engineering culture in
Ireland, it will attempt to explain how an ideologeme of progress through technology
informed the emergence of a science fiction tradition in the region. It will then attempt
to trace the ideologeme of progress through technology in their work, locating the
transcoding of engineering culture into narratives whereby protagonists gain increasing
technical mastery. It will then utilise the field of Science and Technology Studies in an
attempt to discuss issues such as inhuman agency and the science-fictional sublime.
Finally, it will discuss the appearance of a developmental schema in the work of both
authors, and the doubt cast on such ways of viewing the world in the wake of Belfast

being exposed to post-industrial realities.

Belfast and Technology.

If, as Fredric Jameson asserts, the only satisfactory meaning of the term modernity lies
in its association with capitalism, then the history of modern Ulster begins with the
plantations.®! Following the defeat of the Earl of Tyrone Hugh O’Neill in the early
seventeenth century, England attempted to solve what it perceived as the problem of

recalcitrant Ulster, the least Anglicised and most rebellious of the four provinces of

61 Fredric Jameson, A Singular Modernity: Essay on the Ontology of the Present (London: Verso,
2002) pp. 12-13.
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Ireland, by planting the region with subjects loyal to the crown. Ireland began to be
perceived by England both in developmental and missionary terms, Jonathan Bardon
suggesting that the aim of the English was to bring ‘civility, order and the Protestant
faith to the barbarous people there.’®® Sir Francis Bacon spoke in favour of the Ulster
plantation, suggesting a plan for its completion with reference to classical models of
colonialism such as the Roman colonies of Europe, Africa and Asia. In 1603, Bacon

stated of Ireland that:

We shall reclaim them from their barbarous manners. ..populate, plant and
make civil all the provinces of that kingdom...as we are persuaded that it is
one of the chief causes for which God hath brought us to the imperial crown
of these Kingdoms.®

As the Ulster Plantation got underway, what became known as the Ulster Custom was
established, institutionalising inequalities between Protestant and Catholic farmers in
regard to fair rent and fixity of tenure. In addition, once a contract was terminated
Protestant farmers were entitled to compensation for improvements made to the land,
while Catholic tenants received no recompense.®* Protestant farmers were given a lease-
for-life on land on which they were tenants, while Catholic tenants became ‘tenants at
will’, any improvements made to the land legally becoming the property of the

landlord.%

Bacon’s intervention in Ulster was made not only with religious sectarianism in
mind, but also in the spirit of a preoccupation with scientific method that was an
important element in later Enlightenment thought. The Baconian ideal of progress
based upon scientific inductions and the accumulation of data would influence not only
the plantations, but also the means by which governance on the whole of Ireland was
established by England. Following the English Civil War (1642-1651) and Oliver
Cromwell’s subsequent campaign in Ireland, the physician-general in Crowell’s army,

William Petty, began to apply the scientific method to his post-war role as Surveyor

©2 Jonathan Bardon, The Plantation of Ulster: The British Colonisation of the North of Ireland in the
Seventeenth Century (Dublin: Gill and Macmillan, 2012).
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General of the Lands, People, Trade and Revenue of Ireland. As a surveyor, Petty was
charged with apportioning land in Ireland as payment to those who funded Cromwell’s
army. According to Patrick Carroll, Petty saw Ireland as a ‘white paper’, an ideal
laboratory in which to conduct experiments with statecraft, a chamber in which to test
theories of governance. While developing what became known as the Down Survey,
Petty discussed his task in explicitly scientific terms, stating ‘the experiment should be

made upon the corpus vile of Ireland.”®® According to Carroll:

As anatomy was practiced using instruments to intervene in the materiality of
the body natural, so political anatomy was a ‘practice upon the politic’ that
looked to forging instruments for the material manipulation of ‘lands and
hands.’®’

Carroll suggests that the application of the scientific method to the political situation in
Ireland was a combination of a culture of engine science, government and colonial
ideology. Carroll draws the term ‘engine science’ from the debates between Thomas
Hobbes and Francis Boyle in the 1660s. Hobbes proposed contemplation and reason as
adequate means for scientific method, while Boyle conducted experiments using
scientific devices, such as his pneumatic engine, designed to prove the existence of a
vacuum by removing the oxygen from a chamber containing a soon-to-be-deceased
bird. Hobbes dismissed Boyle’s work as ‘engine philosophy’, and the method became
associated with a discourse of improvement that was countered by conservatives such

as Hobbes and Edmund Burke.®

For Carroll, the pneumatic engine became the central emblem of new science in
Ireland and England. He states: ‘Ulster, in all the dimensions of material engineering
and the culturing of nature, early stood as a testament to the colonial project.’®’
Improvement through engine science underpinned the ideology of the planters in Ulster,
exacerbating the divide between the self-professed modernisers and a supposedly

backward native culture. In Jameson’s terms, this notion of improvement through

% Science, Culture, and Modern State Formation, p. 56.

57 Tbid., p. 58.

%8 Carroll briefly discusses this debate, but for a more definitive account see Steven Shapin and Simon
Schaffer, Leviathan and the Air Pump. Hobbes, Boyle and the Experimental Life (Princeton University
Press, 1989)

% Science, Culture, and Modern State Formation, p. 66.
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engineering constitutes an ideologeme, defined as ‘the smallest intelligible unit of the
essentially antagonistic collective discourse of social classes.’’® According to Jameson,

an ideologeme is:

An amphibious formation, whose essential structural characteristic may be
described as its possibility to manifest itself either as a pseudoidea—a
conceptual or belief system, an abstract value, an opinion or prejudice—or as
a protonarrative, a kind of ultimate class fantasy about the ‘collective
characters’ which are the classes in opposition.”

The city of Belfast was to play an important part in the proliferation of this ideologeme,

and also for the growth of engineering culture in Ireland.

Bardon discusses Belfast firmly within this paradigm, suggesting that the city
was the first in Ireland to experience industrial development, with the values of the
Enlightenment growing deep roots.””> Writing on Belfast in medieval times, Bardon
remarks that the site on which the city was built had previously been ‘little more than a
village clustering round a castle.” Sir Arthur Chichester set about building a town on
the site after 1605, replacing the ruin of the medieval castle with a Jacobean mansion
he named Belfast Castle.”> As the Ulster Plantation intensified, Scottish and English
settlers began to inhabit the town. Bardon states that by the middle of the seventeenth
century, the Scottish had made Belfast ‘the most dynamic centre of trade in Ulster and,
possibly, the fastest-growing town in Ireland.’” By the early eighteenth century, Belfast
had become the fourth port of Ireland, selling goods all over the world. The city almost
exclusively contained Protestant colonists from Britain, one inhabitant boasting: ‘we
have not amongst us within the town above seven Papists.’’> However, as the industrial
revolution got underway, the demographics of the city began to shift, as Catholics from

the surrounding countryside drifted towards Belfast for work in the growing industries.

Raymond Crotty sees the industrial development of Belfast as ensuring the

underdevelopment of the rest of the island of Ireland as yarn produced in the south was

70 Political Unconscious, p. 61.
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72 Plantation of Ulster, p. 333.
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sent north for processing, and profits made in southern agriculture were invested in
northern industry. The arrival of industry to Belfast also exacerbated tensions between
Protestant and Catholic workers, as industry developed in the nineteenth century.

According to Crotty:

An indigenous linen industry was solidly rooted in agronomic conditions of
production; in institutional arrangements that recognised the prescriptive
rights of armed, Protestant, garrison tenants in the land they worked, while
denying similar rights to disarmed, garrisoned, Catholic tenants.”

Theodore W. Allen suggests that this was a manifestation of the Ulster Custom in a
‘proletarian mode’, with Catholics excluded from the network of relations that ensured

privileged access to employment rather than land.”’

By the nineteenth century, Ulster was leading the world in linen production, with a
switch to steam-powered factory production decimating domestic rural linen
production.’® This transformation was also to have another important effect on Belfast

industry in the shape of the emergence of an engineering industry. According to Crotty:

The factory production of linen cloth required different machines from those
used in the British textile industry. It was necessary, in order to transform
Ulster’s cottage linen industry into a factory industry, to design and then to
build machines suitable for processing flax into cloth. Hence the development
of Belfast’s engineering industry.”

The dredging of the Lagan by the Belfast Harbour Commission in 1845 enabled large
ships to navigate the river, producing a colossal island of mud where the Belfast
shipbuilding industry began. Again, Crotty suggests that while Belfast industry forged
ahead, its innovations had detrimental effects on development in the south of Ireland.

Crotty states that:

Abundant, deep-water dock space within rapidly growing Belfast, a labour
force already accustomed to the discipline of factory production, and
engineering skills acquired in the linen-machinery manufacturing industry;
these were substantial attractions for the newly emerging industry of iron-
shipbuilding. Traditional wooden-ship building yards, including Dublin’s,
could not easily adapt to the new technology.®

76 Ireland in Crisis, p. 52.

7 The Invention of the White Race, p. 122.
78 Plantation of Ulster, p. 336.

"Ireland in Crisis, p. 52.
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Free from the regulations and traditions of the craft of shipbuilding in Dublin, as well
as from the urban sprawl of the capital, Belfast offered ‘both the space and the freedom
to apply newly acquired local engineering skills to the highly innovative business of
building iron ships in the nineteenth century.” Close identification between a Protestant
working class and their co-religionist managers ensured minimal class conflict or
industrial strife in an industry in which employers desired flexibility from their
workers.®! In an Ireland with a majority Catholic population, fear of being overrun had

a unifying effect on the Protestant workforce across the class divide.

The Harland and Wolff shipbuilding firm was established in 1861, for Crotty a
monument to Catholic/Protestant antipathy in Ireland that emerged from, as well as fed
into, social dissolution in Ireland. Formed by Edward Harland, who had been turned
down twice for applications to construct a shipbuilding site in Liverpool, Harland and
Wolff was to become by the end of the nineteenth century the ‘most important single
employer of male labour in Ulster.”® Crotty critiques the notion that the success of
Harland and Wolff lay in personal initiative and the Protestant work ethic, suggesting
that the fortunes of the company were highly dependent upon the privilege of a
Protestant garrison class.®> By the early twenticth century, Belfast had become an
important port for the British Empire, third only to London and Liverpool. Bardon
paints a picture of Belfast as a technologically advanced city at the forefront of
modernity, and integrated with the mainstream of British industry. He writes that

Belfast:

Had the world’s biggest linen mill, ropeworks, tobacco factory, spiral-guided
gasometer, tea machinery and fan-making works, aerated waters factory, dry
dock, handkerchief factory and shipyard launching the largest man-made
moving objects on earth.®

81 Ireland in Crisis, p. 53.

82 Jonathan Bardon, 4 History of Ulster (Belfast: Blackstaff Press, 1992) p. 339.
8 Ireland in Crisis, p. 53.

8 Plantation of Ulster, p. 336.
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But Bardon also points to the divided nature of Belfast society in this period, with more
killed in street battles in the city than in the Robert Emmet, Young Ireland, Fenian and

Land War conflagrations combined.*®

As Belfast industrialised, its fate becoming entwined with the fortunes of
international capital, the Irish literary revival emerged in the south, a movement that
would, together with the push for Home Rule, exacerbate tensions between Catholics
and Protestants, as well as exaggerate the sense of a fixed binary between an
industrialised north and a supposedly agrarian and undeveloped south.’® Yeats in
particular was influenced by the English writer William Morris, whose utopian novel
News From Nowhere imagined a future England that had rejected industrialisation and
existed as an anarchist, agrarian idyll. This anti-industrial attitude fed into revival
discourse, the influence of Morris leading Yeats to envisage Ireland as a country
relatively uncorrupted by the industrialisation of developed nations, and as such a
nation that could be harnessed as a defender of ancient values and pre-capitalist forms.
Elizabeth Cullingford suggests that for Yeats, ‘Irish conditions of life, especially the
agricultural basis of her economy and her relative poverty, meant that the pastoral idyll
of News From Nowhere was actually within reach.”®’ The agrarian ideal of the revival
jarred with industrialisation in the north. Bardon suggests that many Catholic
nationalists perceived Belfast as an aberration, bemoaning the corrupting influence of
industrialisation.®® Although ostensibly non-political, many contributors to revival
discourse, such as Padraig Pearse, were to play a key role in the struggle for Irish
independence. Pearse’s polemical essay ‘The Murder Machine’, for example, presented
the system of education established in Ireland by the English as a process akin to

industrial manufacturing, with children as ‘raw material’ to be worked upon.®

8 Plantation of Ulster, p. 337.

8 This is a problematic binary highlighted by Richard Kirkland’s recent work on the Northern Revival,
but still persisted as a mythic structure from which both sides could draw from well into the foundation
of both states. In addition, Kirkland still marks an opposition between the Northern and Southern
Revivals, suggesting that the Northern Revival was more Catholic in orientation, but less willing to
reject outright industrialised modernity than its Southern counterpart. See Richard Kirkland, Cathal
O’Byrne and the Northern Revival in Ireland 1890-1960 (Liverpool: Liverpool University Press, 2006)
piil 3!

87 Elizabeth Cullingford, Yeats, Ireland and Fascism (London: MacMillan Press, 1981) p.24.

88 History of Ulster, p. 403.

% Padraig Pearse, ‘The Murder Machine’ in The Murder Machine and Other Essays (Cork: Mercier
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Industrial interests in the north seemed to agree that the ideals of the revival and
those of industry could not be reconciled. As a nationalist movement in part informed
by revival thinking gained ground, northern Protestants and Protestant-led industry in
Belfast resisted the push to establish Home Rule for Ireland. When the Home Rule Bill
of 1893 was put forward, Harland and Wolff considered moving its business to
Liverpool. In the same year, the Belfast Chamber of Commerce voiced a concern that
an Ireland severed from Empire would stall industrial progress in the city. Echoing the

ideologeme of development through engineering culture, they stated:

All our progress has been made under the Union. We were a small,
insignificant town at the end of the last century, deeply disaffected and
hostile to the British Empire. Since the Union and equal laws, we have been
wedded to the Empire and made a progress second to none...why should we
be driven by force to abandon the conditions which have led to that
success?”
Bardon adds that another fear for northern Protestants lay in the breaking of a ‘labour
aristocracy’ in northern industry, with the likely prospect that a Dublin government
would move to address the employment disparity between Catholic and Protestant
workers.”! When the passage of a third Home Rule Bill was interrupted by World War
I, Harland and Wolff became directly tied to the cause of British militarism,
constructing ships for the war effort.”> Northern Ireland was partitioned from the south
in 1920. The shipping industry experienced a decline in the post-war period, Harland
and Wolff necessarily diversifying into other engineering areas. The extension of the
port at Queen’s Island made the site ideal for the construction of aeroplanes, and with
the prospect of another war with Germany likely, in 1936 Short Brothers moved from
Rochdale to Belfast, a fifty percent stake taken by Harland and Wolff in the new
company Short and Harland. Short and Harland began the aviation industry in Belfast,
playing a key role in Britain’s rearmament programme, building Sunderland Bombers,

Hereford Bombers and Bristol Bombays, as well as Stirling Bombers once the war was

underway.”?

0 History of Ulster, pp. 404-405.

1'Ibid., p. 406. Bardon suggests that with a share of the population in the region of almost a quarter,
Catholics were represented in employment in key industries at between 6 and 10 per cent.
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1996) p. 128.
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It was into this milieu that Shaw and White were born and, having established
the terrain upon which both authors worked, this chapter will now turn to a discussion
of how the texts of Shaw and White were informed by technological development in
Northern Ireland. We have seen how identity in Belfast, particularly in the Protestant
community, became inextricably linked to technologies such as shipbuilding and the
aviation industry in the middle of the twentieth century, and to an ideologeme of
progress through engineering culture. In the spirit of Jameson’s idea of combinatoire,
a non-causal relationship between variables with History as the ‘absent cause’, the
preceding account of technological development in Northern Ireland should not be seen
as enumerating the ‘causes’ of Northern Irish science fiction, but rather as an attempt
to map out the material, objective, a priori conditions for the possibility of its
emergence.” Jameson follows Louis Althusser’s diagnosis of structural causality over
expressive causality. Expressive causality suggests that all phenomena can be explained
through reference to the economy, but structural causality points to the fact that all
phenomena are relational, existing simultaneously in a structure. Althusser suggests
that ‘every “simple category” presupposes the existence of the structural whole of
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society.””” Althusser draws from Spinoza to suggest History as an ‘absent cause’, a

phenomenon that resists symbolisation in the same manner that Jacques Lacan suggests
of the Real, concluding that ‘history is a process, without a subject.”*

For Althusser and Jameson, the structural totality represents this absent cause of
History, a totality that can never be fully grasped. Jameson’s formulation of the political
unconscious suggests that fragments of this totality can be detected in cultural artefacts.
For Jameson, a literary text is a socially symbolic act, resolving contradictions and
societal conflicts on an unconscious level, transmitting the ideologeme with which a
society makes sense of its structure. In the case of Shaw and White, fragments of the
structural totality in which they worked can be seen throughout their fiction. The
science fiction of both authors is laden with technology, signifying a proximity to

technology in their working lives, and as the study will show, a privileging of the

engineer as the driver of development.

% Political Unconscious, pp. 125-136.

% Louis Althusser, For Marx trans. Ben Brewster (London: Penguin, 1969) p. 196.
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Patrick Maume detects a sense of the anticipation of the genuinely new in the
work of Shaw and White, as well as an identification with British industrial culture,
with the suggestion that their writings echo ‘an era when it could plausibly be supposed
that at some point in the future spaceships might be manufactured by Nissan-Vickers
of Birkenhead.”®” Jameson suggests that progress, modernity and technology are always
connected, modernity operating as a narrative device that chronologises the present. For
Jameson, the trope of modernity always contains a libidinal charge, a joyous
anticipation of ‘possessing the future.””® Crotty suggests that, after partition, the
southern state continued the cycle of underdevelopment initiated when Belfast
industrialised, confirming to northern Protestants that they were correct in resisting
secession from the union with Britain, and the break with modernity that it implied.”®
The narrative device of modernity supposes endless novelty in its march of progress, a
notion that connects to Ernst Bloch’s idea of the novum, an innovation that makes us
conscious of the fact that history is contingent, and can be transformed through human
effort.'” Darko Suvin applies the idea of the novum to the genre of science fiction,
suggesting that the form utilises cognitive estrangement, inciting the reader to reflect
on the contrast between their own world and the estranged world of the text. With a
supposedly backward and agrarian neighbour to the south, Belfast was free to pursue
the libidinal charge of modernity, chronologising its own fortunes against those of the

southern state. As the historian Maurice Coakley writes:

Northern Ireland’s rulers saw their state as a centre of advancement; not only
was it the most industrialised part of Ireland, but it was an integral part of the
United Kingdom and the British Empire, the heart of industrial progress and
global civilisation. In separating from the rest of the island they had escaped
not only the threat of Roman domination, but also economic backwardness.'"!

In Colonialism and the Emergence of Science Fiction, John Rieder suggests that an
industrialised economy such as that drawn out in this opening section is the prerequisite

for the emergence of the science fiction form. Rieder writes:

7 No Country For Old Men, p. 211.

%8 Singular Modernity, pp. 32-35.

9 Ireland in Crisis, p. 10.

1 Ernst Bloch, The Principle of Hope trans. Neville Plaice, Stephen Plaice and Paul Knight (1959)
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The industrial economy demands a sector of the work force that has some
scientific training, and the members of this middle class, technocratic-
managerial milieu, or, perhaps more likely, the younger readers whose
interests and education tended to direct them towards this milieu, seem likely
to have comprised an important, perhaps even dominant, element in the
reading audience of early science fiction. Science fiction’s fascination with
technological innovation surely would make sense in this connection.'*

With this in mind, it is perhaps unsurprising that a small science fiction scene would
emerge in the city of Belfast in the middle of the twentieth-century, initiated by

members of this technocratic-managerial milieu.

This section has outlined the trajectory of Belfast commonly narrated by
historians as a journey from wasteland to industrial titan, connecting this history to the
emergence of a science fiction form in the region. Having prepared the terrain, the next
sections will turn to the fiction of Shaw and White. As mentioned in the introduction to
the chapter, our discussion of the authors will begin with a small amount of relevant
biographical detail as, not only as an introduction to the authors in question, but as a

demonstration of where they were positioned in the structural totality.

Bob Shaw and Engineering Culture.

The introduction has already outlined Shaw’s framing of science fiction as a means by
which to escape the narrow sensibilities of industrial Belfast, but Shaw’s own fiction
utilises his quotidian reality as an engineer as material for speculations grounded in
Belfast engineering culture. Shaw’s science fiction novels are a socially symbolic act,
a response to the development of industry in Northern Ireland that becomes transcoded
into his science fictional narratives. The central characters in Shaw’s novels are
engineers and machine fetishists, often employed in the aviation industry in which
Shaw himself worked, such as Breton the ‘gadgeteer’ who runs an engineering
consultancy in The Two-Timers, the aviation entrepreneur Alban Garrod in Other Days,

Other Eyes or Tarrant in Medusa’s Children who is said to have ‘a fondness for

102 John Rieder, Colonialism and the Emergence of Science Fiction (Middletown CT: Wesleyan
University Press, 2008) p. 27.
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machines, whatever their purpose.’'”® Shaw’s ‘everymen’ are the typical autonomous
individual subjects of bourgeois ideology, self-reliant and bearing what Richard
Kirkland refers to as ‘a narrative of wisdom gained through the accumulation of

experience.’ %

In Ground Zero Man, Lucas Hutchman is a designer in the weapons industry
who tinkers with personal projects independent of the ‘job that pays his salary.” Shaw’s
own role as a designer is reflected in the distinction Hutchman makes between a
practical engineer with the ability to build a piece of technology, and those who simply

produce blueprints. Shaw states that:

Some people had the blessed knack of controlling their circumstances and
mastering materials—others, like Hutchman, had to be content with building
beautiful edifices in logic, knowing all the while they were incapable of
translating them into actuality.'®

However, when Hutchman alights upon a theory for an ‘anti-bomb’ machine that he
hopes will establish world peace, his narrative trajectory involves a transformation from
a mere designer to a practical constructor of functional hardware. Stableford suggests
that Shaw’s hallmark is the tension between the extraordinary and the mundane, and
Ground Zero Man contrasts Hutchman’s inner world of experiment with his home life.
Shaw shows Hutchman’s domestic existence: a troubled marriage, with a wife
suspicious of the late hours he keeps while attempting to build his machine.'” Shaw
describes the technical considerations that pass through Hutchman’s mind as he sits at

the breakfast table, staring upon the face of his daydreaming son:

Hutchman felt himself slide into a depressed unease as he considered the
practical difficulties. His first requirement was for enough unstable
praseodymium to produce, say, fifty millilitres of cestron. He would also
need a crystal of praseodymium for use in the laser’s exciting circuitry, and
the circuits themselves were going to be difficult to build. Hutchman had a
little practical experience in electronics, but a machine to handle frequencies

103 Bob Shaw, The Two-Timers (1968) (New York: Ace Books, 1979) p. 34; Bob Shaw, Other Days,
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in the 6-X-10"% Hertz bracket would employ tubular waveguides in place of
wires. It’s going to look more like a piece of plumbing.'"’

Hutchman succeeds in building his machine, and he holds the nuclear powers of the
Earth to ransom, urging them to dismantle their nuclear arsenals under threat of their
simultaneous and wholesale destruction. Here we see an instance of the ideologeme of
progress through technology, with Hutchman pushing against the quotidian reality of
nuclear proliferation through technological development. The narrative closure of the
novel, which serves to thwart Hutchman’s intentions, will be discussed in more detail

in Chapter Four in the context of the utopian element of nuclear deterrent arguments.

The same ideologeme of progress through technological development can be
seen elsewhere in Shaw’s fiction. In Shaw’s first novel, Night Walk, Sam Tallon is part
of a network of political activists called the Block who are attempting to reunify the
breakaway planet of Emm Luther with Earth. Having been blinded when arrested by
the Emm Lutheran authorities, Tallon meets fellow Block members in the dreaded
political prison the Pavilion, and begins to work towards a technological solution to his
lack of sight. Technology and engineering culture are depicted as an important part of
a prisoner’s existence, with experimental work being carried out by prisoners in the
workshop of the rehabilitation centre. In order to navigate the corridors of the jail,
another blind prisoner, the doctor Logan Winfield, is constructing a sonar torch, with
the help of the ‘compulsive gadgeteer’, Ed Hogarth. The doctor explains the technical

workings of the torch to Tallon in detail, telling him that the device:

...generated a narrow beam of inaudible high-frequency sound and had a
receiver to pick up the echoes; an electronic device combined the outgoing
and returning sounds. The idea was that the sound generator would sweep
repeatedly from about 80 to 40 kilocycles a second, so that any instant the
outgoing signal would be at a slightly lower frequency than any of the
echoes. Combining the two would produce a beat frequency proportional to
the distance of any object in the torch’s beam and thus allow a blind man to
build up a picture of his surroundings.'*®

Shaw describes Winfield’s method of establishing a theory for the device as a mixture
between original work and material remembered from ‘technomedical’ journals. Even

though Winfield’s area of expertise is medicine, he is still adept at overseeing the
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construction of a complex piece of technology, and evidently steeped in engineering

culture.

For his part, Tallon is described as ‘an electronics expert’ by Winfield, but
insists that having a degree in the subject does not necessarily make one deserving of
that title. However, Tallon also proves himself a technological innovator when he
conceives of a plan for restoring his sight. He asks Winfield if they could get access to
two ‘peanut-size’ television cameras ‘used for bugging people’s apartments’,
explaining that, since their optic nerves are still intact ‘it’s only a matter of converting
the camera output to the right sort of signal and feeding it into the nerve endings.’ Tallon
outlines the materials he needs, such as ‘microminiature’ components, access to
appropriate journals, and the installation of an assembly robot in the workshop to put
together the components. As the project develops, Shaw describes Tallon experiencing
layers of his personality falling away, until he approaches a younger self whose only

concern was science.'?? Shaw writes:

A younger Sam Tallon emerged, one who had been determined to carve out a
career in domain physics...the contentment Tallon experienced was so
profound, he began to suspect that a subconscious drive toward it had been
his real motivation for initiating the artificial-eye project—not the desire to
regain his own sight or help Winfield, but a powerful need to re-create
himself as he was.''

Having spent time as a space traveller and political agitator, Tallon’s true self is
revealed as an engineer, an inventor ‘wholly committed to the intellectual adventure’
that experimenting with the construction of artificial eyes entails. Tallon uses the
technology to escape the Pavilion. Later in the novel, while standing on a train platform,
he admires the ingenuity of the Emm Lutheran train system, Shaw describing the train
as ‘a device whose simplicity pleased the engineer in Tallon.’!'! In Night Walk, the
Pavilion’s inmates are steeped in engineering culture, the prison becoming a hotbed of
technological innovation. This atmosphere allows Tallon to improve himself physically

by restoring his sight, and to access his true self, a talented and inquisitive engineer.
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Shaw’s fiction spins upwards from the mundane ground of Belfast engineering
culture, escaping to a contingent reality of unknown quantities. His engineers and
mathematicians are destined for greater things, increasing their technical proficiency
over the course of the narrative. Hutchman daydreams about the technical details with
which to bring about world peace, while Tallon locates his authentic identity through
an engagement with technology and engineering. Both typify the ideologeme of
progress through a proximity to technology, the minimal unit of ideology underpinning
class relations as they developed in Northern Ireland. Following a brief introduction,
the next section will attempt to locate similar tendencies within the fiction of Shaw’s

fellow Belfast native James White.

James White and Engineering Culture.

White’s fiction predates his employment at Shorts, but his early work depicts the human
relationship with technology and engages in extrapolation regarding its future
development, with protagonists gradually improving their technical skill over the
course of the narrative in a similar way to the characters found in the work of Shaw,
expressing the same ideologeme of progress through technological development that
transcodes engineering culture into a science fictional mode. A feature on White in The
Belfast Telegraph in 1966, makes the link between the writer’s fiction, technology and
engineering culture clear, suggesting that ‘working in Short’s he finds he can put his
hands on technical journals to give him a bit of background information.’!'? Like Shaw,
White grounds his speculations on technology and the future in the mundane world of
Belfast engineering culture. For instance O’Mara, the Chief Psychologist from the
Sector General series, joins the hospital as a structural engineer.''® The narrative of
White’s first novel, The Secret Visitors, contains numerous speculative technological
artefacts, including a recording device that can determine the truth of a statement, a
clozk containing a ‘refraction field’ that renders the wearer invisible, and a helmet that
enables the user to speak an alien language.''* In White’s second novel, Second Ending,
Ross, a medical doctor who wakes from a deep sleep artificially-induced with a

technique called hibernation anaesthesia finds that a nuclear cataclysm has rendered
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him the last man on Earth. Ross’s only companions are robot helpers and, despite a lack
of experience or technical knowledge, he studies their workings and sets about building

himself an army of robots to search for fellow survivors.

Ross’s engineering project becomes all-consuming; White describes Ross

lecturing the robots:

Turning pages and jabbing his finger at sketches which he had not meant to
discuss at this early stage, and babbling about submarines, helicopters,
Archimedes and jet engines...In a disjointed and nearly incoherent way Ross
was outlining what was to be his life’s work, the goal which would keep him
sane and make him as happy as it was possible to be in his position, and
suddenly he could no longer keep his hopes bottled up.''

Just as Shaw’s Tallon develops his skill as an engineer to regain his sight, Ross’s quest
to find human companionship leads him to become an expert in cybernetics. Ross
becomes frustrated, the robots unable to understand the complex schematics he has
drawn up, but soon the robots begin to work on each other, forming an information
network that enables the sharing of data, and allowing them to quickly outstrip Ross in
intelligence.!'® White writes that ‘time and time again he had started arguments with
them on such obtuse subjects as genetics, the continuous creation theory and moral
philosophy, only to be confounded every time.’!'” Ross’s engineering has improved his
environment to the point of ensuring his own obsolescence. Through the use of the
technique of hibernation anaesthesia, Ross is afforded a kind of immortality, witnessing
the effects that his initial engineering work has had on the Earth over vast epochs. Ross
contemplates the resulting growth of new plants across the Earth, and White suggests
that he is ‘not being conceited to think of it as his own, because he had found it a
blackened corpse and he had brought life to it again.’''® White hailed from a Catholic
background, but in this instance his writing echoes Kirkland’s assertion regarding
Protestant writing on Belfast, suggesting that it ‘returns obsessively to the mud and the

swamps from which the modern city was claimed’.'"”
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"9 Cathal O’ Byrne and the Northern Revival in Ireland, p. 6.
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At the close of White’s narrative, the sun boils away the seas of the Earth, but
while Ross is in hibernation, his robot creations locate a suitable planet for his survival,
depositing him there with a race of peaceful and human-like aliens that White intimates
could be suitable sexual partners for Ross.'?’ Although Ross is trained as a medical
doctor, his technical knowledge grows to such an extent that his creations locate and
travel to a planet suitable for him to live on, allowing him to escape the destruction of
the Earth. Once more, mundane engineering leads to progress and improvement, and in
this case the implied preservation of the human race. The narrative trajectory of Ross
is one of constant improvement through technology and transmits the ideologeme of

progress through development.

Elsewhere in his fiction, White directly references Ulster industry. In The Watch
Below, the conversation between crew members as they try to save the occupants of
The Gulf Trader by creating pockets of air for the survivors, lets White show his
knowledge of the structure of ships. White hands a key part of the exposition to one of

the mates, who states:

The intercostals between the tank floor and the actual hull structure—it’s like
a single-layer egg-box running the actual length of the ship, with the walls in
each division containing a three-foot hole to allow access for cleaning out the
bilges and for the purpose of saving weight. The upper edges of these holes
are about a foot from the roof of their compartments so that there could be a
considerable volume of gas trapped there if necessary.'?!

The aviation industry is referenced in White’s 1971 novel Tomorrow is Too Far, set in
the Hart-Ewing aerospace company. In White’s narrative, Carson, the chief security
officer at Hart-Ewing, is investigating a possible conspiracy at the plant. When Carson
finds notes for a space-drive project, White parodies his own and Shaw’s writing
efforts, the security guard pondering about whether he has just simply stumbled across
‘some engineer author’s notes for a science-fiction story.’'?> Like Hutchman in Shaw’s
Ground Zero Man, Carson is well aware of the division of labour involved in producing
a piece of technology, and as a result is afforded a privileged position in the narrative.

He reasons that:

120 Second Ending, p. 100.
121 James White, The Watch Below (1966) (London: Corgi, 1967) p. 46.
122 James White, Tomorrow is Too Far (1971) (London: Corgi Books, 1973) p. 28.
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At the top were the men responsible for the original idea or for developing
someone else’s original idea. In the middle were the people who helped break
down the idea into large numbers of detailed drawings and the engineers who
decided how best to convert these drawings into three dimensional metal on
someone’s bench. In this age of over-specialisation it was not expected that
the man who produced the detailed hardware should understand, or even care,
about the part his particular chunk of hardware played in the project as a
whole.'?

In order to uncover the conspiracy at the plant, Carson decides that he must piece
together the project by interviewing the ‘middle men’ whose job it is to make sure the
pieces fit together. While he reasons that those involved in assembling the piece of
technology at the heart of the conspiracy would likely not be aware of the shape of the
entire piece, with his own investigation, he attempts to grasp its totality by piecing
together the involvement of each department. White also uses the narrative to critique
the industry and general company practice, Carson’s investigation leading him to the

clerical supervisor Herbie Patterson, who tells him:

To understand what has been going on you would really have had to observe
the temporary bouts of insanity which periodically overtake our masters—
some of our masters, that is. The ones who spend fifty-one weeks in the year
counting pennies and one week chucking thousands down the drain!'**

At the module assembly and inspection area, Hutchman discovers that defective
machine parts are not discarded, but diverted to other parts of the business. He surmises
that the high level of defective parts produced is in fact part of the conspiracy, the parts

diverted to supply the covert project.'?

123 Tomorrow is Too Far, p. 37.

124 Tbid., p. 39. Shaw’s perspective on engineering culture also allows him to critique the aircraft
industry’s attitude to safety in Night Walk. Tallon meditates on aircraft design on Emm Luther and
concludes that: ‘The civil aircraft were large, but carried comparatively small payloads owing to
governmental regulations controlling their design. The fuselages were heavily armoured, and the wings
were inefficient by Earth standards, because they carried the complete power, fuel, and control
systems. In the event of a crash landing the wings, with their deadly fuel load were shed by explosive
bolts. The planetary government had made flying safe on Emm Luther, regardless of economics, and in
that respect had earned Tallon’s reluctant approval. He wished the Temporal Moderator would display
such good sense in the staffing of governmental agencies.’(p. 20); the same béte noire regarding
aircraft safety is referenced in Other Days, Other Eyes. As Garrod witnesses the emergency landing of
a plane, Shaw tells us that ‘...the Aurora shed its wings with their deadly load of fuel, allowing the
fuselage to slither and skid ahead like a javelin thrown on a frozen lake.” (p. 13)

125 Ibid., p. 40.
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Like Ross in Second Ending, Carson’s investigation carries him on a narrative
trajectory of increasing technical competence. The security guard works on the case in
between handling routine paperwork, processing parking applications and security
clearances, but Carson’s proximity to aviation technology at Hart-Ewing has afforded
him a foundation of technical knowledge that he builds upon over the course of his
enquiries, allowing him to piece together the totality of the conspiracy. Having joined
a local air club in order to track the movements of the apparently imbecilic pilot John
Pebbles, Carson’s first time in a cockpit results in the revelation that ‘he did in fact
know about dihedral, incidence, angles of attack, effect of controls and the theory of
flight generally.”'?® The flying instructor recognises Carson’s familiarity with aircraft
and allows him to take over the controls during his first flight, and Carson quickly
becomes adept at flying. White narrates a later flight with specialised jargon such as
‘set trim. Set throttle to fast tick-over and check friction nut tightness again.’'?” While
investigating a photograph of Pebbles in the Hart-Ewing library, Carson tells the
librarian that he is writing a journalistic article about second generation space-flight
‘making it unnecessary for astronauts to be supermen’, a cover story betraying the
security guard’s increasing technical knowledge, as well as signalling his future
direction.'?® At the closure of the narrative, Carson uncovers a secret space program at
Hart-Ewing, and following a standoff with the conspiracy’s security chief, Donovan,
he becomes involved with the initiative, first as an unwilling guinea pig, then as an
eager participant. The project is investigating the effects of time dilation in space travel,
Carson contemplating that ‘the present-day time traveller had to be an astronaut as
well.”'?? Carson becomes both these things, and scanning over the material from the
investigation, contemplating the paradoxes of time travel into the past, he makes a
breakthrough, realising that the regression of Pebbles’s mind to that of a child is caused
by the shock of the erasure of recent memories when travelling into the past, resulting
in a full amnesia that gradually recedes. The novel closes with Carson being offered the

chance to man missions to Ganymede and Mars.'*°

126 Tomorrow is Too Far, p. 52.
127 Tid., p. 76.
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Carson’s proximity to technology at Hart-Ewing allows him to interact with
engineering culture, leading to a growing technical proficiency, his narrative trajectory
taking him from security officer to skilled pilot, eventually leading to a breakthrough
in time travel philosophy, and a career as an astronaut travelling to far-flung planets.
Like Shaw, White extrapolates from Belfast engineering culture, positioning his
protagonists as constantly progressing through engagement with technology,
expressing the minimal unit of ideology, or the ideologeme underpinning class
discourse in Northern Ireland. Ross’s increasing knowledge of cybernetics leads to the
creation of his robot army, with which he manipulates nature and preserves humanity.
The mere proximity of advanced technology to Carson at the Hart-Ewing aerospace
company, allows the security guard to manoeuvre himself to the forefront of space

exploration.

Science and Technology Studies.

Shaw and White both describe networked relationships between the human and the
technological in their fiction, and in their work technology often achieves a kind of
autonomy that blurs the line between structure and agency, an aspect particularly
relevant to the discipline of S.T.S. and in particular the work of Bruno Latour. Latour
is a sociologist notable for his work with, among others, the English sociologist John
Law with whom he developed Actor-Network Theory (A.N.T.) in the mid-1980s.
AN.T. seeks to explain a social phenomenon by mapping it as a relation between
entities in a network. This materialist semiology suggests that all entities in a society,
or ‘actors’, are simply nodes in a heterogeneous network of relations. According to Law
and Annemarie Mol, ‘linguistic semiotics tells us that words give each other meaning.
Material semiotics extends this insight beyond the linguistic and claims that entities
give each other being: that they enact each other.’'*! For AN.T., the term social
structure is a verb rather than a noun, suggesting the structure of a society is in constant

negotiation, repeatedly needing to enact itself.

131 John Law and Annemarie Mol, ‘The Actor-Enacted: Cumbrian Sheep in 2001°, in Material Agency:
Towards a Non-Anthropocentric Approach edited by Carl Knappet and Lambros Malafouris (Toronto:
Springer, 2008) p.58.
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Latour states that ‘whenever you want to define an agent or actor, you have to
deploy its attributes or network’, following the trace of its relations in order to explain
how it has been enrolled as a node in the network.'*? For Latour, an actor is a network,
whether human or non-human, and is defined by its relationship with other actors in a
chain of differentiation. A controversial aspect to A.N.T. is the suggestion that non-
human actors possess agency. While protesting that A.N.T. does not stand for direct

symmetry between human and non-human actors, Latour reasons that:

After all, there is hardly any doubt that kettles ‘boil” water, knifes [sic] ‘cut’
meat, baskets ‘hold’ provisions, hammers ‘hit’ nails on the head, rails ‘keep’
kids from falling, locks ‘close’ rooms against uninvited visitors, soap ‘takes’
the dirt away, schedules ‘list” class sessions, price tags ‘help’ people
calculating, and so on. Are those verbs not designating actions? How could
the introduction of those humble, mundane, and ubiquitous activities bring
any news to any social scientist?'*

Within the frame of A.N.T. neither the machine nor the human is privileged. Humans
exist in social networks consisting of not only other humans but also material objects.
Just as human beings have their preferences, so do other materials such as machines,
the presence of a machine in a network meaning that its attributes influence the way
that the network operates. Latour states that ‘if these materials were to disappear then
so too would what we sometimes call the social order.”'** For Latour, technology is
most visible as a network when it malfunctions. Latour points to the explosion of the
Columbia space shuttle as evidence of the way objects ‘flip-flop’ their mode of
existence, the shuttle existing one minute as the most complex human instrument ever
constructed, the next its network revealed in the dispersion of debris raining over

Texas.'®

Work has been done to historicise Latour’s work as the moment of its inception
recedes. For instance, Benjamin Noys provides a historical appraisal of Latour’s work,

situating it as the limit of thought that neo-liberal ideology can countenance. Noys

132 Bruno Latour, ‘Networks, Societies, Spheres: Reflections of an Actor-Network Theorist’,
<http://www.bruno-latour.fr/sites/default/files/12 1 -CASTELLS-GB.pdf> [accessed 20 August 2013].
133 Bruno Latour, Re-Assembling the Social: An Introduction to Actor-Network Theory (Oxford: Oxford
University Press, 2005) p. 71.

134 John Law, ‘Notes on the Theory of the Actor-Network: Ordering, Strategy and Heterogeneity in
Systems Practice, 5.4 (1992) 379-393.

135 Re-Assembling the Social, p. 81.

42



contends that Latour’s suggestion that his theory appraises capitalist society as an
anthropologist would encounter a non-Western tribe is highly ideological, and
historically tied to the moment of neo-liberalism.'*® For Noys, Latour’s theory reflects
and ‘perhaps inadvertently valorises contemporary capitalism’, his approach merely
reflecting how network-capitalism functions rather than providing a critique of it.'*’
Latour’s work represents a turn from the critical towards the merely descriptive. Noys
quotes Latour, who remarks that within his theory there is ‘no attempt at nesting all
relations within one hierarchical order.”'*® For Noys, Latour’s refusal to recognise a
hierarchical order is problematic, implying that Latour ‘does not deny local hierarchies,
but does deny that there can be any global hierarchy.’'* In other words, Latour’s
framework denies the existence of capitalism as a totalising force, and for Noys this

renders his account merely partial.

Taking Noys’s critique into account, it is possible to see Latour’s method as a
non-hierarchical re-articulation of the structuralism of A.J. Greimas that Jameson,
following Althusser, negotiates in The Political Unconscious. Jameson refits
structuralism by drawing from Althusser’s notion of structural causality as a critique of
Hegel and Hegelian Marxism’s manifestation in Stalinism as expressive causality, the
insistence on the primacy of the forces of production in driving historical change.
Jameson applies this to Greimas’s work attempting to recuperate it for its
methodological importance. In the essay ‘The Interaction of Semiotic Constraints’,
Greimas outlined a way of reading texts structurally, placing their elements in a

hierarchy using a rectangle.'*’

Like Noys’s reading of Latour, Jameson sees Greimas’s method as ‘static and

ahistorical’, but he sees the ‘conception of levels and their homology is posited as a

136 Benjamin Noys, ‘The Discreet Charm of Bruno Latour or the Critique of Anti-Critique’ in (Mis)
Readings of Marx in Continental Philosophy eds. Jernej Habjan and Jessica Whyte (New York:
Palgrave Macmillan, 2014); See also Benjamin Noys, ‘The Density and Fragility of the World: Latour’
in The Persistence of the Negative: A Critique of Contemporary Continental Theory (Edinburgh:
Edinburgh University Press, 2010) pp. 80-105.

137 ‘Discreet Charm of Bruno Latour’, p. 195.
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methodological starting point, a set of categories to be explored rather than as a forecast
of the shape of the result of the analysis.”'*! Jameson reads Greimas’s method as
suggesting itself as ‘transhistorical’, attempting to posit itself as being applicable to any
society, regardless of economic, social and historical circumstance, the semiotic
structures articulated seeming to map out what Greimas ‘takes to be the logical structure
of reality itself.’'*? Jameson suggests that such systems can be subsumed within the

project of Marxist criticism, remarking that:

The limits of the latter can always be overcome, and their more positive
findings retained, by a radical historicizing of their mental operations, such
that not only the content of the analysis, but the very method itself, along
with the analyst, then comes to be reckoned into the “text” or phenomenon to
be explained.'*

For Jameson, such systems show the ideological limits of the society that produces
them, the conceptual points beyond which the ideology of that society cannot go. This
‘ideological closure’ can be used as a starting point for a dialectical criticism that
attempts to think through the text’s presences and absences to the political unconscious
of the text. In this appraisal, Latour’s method becomes a strategy of containment in

which the totality of History can be partially grasped.

Clayton Pierce has attempted to critique education practice by combining
Latour’s work with Frankfurt School critiques of the technologisation of society, in
particular those of Herbert Marcuse. In ‘Some Social Implications of Modern
Technology’, Marcuse suggests that the emergence of a Protestant individualism setting
every human against each other became the guarantor of conformity and standardisation
for our current technological society. Marcuse suggests that mechanised mass
production in turn replaces the role of the individual, with the result that creativity and
individualism become unnecessary, resulting in a situation where ‘society becomes
everything which isn’t human.’'** Marcuse opposes the conformity of technological
rationality to the critical rationality that must be preserved if a slide into fascist

totalitarianism is to be avoided.

141 political Unconscious, p.31.

142 [bid., p. 31.
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44



Pierce combines Marcuse and Latour to argue for a new approach to science
and technology education in schools, replacing the mimetic link between the subject
and technocapitalism with what he calls ‘healthier and more rational forms.” For Pierce,
Marcuse intersects with Latour in that A.N.T. allows us to concentrate on reconstructing
our relationship with science and technology by making explicit its connectedness to
social and political life."*> But whereas the project of Marcuse is based on political
agency and the need to transform an instrumental worldview to an emancipatory one,
Latour’s theory sees the notion of agency as an aberration, unable as it is to account for
all the mediators involved in political and social reality. For Latour, critical theory
provides only a partial account of the collective heterogeneous reality that contains both
human and nonhuman elements mobilised into agency by the collective environment.'#®
For Pierce, what unites Latour and Marcuse is a shared interest in transforming
scientific and technological values, and a call for an anthropological conception of
humans in a technological society. Both agree that science and technology plays a

mediating role in human subjectivity, muting resistance to technological rationality.

It is in this spirit that the next section will engage with the work of Latour,
attempting to draw out interactions between the human and technology, pointing out

the structural limitations of the networked view of Northern Ireland and technology.

Inhuman Agency in Shaw and White.

For Latour, sociologists of science need to consider the thought experiments of science
fiction in their accounts, and science fiction often echoes aspects of Latour’s work in
S.T.S. With this in mind, the discipline of S.T.S. becomes a useful tool with which to
locate and explore the ways in which the human relationship with the objects of science
and technology are articulated in science fiction. For instance, White’s fiction displays
numerous instances of agency being afforded to technological artefacts. In Dark
Inferno, a radiation counter is described as being unhappy, while in The Dream

Millennium a computer is said to be ‘hoping for the best.”!4’

145 Clayton Pierce, ‘Democratizing Science and Technology with Latour and Marcuse’ in Marcuse’s
Challenge to Education (Lanham: Rowman & Littlefield, 2009) p. 144.
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45



However, a more extensive illustration of the relationship between human and
technological agency is evident in Second Ending. The novel begins with Ross’s revival
from artificial sleep, from the beginning his agency lost to a collection of material
objects. A bust of Beethoven with the pre-recorded voice of his friend Dr. Pellew
dictates and narrates Ross’s return to consciousness. White describes the voice as ‘like
a record with a faulty groove, the same words droned out over and over and over’, the
commands of the technological object repeating until Ross complies with its orders.
The chair Ross sits in forces him from a lying to a seated position, the voice demanding
that he must eat. White writes that Ross ‘did not feel hungry, but doing what he was
told seemed to be the only way of shutting off that maddening, repetitious voice.’'*® As
Ross explores his environment, its tidiness offers hope for the existence of a cleaning
crew staffed by fellow humans. But a folder found in an office informs him of the ‘servo
mechanisms’ that have been maintaining order in the underground shelter, led by the
robot Ward Sister. Throughout the novel, the power dynamic between Ross and the
Ward Sister constantly flip-flops, as their attributes shift; whenever the health of the
doctor deteriorates, he loses his agency to the machine until he recovers. The nun-like

robot tells Ross:

A Ward Sister of my type has two choices of behaviour towards human
beings... Towards patients we are friendly but authoritative, because we are
better qualified to know what will and will not benefit them...when a human
being is mobile and shows no marked signs of physical malfunction we treat
him as our superior.'*

One of Ross’s first acts after regaining consciousness is to climb from the underground
shelter to the surface of the Earth, the cuts and bruises he receives in the endeavour
enough to cede his agency to the robot. White writes that ‘until each tiny cut was healed
and the last square centimetre of scab dropped away, Ross’s every order was
ignored.”'” When Ross is ill the robot refers to him as ‘Mr Ross’, but when he recovers,
he becomes ‘Sir’ and can give the Ward Sister orders accordingly. White’s

extrapolation of the human relationship with technology depicts a sliding scale of

148 Second Ending, pp. 1-8.
19 Tbid., p. 23.
10 Tbid.. p. 30.
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agency between the human and the inanimate, illustrating Latour’s thesis that in a

technologically advanced environment, human agency often defers to objects.

A dark side to this human/technology network is revealed when Ross inquires
about his fellow humans in hibernation. The Ward Sister tells him that when they
attempted to wake them, the patients panicked, their struggles with the machinery
sufficiently frantic to cause themselves fatal internal damage. Ross becomes angry at
the thought of the machines repeatedly waking and killing the sleeping humans, and
begins to beat the robot Ward Sister repeatedly with a spanner. White’s description of
the attack blurs the line between the robot and the human, Ross’s reaction a result of
interpreting the actions of the Ward Sister as akin to human agency. White writes that

the spanner:

...battered in one of the flush panels, bludgeoning through the mass of
delicate surgical and medical gadgetry underneath. From the wound multi-
coloured blood spurted as underlying drug containers shattered, and three
syringes on extensible arms sprang out and sagged downwards. Ross swung
again.'’!

Ross perceives the effect of his actions on the robot as akin to the opening of wounds
and the letting of blood. Reflecting on the fact that a teenage girl was one of the victims
of the robot, he states ‘an eye for an eye...and for a girl’s life a dead mass of scrap
iron.’'3? To end the assault, the Ward Sister knocks Ross unconscious by spraying an
anaesthetic gas. When he awakens, a repair robot works on the Ward Sister, White
writing that the appearance of its open panels and inner circuitry seeming ‘vaguely
indecent’ to Ross.!>* Ross attacks the Ward Sister to seek retribution for the death of
his fellow humans, interpreting automatic programming as agency. As Ross develops
more robots, this confusion grows, Ross becoming increasingly threatened by the

intelligence of his creations.

White’s narrative registers an anxiety to combat this ambiguity, Ross attempting

to enforce a strict demarcation between his own being and that of the machines. White

151 Second Ending, pp. 38-39.
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153 Tbid., p. 39.
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writes that, ‘he had to remind himself forcefully that they were only tools. Complex, of
course, but still only gadgets designed for his use or convenience. The idea was to use,
not try to compete against, the things.”'** Ross eventually develops positive feelings
toward the Ward Sister, but still finds it difficult to maintain the division between the
human and the machine, an ambiguity that continues to propel the narrative. When the
robot nurse shows concern for Ross, White writes that ‘the fact that her concern for him
was an artificial, built-in feeling did not seem to matter.’'>> The relationship between
Ross and the sister is symbiotic. The robot sister’s reason for existence and source of
pleasure extends from her ability to keep Ross alive; when the possibility of Ross’s
death is discussed, he detects a kind of emotion in her voice, White writing that ‘in her
emotionless, mechanical fashion Sister was frightened too.”'*®* When Ross requests to
be put into artificial sleep again, prolonging his own life also extends the life of the
robots by increasing the period in which they have the purpose of protecting him, and
so increases the pleasure that they experience. But the Ward Sister insists on waking
Ross intermittently, and when questioned on the issue, tells him ‘we feel that you are
entitled to some pleasure too’, an action that Ross interprets as evidence that the robot

is becoming more human. White writes that:

Ross stared at the gleaming, ovoid body with its one fixed and one rotating
lens and wondered incredulously what had become of the robot which had
clicked irritatingly at him and droned, ‘I am not programmed to volunteer
information.” This robot had developed intelligence to the point where she
was being troubled by something remarkably like a conscience! She had
become so human a personality that Ross had forgotten when he had stopped
thinking of her as ‘it’. Suddenly he felt ashamed.'s’

Ross has come to view the Ward Sister as ‘a near-human servant and friend’, rather
than ‘an involved piece of machinery.” As centuries pass between his revivifications,
Ross experiences grief as the machine slows down, making him feel scared and
lonely.'*® Ross’s attempts to situate the Ward Sister as a mere tool fail, its attributes
convincing him of its agency and sentimentality, its decline into obsolescence causing

him a very real human grief.
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Latour’s thesis that in a society structured as a heterogeneous network of
relations between humans and objects, humans often lose their agency to inanimate
objects is expressed in White’s Second Ending. Ross’s agency operates on a sliding
scale, deferring to the Ward Sister in the event of illness. Ross resists this fact in
numerous ways, exacting retribution for deaths caused by programming rather than by
intention. Ross’s attempts to construct a strict demarcation between himself and the
non-human are subverted by his symbiotic relationship with the Ward Sister, which he
cannot avoid perceiving in human terms. This also points to the critique of technology
by Marcuse, with an ambiguity surrounding the role of technology, an anxiety around
the ceding of agency to technology that interacts dialectically with the role of Ross as

the engineer of progress through technological development.

A similar anxiety is evident in the work of Shaw. In Shaw’s Orbitsville
Judgement, Jim Nicklin is a librarian and repairman in the town of Orangefield, a low-
tech community modelled on American towns of the early twentieth century. Nicklin
joins a travelling religious revival group led by the preacher Corey Montane, and when
the group is attacked, Nicklin defends the party with a technologically advanced rifle,
designed to appear old-fashioned, with a wooden stock, and a conventional trigger. The
rifle produces no recoil when fired, has a computerised smartscope that ensures high
accuracy, and rather than bullets, the weapon unleashes ‘bolts of ultralaser energy.’!>
Nicklin’s agency becomes impaired when he holds this sophisticated technology in his

hand. In a passage that also positions Nicklin as one of Shaw’s stereotypical gadgeteers,

Shaw writes that:

The machine-lover, the game player in Nicklin took immediate control of his
mind and body. He moved the intersection of the cross-hairs on to the nearer
of the crawling figures and squeezed the trigger. A breath of heat touched his
forehead and the figure abruptly lost its human outlines, becoming a
shapeless smear which was further blurred by swirls of luminous pink
vapour. A second later, its arrival delayed by the intervening two hundred
metres, came a dull, soggy thud-thud.'®

This symbiosis between Nicklin and the weapon leads to him killing a retreating man,

the technology appearing to act ahead of human intention, as it positions itself on the

159 Bob Shaw, Orbitsville Judgement (1990) (London: Orbit, 1992) p. 121.
190 Orbitsville Judgement, p. 133.
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next target. Shaw describes Nicklin as ‘under the spell of the smartscope’, as another

foe falls within his ‘inhuman view’ and is dispensed with. Shaw writes that:

The knowledge that he had heard a man’s internal organs and torso exploding
would have appalled Nicklin had he been in a normal state of mind, but the
game was on—and the cross-hairs were already centring [sic] themselves on
the second figure.'®!

This dehumanisation speaks of the anxiety of Marcuse on the subject of a technological
rationality that supersedes critical evaluation. The dehumanisation is extended to
Nicklin’s victims, the destruction of the target’s ribcage viewed as ‘snapping wide open
like some spring loaded mechanical device.’'®> In Orbitsville Judgement, the
technology/human network causes Nicklin to act in ways that transgress his personal
moral boundaries. Later in the novel, having repaired the starship 7ara, Nicklin is
described moving through its interior, his relationship with the technological artefact

reaching preternatural proportions. Shaw tells us that Nicklin moved:

...towards the prow of the ship with effortless speed, his progress aided by the
fact that the engineered environment, so bewildering to others, was totally
familiar to him. He knew every cleat, gusset plate and fastener so well that he
could have located himself simply by remembering the irregularities in certain
welds.'®

Nicklin’s interaction with technology blurs the line between agency in the network of
human and non-human elements. The attributes of the rifle deploy attributes in Nicklin
that he finds morally reprehensible. His networked relationship to technology is
highlighted by his almost-telepathic ability to navigate his way through the ship he has

repaired.

Through Nicklin, Shaw’s narrative suggests that human relationships,
embedded as they are in a network of heterogeneous relations of which technology is a
part, can be profoundly altered with the introduction of a novel piece of technology to
that network. While the example of Nicklin demonstrates this through his personal
relationship with the advanced rifle, Shaw’s novel Other Days, Other Eyes extends the

161 Orbitsville Judgement, p. 134.
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implications to society. Stableford positions the novel as ‘one of a bare handful of
science fiction novels which convincingly demonstrates the power that technology has
for transforming social relations.’'® The novel expands on Shaw’s fictional technology
of ‘slow glass’, introduced with the publication of the story ‘Light of Other Days’ in
the American science fiction magazine Analog in 1966. Slow glass is a kind of glass in
which the speed of light is reduced to such an extent that events occurring within its
radius are replayed many years later. In ‘Light of Other Days’, a bickering married
couple meet the owner of a slow glass farm, ‘a farm of windows’, that register an idyllic
landscape to be enjoyed as a decorative feature at a later date by the modern city
dweller.'® The couple choose a pane of glass described as ‘ten years thick’, but as the
farmer is preparing their purchase they realise that the wife of the farmer that appears
at the window of the farmhouse is in fact an effect of slow glass. The farmer goes on to
tell them that his wife and child were killed in a hit and run car accident, the stored
images of his loved ones acting as a consolation.'® The attributes of slow glass intersect
with the attributes of the countryside; scenes perceived as beautiful can be stored and
placed in an urban environment. The technology also intersects with personal
relationships, the moving image of a loved one through a pane of slow glass more

lifelike and consolatory to the farmer than a photograph.

Shaw’s second slow glass story, ‘Burden of Proof’, further extends the
exploration of the impact of the slow glass novum on the network by applying the
technology to matters of law. The story centres on a Judge Kenneth Harpur, adjudicator
in a double murder and rape case made controversial by the presence of a five-year
thick piece of slow glass at the scene of the crime. More than Shaw’s earlier story,
‘Burden of Proof” brings slow glass more directly into contact with public institutions
and the built environment. A miserable rainy day in June is contrasted with the piece
of glass blazing sunlight into a dank basement. Harpur had sent the accused in the case,
Ewan Raddall, to the electric chair, but five years later the glass is being carefully
monitored for final proof of Raddall’s guilt.'®” Although Harpur is anxious to know

whether his judgement was correct, he had been a vocal opponent to a proposed ‘wait-
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and-see’ policy in cases where crimes were ‘witnessed’ by slow glass, suggesting that
fifty-year thick panels of slow glass would become standard criminal equipment should
such a position be given any legal standing. Although Harpur professes a belief in the
rigidity of the law despite the existence of slow glass, when Raddall’s guilt is
confirmed, the story ends with the line ‘Harpur set the phone down with his eyes tight-
closed, waited for peace.”'®® Whereas in ‘Light of Other Days’, slow glass is depicted
as a kind of enhanced photograph which serves to remind the farmer of lost loved ones,
‘Burden of Proof” amplifies the effects deployed by the novum, implying that slow glass

is a technology that has the power to undermine legal institutions.

Other Days, Other Eyes further extends the implications of slow glass
technology. In the novel, Shaw details the invention of slow glass by Alban Garrod, a
scientist and aviation entrepreneur, who realises that the extra tough glass that he has
developed is causing pilots to crash because of a delay in light passing through it. Shaw
signals the power of slow glass early on in the novel, when he depicts Garrod using a

piece of slow glass to hold the setting sun in his hand.'®®

Across the narrative of the novel, Shaw further expands the network that slow
glass deploys; branded as Retardite, the material replaces cameras in espionage, agents
placing tiny rods of slow glass in their pores ‘like blackheads.”!”® As a result of this
development, top-secret meetings must be held in darkness, and messages written in
‘SpeedBraille’ so as not to be detected by slow glass. Garrod himself is forced to read

sensitive company documents underneath a cloak, Shaw writing that:

One of Garrod’s private nightmares was that somebody would invent a sound
recording device as efficient and ubiquitous as Retardite was for light, in
which case confidential meetings might have to be held not only in darkness
but in utter silence.!”

Garrod attends a meeting at the Pentagon to discuss military applications for slow glass,
and the room is sprayed with quick-setting plastic minutes before it begins to thwart
any attempt to spy on the meeting with Retardite. Garrod’s research chief Theo

McFarlane perfects slow glass, innovating a process to speed up and slow down the rate

18 Other Days, Other Eyes, pp. 59-61.
169 [bid., p. 24.
10 Ibid., p. 36.
171 Ibid,, p. 38.

52



at which light passes through. McFarlane is not overjoyed at his discovery, and when
questioned by Garrod, he tells him that a piece of slow glass is now more effective than
the most expensive movie camera in the world, with the result that he ‘may never be
truly alone again.’'”?> Garrod uses slow glass to cure his wife’s blindness, which leads
to a calmer domestic life, echoing its use by the farmer in ‘Light of Other Days.” But in
the wider world the technology causes societal strife, as unions object to the installation
of slow glass monitors in manufacturing plants, and civil rights associations object to
the mandatory installation of a piece of slow glass in every automobile in order to
monitor traffic accidents. The novel ends with the world being dusted with tiny particles

of slow glass, Garrod proclaiming that:

From now on, anybody, any agency with the right equipment can find out
anything about ANYBODY! This planet is one huge, unblinking eye watching
everything that moves on its surface. We’re all encased in glass, asphyxiating,
like bugs into an entomologist’s killing bottle.'”

Here Shaw seems to demonstrate the endpoint of a society structured by technological
rationality, with the ubiquitous slow glass producing a claustrophobic world of constant

surveillance.

This section has utilised a critical take on the work of Latour to describe
networked relations in the work of Shaw and White. It has shown how agency switches
from human to technological objects in the work of White, casting doubt on the role of
the engineer as master of technology, and echoing Marcuse’s anxiety regarding a
society based on technological rationality. In Shaw’s work a similar anxiety is found in
the suspension of critical rationality in Nicklin, as he dispenses with enemies at the
seeming behest of his technologically-advanced rifle. In a similar sense, slow glass is
shown to represent a technological artefact that appears to take on agency. This is not
to be seen as a subscription for technological determinism. As Jameson suggests
‘objects seem to lead an independent life of their own’, but it is always the absent cause
of History that asserts itself.!” In Other Days, Other Eyes, this absent cause appears to
become godlike at the close of the narrative, an all-seeing totality. This notion could be

seen as an example of the science fiction sublime, in which technology reaches towards
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a kind of transcendence. The next section will first articulate what is meant by the
science fictional sublime, before turning to the fiction of Shaw and White in an attempt

to detect instances of this impulse in their work.

The Science-Fictional Sublime.

Istvan Csicsery-Ronay draws from the idea of the science fiction ‘sense of wonder’ to
suggest that in science fiction ‘the powers and ideas of gods are made available to
contingent physical beings’, a notion that as we will see has implications for human
agency defined against technological determinism.!”® Csicsery-Ronay also draws from
both Edmund Burke and Immanuel Kant’s notions of the sublime. For Kant, the
mathematical sublime is encountered when an attempt is made to hold the totality of
the infinity of the world in our minds. Given that an infinite totality is a contradiction,
the failure of the imagination to encompass infinity gives the mind an idea of the
vastness of the world. Csicsery-Ronay suggests that the mathematical sublime is
reflected in the exposition of large concepts in science fiction, for instance the vast

scope of Isaac Asimov’s Foundation novels.

Kant’s dynamic sublime refers to human response to the presence of powerful
phenomena such as waterfalls, volcanoes and storms.!”® According to Csicsery-Ronay,
we view these occurrences from a safe distance, our ‘strategic recoil’ evidence of a
‘self-sacrifice of the imagination.”!”” Csicsery-Ronay suggests that the narratives of
science fiction tend to be weighted towards the dynamic sublime, with individual
subjects encountering phenomena of great magnitude or attempting to navigate their
way through a profoundly altered world, usually following the exposition of the larger

mathematically sublime concept as a framing device.

For Kant, technology is a manifestation of human reason, and as such has no

part to play in a theory of the sublime. However, Csicsery-Ronay suggests that Burke’s
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origins and history of this resilient phrase see The Encyclopaedia of Science Fiction, http://sf-
encyclopedia.com/entry/sense_of wonder [accessed 7 July 2015].

176 Immanuel Kant, Critique of Judgement trans. James Creed Meredith (Oxford: Oxford World’s
Classics, 2007) pp. 75-96.

177 Seven Beauties of Science Fiction, p. 149.

54



carlier theory of the sublime, which, unlike Kant’s, suggests that the sublime can be
found in the products of human creation, allows for ‘the possibility that human
constructions can become sufficiently autonomous of their creators, and sufficiently
overpowering, to educe sublime wonder themselves’, an idea that Csicsery-Ronay
extends towards a discussion of the technological sublime embodied by the creature in
Mary Shelley’s Frankenstein, widely conceived as the earliest example of modern

science fiction.'”®

David E. Nye discusses a particularly American technological sublime based on
a concept of the nation’s destiny in the conquest of nature. Beginning with natural
wonders such as the Grand Canyon and Niagara Falls, Nye traces a reorientation in the
American sense of the sublime to encompass manmade technology such as the Ford
assembly line, skyscrapers, electrically lighted cityscapes, the Hoover Dam and the

atomic bomb. Nye suggests that:

Whereas in a sublime encounter in nature human reason intervenes and
triumphs when the imagination finds itself overwhelmed, in the technological
sublime reason had a new meaning. Because human beings had created the
awe inspiring steamboats, railroads, bridges, and dams, the sublime object
itself was a manifestation of reason. Because the overwhelming power
displayed was human rather than natural, the ‘dialogue’ was now not between
man and nature but between man and the man-made. The awe induced by
seeing an immense or dynamic technological object became a celebration of
the power of human reason, and this awe granted special privilege to
engineers and inventors.'”

Whereas the traditional sublime resulted in a realisation of the insignificance of the
individual human ego in the face of phenomena of great magnitude, the technological
sublime locates the ability to create vast objects in humanity itself. Csicsery-Ronay
suggests that this shift in sensibility, where ‘the handyman, the engineer, and the
inventor become the agents at the leading edge of history’ provided the preconditions

for modern science fiction.'8°
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So far we have seen how a proximity to technology is transcoded in the work of
Shaw and White, an ideologeme of improvement through technology articulated in the
narrative trajectory of the ever-increasing technological competence of the main
protagonists. We have also detected a critical node in the networked nature of humanity
and technology in the work of both authors, with the constant switching of agency
between the human and the technological pointing to anxieties in regard to
technological rationalism. The technological sublime then, proposes the reinscribing of
human agency into technological artefacts, in that the sublime objects of technology
themselves are the product of human ingenuity. In the technological sublime then,
humans transcend themselves by interacting with the highest technological
achievements of humanity in a kind of transcendence from within rather than from some
higher power. This iteration of the sublime echoes the Planter ideology behind the
development of Belfast, what Kirkland refers to as the ‘heroic communal endeavour’

involved in reclaiming a barren land, reinscribing it into the story of human progress.'®!

Considering his technical background, it is no surprise that Shaw’s fictional
depictions of engineering culture reflect aspects of the technological sublime. In
Ground Zero Man, for instance, Hutchman displays a mastery over a complex missile
guidance system called Jack and Jill, a feat achieved through rationality and
mathematics.'®? Later in the novel, Ed Montefore, a worker at the Ministry for Defence,
is described as having an ability with technology that borders on the supernatural,

utilising it to communicate with engineers from another generation. Shaw writes:

It did not matter if the particular design was new to him, it did not matter if
he was unaware of the machine’s purpose—if it was broken, he could lay his
hands on it, commune with the ghosts of the men who had built that machine
and all the others like it, and discover what was wrong.'®

Hutchman’s invention of an anti-bomb machine recuperates a sense of the technological
sublime from the atomic era. According to Nye, the prospect of nuclear destruction had
the effect of undermining the technological sublime, the notion of humanity identifying

with such a destructive technological object becoming absurd.'®* Hutchman’s formula
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for detonating all nuclear devices on Earth simultaneously gives humanity mastery over
the technological sublime once more. The moment that Hutchman discovers the
formula for the machine, he is described as seeing ‘deeper than ever before into the
mathematical forest which screens reality from reason.’'® This forest is described as
opening for a moment, just long enough for Hutchman to scribble the formula down.
Hutchman seizes on this almost mystical moment, translating it into a plan for
constructing the machine through the application of reason, affording him god-like

powers. Shaw writes:

On the technical level the situation was diamond-sharp, uncomplicated. He
was in a position to translate the figures scribbled on his charred sheet into
physical reality. Doing so would necessitate several weeks’ work on perhaps
a thousand pounds worth of electrical and electronic components, and the
result would be a small, rather unimpressive machine. But it would be a
machine which, if switched on, would almost instantaneously detonate every
nuclear device on Earth. It would be an antibomb machine. An antiwar
machine. An instrument for converting megadeaths into megalives. '8¢

Recognising the supernal power he has unleashed, Hutchman proclaims ‘I can make
neutrons dance to a new tune.’'®” The mathematician begins to embody a Promethean
thinking, reasoning that once the plans for the machine have been disseminated, others
will be able to use them to construct their own devices.'® Hutchman also struggles with
a god-complex as a result of his technical mastery, alternated with doubts about whether
he can handle the responsibility he has been bequeathed; Shaw describes Hutchman
hiding from the police after revealing the plan for his machine, his face depicted as a
‘death mask of Christ’ signifying that technology has allowed the mathematician to
transcend. The soldiers that confront Hutchman at the climax of the narrative stare at
the mathematician ‘reverently’ as he rests his finger on the button of his machine, an
intimation of the sublime effect of the technology he has mastered, and the impotence
of those without access to it.'"*® Hutchman’s interaction with technology involves not

only constant improvement, but transcendence and access to the sublime.
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Access to the sublime enabled by technology is also depicted in Shaw’s 4
Wreath of Stars, with an innovation in the manufacture of a material called magniluct
rendering previously imperceptible aspects of the natural world visible. Glasses with
magniluct lenses are sold for night-vision purposes, the astronomer Clyde Thornton
buying a pair because of his appreciation for ‘technical novelties’, combined with a
curiosity about a device that can turn ‘night into day.” When observing the night sky
through a telescope while wearing the glasses, Thornton locates a planet that can only
be seen through magniluct. As well as affording vision in darkness, magniluct glasses
allow the wearer to see anti-neutrinos, the particles that the sphere that becomes known
as Thornton’s Planet is made from. Boyce Ambrose, the director of a planetarium calls
the planet ‘a ghost world’ that ‘almost doesn’t exist.’'”" In this instance of the
technological sublime, technology enables humanity to penetrate the hidden parts of
the natural world, bestowing the ‘discreet immortality which is granted to the

discoverers of new stars and planets’ upon Thornton.'?!

The glasses also allow the aircraft engineer Gilbert Snook access to the sublime
while working in the Arab state of Malaq. As Thornton’s Planet drifts closer to Earth,
tension grows in Malaq, where the popularity of magniluct glasses allows a large
percentage of the population to see the planet. Snook, having previously been sceptical
of the event, downplaying it as a mere ‘optical illusion’, is forced to change his mind

when his friend Charlton insists that he view the phenomenon. Shaw writes:

Snook shrugged and put the glasses on. As he had expected, the sunlit sea
appeared intolerably brilliant through the special lenses, but the sky was
somewhat darker. He tilted his face upwards—and his heart seemed to lurch
to a standstill. Thornton’s Planet glared down on him, a vast hurtling ball,
somehow frozen in its deadly descent, dominating the whole sky with its
baleful radiance. An ageless and superstitious dread gripped Snook,
paralysing his reason, warning him that all the old orders were about to be
swept away. He snatched the glasses off and returned to a world of reassuring
normalcy.'?

Magniluct technology enables the sublime view of a planet made of anti-neutrinos
bearing down upon the earth, a sight that overcomes Snook’s sense of reason. In this

instance of the dynamic technological sublime, an original sense of the sublime is
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recuperated, reason confronted by a phenomenon that leads to recoil of the ego, and a

retreat to a safe vantage point of normality.

This return of the original sublime points to ambiguity surrounding whether the
sublime phenomena associated with magniluct are manmade or natural. Snook remarks
that the locals would likely point the finger at them for the inevitable collision between
the two planets, considering that the science and technology that enabled Thornton’s
Planet to be visible came from the West; Snook remarks: ‘we made the thing visible,
therefore we made it exist.”'”® Returning to the work of Bruno Latour for a moment, a
similar quandary can be detected that is resolved with Latour’s suggestion that scientific
facts are both created and natural. Discussing Louis Pasteur’s discovery of the role of
bacteria in the spread of disease, Latour not only implies a network of relations between
agencies in France as responsible for the discovery, rather than Pasteur alone, but also
concurs that Pasteur did not simply reveal a hidden fact of nature, but in addition created
one. Latour states that Pasteur’s trials with the anthrax bacillus, isolated from cattle in
the French countryside, created ‘a new object that retranslated the disease into the
language of the laboratory.” Latour suggests that this new object was rendered
unrecognisable from the original bacillus, becoming retranslated as a vaccine for use
on cattle. For Latour, this conjures up the philosophical problem of whether the microbe
existed before Pasteur detected it.!** Citing passages concerning these discoveries in
Pasteur’s own memoirs, Latour suggests that Pasteur himself alternates between
constructivist and realist positions, one moment suggesting that the breakthrough was
an act of creation, the next referring to it as a discovery of something already in
existence. Latour proposes a middle position for science: the entities that science
reveals are real because of their manufactured nature rather than despite of it.'>
Elsewhere Latour extends this idea to scientific images, in particular the heavily-
mediated representations of galaxies, atoms, light and genes that are generally accepted
as images of ‘the world itself.” But Latour makes the point that, when considering

whether such objects are constructed or natural:
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It slowly becomes clearer that without huge and costly instruments, large
groups of scientists, vast amounts of money, and long training, nothing would
be visible in such images. It is because of so many mediations that they are
able to be so objectively true.'*®

Latour concludes that a scientific discovery constitutes both a lifting of the veil of the
natural world, and the construction of a scientific fact, mediated through instruments in
the laboratory. In A Wreath of Stars, the phenomena associated with magniluct hold

this position within the narrative, causing ambiguity surrounding the issue of its status.

Returning to the narrative of Shaw’s novel, Snook leaves Malagq, arriving in the
African statelet of Barandi, where magniluct glasses have become standard issue in the
mining industry. Thornton’s Planet having passed through Earth without physical
effects, viewing the planet has become a mere novelty, albeit a novelty that renders the
scientific community ‘appalled at seeing the entire citadel of human science threatened
by a casual, heedless visitor from infinity.’'®” In Barandi however, the position of the
planet means that miners wearing the glasses can also view its inhabitants, the miner
Harold Harper becoming convinced that he is seeing a ghost when a head appears from
the rock floor of the mine. As Snook asks questions about the incident, he is reminded
of the ‘unmanning dread’ that he felt on his first look at Thornton’s planet, leading him
to surmise that Harper has had a similarly unanticipated encounter with the unknown.'*®
Harper’s encounter with the sublime leaves the miner in need of sedation, and rumours
run through the mining camp that blend the phenomena with local superstitions.
Snook’s Barandian friend Murphy explains that the miners had been herders and

farmers a decade earlier and had never held any affinity with mining work. Murphy

states:

As far as they’re concerned, it’s another world down there. A world they’ve
no business to enter. All they need is a hint, just one hint, that the rightful
inhabitants of that world are objecting to their presence and they’ll refuse to
go back into it.'*
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Snook is selected to find an acceptable explanation for the manifestations to persuade
the miners back to work. While photographing the apparition in the mine, his powers
of reasoning are once more overcome by a ‘pounding dread’, as a creature appears to
rise through the floor, move through the tunnel and then continue through the ceiling
of the mine.’” As it passes through the ceiling, Snook is blinded by the ‘cloudy
luminescence’ of the phantom, and quickly removes his magniluct glasses. Murphy
questions Snook about the apparition, Shaw writing that his inquiries betray an anxiety
for Snook to ‘produce an immediate scientific explanation for the apparition and render

it harmless.’?"!

In A Wreath of Stars, technology allows human access to a sublime experience
of the natural world, its ability to reveal previously unseen entities confusing the status
of scientific fact, and the position of the human in relation to the technological sublime.
Murphy seeks to remove the visitation from the realm of superstition, to establish it as
an object of science, thus allowing work to continue in the mine. Once again the status
of the technological artefact changes, it being hoped that it can be transformed from an
object transmitting sublime power to one that is demystified through scientific

explanation, and therefore recuperated as an object of the technological sublime.

Shaw’s Orbitsville also contains an instance of the technological sublime
allowing access to a kind of transcendence at the centre of its narrative. Vance
Garamond pilots the Bissendorf, a flickerwing, a type of starship that has debunked
Einsteinian physics, disproving the time dilation effect and the idea of an impenetrable
barrier to the speed of light. Shaw writes that once a flickerwing ship reaches a certain
speed, it creates ‘its own portable universe in which different rules applied’, with time
replacing the speed of light as the universal constant.”’? Flickerwings draw fuel from
the particles contained in certain ‘invisible galactic winds’ that are created when a sun
goes nova and destroys the planets in its vicinity. While flying the starship, Garamond
contemplates whether his engines are ‘feeding on the ghosts of dawn-time civilizations,

obliterating all their dreams, giving the final answer to all their questions.’?* In this
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case humanity grasps the technological sublime, surpassing the limitations of
Einsteinian physics, mastering the power of dead suns to explore the universe.
However, rather than a realisation of the mastery of humanity, Garamond appears to

experience a more traditional sublime effect. In a diary entry, the pilot writes:

I was taught at school that a man’s brain is unable to comprehend what is
meant by a light-year—now I know we cannot comprehend as much as a
light-second. So far in this journey we have, in effect, encircled twenty-five
Earths; but my heart and mind are suspended, like netted birds, somewhere
above the third or fourth range of mountains. They have run into the
comprehension barrier, while my body has travelled onwards, heedless of
what penalties may fall due.”*

In the face of the sublime effect of technology, Garamond’s mind stalls, unable to
comprehend the power that has been afforded to humanity through feats of engineering.
While the barrier to the speed of light is broken in this new post-Einsteinian physics,
the pilot’s ego recoils and retreats from the presence of the sublime. Once more we see
agency switch from the human to the technological as the subject shrinks from

comprehension of the power of human technology.

Shaw’s depiction of both the technological sublime, signifying human ingenuity
in the face of previously immutable laws of physics, and the traditional sublime, as
Garamond attempts to come to terms with the new reality that the technology creates,
foreshadows the pilot’s discovery of Orbitsville, a colossal sphere that the pilot
describes as a ‘spaceship over three hundred million kilometres in diameter.’??> Like
Thornton’s Planet in A Wreath of Stars, the status of Orbitsville as a constructed or
naturally-occurring phenomenon is ambiguous. An investigator contemplates the
perfect sphere with a completely smooth surface, and suggests, ‘nature doesn’t operate

that way—at least, not on the astronomical scale.’*%

Garamond boards the sphere and notes that its skies are blue like those of Earth.
But it is the scale of Orbitsville that makes the biggest impression on the pilot. Shaw
writes that ‘on the edge of a circular black lake of stars, suited and armoured to

withstand the lethal vacuum of interplanetary space—Garamond had his first look at
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the green and infinite meadows of Orbitsville.” Garamond experiences a dislocation
and loss of identity, his vision ‘swamped’ at the impression of grassland ‘running on
for ever’, but Shaw also describes a feeling of immediate acceptance at the scene, a
notion that his entire life had been preparing for the moment. Shaw describes
Garamond’s identity returning only when a fellow explorer boards the sphere.?’” When
Orbitsville is examined further, it becomes apparent to Garamond that it is the
technological creation of an alien civilisation. Orbitsville is a steel construction built
around a sun in order to manipulate its energy and translate it into matter. Shaw
describes the aliens as having ‘precise control over the most elemental forces of the
universe’, creating an object that is ‘harder than diamond, immutable, eternal.” The

descriptions of the sublime continue, Shaw writing of the mysterious creators that:

When the sphere was complete, grown to the required thickness, they had
again dipped their hands into the font of energy and wrought fresh miracles,
coating the interior surface of the sphere with soil and water and air. Organic
acids, even complete cells and seeds, had been constructed in the same way,
because at the ultimate level of reality there is no difference between a blade
of grass and one of steel.**®

The harnessing of the sun by the aliens has given them a means to shape nature,
manipulating matter to suit their needs. The sphere is left for humanity to explore, the
builders of Orbitsville said to have moved on ‘to a different level of their existence.’
Garamond predicts that the vastness of the artefact will have a levelling effect on human
relations claiming that, in comparison to Orbitsville, humans are ‘reduced to the
ultimate, human electrons.’?” In Orbitsville, the technological sublime of an alien race
is encountered as a traditionally sublime object that reduces the significance of
humanity. Also implicit is the idea of succession, that humanity is now taking the
mantle from another technologically advanced race. This echoes the notion of a
developmental schema in the work of Shaw and White, which will be examined in the

next section.

In Shaw’s sequel to the novel, Orbitsville Departure, the narrative shifts
forward two hundred years from the events depicted in the earlier novel. A statue of

Garamond stands at the location where he first stepped onto the sphere, its expression
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registering the ‘awe combined with peace and fulfilment’ that any visitor feels when
entering from the blackness of space and encountering the sublime ‘grassy infinities’
within.?!® The scientist and Orbitsville expert Cavendish is described as also losing his
identity in the ‘numinous magic’ of Orbitsville. After two hundred years of studying,
the discipline of spherology is still attempting to penetrate the secrets of Orbitsville.
Debate is still ongoing about whether the object is a piece of technology or an object of
nature; evidence of god’s mysterious workings or nature manifested in a way that
humanity has not observed before. It is accepted among spherologists that the shell of
Orbitsville is changeless, so when a green radiance arises from within the sphere, Shaw
describes the reaction as a sublime awe that ‘almost transcended the fear of death.’?!!
The green light prefigures the appearance of the builders of Orbitsville, the Ultan, an
alien race residing in another dimension. Conversing with the scientist Garry Dallen
through mind-to-mind contact, they explain that as a race they are ‘the ultimate
embodiment of intelligent life’ with ‘complete mobility in time and space.’?'?
According to the Ultans, mind propagates itself in galactic structures and increases the
opportunity for mind to arise in other areas of the universe. They explain that Orbitsville
was designed to attract intelligent life and transport it to the Region II universe, a
parallel universe that the Ultan wish to seed with mindons.?!* The novel ends with a
scientific renaissance based on the knowledge of mindons passed to humanity by the
Ultans, a rejuvenated science that accepts immortality as a scientific fact.”'* The

sublime technology of the Ultan is now in the hands of humanity. Shaw writes:

The Orbitsville phase had ended. In future when men set out to straddle the
galaxy they would be searching for more than just areas of grass on which to
pitch their tents. Equipped with superb tachyon ships, girded with mindon
science, consciously immortal, they would have aims which could be
incomprehensible to men of Dallen’s generation.?'s

Just as the construction of the technologically sublime Orbitsville signalled the Ultan’s

rise to a new plain of existence, access to the technology of the Ultans allows humanity

210 Bob Shaw, Orbitsville Departure (1983) (London: Orbit Books, 1991) p. 10.
21 Orbitsville Departure, p. 68.
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to achieve a kind of immortality, suggesting an increasing developmental trajectory on

a cosmic scale.

The Developmental Schema.

According to David Lloyd, in the nineteenth century British political economy
perceived a ‘time-lag’ between the cultures of Britain and Ireland. Lloyd describes the
pre-famine clachan system of subdividing land in Ireland as appearing illogical to the
English coloniser in its confusion of innumerable plots and confusing access ways
embodied in the phrase ‘through-other.’'® James Connolly christened the pre-capitalist
social formation in Ireland, ‘Celtic Communism’, suggesting that the clan system
placed an emphasis on the common ownership of property that was counter to the
capitalist rationalisation that was imposed upon it by force.?!” Similarly, the historian
Maurice Coakley suggests that ‘the principle of the ascendancy of the collective...ran
through all aspects of Gaelic law’, and that the idea of individual land ownership was
alien to the native Irish, who were more concerned with ‘access to and rights over land’,
which depended on membership of a corporate grouping called a slioght.?'® Rather than
being seen as an alternative social formation, this practice was placed within a

developmental schema, which positioned Ireland as backward.

In the case of Ulster, the plantation was seen as necessary to develop the region
in line with this schema. In 1836, Henry Cooke addressed the General Assembly of the
Church of Scotland and stated of the plantations:

Our Scottish forefathers were planted in the wildest and most barren
provinces of our lands...the most rude and lawless of the

provinces. .. Scottish industry has drained its bogs and cultivated its barren
wastes, has filled its ports with shipping, substituted towns and cities for its
hovels and c/achans and given peace and good order to a land of confusion
and blood.?"’

Lloyd points to the origin for this developmental schema in John Stuart Mill’s notion

of the ‘magic of property’, the idea that individual ownership of property leads to a

21¢ David Lloyd, Irish Times: Temporalities of Modernity (Dublin: Field Day, 2008) p.4, 42.

217 James Connolly, Labour in Irish History (Dublin: Dorset Press, 1983) xxvi-xxxii.

218 Maurice Coakley, Ireland in the World Order: A History of Uneven Development (London: Pluto
Press, 2012) pp. 28-29.

219 Quoted in Terence Brown, The Whole Protestant Community: The Making of A Historical Myth
(Derry: Field Day, 1985) p. 21.
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more stable society. Mill influenced the Irish economist J.E. Cairnes, who argued that
‘in the progress of nations from barbarism to civilization, there is a point at which the
bulk of the people pass naturally into the peasant proprietor condition.” Lloyd suggests
that in this historicist view of economic development, it was assumed that ‘material
conditions, social forms and moral character unfolded together.’??° Lloyd’s critique of
this discourse of development echoes Marcuse’s critique of technological rationality,
as well as Theodor Adorno and Max Horkheimer’s critique of the Enlightenment
generally, which suggests that ‘for the Enlightenment, whatever does not conform to
the rule of computation and utility is suspect.’?*! According to Lloyd, subsistence living
on the potato was seen by the British through a moral lens. In the post-famine era the
clachan system would be eradicated, and replaced with an agricultural model based on
English practice. Lloyd suggests that the Famine is read by historians within this
developmental schema, with the event suggested as an ‘inevitable Malthusian disaster

that ultimately made way for the modernisation of the Irish economy.’%?

Coakley also points to this impulse, suggesting that for some historians, British
rule is perceived as ‘civilised, rational and cosmopolitan’ and Irish resistance rendered
‘narrow, primitive and atavistic.’>** Coakley locates the origins for this history of
progress in the Scottish Enlightenment. With an industrial revolution underway to the
south in England, and a culture in the Scottish Highlands that preserved elements of a
‘pre-modern’ clan system, it was hoped to ensure that Scotland followed the English

model of progress. Coakley writes that Scottish theorists:

...developed the notion of a universal history divided into stages of
development. History came to be perceived as progress, both in terms of the
accumulation of knowledge and productive capacity as well as increased
emancipation.?**

As already observed, Kirkland suggests that this manifests in writing on Belfast in a

Protestant preoccupation with the barren waste that preceded their arrival. It could be
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suggested that both Shaw and White also write from such a position, and both engage

with a teleological view of development, albeit in ambiguous and conflicting ways.

For instance, in Shaw’s Night Walk, when Tallon invents a device that cures his
blindness, he situates the invention as the latest instance of the inevitable development
of human technology, while also framing the device as an instance of the technological
sublime, an innovation that extends human mastery over the natural world. Shaw

describes Tallon sitting perfectly still:

...savouring the miracle of vision, feeling humbled by the sudden stark
revelation of the pinnacle of human technology upon which his triumph was
poised: the centuries of research into the complex language of glial-cell
transients; the development of assembly robots and micro-Waldos; the
growth of cybernetic philosophies that enable a man to incorporate a billion
electronic circuits in a single chip of crystal and use only those that served his
purpose, without his ever knowing which circuits they were.?**

Tallon perceives himself as the latest inventor in the inevitable development of

advanced technology.

But elsewhere, Shaw is ambivalent about such a view of development. In 7he
Palace of Eternity, the Syccans are deemed a mystery to Earth’s ‘xenologists’ because
of their failure to learn anything from humanity’s ‘butterfly ships.” Unlike the use of
Ultan technology by humans in Orbitsville, the Syccans appear unwilling to mimic the
superior technology—in this case human—and progress to the next stage of

technological development. Shaw writes that:

They were familiar with tachyonics, the branch of science which held a
mirror to Einsteinian physics, dealing with particles which could not go
slower than light. They had mastered the even more difficult ‘tachyonic
mode’—the technique of creating microcontinuums within which a spaceship
composed of normal matter could display some of the attributes of tachyons,
and thus travel at huge multiples of the speed of light. But—and in the early
years the Federation had scarcely been able to believe its luck—the Syccans
had never taken the next logical step in interstellar travel.?*

Shaw describes a timetable for the lifetime of technical civilisation envisioned by the

philosopher Von Hoerner. Earth is described as nearing a Type II category, which

225 Night Walk, p. 37.
226 Palace of Eternity, p. 29.
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means it has advanced to the capability of channelling the radiation output of its star.
The world that Shaw depicts in the novel is entwined with this teleological view, and
is informed by a developmental schema that asserts the ideologeme of improvement

through access to technology.

However, later in the novel, Tavernor considers the issue of progress and
development again, with a more ambiguous conclusion. When contemplating the ways
in which the discovery of the tachyon opened outer space to mankind, he reasons that
it was also a development that closed the door on the future. Tavernor articulates the
notion of a time-lag between cultures, concluding that although humanity could now
travel the stars, the vastness of the universe means that the prospect of finding a like-
minded intelligent race is improbable. Shaw writes that ‘the spread of time was too
great. The fleeting moments of galactic time when neighbours were at their
technological crest rarely coincided.’??” While still adopting a position informed by the
idea of inevitable progress based on technology, Tavernor perceives human progress

itself as stalled, technology bringing it to the brink of developmental possibility.

The resolution of the novel sees Tavernor discover that the invention of the
butterfly ship is responsible for the destruction of an entity called an egon, which is the
source of creativity in the universe. Having realised that the intimate relationship
between the Syccans and the egon is the reason for their lack of curiosity about butterfly
ship technology, Tavernor reflects on humanity’s blind faith in progress, a predilection
he refers to as ‘mankind’s stupendous insouciance in superimposing his own design on
the fabric of the continuum.’??® In The Palace of Eternity, the highest achievement in
human technology is revealed as a destructive force, undermining the developmental
schema that links the advance of a civilisation with the advance of technology. The
rejection of the modern by the Syccans is framed as based on a reasonable objection to
the ruination of creativity in the universe represented by the butterfly ship technology.
Csicsery-Ronay suggests that the roots of this ambiguity surrounding technology in
science fiction can be located in Mary Shelley’s Frankenstein, in which the products of

the technological sublime embodied by the monster spill over into the grotesque and

227 Palace of Eternity, p. 88.
228 Ibid., p. 108.
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threaten unforeseen consequences.”?’ The narrative closure of The Palace of Eternity

will be examined again in Chapter Three of this thesis.

In Night Walk, Tallon sees himself at the pinnacle of human progress, the most
recent example of the manifestation of human ingenuity, building on the achievements
of the past. But The Palace of Eternity casts doubt on such a thought formation and the
developmental schema of the Von Hoerner timetable for development. For the Syccans
to embrace advanced human technology would mean to agree to the demise of their

race.

By contrast, White’s fiction often manifests an uncomplicated view of the
developmental schema, evidenced in the medical science fiction series Sector General
by both the fictional discipline of comparative technology and the description of a map
that traces the progress of alien races. In Ambulance Ship, White introduces Fletcher,
the captain of a ship called the Rhabwar which answers distress signals, bringing back
alien casualties to the Sector General hospital. Like the role given Carson in 7omorrow
is Too Far, White gives Fletcher the role of a detective; in the story ‘Investigation’ from
the Sector General collection, Fletcher proclaims ‘I am a policeman first and an
ambulance driver second.’”*® Fletcher’s area of expertise is alien ship design and
comparative technology, his job to assess the safety of the Sector General staff when
exploring alien vessels. White details the captain’s ease with technology; Fletcher
describes the Rhabwar in ‘...tones reminiscent of a doting parent extolling the virtues
of a favourite offspring’, as he lists the dimensions, performance and search capabilities
of the vessel he commands.?*' When the Rhabwar answers the distress signal of a ship
involved in an explosion, Fletcher arrives to find the ship reduced to debris. He orders
the Rhabwar to approach each piece of wreckage, the Rhabwar’s communications

officer Haslam taking a reading with his sensors. White writes:

In the process they learned quite a lot about the design philosophy of the
alien ship-builders from the way the structural members and bulkheads had
been twisted apart by the accident. The dimensions of the corridors and
compartments gave an indication of the size of the life-forms that had crewed
the ship.*

229 Seven Beauties of Science Fiction, pp. 152-155.

230 James White, Sector General (London: Futura Publications, 1983) p. 84.
1 Ambulance Ship, p. 9.

B2 Sector General, pp. 72-73.
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Fletcher’s discipline of comparative technology attempts to reconstruct the physiology
and behavioural psychology of an alien race by studying one technological artefact, a
single node in the network of which the alien is a part. Comparative technology suggests
that the stage of technological development at which a race has arrived at determines

how civilised that race has become.

In Ambulance Ship, this sentiment is extended from Fletcher’s discipline to the
whole Galactic Federation, White remarking that the considered opinion of its most
advanced minds was that ‘any species that had evolved to the point of social and
technological co-operation necessary for them to travel between the stars had to be
civilised.”>®® The crew in White’s Sector General series refer to alien civilisations
strictly within a developmental schema. Ambulance Ship depicts a map for human
progress similar to that found in Shaw’s Palace of Eternity. White describes a three-
dimensional representation of the galaxy on which a °...tracery of golden lines grew
more rapidly as contact, then commerce, was established with the highly advanced and
stable cultures of Kelgia, Illensa, Hudlar, Melf, and, if any, their associated colonies.’
The map displays connections between the Galactic Federation and ‘the planets known
to contain intelligent and, in their own sometimes peculiar fashions, technically and
philosophically advanced life.’*** Commerce is posited as evidence of an advanced and
stable society, impossible between civilisations with social formations that deviate from
that of the Federation. It is against this temporal axis that, when happening upon a
wrecked ship, Conway suggests ‘no race can rise from nothing to a spaceship
technology in one hundred years, so the wreck could not have originated in that
system.’?3% The Federation takes care not to interfere in the development of other races

that have not discovered star travel. White writes that:

Another reason why the cultural contact people prefer meeting star travellers
to planetbound species is that they can never be sure whether they are helping
or hindering the newly discovered culture’s natural development, giving them
a technological leg up or a crushing inferiority complex.?*

233 Ambulance Ship, p. 157.

24 bid., p. 5.
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The Federation is also cautious about exploring other planets for fear of unleashing a
disease on the host population, a caution that is also articulated in terms of technological
development. Having happened upon a generation starship of human origin that has
been lost for hundreds of years, Conway fears that if the bacteria on board is transferred
to alien species it could ‘cause the technology of many of its individual worlds to slide
back into their particular dark ages.’>*’ White’s Sector General series posits a
developmental schema that extends across galaxies. Both Fletcher’s comparative
technology and the Galactic Federation’s means of mapping the planets, suggests that

civilisation and technological development are coeval.

This developmental schema also extends to White’s other fiction. The star-
travelling doctor in Dark Inferno frames his own position as the pinnacle of human
development, the advanced technology of human society enabling the doctor to escape
into the stars, transcending that ‘ultra-fast and strangely bored society.’**® At the close
of The Escape Orbit, the human survivors of an interstellar war with an alien race
known simply as the Bugs, are told that they are now the repositories for the technical
knowledge of the human race. The group’s leader Warren tells them that they have
‘obligations immeasurably stronger and deeper than any simple oath of service—the
responsibility of the civilised person toward the savage, of the haves for the have-
nots.”?*° Advising the survivors to keep their technology underground for a decade to
make sure that the threat of the Bugs has passed, Warren tells them that they will be
‘keeping alive the science of an interstellar culture and seeing to it that the kids who are
beginning to clutter up the place learn a lot more than woodcarving—a whole lot
more’* Warren tells them that after six or seven generations they will be ready to meet
the Bugs again, suggesting that ‘all around you will be the fragments of two promising
interstellar cultures which met before either was ready for a meeting. Your job will be
to pick up the pieces, all the pieces, and put them together again.’?*! As alluded to
earlier, the genre of science fiction is often ambiguous as to the benefits of science and

technology. In this instance, White suggests technology separates civilisation from

7 Ambulance Ship, p. 111.

28 Dark Inferno, p. 37.
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savagery, and that therefore technological knowledge must be protected and passed

down to future generations.

In The Dream Millennium an astronaut contemplates a planet that has developed
nuclear capabilities, a planet considered an enigma because of the lack of evidence of
its development through the stages that humanity came through to get to that advanced
point. The astronaut asks the question ‘why, on the long road to nuclear technology, it
didn’t pick up a few industrial ruins and sooty factory chimneys’, concluding that the
planet is most likely a colony of a more technologically advanced world.?*? In the same
novel, White once again equates technology with civilisation, positing development
and benevolence as equivalents, suggesting that developed societies do not react with
hostility when encountering strange societies.?** Brother Howard, a former astronaut
who experienced a religious revelation while in space, has a vision for the colonisation
of the stars by humanity, explained through the metaphor of ripening fruit that also
suggests a temporal, developmental schema. Hoping to escape an increasingly violent

Earth, Howard states:

Our growing ripening fruit is not free to expand indefinitely, you see. It is
growing within a thick, strong skin which produces compression effects.
Population pressure, diminishing resources, pollution as well as various
psychological and social ills are together squeezing a culture which is rotten
to the point of fermentation. One, and the most important result of this
pressure will be that seedling or pip of our overripe fruit will be squeezed
out.™

Stressing the importance of directing the seed towards fallow ground, Howard
conceives the colonisation of space as part of a natural cycle. He states that *...we at
the project think that the whole process is a natural one, and that our planetary fruit will
emit its seed as naturally and inevitably as a caterpillar becomes a butterfly.’?**
Howard’s plan rests on the selection of the most benevolent specimens of humanity to
seed the stars, using technology as a means of leaving behind the violence on Earth,

continuing human civilisation elsewhere.

242 Dream Millennium, p. 188.
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The Dream Millennium will be discussed in more detail later, but for now we
have seen its depiction of a progressing humanity illustrated through a developmental
schema based on access to technology. Shaw’s interaction with the same schema has
been shown to be ambiguous, and subject to critique in the Syccan rejection of
destructive human technology. White’s fiction so far has been shown to have an
uncomplicated engagement with the idea of development through technology, but the
next section will consider the later novels of both authors, in an attempt to link an
ambiguity surrounding the issue of progress to de-industrialisation in Northern Ireland

and the global shift towards a post-industrial manifestation of capitalism.

Questioning Progress.

Shaw and White’s later novels increase the ambiguity surrounding the notion of
progress in their fiction, contemporaneous with a decline of industry in Northern
Ireland. Echoing the historical section with which this chapter began, this section will
attempt to establish this link first by locating the trend towards a post-industrial
economy in Northern Ireland, and then expanding on the phenomenon as one that

effected capitalism in the West more generally.

Bardon states that of two hundred companies in production in Northern Ireland
in the 1950s, only twenty survived into the 1970s. The shipbuilding industry had begun
to decline after World War II, with competition from Japan and Germany meaning that
Harland and Wolff had to scrap jobs and diversify into civil engineering. Between the
1950s and the 1970s Britain’s share of the worldwide shipbuilding industry shrank from
40 per cent to 16 per cent, and shipbuilding in Northern Ireland suffered as a
consequence. By the 1970s, the Conservative prime minister, Edward Heath had
proclaimed that the government would no longer subsidise ‘lame duck’ industries, and
Nicholas Ridley at the Ministry of Technology warned that ‘it was not the
Government’s intention to continue to support British shipbuilding and assistance

offered to Harland and Wolff must therefore be regarded as temporary.’**® In the 1980s,

24 History of Ulster, pp. 626-627. A Belfast Telegraph article of January 1969 is headlined ‘Ulster Hit
by “Famine” in UK Aircraft Industry’ and complains that lack of government investment is driving
technicians abroad. The article continues ‘the great famine of the last century was responsible for much
of the great exodus of the Irish to the United States. But today another kind of “famine” is causing a
smaller, but nonetheless significant, new exodus’ (p.7).
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Short Brothers overtook Harland and Wolff as the region’s largest manufacturer, but

both companies struggled to turn a profit. Bardon states:

Official statisticians generally placed both Harland and Wolff and Short
Brothers in the private sector but both were wholly owned by the
Government and utterly dependent on massive subventions from the
exchequer. These two concerns, accounting for around 10 per cent of all
manufacturing employment, received about one third of all public resources
going to industrial support.>*’

Both companies were eventually privatised in 1989, with Short Brothers being sold to
the Canadian aerospace company Bombardier, and Harland and Wolff being sold to a
consortium that included management and employees. In the late 1990s with reduced
orders for ships and the prospect of profits from land development, much of the area at
Queen’s Island had been sold with the intention of developing the site as the ‘Titanic
Quarter’, a tourist attraction based around the ill-fated ship that was built by the
company.?*® This decline in industry problematises what Kirkland calls the mythic
structure of the notion of Protestant development in Ulster based upon ‘an irresistible
development from philistinic backwardness to a sense of hyperborean renaissance’.?*’

This is reflected in the later work of both Shaw and White, transcoded as alternative

technologies and paths for development.

Shaw left Northern Ireland in 1973, fearing the impact that the Troubles were
having on his wife and children. White stayed in the province, taking early retirement
from Short Brothers in 1984 because of ill health related to his diabetes.?*® Although
by the 1980s both authors had little material engagement with the engineering culture
of Belfast, the decline of manufacturing in Northern Ireland was just a local reflection
of a trend affecting industrial countries in the period, a phenomenon that fed into the
work of both authors. According to McAuley and McCormack, it had been clear that
the traditional industrial base of Northern Ireland was becoming unviable since the mid-

1950s, a trend that by the 1970s had become more pronounced, constituting a form of
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‘deindustrialisation with a vengeance’**! For David Harvey, the shift to a post-industrial
economy resulted from the restructuring of capitalism after the crisis of profitability in
the 1970s. The need for capital to maintain the rate of extraction of surplus value led to
an attempt to avoid labour organisation by switching to a more fluid and dispersed
system of accumulation, with the outsourcing of industrial production to areas
previously untouched by global capitalism. Peripheral states became increasingly
industrialised, and as a result financial services, consumer credit and access to
profitable information became important industries in core countries, leading to a post-
industrial effect in previously heavily industrialised regions.?>> In his location of this
effect, Jameson draws from the economic theorist Emest Mandel, who pronounced this
post-industrial mode as ‘late capitalism.” Jameson suggests that this mode of capitalism
constitutes a rupture in the forward thrust of modernity, calling the certainty of

3 Kirkland suggests that such breakdown and

development into question.?’
heterogeneity have always had a role in Ireland. He cites the disappointment of Derry
at being rejected as the site of a university in 1965, and suggests that the city had been

‘denied a place within a linear developmental historiography.’>*

David Lloyd suggests that for Britain, Ireland always represented a defiance of
the historicist logic of development, revealing the truth that the non-modern and the

modern in fact co-exist and are dependent upon each other. Lloyd writes that the Irish:

Represented the interpenetration of the most advanced capitalism with those
other and recalcitrant formations that continually emerge at the interface of
the modern and the non-modern, as its incommensurable by-products rather
than its pre-history.**

In a Northern Irish context, Kirkland suggests that modernity is always dialectically
dependent on older forms, needing the tension implied by the contrast with a culture it

intends to replace.?*

21 J.W. McAuley and P.J. McCormack, ‘The Protestant Working Class and the State in Northern
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The later work of Shaw and White subverts the notion of modernity, depicting
non-modern societies, and suggesting alternate possibilities for human development
beyond the ideologeme of progress through technological development and industrial
capitalism. The shift to a post-industrial mode of production, and the resulting crisis in
the notion of development, is transcoded in a depiction of ‘ragged technologies’ and
alternative forms of development that increase the ambiguity surrounding the notion of

progress in their fiction.

Orbitsville has already been examined for its manifestation of the technological
sublime and its notion of technological progress, but in the centre of the narrative
Garamond encounters an alien race who has developed through counter-modern means.
Garamond and his crew become stranded from the rest of humanity and encounter an
alien race called the Hummers, whose level of development is at first compared to that
of a nineteenth-century town of the American west. A member of Garamond’s crew,
Ralston (dubbed a ‘teleogeologist’ by Shaw) voices the developmental schema by
declaring the town ‘rustic.” Garamond makes a reference to ‘Mark Twain land’, but
then condemns such historicist notions as illogical, suggesting, ‘we can’t measure other
cultures with our own yardstick.’?*” Ralston persists, observing the proliferation of
internal combustion engines amongst them, and remarking: ‘if that’s the level they’re

at them won’t be much use to us.’>*®

Attempting to assess the engineering capabilities of the aliens, Garamond
studies the ships that the Hummer operate, observing that all the aircraft differ
significantly in their design. Together with another crew member O’Hagan, Garamond
surmises that they have happened upon a civilisation that developed without industrial
production, the individual non-uniform appearance of the Hummer’s machines
signifying the handmade nature of their technologies. Garamond realises that, ‘they’ve

got airplanes, but no airplane factory or airport. They’ve got some cars, but no car

37 Orbitsville, p. 152.
258 Thid., p. 154,
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factory or roads.””> O’Hagan agrees, positing that the aliens represent an alternative

route for development. O’Hagan remarks:

They picked an entirely different road to ours. No specialisation of labour, no
mass production, no standardization. Anybody who wants a car or a cake-
mixer builds it from scratch, if he has the time and the talent.>®

Garamond had noticed the aliens counting the human ships during their first encounter,
O’Hagan suggesting that they must have been astonished at seeing so many identical
versions of the same craft. The two consider that the aliens that came to watch their
craft consisted of the ‘lunatic fringe’ of the race, gadgeteers more interested in their
technology than in the entities controlling it. Assessing their prospects if they remain,
O’Hagan concludes ‘I’d go crazy if I had to live beside somebody who kept inventing

the steam engine every couple of years’, and they decide to leave.?¢!

The Hummers represent the development of technologies without the institution
of industrial capitalist production, the handmade nature of the Hummer machines
representing a kind of technological subsistence, suggesting the persistence of the non-
modern in a technological society. The Hummers problematise the ideologeme of
progress through technology, and transcode the anxieties of a Northern Irish industry

as it experiences a decline towards a post-industrial mode.

This element of Shaw’s work continues in his fiction into the 1980s. The first
novel in Shaw’s Land and Overland trilogy, The Ragged Astronauts, appeared in 1986
and also mixes the non-modern and the modern, telling the story of the Kolcorrons, a
non-industrial, feudal society on a planet called Land that shares its atmosphere with a
sister-planet called Overland. Land’s main resource is the brakka tree, from which it
harvests crystals to use as fuel for its wooden airships. The brakka tree pollinates
through a combustion process whereby halvell crystals mix with the substance pikon,
causing an explosion that disperses the seeds of the tree. The Kolcorrons collect both
elements in this process to use as fuel. The novel opens with an airship in trouble, the

philosopher Toller Maraquine viewing the distressed vessel from the ground and
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ordering a message to be sent with a technology called a sunwriter. The sunwriter is a
non-modern piece of technology, made of wood and glass that utilises the light of the

sun to send a message.’®?

Land is also working towards developing rudimentary photography. Lord Glo
hands Maraquine a piece of paper on which he has taken the image of Farland, a planet
far outside Land’s atmosphere. Glo discusses the difficulties of producing images on
‘light-sensitive vegetable cells’ upon which a picture fades after a few days. Glo
foresees a day ‘when everybody will carry light-sensitive material and will be able to
make a picture of anything in the blink of an eye.’*®® The primary weapons used on
Land are wooden swords, but Shaw also describes a new type of cannon to guard
against the ptertha, balloon-shaped creatures whose very touch is fatal. The armaments

used are also typical of a non-modern, ragged technology. Shaw writes that:

There were two of the anti-ptertha guns mounted on each side of the gondola,
their barrels made of thin strips of brakka bonded into tubes by glass cords
and resin. Below each weapon was a magazine containing glass power
capsules and a supply of the latest type of projectile—hinged bundles of
wooden rods which opened radially in flight. They demanded better accuracy
than the older scattering weapons, but compensated with improved range.”**

Like the Hummer’s non-modern, subsistence technology, Land’s ragged technologies
also suggest an alternative route to development with innovations in communication

devices, fuel and weaponry created without the emergence of industrial capitalism.

Shaw also describes the possibility of interplanetary flight in a non-industrial
context. As well as his experiments with photography, the ageing philosopher Glo is
also responsible for reccommending that Land attempt to travel to Overland, a feat which
the non-metallurgical society achieves through the construction of air balloons made of
silk, linen and wood. Glo discusses the use of crystals from the brakka tree to create gas
jets, particularly useful in the region between the two planets, where the pull of gravity
from the two bodies results in a zone of no atmosphere in which the balloon will remain
stationary. Shaw’s description of the journey reads like a non-modern version of a

N.A.S.A. space mission. Shaw describes Maraquine witnessing the awesome power of
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their non-modern technology, a form of the technological sublime achieved without

industrial development. Shaw writes:

By turning his head one way Toller could see Overland, mostly in blackness
because of its proximity to the sun; and in the other direction was the mind-
swamping convexity of the home world, serene and eternal, bathed in
sunshine except at its eastern rim, where a shrinking curved section still lay
in little night. He watched in rapt fascination as Overland’s shadow swung
clear of Land, feeling himself to be at the fulcrum of a lever of light, an
intangible engine which had the power to move planets.?®®

Without industrialisation or the use of metals, Shaw’s ragged technology is shown to
take the inhabitants of Land to the peak of human achievement, allowing them to travel

between planetary bodies and view their home planet from a distance.?®

But Shaw questions even this non-modern form of development. Toller’s
brother Lain has decided that he wants to stay on Land, and visits a cave that a surveyor
has recently discovered. Lain sees his action as symbolic, a sign that he is ‘turning
towards Land’s past and away from Overland’s future, confessing that he wanted no
part of the migration flight or what lay beyond it.’*¢” The wall of the cave contains a
painting worked on by generations of artists that inspires a revelation in Lain. Shaw

describes:

A labyrinthine montage in which the eye was compelled to wander
unceasingly from semi-naked hunters to family groups to stylised brakka
trees to strange and familiar animals, erotica, demons, cooking pots, flowers,
human skeletons, weapons, suckling babes, geometrical abstracts, fish,
snakes, unclassifiable artefacts and impenetrable symbols.?*®

Lain becomes overwhelmed by a ‘sense of duration’, a realisation that the development
of the culture of Land is contingent and could have developed differently. The religion
of Kolcorron teaches that Land and Overland have always existed and that the present
order of things is not subject to change. For Lain, the painting is evidence of progression

in the story of Land, proof that ‘men had once existed in vastly different circumstances,

265 Ragged Astronauts, p. 208.
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that they had thought in different ways, and had shared the planet with animals which
no longer existed. ?*” Soon after the revelation, Lain is touched by a ptertha. As he dies,
Lain realises that strangely coloured globes in the montage are the ptertha at a previous
stage in their development, before they possessed the toxins that make them fatal to
humans. He makes a connection between the harvesting of crystals from the brakka tree
and the aggression of the creatures, positing a symbiotic relationship between the tree
and the ptertha. The ptertha rely on the pollination discharge of the brakka tree for food,
and so instinctively hunt down those who destroy the trees. At the beginning of the
novel, Leddravohr boasts of ‘an abundance of brakka—sufficient to meet our needs for
centuries to come’, but Lain realises the cost of harvesting the trees, an ecological
conclusion that the resources they have been relying on are finite.?’" Before dying, Lain
writes the information down, hoping to divert the course of development that Land has

embarked upon.

Lain’s diagnosis of the problem facing Land is a reversal of progress as defined
within the culture of Land. Lain proposes the cessation of harvesting of brakka trees
and the preservation of the habitat of the ptertha as an alternative to fleeing Land for
Overland, which will exacerbate the ptertha problem for those with no choice but to
remain on Land, given that the plan involves the accelerated destruction of the forests.
Within the non-modern context of the society on Land, the ideologeme of progress
through technological development has already been problematised through the ragged
technologies of wood and glass that the inhabitants use, and the institution of a space
program without industrial capitalism. Shaw seems to prefigure these non-modern
forms of development in Orbitsville’s Hummers who deviate from technological
progress as a path to industrial capitalism by making bespoke technological artefacts.
Shaw’s problematisation of the notion of technological progress was also prefigured in
The Palace of Eternity, which saw human technology rejected by the Syccans as an
aberration that would lead to their cultural demise. So far we have considered the work
of White as accepting that technological progress and civilisation are coeval, but
White’s work in the post-industrial era also began to problematise this notion of

progress.
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White’s The Silent Stars Go By similarly points to alternative histories of human
development, with a version of a medieval world dominated by a Hibernian Empire.
The novel opens with the depiction of the beginnings of a Hibernian space program, as
the Aisling Gheal starship is prepared for launch at the Hill of Tara. The pre-history of
this alternative Ireland involves contact between the Gaels and the Egyptians, resulting
in an advanced discovery of steam power. The technology has its origins in a visit by
the traveller and philosopher Aidan, to Egypt in the second century BC. In his discourse
in the court of the Pharaoh, Aidan hoped to gain some information for financial or
military gain.?’! The Egyptian philosopher Hero demonstrates his ‘acolipile’ to Aidan,
a ‘strange device that consisted of an enclosed three-legged kettle with two copper pipes
projecting from the top.” A copper globe sits on the pipes and rotates when the water
inside the kettle is boiled. Although Hero plays down the significance of the invention,

Aidan sees the potential in applying its principles on a larger scale.?’”> White writes:

And thus it was that Aidan the Enlightened, or the Accursed, brought to
Hibernia the knowledge of a device that embodied the first, simple principles
of steam-generated power, jet propulsion, and the beginnings of a technology
that was to lead ultimately to the starship Aisling Gheal.*”

Hero’s invention is utilised to make ‘heroes’, mechanical steam-powered automatons
that serve as warriors in Hibernian armies in the pre-Christian period, defending against
raids by Saxon Britain, who wish to capture the machines to study them. The arrival of
the heroes was welcomed because of their novelty and the distinction they offered to
the owners, but the technology soon displaces the old ways of life and the practice of
warfare ‘fought by prior arrangement on a sunny afternoon.’*’* White depicts the north
of Ireland as the region that first exploited the full potential of the heroes, suggesting
that the warriors from the Northern Kingdom of Dalriada were ‘...armed with weapons
and engines of war produced by the steaming, smoke-blackened cities of Emain Macha
and Baelfairste that the thick-tongued Saxon mercenaries called Armagh and Belfast.?”

After attacks on the southern kingdoms by the heroes of the north, the south realises
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that the only way to defeat the heroes is to innovate and construct better hero
technology. This advance in technology eventually unites Hibernia, leaving other
nations *...snapping like science-starved wolves at the Hibernian heels.’?’® As a result,
the journey to the Americas by Saint Brendan in the sixth century is undertaken by the
steamship Sea Dragon rather than the rowboat of historical record, and leads to a
friendship between the Hibernians and the Native Americans, paving the way for a
Hibernian Empire.?”” White’s fictional alliance joins the pre-modern Native American
with a steam-powered Gaelic civilisation that insists on relating to them as equals rather

than slaves.?’®

White posits a history of alternative development, describing a benevolent
Hibernian Empire, establishing world hegemony, a Pax Hibernia based on steam
technology, which eventually leads to the exploration of space and the discovery of a
habitable planet. This post-industrial fantasy reflects an ideologeme of progress through
technological development that has stalled, White’s narrative suggesting the possibility
of other histories, introducing a sense of contingency that Darko Suvin highlights as a

central function of science fiction.

We leave our examination of technology and development in the fiction of Shaw
and White here, with White’s fantasy of a Catholic Hibernian Empire in the process of
spreading itself across the universe, a notion that reverses the traditional view of
technology in Northern Ireland, placing it in the hands of so-called pre-modern Celtic

peoples.

This chapter has attempted to make a connection between the emergence of a
science fiction form in Belfast with the history of technological development in the
region, tracing an ideologeme of development through technology in the work of Shaw
and White. We have considered Science and Technology Studies, in particular the work
of Bruno Latour, as a means of marking the network between the human and the non-
human in the work of Shaw and White, detecting anxiety about the loss of human

agency to technological artefacts, as the pinnacle of human achievement becomes the
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ceding of terrain to technological determinism, a sense that also permeates the science-
fictional sublime as the scale of human technological achievement threatens the
individual subject causing it to recoil from its creation. The ideologeme of progress
through technology reaches its apogee in the work of Shaw and White in the
developmental schema that both draw from in their fiction, a notion that Shaw
problematises and White appears to accept. However, with the idea of industrial
development cast into doubt in the post-industrial era, both authors present non-modern
forms of development in their fiction, in the shape of Shaw’s ragged technologies and

White’s steampowered Hibernian Empire.

But in Northern Ireland, a proximity to technology is not the only dividing line
between a culture with its roots in the seventeenth-century settlers and a native Irish
ideal. The a priori conditions for science fiction in the region that, following Jameson
and Althusser, we have suggested we can only grasp fragments of, are also the a priori
conditions for what became known as the Troubles. The period in which Shaw and
White began writing science fiction was one in which history was becoming
increasingly important .to the issue of identity in the region. The fiftieth anniversaries
of both the Easter Rising and the Battle of the Somme in 1966 occurred in the midst of
tensions between unionists and republicans that led to the resurgence of the Ulster
Volunteer Force and the Irish Republican Army. Shaw and White estrange aspects of
Northern Irish history, as well as religious and political identity in their fiction, and the

next chapter will examine these estrangements in detail.
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Chapter Two

History and Science Fiction

This chapter will examine how Shaw and White negotiate history and identity in their
fiction. It will briefly outline the emergence of what is referred to as the Troubles,
highlighting the effect of historical interpretation on those events, and considering
Richard Kirkland’s work on identity, history and the two-traditions paradigm in
Northern Ireland. Kirkland’s examination of this paradigm draws from Georg Lukacs’s
work on the limitations of the bourgeois novel and, given Carl Freedman’s suggestion
that science fiction pushes against these limitations, the work of Shaw and White will
be examined for ways in which it succeeds or fails to do so. This chapter will suggest
ways in which Shaw and White’s fiction typifies the bourgeois realist narrative that
Kirkland detects, but also assess how writing within the science fiction genre
overcomes the limits of bourgeois realism, the estranging aspects of the form

embodying a critique of static identities and an articulation of historical process.

Northern Ireland, History and Identity

In the period in which Shaw and White began writing science fiction, the role of history
in constructing identity was heightened in Northern Ireland. White published the novel
The Secret Visitors in 1957, and placed his Sector General stories in New Worlds
magazine through the rest of the decade, beginning to publish novels from 1962. After
a short burst of activity in the 1950s, Shaw’s career began in earnest with the
publication of the story ‘...And Isles Where Good Men Lie’ in New Worlds magazine
in 1965. Both authors wrote prolifically through the period known as the Troubles.

Histories of the period often point to the anniversary of the 1916 Rising and the
resulting tensions in Belfast as the beginnings of what became known as the Troubles.
The 1966 fiftieth anniversary of the Rising was commemorated in Belfast with sizeable
parades, and was feared by the British government as a flashpoint for the resurgence of

violence, as were Unionist commemorations for the fiftieth anniversary of the Battle of
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the Somme.?”? According to Diarmaid Ferriter, in the south the Easter Rising was

commemorated officially with a benign emphasis on ‘pride in the past and confidence
in the future’, but unofficially with an I.LR.A. explosion destroying the monument to
Lord Nelson in Dublin’s O’Connell Street.?®* In the same year, a new iteration of the
Ulster Volunteer Force (U.V.F.), the group set up by Edward Carson in 1912 to combat
Home Rule, was formed and subsequently banned by Prime Minister Terence O’Neill.
North and south of the border, Ferriter suggests a preoccupation with history
predominated, an impulse where ‘past grievances are used to justify current claims to
justice.”?*! In both regions, the past was referenced in public demonstrations as a marker

for identity in the present.

The sense of Northern Ireland as a place in which historical narratives dominate
present reality seems to run counter to the notion, discussed in Chapter One, of Northern
Ireland as a bastion of forward-thinking modernity on a pre-modern island. Northern
Ireland is often discussed through this prism of exceptionalism, articulated as a place
with a too-strong sense of its own history, trapped by what Seamus Heaney refers to as
‘anachronistic passions.’?®? In this account, Northern Ireland has not fully entered the
era of modernity where identities have become more fluid. Instead, it harbours atavistic
desires that constantly threaten to rise to the surface. Luke Gibbons suggests that in
Irish political culture, the past is collapsed into an ever-receding present.”®> Eamonn
Hughes notes that the Troubles began in the same year as the Apollo moon landing,
reinforcing the contrast between a somehow pre-modern Northern Ireland and a
technologically advanced global culture. Hughes references Glenn Patterson’s 1988
novel Burning Your Own, in which the event of U.S. astronauts arriving on the moon

stands as a pre-echo of the British army entering Northern Ireland in 1969, the terrain
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likened to the moon as ‘territory seemingly even more distinct from, and alien to, the

“modern world.”*** Hughes writes that:

This image of Northern Ireland, as a recalcitrantly regressive place somehow
separate from the modern progressive world, has always been partially
balanced by a weaker, and more often internally-generated, sense of it as a
place in which the border being disputed is precisely that between
modernising forces and ancient passions.”®®

The latter sense was discussed in Chapter One, the notion that the project of the
plantations began a civilising and modemising process on the island of Ireland. But
Hughes’s analysis is more complex, suggesting that, rather than being fixed in the past,
Northern Ireland could stand as a message for a future in which an increasingly unified
Europe conflicts with the fact of the continent being constructed of individual nations,
each with a singular national identity to contest, and counter identities within them.?%
Terry Eagleton also sees the possibility of reading the contours of future global conflict
in the scrying bowl of Northern Ireland, as previously colonised nations seek to develop
their economies and come up against the contradictions of multinational capitalism.®’
In this sense the Troubles themselves are given a future-oriented aspect, warning of the

confrontations of modernity still to come.

In attempting to think a way through the sectarian impasse, Richard Kirkland
also rejects the notion of the conflict as one between modernity and regression,

suggesting that:

Rather than search for the moment of revelation or propose an identitarian
‘solution’ through which the North can emerge into the daylight of a
‘modern’ sensibility, it is more productive to see such analyses as, in
themselves, symptomatic of a form of theoretical despair.?*®

This despair stems from the two-traditions paradigm that dominates identity formation

and political thought in the region. Kirkland suggests that the intractability of this
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paradigm of identity is almost self-evident, a critical project to ‘move beyond this

totality’ having not yet begun.?*’

In Northern Irish fiction the two-traditions paradigm is often critiqued through
the ‘love across the divide’ theme typified by Joan Lingard’s young adult novel Across
the Barricades, which centres on a cross-tradition relationship between the teenagers
Kevin and Sadie.”® In Glenn Patterson’s Fat Lad, the character Anna relates a story to
the protagonist Drew of her cross-tradition relationship with the Catholic Con when she
was younger, for which she was beaten, tied up and shorn of her hair. Con became the
victim of a sectarian killing, and Patterson elides any resolution that the relationship
between Con and Anna may have represented by substituting the dead Catholic for the
Protestant Drew. Patterson writes ‘vast movements of peoples were communicated in
the silence of a single kiss. Borders were crossed, identities blurred. Land masses rose

and fell with their bodies.’?*!

Kirkland proposes that a more productive critical approach is not to stress the
anachronistic nature of the utterances of identity in Northern Ireland, but to trace the
contradictions contained within them, remarking that the ‘symptoms of cultural and
identitarian saturation’ in Northern Ireland do not have their origin in irreconcilable
differences, but in the contradictions of bourgeois ideology that underpin Northern Irish
society on both sides of the sectarian divide. For Kirkland, identity always operates
from within a paradox, in that it effaces history, even as it uses history to establish itself,
relying as it does on a notion of stability rather than historical process. The notion of
historical process is essential to the Marxist historiographical tradition that Kirkland
writes within. As discussed in Chapter One, Louis Althusser suggests History as an
‘absent cause’, a phenomenon that resists symbolisation, with the conclusion that that
it constitutes ‘a process, without a subject.’?*> Expanding on Althusser’s proposition,
Jameson suggests that Althusser does not ‘draw the fashionable conclusion that because

history is a text, the “referent” does not exist’, just that History is ‘inaccessible to us
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except in textual form, and that our approach to it and to the Real itself necessarily
passes through its prior textualisation, its narrativisation in the political unconscious.’**?
This sense of History as a process that resists representation, and its effect on identities
based upon its fragments, will become relevant later in the chapter, in our discussion of

the work of Shaw and White.

If we accept Althusser’s view of a History that is only partially accessible, then
identities reliant upon History can only be informed by a fragment of that History. From
this perspective, an identity that draws from a static history mirrors an inability to access
History, which can only be partially represented. The arguments around Irish historical
revisionists are relevant here, given their claim to have effected a value-free historical
method. According to Ciaran Brady, the founding revisionists Theodore William
Moody and Robert Dudley Edwards were concerned chiefly with writing a ‘purer, more
scholarly Irish history’, free from the ideological trappings of nationalism, questioning
assumptions and placing the means of conducting historical research on a more
scientific footing. Brady describes the project as an attempt to put paid to destructive
myths of Irish history such as the sectarian myth of Ulster Loyalism and the nationalist
aspiration for an island-wide republic. Brady’s critique of this project is twofold: he
critiques Moody and Dudley Edwards for a simplistic notion of the separation of myth
and history that Claude-Levi Strauss had already dispensed with, and he criticises them
for their naivety in justifying their methods as value-free historical science.?’* Brady
suggests that Levi-Strauss had proved that myth and history were always intertwined,
and that the work of history could not be separated from the values of the historian.
Moody and Dudley Edwards began their project in the 1930s, but revisionism was to
gain a fresh political impetus in the south during the years of the Troubles, the attempted
debunking of nationalist myths utilised as a way of delegitimising the campaign of the
LR.A.

This one-sided utilisation of historical revisionism inevitably leads to questions
surrounding its scientific basis. Terry Eagleton, for instance, asks why the findings of

the so-called pure science of Irish revisionist historiography tended to point in the same
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ideological direction. Eagleton suggests that any historical account of Irish history is
unlikely to be free from strategic selection and sectarianism until the conflict in the
North is resolved. Like Kirkland, Eagleton suggests that a ‘euphoric leap into
modernity’ is an inadequate response and unlikely to leave behind the baggage of

history.*”

For Eagleton, all history is revisionist, based as it is on the needs of the present,
an idea that is echoed in Jameson’s notion of Marxist historiography. Jameson refers to
Marxism as ‘absolute historicism’, suggesting that by analysing history through the
prism of modes of production, Marxism transcends other methods of historiography,
demystifying the ways in which claims are made to embody total unified systems. The
shift in modes of production, for instance, from feudal society to early capitalism, is
expressed in Marxist historiography in terms of a genealogy. For Jameson, Marxism
unveils the ideology underpinning historical claims, and is distinguished from other
kinds of historiography in that its master code is the absent cause of History, of which
we can never achieve full representation. Lenin’s The Development of Capitalism in
Russia is given by Jameson as an example of an empirical history that was under no
illusions about the status of history as a pursuit free from ideological content.?*® Unlike
Irish historical revisionism then, in adopting the perspective of modes of production,
Marxist historiography accepts that ideological content cannot be avoided when

engaged in historical work.?"’

In a similar manner, Kirkland suggests that it is impossible to avoid speaking
about identity when we speak about history and politics, that identity informs the sense
of a past, present and future essential to the constitution of a political subject. For
Kirkland, identity is a mediator for personal memory that orders the chaotic material of
experience, working it into ‘not merely a story but an explanation.’?*® Identity is
ideological in this sense, a strategy of containment that can never fully explain the
contradictions of a subject identity, but resolves the contradiction in the imaginary

realm. For Kirkland, identity is ‘an ideological response to temporal uncertainty:
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identity becomes process as well as symptom, and, as such, a means of articulating a
provisional political agenda.’*® Kirkland draws from Stuart Hall’s theory of a
decentred identity, proposing that identity has been superseded as a way of thinking
about individual subjects, but that the need for the use of identities as definitions
remains. Hall proposes identity as constantly operating ‘under erasure’ in a process
never completed and always in the midst of emergence. For Hall, identity ‘requires
what is left outside, its constitutive outside, to consolidate the process.”** Identities are
not essences then, but strategic positions. For Kirkland, identitarianism is ‘not just a
determined attempt to construct difference, but is an expression of difference negotiated
through a framework of bourgeois ideology.’**" In Northern Ireland, the identities of

Unionist and Nationalist are made possible through this framework.

For Kirkland this is typified in the ideological limits of the realist narratives
with which Northern Irish authors attempt to deal with the Troubles. Kirkland suggests
that studying the Northern Irish bourgeois novel is not that much different from
analysing the bourgeois novel in general, and that ‘the bourgeois paradigm refigured in
Belfast is only slightly different to its manifestation elsewhere.’*?? Kirkland links this
form to Lukacs’s notion that the naturalism of the bourgeois novel formally reflects the
failures of the 1848 revolutions in Europe, after which liberalism began to concern itself
with a narrow class interest rather than a revolutionary program. Lukacs’s work stems
from his idea of a ‘genre-creating principle’, in which an existent social mentality is
forced to adopt a new position due to the intervention of social forces.*** Whereas the
historical novel that preceded the bourgeois novel inhabited a critical mode in its
perspective of social totality, the post-1848 bourgeois novel was reduced in scope and

less concerned with historical forces.>%*
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This is reflected in the circular fatalism of realist narratives that attempt to deal
with the Troubles such as the novels of Bernard McLaverty.**® In the novel Cal, Cal’s
inability to escape the past and the republican group he has joined foreshadow the
inevitability of the novel’s narrative closure, in which Cal accepts the beating he will
receive from his arresting police officers gladly.? In the novel history is shown to be
little more than the realisation of realpolitik, with Cal’s childhood friend and school
bully Crilly utilised by Father Durkin as a means to curb the trade in pornography at
their school, and later by the republican Skeffington as an enforcer. Skeffington tells
Cal: ‘practical things have to be done. If you’ve a burst pipe you send for a plumber. If
you have a war on your hands you send for the Mr. Crillys of this world. The hard men
and the bandits are the real revolutionaries, if you see what I mean. They get things
done, they punch the hole for us to get through later.”*°” MacLaverty’s first novel Lamb
also reflects a circular fatalism with violence as a core component. Brother Benedict
ventriloquizes the silence that signals southern complicity in the Troubles. He tells
Michael ‘they are angry men with vision, Brother, and by God their anger is justified.
Ireland has not much longer to suffer. Her misery will soon be over and we’ll be a
united country again.’**® Benedict uses arbitrary violence to enforce discipline at the
boys home, and Michael turns to violence at the close of the narrative in an attempt to
redeem the life of the orphan Owen by drowning him at a moment of happiness. As he
drives through Northern Ireland with his plan for Owen’s death set, Michael passes
through Strabane and perceives ‘a town bent on self-destruction. Cutting off its nose to
spite the British Government’s face.” MacLaverty continues: ‘The air was full of a
savage and bewildered gloom and Michael drove away from the town with it still
clinging to him.”*® In Lamb, the violence of Northern Ireland is inescapable,

permeating even the redemptive intentions of the benevolent Brother Michael.

Returning to MacLaverty’s Cal, any potentially redemptive content is also
undone by the circular pessimism of a narrative that stresses continuity rather than

change. Cal contemplates republican activists giving their lives for an Ireland that will
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never exist and decides that ‘it was the people of Ulster who were heroic, caught
between the jaws of two opposing ideas trying to grind each other out of existence.’*!°
This sense of deadlock prohibits any opening onto the future in the novel. Cal’s Italian
lover Marcella tells Cal ‘Ireland. It’s like a child. It’s only concerned with the past and
the present. The future has ceased to exist for it’, to which Cal replies ‘it will only have
a future when the British leave.”*!! Later Cal is described attempting to look into the
future, MacLaverty writing that ‘what he saw there made him close his eyes’.’!?
Similarly in Lamb, Michael’s decision to drown Owen occurs when he realises that
‘Owen was without a future—either way.’3!* Cal’s arrest and contemplation of violence
from the arresting policeman suggests that in Northern Ireland when violence arrives,
it comes as a relief, a means of avoiding the more troubling contradictions involved in

contemplating the future.

The limits of realist fiction becomes relevant to the study of Northern Irish
science fiction, when we consider the work of Carl Freedman, for whom science fiction
represents a form that opens onto the future and supersedes the limitations of the
bourgeois novel that Lukacs detects. Freedman draws from Lukacs to argue not only
that science fiction occupies a formal position previously held by the historical novel,
but also that the science fiction genre should in fact occupy a privileged position for
critical theory. Freedman suggests that science fiction and the historical novel are both
radical and historicising literary forms, serving to denaturalise the present and highlight
the way in which historical forces shape the social structure. For Freedman science
fiction opens onto the future and ‘insists upon historical mutability, material

reducibility, and utopian possibility.’*'* Freedman writes:

The future is crucial to science fiction not as a specific chronological register,
but as a locus of radical alferity to the mundane status quo, which is thus
estranged and historicized as the concrete past of potential future.*'s
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Northern Irish authors such as Eoin McNamee and Ronan Bennett utilise
historical narratives in their fiction. McNamee’s Resurrection Man, The Blue Tango
and The Ultras all apprehend the recent past of Northern Ireland.*'® However, as has
been shown in MacLaverty’s realist novels, a narrative like Resurrection Man, based
on the murders perpetrated by the Shankill Butchers between 1975 and 1982, suggests
a circular logic of tit-for-tat killing devoid of political motivation, therefore closing off
any orientation towards the future and suggesting the continuity of history rather than
anything approaching contingency. Ronan Bennett’s historical narratives bear more
potential to estrange, but Bennett points to the continuities rather than the radical
alterities of the past, depicting moments of crisis in other places and times that chime
with Troubles era Northern Ireland, such as Congo during the rise of Patrice Lumumba
and the independence movement in The Catastrophist or seventeenth century England
at a time when Protestantism was increasing influence in Havoc, in its Third Year*"
The latter novel appears the most estranged from the present of the two novels, with its
supernatural elements, dream sequences and setting in pre-industrial Britain, but
Bennett is more concerned with demonstrating how the past mirrors the present, than
with depicting alternative social structures. The protagonist John Brigge, a coroner and
secret Catholic in a town of evangelical Protestants, serves as a stand-in for the minority
Catholic population in Northern Ireland. Bennett uses history to detect the origin of the
two-traditions paradigm and the siege mentality of Northern Protestants. The character
Antrobus tells Brigge ‘did you know there are five thousand papists in the town? Every
one of them armed with daggers and ready at the command of the Pope to slit the throats

of honest Protestants.’>'®

This critique of Bennett’s use of history in Havoc, in its Third Year echoes
Lukacs’s critique of Gustave Flaubert’s Salammbo, set in Carthage in the year 3 B.C.
Lukacs suggests that Flaubert uses historical material as ‘a pictorial frame within which
a purely modern story is unfolded’ and is uninterested in the social structure of the

historical period he is depicting.*'® For Lukacs, when the realist technique is applied to

316 Eoin McNamee, Resurrection Man (London: Picador, 1995); The Blue Tango (London: Faber &
Faber 2002); The Ultras (London: Faber & Faber, 2005)

317 Ronan Bennett, The Catastrophist (London: Hodder Headline, 2004); Havoc, in its Third Year
(London: Hodder Headline, 2005)
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historical material it results in a ‘frozen, lunar landscape of archaeological precision.’*??

Flaubert’s novel was exhaustively researched and contains voluminous details
regarding architectural features and the kinds of food eaten at the time. Flaubert utilises
his historical research in a detailed description of the appearance of the magistrate
Hanno, rubbing his leg with an ‘aloe-wood spatula’ and drinking ‘a ptisan made of the
ashes of a weasel and asparagus boiled in vinegar’.*?! But Hanno embodies modern

bourgeois values, complaining about inflation and unrolling a papyrus to complain

about government expenditure.*??

Like Salammbo, Bennett’s novel is meticulously researched, evidenced by the
acknowledgements section which contains Bennett’s reading list of historical texts on
the Tudor and Stuart periods.*>* But Bennett draws on continuities between the present
and the past rather than the radical alterity that its social structures represent. This
results in a narrative closure that embraces the universal humanism evidenced in
Brigge’s encounter with the aftermath of a town fire that has dissolved ‘differences of
ranks, wealth and degree.”*** The narrative of Havoc, in its Third Year resolves itself in
this notion of universalism in death, as well as the supernatural, with Brigge surviving
after death and reuniting with his deceased wife who tells him ‘there was mercy and all

men who sought it should have it.”?

We have seen how a static history informs the dominant identities in Northern
Ireland. Part of the aim of this chapter is to assess the extent to which the science fiction
of Shaw and White fulfils Freedman’s assertion, providing a means of overcoming the
limits of the bourgeois novel by opening onto the future and registering historical

change.

History and Remembrance in Shaw.
Strategies of identity dependent on history are both utilised and critiqued by Shaw and

White in their science fiction. This section will discuss how this manifests in Shaw’s

320 The Historical Novel, p. 224.

321 Gustave Flaubert, Salammbo trans. A.J. Krailsheimer (1862) (New York: Penguin, 1977) p. 46.
322 Ibid., p. 46.
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325 Ibid., pp. 302-303.
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Land and Overland trilogy and the novel Other Days, Other Eyes. In these texts, history
stands as a guarantor for identity and truth, but is then problematised. In Land and
Overland, the linear progression of history is questioned by Lain as he regards a cave
painting. As will be shown, in Other Days, Other Eyes, the technology of slow glass is
first suggested as a value-free means of accessing a visual record of events exactly as
they happened, an issue that has implications for claims to an ideology-free historical
practice. But subsequently, slow glass is shown to be an effective tool in ideological
manipulation and criminal conspiracy. Ultimately, these works by Shaw show an

awareness of our apprehension of History as fragmentary and incomplete.

In the first of the Land and Overland Trilogy, The Ragged Astronauts, as
ecological crisis accelerates, history and posterity become important markers for
identity among the royalty of the Kolcorronian race on the planet Land. After an
argument regarding a vaccine for pterthacosis, posterity becomes the overriding issue,
his father telling Leddravohr ‘ours will not be the house which is remembered for
turning its back on learning.” He bids his son goodnight by telling him: ‘remember—
the future watches.’*?® As already discussed in Chapter One, later in the narrative a cave
painting shows Lain an alternative perspective of Land history, inspiring an ecological
revelation that leaves him overwhelmed with a sense of duration, a sense of the position
of his own culture in History. Whereas the Church of Land teaches that Land and
Overland were poles for the continuous alternation of spirits between the worlds, this
painting suggests a process of progression, opening up the idea of alternative histories
to Lain. Lain thinks about the Bithian Heresy that was stamped out four centuries
earlier; the theory stated that a life of virtue on one world would be rewarded on the

sister planet. For Lain:

The Church’s main objection had been to the idea of a progression and
therefore of change, which conflicted with the essential teaching that the
present order was immutable and eternal. Lain found it easy to believe that
the macrocosm had always been as it was, but on the small stage of human
history there was evidence of change, and by extrapolating backwards one
could arrive at...this!**’

326 Ragged Astronauts, pp. 126-127.
27 Ibid., p. 221.
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Lain’s encounter in the cave opens him up to a sense of History in the way that
Freedman argues for the science fiction form, articulating a world defined by flux and
conflict, and highlighting the mutability of reality. In contrast to the static history of the
Land royalty, Lain reads the cave wall in the same way that Lukacs reads a prehistory
of the present in the historical novel, extrapolating backwards as a way of tapping into
the forces of historical process.>?® In this case, this sense of historical process serves to
problematise dogma and opens up questions of progress and development to ecological

questions as outlined in Chapter One.

The second volume of the trilogy, The Wooden Spaceships, also stages an
opposition between history as reified identity and History as process. The ships that
enabled the inhabitants of Land to escape to Overland have been confined to museums
on the new territory. Toller Maraquine, having been a key figure in the expedition,
cannot bear to look at the ships because ‘...the inert, mould-encrusted reality of the
ships was incompatible with the inspirational dynamism of that high point in his life.”3*
The dynamism of the colonial project has been overshadowed by the obsolescence of

the technology used to achieve its aims.*3® For the character Berise, this dynamism can

be replaced by culture now that they have left Land. Berise warns Toller that:

You can’t do what we did and get away without paying a penalty. We left our
racial soul behind on the Old World. Do you know that in all the ships that
took part in the Migration there was not one painting? No books, no
sculptures, no music. We left it all behind us.*!

She tells Toller that ‘a race needs an armature of culture to support every other aspect

*332 At first Toller worries that he is ...an

of its being, and we no longer have one.
aesthete at heart, troubled by a growing awareness that his people lacked a cultural
identity’. But he rails against the idea, declaring that ‘no...the worm that eats out the
core of my life is not concerned with poetry and art—and neither am 1.°33* Later he
convinces King Chakkel to send an expedition to a third planet called Farland by

promising him ‘a harvest of history’ should he plant the flag of Overland there.?** Here

328 Historical Novel, p. 179.
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it is militarism rather than culture that is posited as providing continuity, the harvest of
history reaped by conquest, an apprehension of totality that presumes culture as a

useless appendage of the colonial project.

Throughout the Land and Overland narrative then, history is depicted as a
contestable narrative, an echo of the fragmentary nature of our access to History as
outlined in the introduction to this chapter. The culture of the royalty on Land assert a
static identity in which future identity will be dependent on the continuity of royal
values. Lain accesses a history that suggests alternative versions of development and
progress. Having arrived on Overland, culture is suggested as a means of grasping some
kind of continuity of identity on the new planet, but Toller rejects the suggestion and
instead invokes militarism and conquest as a way of guaranteeing immortality in

history.

As already discussed in Chapter One, Shaw’s story ‘Light of Other Days’
introduces the concept of slow glass, a type of glass in which the speed of light is
reduced to such an extent that events occurring within its radius are replayed many
years later. In the narrative, the owner of a slow glass ‘farm’ in the Scottish highlands,
uses the trapped image of his wife and child as consolation for their death. The ability
of slow glass to provide scenery is described as ‘the exact emotional equivalent of
owning land.”*** As well as the emotional value that slow glass possesses as described
in the narrative, slow glass also has material effects on the structure of society, seeming
as it does to reveal events as they happened without mediation. The ability of slow glass
technology to access the past in this way is explored in Shaw’s second slow glass story
‘Burden of Proof”, which further extends the exploration of the impact of the slow glass

novum by applying it to matters of law and public institutions.

The evidence contained in the piece of slow glass is described as ‘perfect and
incontrovertible’, a pure sight that avoids the intrusions of ideology. Harpur himself is
described as out of chronological step, Shaw writing that only the presence of other

people ‘prevented him from slipping into the past.’**¢ Harpur made a name for himself

335 Other Days, Other Eyes, p. 30.
3% Tbid., p. 49.
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as the Iron Judge, a harsh defender of the law despite the ambiguities that slow glass
brings. Harpur muses that the law exists ‘solely because people believed in it.” The
revelation that an innocent man has been put to death by the state has the potential to
cause irreparable damage to public acceptance of the validity of the concept of law

itself.

Harpur actually shrinks from viewing the unmediated reality of the crime
through the glass for himself, Shaw writing that he ‘simply wanted to hear the result;
then have a long, long rest.”**” At the closure of the narrative, the security guard Sam
Macnamara, established earlier in the story as an Irish émigré, telephoning Harpur to
confirm that his guilty verdict has been verified. Adopting the persona of the Iron Judge,
he tells Macnamara that ‘the presence of a peculiar piece of glass makes very little
difference, one way or the other’, but the security guard presses him, suggesting that
the result must be a relief. Shaw writes ‘Harpur realised, with a warm surprise, that the
big Irishman was pleading with him. It doesn’t matter any more [sic], he thought. In the
morning I’m going to retire and rejoin [sic] the human race.” He admits that he will
sleep well after hearing the verdict and the story finishes with the line ‘Harpur set the
phone down with his eyes tight-closed, waited for peace.’**® Although Harpur professes
a belief in the rigidity of the law despite the existence of slow glass, the peace that the
judge expects after hearing what the unmediated truth depicted suggests a contradiction
between his public and private personas. The unmediated access to truth that slow glass
provides results in peace of mind for his private self, although his public persona denied
the implications of slow glass technology. Whereas in ‘Light of Other Days’, slow glass
was examined from a social point of view, being depicted as a kind of enhanced
photograph to remind the farmer of lost loved ones, ‘Burden of Proof” amplifies the
estrangement that the novum of slow glass implies, suggesting that it is an invention
that has the power to undermine legal institutions, affording as it does a purer access to

the past and an accurate recording of past events free from ideology.**’

337 Other Days, Other Eyes, p. 57.

338 Tbid., p. 61.

339 According to Patrick Maume, Shaw held a lifelong fear of losing his sight, triggered by an event
from his childhood in which he witnessed a friend lose an eye in an accident on a building site. See No
Country For Old Men, p. 200.
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Kirkland detects a structural opposition between sight and ideology in Northern
Irish fiction that could be suggested as present in Shaw’s slow glass fiction. Kirkland
expands on the logic of this binary by quoting a character in Robert McLiam Wilson’s
novel Eureka Street, who suggests that eyes are ‘those democratic unideological
things...giving witness, testimony’.>** The possibility of the gaze is rendered as a
moment of revelation, an access to the Real, or in Althusser and Jameson’s terms,
History itself. Slow glass seems to offer a technological version of this unideological
witness to events, suggesting the possibility of a value-free position from which to view
an uncorrupted History. But as Shaw extrapolates further on the novum of slow glass,
the opposition between sight and ideology becomes problematised, as slow glass

becomes prey to manipulation for both ideological and criminal purposes.

In 1972 Shaw published the slow glass novel Other Days, Other Eyes, the
narrative centring on Alban Garrod, the US inventor of the material. Thermagrad, the
precursor material to slow glass, was originally designed as a durable material to be
installed in the windshields of cars and windows of aeroplanes, and the access to the
recent past that it affords is first envisaged as a destructive force. At the test flight of
the Aurora, the first plane to be fitted with the material, Garrod’s wife Esther
foreshadows destruction by suggesting that the windows render the plane ‘short-
sighted...like a bird with its eyes squeezed, trying to see.” As Garrod watches the flight,
he notices latency in the reactions of the pilot just before the plane crashes into the
runway. Later, experiments made by shining a lamp through a sheet of Thermagrad
confirm that the material slows down the speed of light coming through it. The pilot of
the Aurora crashed because he was out of step with his surroundings, ‘seeing the world

as it had existed one second in the past!’**!

The ignorance of the pilot, unaware that he was witnessing the past, is the cause
of his death, but Garrod transforms the significance of Thermagrad, reinterpreting it as

slow glass, transforming the material from one that allows the past to violently disturb

340 Identity Parades, p. 121; For source of quote, see Robert McLiam Wilson, Eureka Street (London:
Random House, 1998) p. 214. The narrative trajectory of Aoirghe, the most ideological character in the
novel, goes from ideological support for armed struggle to a turnaround when confronted with the
victim of a punishment beating. Referring to Aoirghe, the last line of the novel reads ‘she looked at me
with clear eyes’ (p. 395).

331 Other Days, Other Eyes, p. 20.
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the present, to one where the truth of the past can be apprehended. Before revealing his
discovery to Esther Garrod, he tells her that she will be the ‘first woman in the history
of the entire human race to see her own face as it really is’, slow glass described as a
‘true mirror’ in which the image of the face is not reversed.**> What once unleashed a
destructive anachronism into the world is transformed into a means of accessing a purer

version of reality.

But as the narrative progresses, the notion of an unmediated perspective on
History is undermined. Garrod turns amateur detective when his father-in-law Boyd
Livingstone is accused of running over and killing a man while drugged at the wheel of
his car. Garrod meets the police lieutenant Mayrick to discuss the visual evidence
gathered at the scene. Although there were no slow glass panels present at the site of
the crash, local residents of the upmarket area objecting to their use on the roadway,
photographs of the aftermath of the accident seem to suggest Livingstone’s guilt. Shaw

writes that:

The pictures, all with certified time-recording dials in the corners, showed
Livingstone, lying over the steering wheel of his car, close-ups of the dented
fender, a shabbily-dressed dead man crumpled in an appallingly large pool of
blood, and general views of the accident scene under floodlighting.’*

The accuracy of Mayrick’s visual information is secured by its reference to time, as
well as the image it renders of the accident scene. The perspective afforded by the
photographs is suggested as one of a value-free, unmediated reality. When Garrod
inquires about the dark objects scattered at the scene of the crash, he is informed that
they are ‘caked mud dislodged from inside the wheel arch by the impact’, to which the
police lieutenant adds ‘that’s something your realistic movie-makers forget about when
they’re staging accident scenes.’*** Here the unmediated reality that Mayrick accesses
is vouched for by its detail, separating its reality from an event merely staged for a film

camera.

Garrod walks away convinced of Livingstone’s guilt, although the idea of him

partaking in drugs jars significantly with Livingstone’s public image as an anti-

392 Other Days, Other Eyes, p. 22.
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gambling advocate. When questioned by Garrod about the incident, Livingstone insists
that he pulled over as soon as he realised he had been drugged. When Garrod mentions
the visual evidence, Livingstone claims a more immediate experience of the event,
replying: ‘I don’t care what photographs you’ve seen. I was there, and—even if
somebody did half-poison me—1I know what I did and what I did not do.’>** This
foregrounding of personal testimony over material evidence echoes Ciaran Carson’s
criticism of Seamus Heaney. Carson opposes instances of ‘honesty of observation’ in
Heaney’s collection North to the tendency of the poet to mythologise, evidence for
Carson that Heaney ‘doubts the worth of his own simplicity.” This opposition between
a professed ‘actuality’ that is witnessed and a myth that stands in the way of this
unadulterated truth, echoes the arguments of the historical revisionists, not least in
Carson’s description of Heaney’s position as applying ‘wrong notions of history instead
of seeing what’s before your eyes’.>*¢ This notion also relates to the opposition between
sight and ideology that Richard Kirkland detects in Northern Irish fiction, which we

have already discussed.

Returning to Other Days, Other Eyes, Garrod chooses not to trust what he sees,
and arrives at an ‘illogical conviction’ that his father-in-law is telling the truth despite
the seemingly conclusive evidence. He buys a piece of slow glass from a private
residence on the avenue where the event occurred to investigate further, but as he stares
at it for clues, he comes to a conclusion independent of the view that the material
affords, described by Shaw in the terms of the ‘eureka’ moment of the scientist.
Treating the problem as a proposition in pure mechanics, he reasons that the forces of
action and reaction would obtain the same result if the man hit the car rather than the
car the man. In a bizarre narrative turn, Garrod’s proposes that Livingstone and the
victim had been drugged, the perpetrator using a crane to lift the victim and slam him
into the front of Livingstone’s car at force.>*” He reasons that the crime can be detected
by finding traces of drugs in the victim’s blood, the mark of a hook in the victim’s
clothing, and finally checking the slow glass monitors leading into the area where the
event took place to confirm that a breakdown truck had been present in the area. The

insight results in the uncovering of attempts by a gambling syndicate to frame

345 Other Days, Other Eyes, p. 76.
346 Ciaran Carson, ‘Escaped from the Massacre’, The Honest Ulsterman, 50 (1975) 183-185.
347 Other Days, Other Eyes, p. 84.
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Livingstone, and although slow glass is given an ancillary role in the detection process,
the narrative demonstrates a mistrust of claims to value-free truth through appeal to
visual evidence, Garrod apprehending the totality of the situation through insight and

scientific method, then consulting visual readings of the past to confirm his findings.

Slow glass begins as a technology that promises access to an unmediated truth
analogous to Irish historical revisionism’s claim to access a purer version of history free
from ideological contamination. In ‘Burden of Proof” this access to unmediated truth
threatens the foundation of law, but Harpur’s verdict is vindicated. This can be framed
as a version of the sight and ideology opposition that Kirkland discusses, with access
to visual information suggested as a means of sidestepping ideology. This sense of
access to unmediated reality is undermined in the novel, with the strategic placement
of slow glass in espionage suggesting the possibility of its use for reasons other than
ascertaining the truth of events. Garrod also denies the sight node in the sight and
ideology binary by refusing to believe the visual evidence at the scene of Livingstone’s
car accident, and relying on deduction and science to solve the case. Here the novel
reintroduces the possibility that slow glass can be used for ideological purposes, that a

so-called pure view of History merely reflects an ideological position.

This sense is increased with depicted innovations in slow glass technology as
the narrative progresses. Garrod’s business partner MacFarlane improves slow glass by
developing a means to slow down the speed which images are released from it. He tells
Garrod ‘the boys have a section of slow glass in the rig right now and they’re running
it just like a home movie. Speeding it up to an hour a minute, slowing it down where
they feel like it, almost freezing the images.’>*® Garrod apprehends the significance of
the development, remarking that ‘from today on a simple piece of slow glass is superior
to the most expensive movie camera in the world. All that went before is nothing to
what’s coming.’**° What is coming is the ability for slow glass to be used for ideological
purposes, as images captured in the material can be selected and edited for their
ideological impact. Shaw demonstrates this future in a chapter entitled ‘A Dome of

Many Coloured Glass’ that originally appeared as a short story in the US magazine

398 Other Days, Other Eyes, p. 93.
9 Ibid., p. 93.
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Fantastic in 1972. In the narrative, an English-born private in the US airforce is held
by the Chinese, and forced by a figure known as the Planner, to watch visions of the

horrors of Western Imperialism. The Planner tells him:

Your journey will take you to My Lai and a hundred other similar places. In
some cases what you see will obviously be filmed material, but as you get
more up to date you will be looking through slow glass which was at the
actual scenes. You’ll be there, Larry. As far as the evidence of your eyes is
concerned, you will really be present at all these places. Even when you’re
asleep you’ll still be there, watching and watching.’>°

Here the opposition between sight and ideology is dissolved. Evans will actually be
present at the scene of events of massacres, but the intent of the Planner is purely
ideological, an attempt at changing the ideology of Evans to such an extent that he will
change sides.>>' The immediate access that slow glass gives to historical atrocities,
causes Evans to descend into madness, retreating into the past ‘of a bygone century.’

Shaw tells us that:

In the end, Evans was able to make the transition to psychosis smoothly.
There had been a long journey, filled with pain and horror, but all that was
behind him now. He was back in England, Queen Victoria was secure on her
throne, and soon he would be home. There was only a short distance to
walk.35?

At the close of the narrative, slow glass is revealed as just as prone to ideological
selection as photography or video. Far from providing a value-free and ideology-proof
means of appraising the past, slow glass simply becomes the new terrain for the

manipulation of perception and ideological struggle.

This sense is increased when Shaw returns to the narrative proper, which
becomes a convoluted plot to frame a presidential candidate with strategic placing of
frames of slow glass. Garrod is called to investigate the assassination of Jerry Wescott,
a senator who would likely have been the next US president had his car not been

vaporised by a laser cannon. Garrod is asked by Police Commissioner Chief Executive

330 Other Days, Other Eyes, p. 99.
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Miller J. Pobjoy to attempt retrieval of information from a piece of slow glass burned
in the attack, Garrod’s assertion that the glass would be wiped of evidence countered
by a reference to science and sight by Pobjoy: ‘but can you, as a scientist—a scientist
who hasn’t even seen what we’ve got—make a positive statement to that effect?’3>
Ben Sala’s attempt to frame his housemate Matt McCullough for the crime involved
the complex use of slow glass to capture footage of him at the wheel of his truck, timed
to place McCullough at the scene of the senator’s killing. Replacing the windows of the
truck with Retardite, Sala tells McCullough he needs help checking his steering and lies
under the car telling McCullough to turn the wheel intermittently. Unbeknownst to
McCullough at the wheel, he is seeing the surrounding garage as it was the day before
while taking part in footage that will frame him for murder. The footage obtained, Sala
used the new technique of slowing down the images to store them for future use. In this
post-slow glass world Occam’s razor does not apply, Garrod explaining that ‘these days

all murder plans have to be complicated.’***

Slow glass reveals images of the past without context that can still be
manipulated for ideological or criminal purposes, undermining the opposition between
sight and ideology. With the introduction of slow glass technology, what is seen cannot
be trusted, greater efforts being made to manipulate perception that take the existence
of the material into account. Whereas ‘Burden of Proof” depicted slow glass as a
technology enabling access to a value-free history, the narrative of Other Days, Other

Eyes suggests that no such access is possible.

Another reversal occurs in the narrative when it becomes apparent that slow
glass is fast becoming ubiquitous. Jane Watson informs Garrod that his investigation is
a sham, the police are aware who committed the crime and are using Garrod for cover.
Watson suggests that the police identified the killer with satellites fitted with slow glass,
an innovation to which the public would have objections.*** Later Garrod comes to the
conclusion that the satellite story itself is a subterfuge. Shaw writes ‘there are no

satellites, he thought. No torpedoes carrying Retardite eyes down out of orbit. They
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don’t need them. Not when they’re dusting the whole world with slow glass!’**® The
reason the identity of the killer is known is because slow glass is everywhere, dropped
by the crop dusters that Garrod constantly sees overhead during his investigation,
evidently delivering the tiny molecules of slow glass to the terrain below. He thinks of
the dust clinging to ‘trees, buildings, telegraph poles, flowers, mountain slopes, birds,
flying insects. It would be in people’s clothing, in their food, in the water they drank.’
As already quoted in Chapter One, Garrod concludes that as a result ‘anybody, any
agency, with the right equipment can find out anything about ANYBODY!"**” The
dusting of the entire world with slow glass renders the access it affords to the past

universal, confirming Garrod’s worst fears at the beginning of the narrative.

Although Garrod claims ownership of slow glass and its exaggerated effects,
Shaw’s narrative closes with a suggestion of the broad sweep into a collective future
that Freedman regards typical of both the historical novel and the science fiction form,
depicting as they do the mutability of history and the potential to change its course
through collective struggle. Slow glass provokes such a struggle from below by
humanity, allusion having been made earlier in the narrative to striking post office
workers objecting to the installation of Retardite in their workplace. Near the close of
the narrative, Shaw writes of a victory for opponents of the technology, writing that ‘a
panic-stricken Government was forced by the people to create new legislation banning
the production of slow glass.”**® However, the revelation that other countries are
accelerating its production of the material leads to an acceptance of the proliferation of
slow glass. The closure of the narrative is ambiguous, Shaw suggesting that some kind

of utopian endpoint has been reached through the spread of the material. Shaw writes:

In later decades, men were to come to accept the universal presence of
Retardite eyes, and they learned to live without subterfuge or shame as they
had done in a distant past when it was known that the eyes of God could see
everywhere.*’
The narrative reaches closure here, the expectation of surveillance promising a future
without duplicity or ignominy, while leaving the tension between sight and ideology

unresolved. The endpoint of slow glass is embodied in a kind of surveillance state, a

336 Other Days, Other Eyes, p. 157.
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panopticon that ensures the good behaviour of its citizenry. Shaw fails to explore the
implications arising from the possibility for the manipulation of the images that slow

glass creates for ideological or criminal purposes.

History in Shaw’s science fiction is a marker for identity, but this ideal is
problematised in his texts. Having proposed the idea of history as integral to the idea
of continuity of tradition in the Land and Overland series, the revelation of Lain
suggests a panoply of histories that render the history of the monarchy a mere fragment
of inaccessible History. On Overland, this struggle to define identity by relating to
historical narrative becomes a contest between a static cultural pursuit and one that
suggests a continuity between the military conquests of the past and those that will be
carried out in the future. Shaw’s slow glass technology initially seems to provide a more
authentic view of the past, rendering as it does a view of events as they actually
happened. Slow glass first supersedes the sentimental value of the photograph, then
threatens to replace adjudication in criminal cases. The latter suggests the possibility of
an ideology-free history that evokes the claims of the Irish historical revisionists. But
as the implications of the technology are drawn out across Other Days, Other Eyes, the
notion of a history free from the values of the historian comes under question, as slow
glass is enlisted for ideological purposes as the sense of immediate reality it provides
is used in an attempt to instil an anti-West ideology in a victim of torture, as well as
utilised to frame someone for murder through the careful placement of slow glass

panels.

James White’s Psychic and Oral Histories.

Continuity and memory are also central to identity in White’s fiction. This section will
discuss the recounting of the psychic histories of Earth to subjects kept in stasis during
a space voyage in The Dream Millennium, the recounting of personal history as a means
of accessing an accurate version of history in The Watch Below, and the oral history

remembered and recounted by Nolan in The Silent Stars Go By.

The inhabitants of the starship in White’s The Dream Millennium are visited by
the collective memories of Earth while sleeping in stasis on an interstellar voyage.
Brother Howard tells the travellers to try to remember the dreams for ‘life, identity,

continuity’, and as a guard against the mental confusion and amnesia that space travel
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manifests.** Having disobeyed a ship rule prohibiting two crew members being awake
simultaneously, Devlin and Yvonne discover that they both have the same dreams about
inhabiting the bodies of dinosaurs and trilobites. Initially, Devlin reasons that they were
both given the same reading material before they left, but Yvonne reveals that she
covertly read a ‘historical romance’ instead of the dinosaur book they had been given.
Later in the narrative, Howard explains the source of their dreams in the fact that when
a human is removed from Earth, they become a seed for the planet, their racial memory
triggering ‘the total knowledge of their ancestors or the people of the same sex with
whom their ancestors came into contact with as far back as prehistoric times.’**! These
‘hauntings’ have been breathed in by the subject throughout their entire life before

space travel, and make themselves known when they leave the planet.*®?

The narrative closes with the discovery of a habitable planet. After drawing
sketches as a means to befriend the alien race they find there, Devlin reflects on the fact
that the human children born on the planet will be educated by this psychic history.

White writes:

He thought about the absence of schools and what it would be like to have
children educated, from a very early age, by dreams which stretched beyond
their race’s earliest recorded history. He thought of a non-human race sharing
a world with his own people, perhaps sharing their racial dreams, and of what
they might ultimately achieve together.®3

Like slow glass, these hauntings are purported to offer a pure, unmediated view of
history. Here, history is neutral, a natural phenomenon that is breathed in, transmitting
its lessons to humanity on interstellar journeys and ensuring continuity of identity on a
planet colonised by humanity. This sense of history as integral to identity in the present

is explored elsewhere in White’s fiction.

In The Watch Below, members of an alien race called the Unthan are kept in
stasis through the process of hibernation anaesthesia in order to make an interstellar

voyage. The captain of the ship Deslann contemplates those in suspended animation,

360 Dream Millennium, p. 13, 19.
%1 Ibid., p. 203.
32 Tbid., p. 205.
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wondering whether their thought patterns continue in stasis, providing a ‘tenuous link
between an outwardly dead body and the living soul.”*** It is discovered that those in
cold sleep are subject to the deterioration of their memories when they are thawed and
re-frozen, the results of a cumulative effect on the cells of the brain. The Healer aboard
the ship explains that large segments of memory become unavailable and that those
remaining are impaired. Comparing the process to the decaying of mental processes in
aging, he tells Deslann and the crew: ‘you will all have had experience with aged
relatives, and noticed the gradual decaying of mental processes which seems to peel
away the more recent layers of memory so that they live increasingly in the past.’3%

When thawed and refrozen too often, the deterioration of the subject’s brain means that

they cannot be trusted to navigate the ship or travel from one end of the ship to another.

Upon hearing about the condition, Deslann is haunted by memories of his late
childhood, which he reasons is a case of autosuggestion brought about by talk of the
destruction of memory. The captain’s mind slips back to childhood, to the day when his
archaeologist father took him on a journey overland using a ‘landboat’. He recalls
sleeping in a cave on one night of the journey and seeing the bones of the ‘gas-breathing
land-dwellers’ of Unthan prehistory. In White’s narrative the Unthan are aquatic, but
the prehistory of their race includes intelligent land-dwellers, who breathed air and built
vessels with which to float on water and hunt sea animals.*®® Although Deslann fears
his memory is deteriorating from hibernation anaesthesia, his memories of childhood
allow access to this prehistory, even as his personal sense of identity and history begin
to fade. Like the psychic histories of The Dream Millennium, these memories of
experiencing an encounter with the fossilised remnants of the past provides a sense of

racial continuity.

Memory, history and identity are also given a central position in a contrasting
narrative in the novel involving humans stuck inside a sunken ship. In this narrative,
White attempts to broach the subject of the sectarian impasse, letting the reader know

indirectly that the sunken boat The Gulf Trader contains both Catholic and Protestant

364 Watch Below, p. 18.
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survivors, and that the sectarian division is starting to somewhat destabilise. As children
are born, debate begins about how much, and what kind of, religious instruction should
be taught.*®’ The Ten Commandments are discussed as something that everyone can
agree on. But when the Catholic catechism is brought up, and Jenny quotes the line
‘who made the world?” her husband replies ‘Harland and Wolff made the world!” The
outburst has a double meaning, referring to the ship as the world in which the survivors
live, as well as a reference to the idea of the Protestant work ethic and its role in Belfast
industry. The event also indirectly alerts the reader to a cross-community marriage,
suggesting the experience on the ship has led to the softening of the divisions between
Catholic and Protestant, the couple having been wed aboard the ship earlier in the

narrative.3%8

Having attempted to mitigate sectarian division early in the novel, the pressure
of the science fiction narrative sparks off more conflict, this time between those who
see their new world as static and immutable, and those who believe that historic
processes continue. On The Gulf Trader, the survivors pass the time, and hang on to

their identity, by playing a memory game. White explains that:

It would begin by the victim being asked to remember all that he or she could
regarding a date in their past chosen at random, which was usually nothing at
all, at first. But then the other four would question the victim closely until
some small fact would be remembered, and they would persist, for days if
necessary, until the memories of that tiny segment of their lifetime were
recovered intact.*®®

Like Shaw’s slow glass, the Game affords access to a more accurate rendering of
historical narrative, recalling the revisionist project, the suggestion that memories are
recovered intact downplaying the subjective aspect to memory and personal history.
Those tasked with remembering the past are described as its victims, interrogated by
their peers until a more comprehensive rendering of the historical events of their lives

emerges.

37 Watch Below, p. 89.
3 Thid., p. 99.
369 Tbid., p. 91.
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Eventually the game extends to remembering whole books, leading to a
‘philosophical war’ surrounding the interpretation of the Game, based on its status as

an unadulterated record of history or a subjective version of events. White writes that:

On one side were the old people and the majority of women, all of whom
believed that the material handed down through the years by way of the
Game was fact, solid, immutable fact containing precisely the same degree of
reality as, say, the recollection of the first stumbling words of one’s own
child only a few years away in time. Some of these people were so fanatical
in their beliefs that there were times when they confused remembered fiction
with remembered fact. But the other side went to the opposite extreme, being
fanatically cynical about practically everything.’3”

Having attempted to resolve the sectarian binary earlier in the narrative, here another
opposition emerges between a bourgeois sense of history as static and ‘immutable’ and
a critical perspective that privileges change and historical process. As the portholes in
the Gulf Trader are covered over with sea life, the survivors can no longer see the world
around them and become more isolated, their worldview becoming entirely dependent
on the Game. White suggests that the material world that surrounds them ‘became
secondhand facts, or part of the Game, and took the first step towards becoming
fiction.”*”! The ship is sharply divided on the issue of whether the Game is fact or
fiction, but the division on the ship between young and old breaks down after a tragic

death, and both sides reunite and develop a new version of the Game.

This new unity has a rallying effect on the inhabitants of the ship, the emergence
of a larger collective identity affording strength to the group. White writes that ‘it was
as if some heavy, invisible load had been lifted from them by the simple fact of them
being reunited. The whole, as the trite old saying had it, really was greater than the sum
of its parts.”*’> This new consensus inspires the emergence of a new economic
philosophy aboard the ship that is applied to the Game. White states that ‘some of this
data included dialogue on the planning, preparation and execution of four separate

escape attempts, and they were without doubt the most stirring passages in the whole
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history of the Ship.”*”* The Game once more becomes a solace, a cultural indulgence

that makes life bearable on the Gulf Trader. White tells us that:

During the Game life became tolerable, and even exciting and happy. It
allowed them to forget the short period of nightmare each day when they
walked barefoot over cold metal harsh with rust, shivering in the scraps of
hair and plant fibre they called clothing.*”*

The Game orders the chaos of life on the ship, its access to history felt to be
unadulterated truth feeding the identity of those on board, and allowing them forget the
material conditions of their existence. It functions as a way of explaining the
predicament of the inhabitants, and as such constitutes an ideology, a strategy of
containment or ideological closure. In Althusser’s model, ideology is the approximation
of some truth about the totality that, given the limitations imposed by historical process,
stands in for the deeper truth it exists to deny.?”> But when the inhabitants of the ship
realise that their resources are running out, and that the end of their world is imminent,

White tells us that:

It was the first time the Game had not been played, the first night that their
phenomenal minds and tremendous memories had not been able to lift them
out of the discomfort of the here and now and into the bright, happy worlds
of music and fiction and history, even of past Ship history.?”®

The survivors on the ship are forced to confront the necessity at the foundation of their
material circumstances, the ideological closure imposed by the Game beginning to
break down. An outside force, the alien Unthans, who have not been part of the

worldview described in the Game, eventually rescues the survivors on The Gulf Trader.

History in White becomes a guarantor for identity in the present, but is subject
to breakdown as it becomes contested. In The Dream Millennium, history is a process
of nature, breathed in and activated when the subject has left the Earth in a process that
ensures continuity between Earth-life and the life of human colonists on other planets.
The Watch Below offers a more nuanced depiction of the relation between history and

identity. The Unthan’s memories deteriorate while in sleep stasis, and Deslann uses

33 Watch Below, p. 133.
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personal history to access the prehistory of his race. On board the sunken ship, the
humans play the Game to maintain continuity. The sectarian binary is repressed but
returns as an opposition surrounding the interpretation of the Game as immutable fact
or myth. Both of these interpretations of the reality of living in the ship are interrupted
by arrival of the Unthan. In the case of The Watch Below, it is oral recitation that
guarantees identity and provides the means for an attempt at assimilation between the

differing viewpoints on the ship.

Oral history is also depicted by White as an important means by which identity
is transmitted in The Silent Stars Go By, but also as an impure process prone to
ideological selection and omission. In the prehistory of White’s Hibernian Empire,
mechanical entities called heros [sic] battle with the native Irish who fight to save their
older traditions. The healer Orla treats the soldier Dairmuid [sic] in a field hospital and
refuses to let him divulge his name, seeing history and identity as a source of violent
conflict, and attempting to create a place of non-identity in the hospital. She tells
Dairmuid:

I have no wish to know the name of your family, your tuath, or its King, or
the names of anyone here. To know these things is to know what as well as
who you are, whether you are Followers of the Old Way or supporters of the
heros. Here there will be no names, no boasting about past battles, no

arguments and recriminations, and no continuance in words of this stupid and
increasingly dishonourable war!*”’

In this instance, identity is seen as historical, chronologising the subject, fixing it as
either existent in the present moment or in a nether region between the present and
observance of the ‘old way’. Names for Orla lead to tales of past battles, anachronistic
passions that inevitably lead to violence. Here history is depicted as a space to be
contested that leads to a struggle for possession of its narratives, stories that can provide
justification for current actions. For Orla, the only choice is to insist that the hospital

remains a place of no history.

In the same novel, the crew of the starship Aisling Gheal are required to be

trained as teachers in the oral tradition. As there will be no power source on the planet

377 Silent Stars Go By, p. 95.
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to power the communications equipment with which the colonists will arrive, they will

be heavily reliant on oral communication. Queen Maeve suggests of the colonists that:

They will inherit the mantles of the bards, of the legendary Homer, of
Seamus the Wise, and of the great poet Far Falling Water, and they will be
able to recall and recite, accurately and in meticulous detail, not only the
exploits of the great men and women of our past and present, but the
elements of the science, technology, and culture which has made our Earth
what it is today.*”®

Like the Game in The Watch Below, oral tradition is situated as a means of providing a
more accurate rendering of history and propagating scientific knowledge in meticulous
detail. But as the narrative progresses, the sense of the purity of this history is
undermined, echoing Eagleton’s claim that there is no such thing as a value-free history.
Conversing with a librarian, Nolan discusses his role on the colony planet of bringing
‘healing, enlightenment, and knowledge’ to the colonists, and is alerted to the fact that
he and the other teachers may have to transform history in the transition from written

history to oral. The librarian tells him that:

You and the other teachers may be forced to edit, alter, or perhaps attempt to
improve or simply not pass on certain areas of knowledge. This leads to the
interesting question of who will decide, for practical as well as philosophical
reasons, on the precise contents of the teaching syllabus.?”

This view of history runs counter to Queen Maeve’s utopian notion of an accurate and
meticulous oral history. In White’s future Hibernian Empire, history becomes a site for
the contesting of worldviews, becoming fluid and open to interpretation. Nolan must
define the meaning of the enlightenment that he must visit on the colonists, and alter

history accordingly.

The atheist Nolan is given his first test at oral teaching by Bishop O’Riordan,
who asks him to recite the story of Brendan’s journey to America from memory, saying
‘may the Holy Spirit guide your tongue in the path of truth.” White describes a
combination of ‘research and imagination’ that projects itself in Nolan’s mind as he
tells the story of Brendan, Nolan’s favourite historical character described as a

navigator, traitor, heretic and exile. When Nolan finishes his recounting, O’Riordan

378 Silent Stars Go By, p. 19.
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admonishes him, suggesting that he dwells too much on the feelings of the characters,
and that no historian could do that with any accuracy.’® O’Riordan suggests
concentrating on action rather than character, the story of Brendan having been opened
up to interpretation in its instance as an oral form, the atheist Nolan highlighting the

rebellious character of the monk, with O’Riordan urging a more conservative reading.

Here, oral history is shown to be contested in the selection process and the
delivery of the historical material. The atheist Nolan concentrates on how an
individualistic Brendan rebelled against the Church, while O’Riordan prefers a broader
historical approach concerned with the listing of historical action without speculations
surrounding the ideological intention of the historical actors. As History in an
Althusserian sense is inaccessible to both Nolan and O’Riordan, both can only offer

fragmentary interpretations that serve their purposes in the present.

The story of Brendan’s encounter with the Native Americans is an important
founding myth of the Hibernian Empire and the Pax Hibernia that it maintains. Nolan
draws from the myth throughout his journeys in the New World. Nolan becomes part
of a group stranded from the main body of colonists of the planet, victims of a plot by
O’Riordan to prevent those of faiths other than Christianity from reaching the colony.
As they journey through the forests of the planet, Nolan is asked by his fellow travellers
to tell the story of Brendan, and his own version of the story informs his actions in the

colonial situation.

In Nolan’s version of the story of Brendan, the monk is shown relating a history
constructed with the needs of his present in mind. Brendan refers to the Alonquin as
brothers and when they object he lists the attributes they have in common. Both cultures
have a story of a Great Flood, the particulars of which differ, but the heart of which
remains the same.*®' In Nolan’s telling of the story, the natives also tell Brendan of a
‘lost land of order and great beauty, filled with people who were brave in war, noble
and forgiving in peace, and wise beyond the imaginings of we who came after them.’

In order to stress the commonality between the Hibernian and Indian races, Brendan

380 Silent Stars Go By, p. 32.
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draws a parallel between their story and the story of Tir Na n’Og. Brendan pushes the
comparison further, suggesting a common ancestry between the Celtic races and the
Native Americans when he tells them ‘until I came among the Redmen...I had not
known that some of our people had escaped to the West, and braved the dangers of the
Great Sea to settle here.”**> When questioned by Malcolm about whether he believes
these things to be true, Brendan replies that he would ‘like to believe them.” Malcolm
remarks that lying to get them out of trouble is fine but ‘marrying the legends of Atlantis
with the Biblical flood” will likely result in excommunication from the church, and
suggesting that the ‘savages’ of America are long-lost relatives of the Hibernians will

likely anger Connair the High King.?*

Brendan'’s creative telling of history is the foundation upon which the friendship
of the Hibernian Empire and the Native American is based, its concern with unity and
kinship having implications for the closure of White’s narrative. Brendan’s narrative
displays the mutability of oral history, which can be adapted to the needs of the present,
utilised to create meanings that make sense of the world. Once again, history is shown
as a subjective pursuit responding to the values of the historian, with History in an

Althusserian sense inaccessible, forever prone to the ideological needs of the present.

Brendan’s narrative becomes the mythic pattern with which Nolan structures
his own journey on the New World. At key points in the narrative he tells the story of
Brendan, attempting to placate the despair of the survivors by suggesting that, like their
own experience on the new planet, when the monk reached the Americas ‘it was not as
Brendan had foreseen it, but a great, epoch-making anticlimax.’*% Like Brendan, as the
leader of the stranded colonists, Nolan often employs untruths to set the group at ease.
When their ship catches fire soon after landing, he tells them that he set it on fire
deliberately to alert the main ship as to their location. He tells Brenner: ‘of course I tell

the truth...but there are times when it is better for everyone if I do not tell all of it.”*%3
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When Nolan’s colonists complete the journey to the main body of the mission,
he considers whether or not to reveal O’Riordan’s plan to strand those of other faiths.
He asks whether the issue will start a civil war and reasons that ‘surely the sectarian
massacres and excesses of religious violence practiced by the overzealous followers of
the gentle Christus belonged to the past.’**® He considers that ‘there were many
historical precedents that showed the binding power of a common hatred between
individuals and racial or religious groups.” **” Nolan decides against revealing
O’Riordan’s plan, concluding that hatred lacked permanence and stability as a unifying
force. Professing to act to save the colony, Nolan mimics the original lie of Brendan’s

visit to the Americas, a lie that laid the foundation for the Pax Hibernia.

The tagline of White’s novel reads ‘Earth’s first colony was planned to be an
Eden—and only Nolan could save it from that fate’, but Nolan chooses to leave the
colony in the hands of O’Riordan, who relishes the opportunity to convert the Ull, the
alien race that Nolan encountered on his journey, to Christianity.*®® O’Riordan makes

much of great wrongs leading to divine ends, telling Nolan:

Healer I am truly ashamed and can only comfort myself with the thought that
out of the great wrong I did by sending your lander off course came an even
greater good. For now you have indeed shamed me by returning good for
bad, by presenting me with the greatest challenge that a missionary priest has
ever been asked to face, the conversion of an entire world.**

O’Riordan asks that Nolan and Dervla return to Earth to allow him to continue with his
missionary work. He tells them ‘I must do it without interference...and without the
constant threat of betrayal by you.”**® Despite O’Riordan’s treachery and the potential
death of the colonists through his actions, Nolan agrees to return to Earth without
revealing the truth of the Monsignor’s plan. Nolan admires the noble lie with which
Brendan laid the foundation for the Hibernian and Westland Empire, and so chooses

the stability of the new colony over the truth.
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White’s fiction displays the importance of historical narrative to identity in the
present, but this history is shown to be contested terrain. The mutability of history is
expressed in the struggle over the meaning of the Game in The Watch Below, which
contests the status of history itself. This oral form of historical narrative is also depicted
in The Silent Stars Go By, first proposed by Queen Maeve as an accurate rendering of
events, but seen to be mutable and open to interpretation once put into practice on the
new world. The atheist Nolan chooses stability over the truth, choosing a version of
history on the new world that will ensure the survival of the colony, allowing a Christian
narrative to flourish on the New World. In this he follows the mythic structure of the
story of Brendan, whose lie regarding the shared racial heritage between the Native
Americans and the Irish laid the foundation for the Hibernian Empire and the stability
it presides over. This narrative closure echoes historical revisionism’s attempt to locate
a history free from conflict, but also speaks from a Catholic standpoint as an articulation
of confession and forgiveness. Following their confrontation, Nolan appears to absolve
O’Riordan, concluding that the Monsignor is ‘a good man, a kindly, non-violent, and
highly dedicated priest who was doing what he considered to be the right thing for the
future preservation and the moral health of his flock.’**! White’s fiction often utilises a
Catholic imaginary in its depictions of the future, and investigating these instances
serves to shed light on the narrative closure of The Silent Stars Go By. 1t is this aspect

of White’s fiction that we will turn to next.

James White’s Catholic Futures.

In an article for Locus magazine in 1993, White confirmed his status as a practising
Catholic, and his science fiction narratives show a concern with extending the values
of the Catholic Church into the universe, depicting the interaction of people of faith
with a technological or alien environment.*** White’s futures are invariably Catholic
futures, populated with intermediaries such as priests and bishops, as well as nuns and
other members of the Catholic faith community. This section will discuss instances of
the Catholic imaginary in White’s fiction, suggesting that the portrayal of space-going

clergy, and technologies of sexual surveillance embody a line of defence that serves to

391 Silent Stars Go By, p. 431.
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protect bourgeois norms of sexuality against the ability of science fiction to question

bourgeois subjectivity.

White’s depiction of Catholic futures and religious imagery begins with his first
novel. In Second Ending, upon waking Ross fears the Ward Sister, a robotic nun who
visits in the dark who Ross soon begins to think of as his guardian angel.’** The story
‘Grapeliner’ in the collection Deadly Litter gives an elderly nun, Sister Gallagher, a
central role in a space mission. The discovery that space travel renders the traveller
impotent means the pursuit has been neglected by the young. Sister Gallagher is said to
possess ‘the severe, fragile beauty of an octogenarian nun...and a gentle, well-bred
quavering voice.”** Later in White’s career, his 1988 story ‘Sanctuary’ resulted in
Analog magazine putting a nun on its cover for the first time, the narrative detailing the
arrival of an extraterrestrial to an Irish convent and the aging Sister Augustine’s struggle
to keep the media and military away. The nun invokes the convent rule of sanctuary in
order to protect the alien, White implying that, trained as the sisters are for the African
missions, the nuns are the ideal subjects to handle first contact with an extraterrestrial.
The alien agrees, selecting the nuns as arbiters between Earth and future extraterrestrial

visitors.>%

In the Sector General stories, the character Lioren is given the religious name
‘the Padre’ by White. Although the alien is said to pray to a god he no longer believes
in, he still keeps the sanctity of the confession given to him by the terminally ill
Mannen, despite the potential role sharing the information could have in curing
Mannen’s psychic malady.’*® Lioren also tells Hellishomar, ashamed of an act he
committed ‘...from my recent studies I know that there is one factor common to all the
religions practiced throughout the Federation, and that is forgiveness for sins.’3%’
Pantheism has also been eradicated from White’s future, with Lioren suggesting that in

this universe the gods across the planets have much in common. Catholicism’s sense of

good and evil is universalised, Lioren suggesting that ‘it is generally believed that
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where there is God there is also the Devil, or some evil and less well defined entity or

influence which constantly seeks to undo God’s work’.??®

Nuns, priests and bishops are given a central role in White’s space-going
futures. Their experience with first contact between cultures on Earth is depicted as
making them ideal for similar situations between humans and those of extraterrestrial
origin. White generalises religious thought in his Sector General series, suggesting

monotheism and a belief in good and evil as common traits throughout the universe.

White’s work also articulates and attempts to negotiate Catholic sexual
attitudes, although as Diarmaid Ferriter points out, in Northern Ireland the issue of
sexuality has often led to unity between Protestant and Catholic Church leaders on
issues such as abortion, same sex marriage and family planning. Ferriter articulates this
with reference to the journalist Eamonn McCann’s note that ‘if there’s one thing
Catholic and Protestant reactionaries in the North can unite on, it’s that young people
mustn’t be allowed to enjoy sex.’** In a study of the role of Catholicism in the area of
sexuality in the south of Ireland, Michael G. Cronin suggests that by the 1960s the
discourse surrounding sexuality had shifted from one of public morality inspired by the
crisis of liberalism in the post-World War I period, to a stress on the sense of fulfilment

achieved through a life of chastity until marriage.

White’s fiction shows traces of the earlier public morality discourse, with
sexuality seen as a threat to the stability of society, and self-regulation promoted as
necessary to prevent a slide into chaos.*”° In ‘Grapeliner’, for instance, Sister Gallagher
confronts a woman who is sunbathing topless aboard the spaceship. Gallagher
complains: ‘I told her how many married men we have aboard, and explained that when
she attracts more than her fair share of the Steward’s attention it means that the other
passengers get less which creates bad feeling and eventually ruins a trip for

everyone.’*! Writing on Catholic sexual mores as manifested in the Irish Free State,
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Cronin suggests that, although sexual attitudes such as these are usually seen from a
position of the tradition and modernity paradigm, it is more accurate to position the
attitudes of the Church in this period as a concern with creating the subjects of liberal
capitalism. Cronin states ‘from this perspective, the Free State was not giving
legislative power to a traditional, puritanical psychosis concerning sexuality, but
promoting a regulatory ideal of sexual behaviour and a norm of bourgeois

*402 If we accept Cronin’s thesis, then the depiction of Sister Gallagher’s

subjectivity.
regulation of sexuality on board the spacecraft stands as an attempt to enforce
monogamous bourgeois subjectivity, a norm that, if we accept Freedman’s thesis,
science fiction has the ability to transcend. A closer examination of White’s fiction

reveals the proliferation of this tendency.

Another issue that inevitably provokes a reading of White’s work as embodying
Catholic values is the recurrence of the issue of celibacy, an important distinction
between the requirements for Catholic and Protestant clergy since the Counter-
Reformation in the sixteenth century. In Dark Inferno, stewards aboard a starship are
required to remain celibate for the duration of the trip to a new off-world colony.
Mercer, a doctor serving as a steward aboard the starship, receives a veiled sexual
proposition from a passenger called Miss Moore, who questions him about his celibacy.
Asking what the officers will do for amusement with only ‘computers and textbooks’,
Miss Moore says ‘I realise that you are all highly trained and disciplined supermen, but
four months of self-imposed celibacy in a space-going monastery cell...I mean, is it
necessary?’ A flustered Mercer reflects that on the Eurydice ‘temptation was anything
but subtle’, before being rescued by the single mother Mrs. Mathewson who quips
‘maybe our supermen are only interested in superwomen.’*** Celibacy is a common
theme across White’s novels. In The Genocidal Healer, the alien doctor Lioren’s
chastity is explained as vocational, a ‘dedication to the healing arts’ that precludes him
from ‘indulging in any pleasure which would allow emotional factors to affect the
clinical objectivity of his mind.”*** Similarly in The Silent Stars Go By, the clerics that

crew the Aisling Gheal, as well as the Healers on board the ship, are expected to remain
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celibate. This prohibition is extended to the rest of the passengers, because ‘the effects
of long-term hibernation anaesthesia on a recently conceived human foetus, about

which we have no data, had also to be considered.’*%

As Cronin suggests, in this public morality discourse the only legitimate end for
human sexuality is human reproduction.*’® In this Catholic future, technological
advances in contraception are notable by their absence, the sole solution to an unwanted
pregnancy being the regulation of the bodies of the inhabitants of the ship. Where there
is an advance in sexual technology, it is in the realm of surveillance and regulation. A
chaperone polices sexuality aboard a starship in White’s Hospital Station in the form
of a robot programmed to detect when sexual mores are being transgressed, particularly
sexual relations before marriage.*”” Conway articulates a sense of guilt when on a date
with the nurse Murchison, asking his date ‘do you ever think of something...then feel
horribly ashamed?’*%® Later at the close of their date, Conway and Murchison embrace,
interrupted by the robot chaperone, who requests that they return to their separate
quarters.*” Technology is harnessed as a means of articulating the public morality

discourse, enforcing the rational control of sexual urges.

Returning to Dark Inferno, White describes the wild abandon that is the
alternative to a social formation regulated through tightly-controlled sexual norms, as
the ship leaves the atmosphere of Earth. The majority of passengers aboard the Eurydice
are leaving Earth because of its increasing ‘neo-puritanism’, and White describes the
effect that the distance from that culture has on their behaviour, as well as its effect on

the way the environment of the passengers has been built:

The cabins would even be roofed over so that crew members, moving along
the weightless axis between control and the power module aft, would not be
able to see the sort of things which were reputed to go on in passenger-
carrying spaceships. People tended to forget the rules when they were far
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from home, his instructor had warned him, and the degree of forgetfulness

was in direct proportion to the distance.*'
In this instance, sexuality is linked to a disregard for the rules when the influence of the
regulatory ideals of Earth’s sexual morality is disrupted. However, the policing of
sexuality is asserted when the passengers are forced to abandon the starship. White
describes the emergency procedure designating three people to each escape pod, the
third acting as a ‘chaperone.’*!! After a day in the pod, a Mr and Mrs Corrie are about
to engage in sexual activity when a message across the loudspeaker reminds them of

3

the dangers of giving in to their urges. The message declares: ‘...refrain from
unnecessary physical exertion. Rest, conserve your food and air. Exercise should be
purely intellectual. I have suggested, and a few of you have devised, some useful

question and answer games.’*!?

Mental exercise then, is proposed as a means of diverting sexual energy. The
message through the loudspeaker speaks the same morality as Sister Gallagher in
White’s earlier story. In White’s futures, sexuality is to be regulated through technology
such as robot chaperones, but technology has not advanced as far to ensure bodily
autonomy in the form of contraception. Chastity is seen as essential to ensure dedication
to a task. As Cronin suggests, bourgeois subjectivity is enforced in this way. This serves
to short-circuit the critical aspect of science fiction that possesses the ability to

transcend this subjectivity.

Similar to The Silent Stars Go By, White’s 1974 novel The Dream Millennium
also describes the seeding of a new world with colonists vetted for their Christian
countenance.*'? In this future, attitudes are loosening in the Catholic church, Brother
Hand described as ‘...one of the new, relaxed breed of clergymen who occasionally
swore or cracked jokes or talked a bit dirty if the situation seemed to warrant it.’
However, the agnostic star traveller Devlin is said to prefer ‘...the ministers of the

religions he did not believe in to be the proper, old-fashioned kind.’*'* Similar to
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White’s other starship fiction, couplings on board are strictly prohibited, again because
of the possibility of conception, White once again failing to register any technological
advances in contraception.*’> At the climax of the narrative, Howard explains that he
was one of the first astronauts to leave the Earth’s atmosphere, and that he was subject
to experiments in cold sleep. He tells Devlin that ‘as a result of those cold sleep
experiences I became convinced that I had had my nose rubbed very firmly in a form
of after-life, and I'm afraid I caught a severe dose of religion.’*'® On board the ship,
Devlin’s contact with the ghosts of Earth’s history mentioned earlier lets him relive
mundane and glorious lives, but also detect the flaws in people’s personalities, flaws

that betray White’s Catholic values. White writes that:

Some of the flaws he observed were minor and easily overcome. Others were
major and overcome with extreme difficulty, and many were impossible to
overcome no matter how hard the individual tried. The flaws ranged from
petty dishonesty, selfishness, minor-key destructiveness and character
assassination in otherwise normal individuals up to the bright, fuzzy helpless
struggles of a short-lived mongoloid and the perverted intensity of feeling
experienced by men deeply and emotionally involved with other
homosexuals.*!’

But the supreme Christian virtue for White is forgiveness, the author concluding that
that ‘when viewed with complete knowledge, Devlin could no longer be sure what, if
anything, was a perversion.” Drawing from the philosopher Baruch Spinoza, White still
remains within Catholic teaching when he posits that ‘to understand all was to forgive
everything’, an ideological closure in which all identities are but purgatorial states of

being awaiting grace.*'®

White’s reflection of a social structure guided by Catholic public morality
discourse suggests an ideological limit that can be traced in the limited estrangement
performed in these instances of his fiction. We have already made reference to
Freedman’s theory of science fiction as possessing the ability to transcend bourgeois
subjectivity, but it would be useful to examine Freedman’s thesis in more detail.

Freedman draws from Darko Suvin, who proposes science fiction as the genre of
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‘cognitive estrangement’, suggesting that science fiction operates through estranging
the world of the reader, provoking them to cognitively map the difference between the

world of the fiction and their own everyday reality.*!° Freedman suggests that:

The first term refers to the creation of an alternative fictional world that, by
refusing to take our mundane environment for granted, implicitly or explicitly
performs an estranging critical interrogation of the latter. But the critical
character of the interrogation is guaranteed by the operation of cognition,
which enables the science-fictional text to account rationally for its imagined
world and for the connections as well as the disconnections of the latter to
our own empirical world.*?

For Freedman the term science fiction should only apply to those texts where cognitive
estrangement is not only present, but to instances where cognitive estrangement
dominates the text.**! In terms of identity then, the White texts in question perform a
weak estrangement limited by the public morality of Catholic ideology. Although the
depiction of robot helpers aboard a spaceship performs a radical estrangement from
mundane reality, the use of such devices in the narrative to police sexuality, as well as
the failure to imagine alternatives to sexual abstinence, suggest what Freedman calls
‘weak cognition’.*?? In this instance the estrangements of science fiction are used to
enforce public morality and inform the creation of the self-regulating bourgeois subject.
This is not to say that White’s notions of identity are somehow pre-modern articulations
of Catholic Irish tradition. As Cronin points out ‘moral politics itself is a modern
phenomenon’, and it could be suggested that what White is expressing is the sense of
an alternative modernity estranged from mundane reality, but maintaining the sexual

regulation of moral politics.*?

Returning to The Silent Stars Go By with this in mind, the closure of the
narrative begins to make sense. The clergy that crew the Aisling Gheal represent a
Catholic future, the ecclesiastics in the crew given the task of passing on the science,

culture and philosophy of Earth, and O’Riordan hopes to use this to set up a colony of
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the ‘True Faith.”*** Religious bodies are afforded a privileged position in regard to
science in the world of the novel. The driving force behind the Aisling Gheal is Cardinal
Keon, described as a ‘priest-scientist and statesman.”**> Keon entered the Church after
a defeat in the election that crowned Maeve High Queen, joining an order devoted to
the ‘scientific and technical disciplines’ and White describes his rise in ‘both
ecclesiastical and scientific rankings’ as ‘deservedly rapid.’*** Keon captains the
Aisling Gheal, the majority of its crew, referred to as ‘officer-ecclesiastics’, are drawn
from the priesthood and are celibate like Keon.*”” Science and religion are closely
connected in this future. While touring America to promote the Aisling Gheal, the crew
are mobbed by autograph hunters and Nolan feels for the rest of the crew. White writes

that:

They were priest-academics and specialist members of the Church’s various
scientific and technical confraternities, and their laboratories had been as
cloistered as any monastery...But the people crowding in on them knew only
that they wore the uniform of the starship, with all that that implied, and
cared nothing for their ecclesiastic rank.**®

The atmosphere of faith also has an effect on the unbelievers on board the ship. Nolan
is purported to be an atheist, but his inner life shows residual elements of a Catholic
structure of feeling, not least in his insistence on categorising sins as either venial or
cardinal. O’Riordan reminds him that as an atheist Nolan does not commit venial sins,

he ‘collects minor bad habits instead.’**’

The mission of the Aisling Gheal is articulated as a colonial undertaking by
Queen Maeve before the launch of the starship. But once the Aisling Gheal begins to
move away from Earth O’Riordan, described as the ‘real captain’ earlier in the
narrative, begins to privilege the religious mission of the ship rather than Maeve’s
concern with spreading the Hibernian Empire into the stars. O’Riordan begins to
hermetically seal the craft as a means of stressing that psychologically they are no

longer part of Earth, remarking that ‘Ais/ling Gheal is the only world we have until we
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reach the new one.’*** O’Riordan compares the dedication of the crew to the ship to a
‘vocation to the priesthood’ and encourages those on the ship to take a voluntary vow
of silence.**! Adamant that the history of Earth must be left behind, that talking is
psychologically undesirable, and that the crew of the ship should spend their time
quietly contemplating the future, the Monsignor seeks to monopolise memory aboard
the ship, urging people not to speak of past events.**? Here, O’Riordan attempts to
rupture history’s persistent influence on the present. O’Riordan is positing a future
divorced from the past, in which the Christian religion survives as the only sense-
making system. If we apprehend White’s novel as an alternative modernity, this
moment finds an echo in Jameson’s assertion that moments of rupture in the narrative

of modernity require:

A powerful act of dissociation whereby the present seals off its past from
itself and expels and ejects it; an act without which neither the present nor
past truly exist, the past not yet fully constituted, the present still living on
within the force field of a past not yet over and done with.**

As the ship leaves behind the influence of the Hibernian Empire, O’Riordan’s rejection
of its culture continues. A screen shows a film beamed to the ship from Earth showing
the Tower of Tara and the Imperial City as a fanfare sounds, Queen Maeve briefing the
crew ‘to be about the business of God and Hibernia’, but O’Riordan rebels and orders
the signal interrupted. The speech is cut short as part of O’Riordan’s desire to sever
emotional ties with Earth. As soon as the connection is cut, O’Riordan reveals his true
plan. He announces: ‘Now I am giving orders, not advice. Henceforth you will
accustom yourselves to the idea that you are no longer of Earth, and you must believe
in this idea until you can accept it as you do your own name.’*** Like Dark Inferno, the
greater distance the starship moves away from the Earth, the more culture changes
aboard the ship. While most of the crew are in cold sleep, one watch-keeper is assigned
to a shift of three years, O’Riordan’s given reason for an enforced vow of silence as
psychological preparation for those keeping watch to develop habits of solitude and

quiet. O’Riordan warns that resuscitating a fellow officer is forbidden except for
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emergencies, the penalty for the contravention of this regulation described as ‘the

ultimate excommunication’, an ecclesiastical term for a ‘summary execution.”**>

As already discussed, Nolan is betrayed by O’Riordan, but returns to Earth
rather than confront the Monsignor, citing the stability of the nascent colony as a reason
to leave the alien race the Ull in the hands of a proselytising clergyman with a record
of reckless disregard for life in the pursuit of his Christian ideals. Although history is
shown as a contestable discipline in which competing ideologies clash in the face of the
unrepresentable absent cause of History, Nolan chooses the missionary Christian
narrative of O’Riordan. This section has attempted to contextualise this narrative
closure by examining the Catholic futures that White employs across his work. It has
located the nuns, priests and bishops of White’s fiction, suggesting that they represent
enforced bourgeois subjectivity in the mode of Catholic sexual morality, and serve to
frustrate the potential of science fiction’s cognitive estrangement to transcend these
limitations. For White, a Catholic perspective provides stability, and even an atheist can
share this belief. Having discussed how White’s work frustrates the transcendence of
these limitations, the chapter will now turn to the work of Shaw, in an attempt to locate
a critique of Unionism, and an attempt to transcend its limitations through science

fiction.

Bob Shaw and the Non-Aligned Identity.

This section will concentrate on Shaw’s novels Night Walk, Orbitsville, Orbitsville:
Departure, and Orbitsville: Judgement. It will discuss how Shaw uses science fiction
to attempt to transcend the two-traditions paradigm, by critiquing Unionism and
suggesting a future of abundance that will render imperialism and totalising identities
obsolete. This will be discussed as a manifestation of the non-aligned identity, a
tendency that Richard Kirkland detects in fictional representations of Northern Ireland.
It will also discuss how Shaw pushes beyond the limits of the form of the bourgeois
novel, depicting historical process as constantly in flux, and suggesting contingency

and subjectivity as integral elements to the process.
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Shaw’s first novel Night Walk contains numerous estrangements of Unionism
and colonialism, but is more ambiguous than White about its sympathies. The novel
takes place in a future in which Earth has established a means of travelling to other
planets through the utilisation of null-space, an ‘incomprehensible but not irrational’
geometry used as a means for a spacecraft to randomly jump to any position in the
universe. As outlined in Chapter One, Tallon works for the Block, a secret organisation
that agitates for the planet of Emm Luther to maintain a political link to Earth,
analogous to the wishes of Unionists to remain part of the United Kingdom. The
inhabitants of Emm Luther have established a semi-theocracy on the planet, but it is
unclear whether this is a tactical estrangement made to critique the Protestant or
Catholic state. Patrick Maume suggests that the target is the Catholic Papal monarchy,
Shaw’s choice of naming the group Lutherans a diplomatic choice to avoid making a
direct critique of Catholicism. Shaw also describes the Lutherans naming a planet they
discover Aitch Miihlenburg, a veiled reference to the German Lutheran and American

colonist Henry Miihlenburg.**¢

While there are ambiguities surrounding the analogous status of the Lutherans,
as already highlighted, the quotidian origin of the Block seems clearly to be an
estrangement of Ulster Unionism. According to Peter Shirlow and Mark McGovern, ‘in
terms of its ethnic construction, Unionism is explicitly linked to a sense of achievement,
in which the allegory of Protestant forefathers...importing civilisation to Ireland
continues to play a pivotal role.”**” We have already discussed this notion in Chapter
One as a manifestation of the ideologeme of development, and it is echoed again in the
narrative of Night Walk when a fellow prisoner and Block recruit speaks to Tallon with

the familiar Unionist themes of destiny and toil:

I came here from Louisiana when this planet was first reached. It wasn’t
called Emm Luther in those days, of course. I put a lifetime of hard work into
this world, and I love it. So when it broke away from the empire I worked to
bring it back to its true destiny.*®
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Another prisoner, Ed, gains Tallon’s admiration because of his inability to accept
defeat, echoing the phrase ‘no surrender’, coined by Edward Carson on Ulster Day in
1912, and a persistent utterance in Unionist discourse.*** The prison doctor informs
Tallon that ‘Ed was born on this planet, but he was very active in the old Unionist
movement at one time and didn’t have enough sense to quit when the Lutherans took
over.”**? Tallon brings up the notion of violence to his fellow prisoner, asking: ‘I take
it when you get down to the practical details of working to bring a world back to its true
destiny, the job includes getting rid of obstinate politicians?’**! In explaining the tactics
of the Block as sabotage and terrorism, Shaw gives the organisation a Loyalist rather
than a mainstream Unionist colouring, associated with paramilitary activity, an aspect
of the group that Tallon begins to question. Maume may be correct in detecting
Catholicism as the target in Shaw’s Emm Lutherans, but Shaw’s main target appears to
be the Block, described as a Unionist movement, their members making clear their
attachment to toil and development through hard work and promising no surrender to

the separatists.

Tallon’s ethical conundrum surrounding the violence of the Block creates
pressure on Shaw’s narrative. Indeed, Shaw’s concern with critiquing political violence
through his protagonist subscribes so many doubts about the Block to Tallon that it
becomes difficult for the narrative to cohere, it being unclear why he ever became
affiliated with the organisation in the first place. Tallon has doubts about the Block’s
project from the beginning of the narrative, citing the vastness of space as a barrier to
any attempts at a unified identity. Unlike White’s space-going Catholics, Shaw
questions the ability for continuity—religious, political or otherwise—in the face of

such expanse.

Outer space has been brought within the reach of humanity by the discovery of
null-space. Where habitable planets are discovered, portals are constructed that enable
other craft to follow by a process referred to as ‘flicker-transit’, during which the subject
1s unconscious. Through these means worlds are colonised and trade lanes established.

Tallon muses that:
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Eighty thousand portals there were between here and Earth, representing
unaccountable millions of light years; curtains of star systems, layer upon
layer of them, made it impossible to pick out even the loose cluster of which
Sol was a part. Too far; much too far. Loyalties were stretched too thin over
those distances. Earth, the need for new portals, the Block—at this distance,
what did it all mean?*#

Following the discovery of null-space, Tallon suggests that a unifying identity based
on territory is impossible, that the loyalties inspired by the identitarian imperative begin
to dissolve under the pressure, echoing Thomas Richards’s remark that ‘an empire is
by definition and default a nation in overreach, one nation that has gone too far, a nation
that has taken over too many countries too far away from home to control them
effectively.”**? For Tallon, the exploration of interstellar space should put an end to
political strife. Having escaped from prison, Tallon walks through the ‘neat bungalows’
of the Emm Luther town of Testament, marvelling at how ‘Earth-like’ the surroundings

are, prompting him to ask himself:

Why should a man choose one planet and say, this now I will put above all
others? If he survived the psychic disembowelment of the flicker-transits and
arrived on yet another miraculous green orb, why shouldn’t that be enough?
Why carry with him the paraphernalia of political allegiances, doctrinal
conflicts, imperialism, the Block?**

For Tallon, the potential of null-space is not being fully utilised. In Tallon’s view the
conflicts of imperialism can be resolved by the potential access to abundance that null-

space offers, the possibility of unlimited verdant worlds on which humanity can expand.

Tallon seems unaware that the myth of expansion is a foundation of imperialism
itself, a means of resolving contradictions in the metropolitan society by exporting them
to other territories.*> He laments the lack of a philosophical shift to match the

potentiality of null-space, complaining that travelling through null-space is:

The only form of travel ever devised that doesn’t broaden the mind. People
shunt their bodies right across the galaxy, but mentally they’re still inside the
orbit of Mars. If they were made to sweat it out without shots, to feel
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themselves being spread thinner and thinner, to know what flicker-transits
really mean—then things might be different.*

For Tallon, if the subject were conscious during the process of travelling through null-
space, the true philosophical import of the process would be revealed. Tallon
apprehends null-space as a technique with the potential to access a liminal space
between Earth culture and a future way of life as yet undefined. This idea of an
undefined cultural space finds an analogue in anthropology. Victor Turner draws from
Arnold Van Gennep’s study of pre-modern societies to suggest three stages in rites of
passage: separation, margin and aggregation. Separation involves the detachment of the
individual from an earlier fixed point in the social structure. This results in the
emergence of a liminal point in which the state of the ritual subject is ambiguous, after
which aggregation reunites the subject with the culture in a new state.**” Tallon’s
suggestion implies that such a liminal space exists when travelling through null-space.
Tallon hopes that cognisance of the implications of this liminal space would lead to the

advent of a new state of being once the null-space traveller arrived at their destination.

But this appeal to the construction of a liminal space between identities also
echoes Kirkland’s description of a non-aligned identity in Northern Irish culture.
According to Kirkland, this actually constitutes a third identity that is reliant on the
Protestant/Catholic divide for its potency, while in the same moment insistent that this

binary must be transcended. According to Kirkland:

The seductive power of this ideology derives from its coherence, its assertion
of a third way beyond binary oppositions of Northern Irish life; and yet it is,
at the same time, entirely dependent on—and therefore must continually
reassert—this vision of eternal atavism it simultaneously wishes to dismiss in
order to justify its own position.**®

For Kirkland, such a position remains unable to comprehend or critique the inequalities
of power that intersect the sectarian divide, for doing so would disrupt the binary with

which the non-aligned identity draws its power.**’ Just as Tallon’s means of
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superseding imperialism relies on an imperialist notion of expansion, Kirkland sees the
non-aligned identity as complicit with the march of postmodern capitalism, a thought
echoed in Brian Graham’s remark that the Unionist privileging of the link to Britain
over all other concerns was shown to be bankrupt in the light of the emergence of the
European Union as a global power.**® For Kirkland, the non-aligned identity as it is
expressed in Northern Irish literature, is constantly frustrated by the limits of the
bourgeois novel, manifesting in an inability to imagine an alternative reality to that of
sectarian division, leaving the novels ‘poised uneasily between the known and the

unknown.’#!

The non-aligned identity in Northern Irish fiction often ignores the British
component to the conflict in the region. This is demonstrated in MacLaverty’s Lamb
when Michael meets a man in a pub in London who admits he used to be in the British
Army only after Michael declares his ‘loathing of all factions of the war in Ulster.”*5?
Colin Bateman’s comedic crime novels typify another aspect of the non-aligned identity
in their grotesque parodies of the aesthetics of working class sectarianism on both sides
of the divide. Bateman’s fictional town of Crossmaheart in the novel Cycle of Violence
is used to offer a bourgeois critique of Catholic and Protestant identities by dissolving
their differences. Crossmaheart has been built as an overspill town for the Belfast
population from both communities. Bateman writes that ‘nothing very much concerned
them, besides fighting and rowing and collecting their unemployment cheques’ and that
the council had ‘transferred scum from slums into scum with immersion heaters.’*%
Bateman’s crime narrative involves the journalist Miller investigating the abuse of his
girlfriend Marie and the death of her ex-boyfriend. Miller’s inquiries involve interviews

with representatives on both sides of the two-traditions paradigm, allowing Bateman to

pass judgement on the hypocrisies on both sides.

When change that dissolves static identities is acknowledged in the novels of

Glenn Patterson, it arrives with the onset of postmodern, multinational capitalism. In
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Fat Lad, Drew returns to Belfast from England to work for Bookstore, a multinational
bookselling chain. Belfast is described as ‘in the process of casting itself anew’,
Patterson listing global chains such as Next, Body Shop and Tie Rack to demonstrate.*>*
Again, Drew’s non-aligned identity rests on condemnation of the aesthetics of working
class sectarianism on both sides. At university, Drew’s iconoclastic identity is described
as ‘a welcome change from the ardent republicans and staunch loyalists and their
coteries of Irish wannabees.’**> While back in Belfast, Drew sees the collection of wood
for a July bonfire and reflects: ‘The working class Protestant’s annual burnt offering to
the great dead hand of Ulster Loyalism which had kept them, as much as their Catholic
neighbours, in their slummy places for half a century while erecting the vast, mausolean
pit of Stormont.’**® Indeed, the conflict is depicted as a tourist attraction when the
English Bookstore executive James arrives, Drew contemplating that seeing the sights
in Belfast involves ‘a ghoulish fairground ride up the Shankill and down the Falls,
gawping at murals and fortified bars’ and James concluding that he expected ‘more
destruction frankly.**” Drew’s presence in Belfast is dependent upon the vagaries of
global capitalism, and when Bookstore merges with a Swiss chain, the Belfast branch
closes and he returns to England.**® The novel ends with Drew and a Bangladeshi man
witnessing the disposal of a bomb from World War II in a park in Northern England,
this narrative closure suggesting multinational capitalism, a globalised world and the

resulting fluid identities will displace the two-traditions paradigm.*>

This notion also becomes the organising principle of Patterson’s Black Night at
Big Thunder Mountain, its protagonist Raymond abandoning his life as a Belfast
Loyalist in order to travel for building work throughout the European Union. Again,
Raymond is used to position the conflict in Northern Ireland as parochial compared to
global developments. Patterson writes ‘it was 1967, the globe was contracting under
2460

the all-seeing eye of the satellite, but Belfast was still world enough for him.

Raymond’s eventual acceptance of globalisation leads to a job constructing Euro
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Disney in Paris. Patterson’s description of the site suggests an indeterminate space
between national identities. Pieces of wood act as signs between the lots designating
‘O’Connell, Sauciehall Street, Scheiss Strasse, Piccadilly Circus’, West African
labourers work alongside Americans and Europeans, and Moroccan music leaks from
the headphones of a Taiwanese Walkman.*®! Patterson proposes hybridised identities
based on consumption, the German canteen assistant Ilse Klein whistles the Irish rebel
song ‘Kevin Barry’, having heard the tune while drinking in Irish bars in Berlin.*%?
Flashback sequences to Ilse’s life in a post-Berlin Wall Germany signify Patterson’s
critique of exhausted utopian horizons, as does the character Sam, a heavy
amphetamine user who grew up in a commune in the United States, and whose
obsession with Disney is proposed as a kind of rebellion against the counterculture of
the 1960s.%* Patterson critiques the two-traditions paradigm by dissolving the identities
of Raymond, Sam and Ilse into the globalised identity based on consumption that
Disney represents. Patterson seems to suggest that the real commune is Euro Disney, a
corporate entity with the necessary fluidity with which to encompass all identities, so
long as identity is tempered with a postmodern scepticism. Sam’s acceptance of fluid
identities is amphetamine induced and results in a vision of a world ‘suddenly multiple
and mosaic, teeming with possibility and chance’, with Sam realising that ‘there was
more than one way of looking at everything.’*** However, Sam’s vision grows
increasingly narrow, and it is his excessive identification with the Disney brand—
causing him to threaten to blow up the Big Thunder Mountain Railroad ride at Euro

Disney—that leads to his death at the novel’s hallucinatory climax.*®’

Patterson’s The International also attempts to push beyond the two-traditions
paradigm by centring its narrative on a bi-sexual barman Danny. Danny’s status as the
son of a Catholic and Protestant whose ‘native faiths had somehow cancelled each other
out’ echoes the love across the divide theme discussed earlier in the chapter.*
Patterson draws from history in the novel, the narrative being set on the eve of the first

meeting of the Northern Ireland Civil Rights Association 1967 in the International
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Hotel where it took place. In the novel The International hotel represents what Michel
Foucault terms a ‘heterotopia’, a non-space in which identity can be recreated.*®’ In this
spirit Patterson writes ‘forget the cinema...in a hotel you could act out the fantasy
yourself.”*®® Ultimately the framing of the Civil Rights movement as the origin of the
Troubles, and the movement’s association with the heterotopia of the hotel, suggests
that the ideals of the movement were unrealistic in the concrete world outside the hotel.
The novel, written in response to the 1994 ceasefire by the LR.A. and other
paramilitaries, tends to fall into the circular fatalism detected in other Northern Irish
realist novels earlier in this chapter. There is also a sense of Irish exceptionalism in its
depiction of the footballing legend Ted Connolly recounting a friend’s trip to Dublin
during the Easter Rising commemorations in 1966. Connolly’s friend declared that the
Irish were ‘walking backwards into the seventies’ and he compares this with the soccer
world cup held in the same year when nationalities that were at war with each other two
decades before could put differences aside and celebrate the event together.*®® Again,
Patterson uses a globalised institution to represent an opportunity to efface identity, but
only if the Irish preoccupation with history can be overcome. Ironically, the novel’s
resolution hinges on remembering, with Danny contemplating the killing of the
Catholic barman Peter Ward and remarking that ‘we’re powerful people for

remembering here, I hope that’s one thing we don’t forget.”*”°

Kirkland suggests that Northern Irish novels tend to a technique of naturalism
that Lukacs points to as a symptom of the failure of the 1848 European revolutions,
after which the bourgeoisie began to tend to its own narrow class interests instead of
agitating for general emancipation. In the novels considered here, this narrow bourgeois
class interest manifests in the acceptance of globalised capitalism as a solution to the
deadlock of identity in Northern Ireland. But if we accept Freedman’s thesis about the
possibilities for science fiction to transcend such limitations, it might be suggested that
Shaw’s novel stands as a critique of bourgeois norms. We have already considered the
Block as an estrangement of Unionism, Tallon’s rejection of their program a

recognition of the impossibility of the persistence of identity over the vast expanse of
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space. In a moment, the thesis will consider Shaw’s Orbitsville series as an instance of
the author transcending the limitations of the bourgeois novel in the way that Freedman
suggests. But as the narrative of Night Walk comes to a climax, it might be suggested
that Shaw leaves little room to speculate about what comes after all identities, including

the non-aligned identity, cease to have relevance.

Having performed a random jump in his ship, the Lyle Star, to avoid a laser
weapon fired by the Lutherans, Tallon is stranded with his Lutheran nemesis
Cherkassky and attempts to impress the logic of the non-aligned identity upon him.
Tallon tries to convince his enemy that, with no prospect of ever finding Earth, there is
no reason to carry on their ideologically-motivated vendetta. Despite the fact that he
was aboard the Lyle Star when his allies fired, Cherkassky continues to fight and is
killed by Tallon.*”! The tendency for Tallon to question binary identities increases when
he discovers a means of jumping through null-space to any selected point in the galaxy,
a discovery that removes the random element from the procedure, an innovation that
Tallon feels will allow Earth access to an infinite number of habitable planets,

increasing the potential for material abundance.

Reaching Earth, Tallon is threatened with destruction by Seely, his superior in
the Block. Tallon loses his patience, Shaw writing that ‘those 35,000 light-years had
drained him of the last vestiges of tolerance for the politico-military system in which
he had spent most of his life.”*’? Tallon suggests a future in which the class that Seely
represents has become irrelevant, the discovery of null-space astrogation severing the

link between identity and place irreparably. Tallon tells Seeley:

You are out of date...you and the portals and the Block are all part of ancient
history. From now on we are through squabbling over a handful of worlds
found by pure chance. Every planet in the galaxy is open to us, and there is
going to be room for everybody. Even for you and your kind Seely, although
you’ll have to change. Nobody is going to stay and play soldiers in your
backyard when a hundred thousand new planets are out there for living on.*"

Empire is suggested as anachronistic when compared with the discovery of a means to

plot a direction through null-space, replacing a reliance on random chance with rational
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choice. Tallon reads into his discovery the resolution of contradictions in the sheer
volume of territory available for human expansion, the dissolving of what Kirkland
describes as the classic opposition of personal responsibility and communal affiliation
‘recontextualised by the looming presence of a mode of being that will render both
alternatives redundant.’*’* For Kirkland, the irresistible mode of being in Northern Irish
fiction is postmodern capitalism, a force that promises to dissolve all identities and
replace stasis with flux. In Shaw’s novel, the irresistible mode becomes expanse, the

discovery of more territory allowing for the resolution of conflicts on the home planet.

The narrative of Night Walk closes at this point, Tallon’s discovery yet to be
disseminated to wider humanity, and the question still open as to what Earth will
achieve having further populated the universe. Tallon concludes that ‘the mother world
would grow old some day, and become infertile; but by then her children would have
grown up around her, tall and strong and fair. And they would be many.’*’* Although
Tallon’s admonition of Seely could be read as an anti-imperial resolution to the
narrative, enabled by an advance in technology, Tallon’s imagination once again falls
back on imperial figures. The resolution of the novel suggests a colonial future for
humanity in outer space as the Earth becomes uninhabitable, insinuating that the rate of
extraction and environmental exploitation would remain unaffected by the fresh
perspective that null-space astrogation affords. The control of null-space remains
merely a means for accessing new territories for human expansion. Shaw’s attempt to
describe a form of life after the discovery of null-space astrogation turns to the
ideological closure of a benign colonialism, an attempt to suggest that colonialism can
be practised more humanely as long as those perpetrating it are possessed of the correct

amount of heroism and individualism.

Tallon’s narrative trajectory moves from an identification with Unionism, and
a group affiliation with the Block, to the emergence of a non-aligned individual subject
who rejects all identity formations. This rejection results in the embracing of human
expansion without limit. Given that Shaw’s narrative ends here, it might be useful to

look at some of Shaw’s texts in which the narrative begins with the discovery of
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abundance and the rejection of centralised power, and build to more exaggerated

estrangements of human society as it populates other areas of the universe.

One such novel is Shaw’s later trilogy Orbitsville, which begins on a future
Earth under the rule of a monarchy. Vance Garamond is a captain in the Starflight
Exploratory Team, an organisation whose aim is to find habitable planets for the Queen
of Iceland, the country having become the major industrial power on Earth.*’®

Garamond muses on the power of the queen early in the novel, Shaw telling us that:

At quiet moments on the bridge of his ship Garamond had often thought
about how the sheer massiveness of her power had locally deformed the
structure of language in exactly the same way as a giant sun was able to twist
space around itself so that captive worlds, though believing themselves to be
travelling in straight lines, were held in orbit.*”’
This image of monarchical and imperial power explains why Garamond’s search for
other planets is expressed in terms of colonialism, or even fascism, Shaw referring to
the process as a ‘quest for lebensraum.’*’® But the colonial adventure of which
Garamond is a part is coming to an end, Shaw telling us that ‘they were all dressed up
with a superb ship. But a century of exploration by the vast Starlight armada had proved
one thing. There was nowhere to go.”*”” However, as mentioned in Chapter One, when
Garamond is forced to flee the Earth following his involvement in an accident that
causes the death of the Queen’s son, he makes a discovery with transformative potential

for relations on Earth, a colossal sphere he christens Orbitsville that could resolve

economic and political contradictions on Earth.

Shaw’s narrative describes a colonial encounter with a fresh world ripe for
expansion. Unlike a planet, it is the inner circumference of Orbitsville that is habitable,
the view afforded rendering the whole territory visible from any position within the
sphere. As highlighted in Chapter One, from this vantage point, Garamond’s identity is

immediately dissolved in the expanse of green grass and shimmering water, only

476 Shaw uses Iceland as a location in another story ...And Isles Where Good Men Lie’ which will be
discussed later. Given that his stories set in Iceland contain no geographically-specific information, it
might be suggested that the attraction of the country for Shaw as a location lay in the close resemblance
of the word Iceland and Ireland.
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returning when his partner Lieutenant Kramer crawls into the sphere.*®” Garamond sees
‘ancient buildings, low and ruinous’, the first sign that the sphere might already be
inhabited, unseen because ‘time had robbed them of the appearance of artefacts,
clothing the walls with moss and climbing grasses.”*®! Despite these signs of habitation,
and the potential that the whole sphere is an artificial construction, Garamond and
Kraemer immediately apprehend the sphere in colonial terms as territory to be claimed,
Kraemer suggesting that they are looking at ‘as much living room as you’d get on a
million Earths.”**? Garamond increases this estimation of territorial abundance they
have happened upon to ‘five billion Earths’, to which Kraemer replies ‘one each for
every man, woman and child in existence.”*** Like Shaw’s earlier novel Night Walk,
the narrative of Orbitsville apprehends abundance as a resolution to contradictions on
Earth. As the territory for human expansion increases, Garamond hopes that the power

of the Queen described earlier will dissipate.

This notion of an empty world ripe for colonisation could be suggested as a
reference to the colonisation of America. Indeed, Brian Aldiss suggests that the work
of Shaw is the most mid-Atlantic of science fiction writers produced in the United
Kingdom.*** However, it could be suggested that the similarities between the author’s
work and American science fiction also lies in the shared histories of Northern Ireland
and North America. According to Jonathan Bardon, for some time Ulster and North
America were equal in their attraction to settlers from England and Scotland, with
Ireland positioned as the easterly island of Britain’s Atlantic Empire. Bardon states that
‘as late as 1680 the physician and cartographer Sir William Petty could not make up his
mind whether America or Ireland offered the better prospect.’**® For Bardon an echo of
this is found in the place-name of town Virginia in Cavan, in the seventeenth century a
part of Ulster. Bardon suggests that ‘Virginia in America and Virginia in Co. Cavan
were founded at the same time and in the same spirit.”**® Both were named after Queen

Elizabeth I, dubbed the ‘virgin queen’ because of her sexual abstinence, linking the idea

40 Orbitsville, p. 63.

#1 Tbid., pp. 63-64.

%2 Tbid., p. 64.

43 Thid., p. 64.

484 Trillion Year Spree, pp. 479-480.
45 Plantation of Ulster, p. 317.

46 Tbid., p. 317.

135



of a pure queen to an unsullied land. As Bardon points out, the planting of Ulster and
the colonisation of America were often compared, one commentator suggesting that the
planting of Ulster would bring more good to the King than ten times as much land in
the Virginia in the Americas.**’ According to Bardon, the Scotch-Irish took their

experiences in Ireland and used them to:

Play a pivotal role in the shaping of the United States. They and their
forebears had long experience of building fortifications in hostile territory, of
felling timber and clearing the land for the plough and of engaging
woodkerne, tories, raparees and other native Irish who resented their
intrusion. They were to become energetic pioneers in the ‘back country’,
pushing the frontiers of European settlement in North America inexorably
westwards. *5#

In this way, the colonisation of America and Ireland share a similar rhetorical space,
with the hardships encountered in uncivilised environs said to improve the character of

those at the vanguard of the process of colonisation.

According to Bardon, the plantation of Ulster was held to be just on the grounds
that the land was relatively uninhabited.**® Bardon suggests that in the Ulster
plantations ‘prospective planters had been assured that the lands they had applied for
were ‘utterly depopulated’, but that ‘soon they found that this was not so.”*’* In these
terms, Garamond and Kraemer’s encounter with Orbitsville also enacts what John
Rieder calls a fantasy of appropriation. Science fiction has one of its roots in lost-race
fiction, a form that provided the foundation for the fantasy of appropriation that the
discoverer’s fantasy enacts, the notion that there is a previously inaccessible ‘virgin
territory’ to be exploited by the explorer. Rieder draws from Slavoj Zizek to propose
various ‘ideological fantasies’ in the colonial mindset, shielding attitudes that are
disavowed in theory but supported in practice.**! In the fantasy of appropriation, or the
discoverer’s fantasy, it is known that a particular land is occupied, but the invader acts
as if it were empty before their arrival. For Rieder, science fiction and the colonial

mindset are inseparable, the form bearing ‘the persistent traces of a stubbornly visible
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colonial scenario beneath its fantastic script.”**? Rieder positions the form as coming
into being in countries most heavily involved in imperialist projects, with the suggestion
that, with the volume of unexplored territory on Earth shrinking rapidly, science fiction
writers invented other exotic places or turned their eyes towards the planets rather than

colonies overseas.*”?

In Shaw’s Orbitsville, the immensity of Orbitsville and its apparent emptiness
enacts a fantasy of appropriation that, like Tallon’s hope for null-space in Night Walk,
expresses a desire that the amount of land available will resolve any contradictions in
the system of private property back on Earth.*** There is conflict between the Queen
and Garamond about the connection of the new world to the nation in whose name it
was found. A struggle ensues over naming the world, the Queen designating it
Lindstromland, after her own family name, with Garamond insisting on calling the
sphere Orbitsville. The Queen is determined to appropriate the land in line with
capitalist modes of extraction and exploitation, insisting on parcelling up and selling
land on Orbitsville, but for Garamond the sheer size of the planet makes the idea of

exploitation and property obsolete.

Marx discusses a similar tension in the early colonisation of America,
suggesting that the truth about capitalist relations were discovered in the act of
colonisation. Marx references a colonist who arrived in America with seed and workers
to set up a business, but soon found himself with perishing seeds and no workers,
because the social system that supported capitalism had not yet been transported to the
new world, demonstrating that ‘capital is not a thing, but a social relation between
persons which is mediated through things.’**> Garamond resists the imposition of the

social relations of Earth, suggesting that:

Even if it wasn’t a disguised land charge, the transportation fee should be
abolished...because we now have all the land we can use. In those
circumstances it is intolerable that there should be any kind of economic
brake on the natural and instinctive flow of people towards the new land.**®
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Like Tallon, in critiquing the Queen’s monetisation of bringing colonists to the sphere,
Garamond reaches towards a post-scarcity future, where a natural human inclination to

pursue freedom from necessity is dependent on colonial expansion.

But there is also ambiguity surrounding Garamond’s conception of Orbitsville.

Garamond is also prey to the same feelings of ownership as the Queen, admitting that:

The weirdest thing about it is that I feel possessive...I keep lecturing people
about the inconceivable size of Orbitsville, telling them that it couldn’t be
controlled by a thousand Starflight corporations—yet I have a gut-feeling it’s
my personal property.*’’

Garamond suggests that the entire population of an overcrowded Earth should be
moved to the sphere, seeing the discovery of Orbitsville as offering a technologically-
enhanced egalitarian future, the planet becoming the ultimate frontier, in Shaw’s words
‘...a place where a man and his family could load up a solar-powered vehicle with
supplies, plus an “iron cow” to convert grass into food, and drive off into a green
infinity.”4%%

At this point in the text, the horizon of the narrative is suspended at the same
point as the closure of Night Walk. Orbitsville represents the chance to enact a kinder
colonialism that echoes the fantasy of appropriation, an ideological closure that
suggests that given the circumstances, colonialism can be revisited as a benign
enterprise, territorial abundance inspiring a new sense of commonly held land, while
also encouraging the rugged individuality of the American pioneer or the Northern Irish

planter.

But running alongside this sense in Orbitsville is the radical assumption of
mutability that Freedman argues for science fiction as a genre, an assumption that
positions terms such as the ‘economic’ as contingent and dependent on historical
processes. In Orbitsville, Shaw pushes the cognitive estrangement further than in his

first novel. The close of the narrative of Orbitsville posits a future where the variable
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contradictions of identity and class struggle are dissolved in abundance, the logic of

non-alignment imposed through the sheer scale of the available land. Shaw writes:

Time is a measurement of change, evolution is a product of competition—
concepts which were without meaning or relevance in the context of the Big
0. Absolved of the need to fight or flee, to feel hunger or fear, to build or
destroy, to hope or to dream, humanity had to cease being human—even
though metamorphosis could not take place within a single season.**

This realm of freedom from necessity that has been created through the discovery of
Orbitsville has even rendered evolution obsolete. Shaw describes a slow transformation
of humanity as it adapts to the new reality of abundance. At first ‘a thousand new
nations were born’ on Orbitsville, all ‘free to develop and flower in their own separate
ways’, but the immensity of the sphere dissolves the need for nationalism, a symptom
of the old social order, as well as the practice of trade between Earth and Orbitsville.
The novel ends with the lines ‘the quietness of the last long Sunday fell over an entire

region of space. Orbitsville had achieved its purpose.’*

Although the close of the narrative suggests stasis, as humanity is absorbed by
the expanses of Orbitsville, the radical estrangement of Shaw’s novel privileges a
critical perspective that acknowledges change and continuity, while alerting the reader
to the historical forces that define the social structure, suggesting human history as
contingent and mutable.’*! Orbitsville builds on the non-aligned narrative of Tallon in
Night Walk by suggesting what would happen if unlimited resources were at the
disposal of humanity. In this way, Shaw’s novel overcomes the limitations of the
bourgeois novel that Kirkland discusses, suggesting a historical process in which static
identities are dissolved in the flux of History. This sense of historical process pushes
the conclusion of the narrative past the restricted horizon of the bourgeois novel by
suggesting a posthuman future.’*? Orbitsville dissolves static identities reliant on a
static sense of history, Shaw highlighting the process that would end sectarianism

without putting the onus on individual morality.
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Any implied stasis in the closure of the narrative of Orbitsville is undone by the
remaining two novels of the series, with Shaw utilising the future-oriented aspect of
science fiction to reflect further historical processes changing human relations on
Orbitsville. The narrative of 1983’s Orbitsville Departure opens two centuries after
Orbitsville at Garamond Park, Vance Garamond having become a lauded historical
figure. Garamond’s colonial awe as he climbed through the Orbitsville portal and
witnessed the ‘grassy infinities’ within, has become reified history in the shape of a
bronze statue in the park. The conflict between the Queen and Garamond around the
naming of Orbitsville has been rendered irrelevant, the sphere commonly referred to as
Optima Thule. The prehistory of the sphere is reckoned as lying twenty thousand years
before, when a race referred to as the Primers discovered the structure and attempted to
impose the logic of ownership upon it by sealing all entrances to its interior bar one.’%*
Although the closure of Orbitsville points to the inevitability of an anarchistic future
given the scale of the structure, the social relations of Earth have begun to be instituted,
with the establishment of the Optima Thule Metagovernment to regulate the sphere and

its relationship with Earth.>*

Despite the suggestion of stasis at the close of the earlier novel, historical forces
have not ceased, signalled by the historian Cona Dallen, who is writing a monograph
on the history of Judean settlements on Orbitsville.’® The nationalism that was claimed
as superseded in the first novel is still recurrent. Cona Dallen researches her book 7he
Second Diaspora, and asks herself whether ‘the fate of a single nation is a truly
insignificant fleck in the vast mosaic of history.”>% Her husband reflects on the
imbroglios of history, concluding that ‘Cona, as a professional historian, had the sort
of mind which could cope with vast areas of complexity, confusion and conflict,
whereas he yearned for a dawn-time simplicity which was never forthcoming.’**” The
dawn-time simplicity that Dallen yearns for is an echo of the earlier novel’s suggestion

of stasis, a resolution to conflict that never arrives.
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Back on Earth there is an attempt to preserve the planet as a tourist destination
for inhabitants of Optima Thule, an enactment of the domination of the present by the

past in bourgeois society as it begins to colonise the new territory.’?® Dallen muses:

In the early years of the migrations, for example, nobody had planned
actually to abandon the cities of the home world and let them sink into decay.
There had been too big an investment in time. Mankind’s very soul lingered
in the masonry of the great conurbations, and hundreds of them—from York
to New York, Paris to Peking—had been designated as cultural shrines,
places to which Earth’s children would return from time to time and reaffirm
their humanity.’%

This reification of history comes in the shape of fragments of older identities. In the
cities of these simulacra of the past of human society, the streets are periodised, each
one referring to a particular decade of the preceding two centuries. Shaw describes 1990
Street, where ‘solid images of cars and other vehicles—all of late 20" Century design—
moved purposefully ahead of him, and seemingly real people in the costume of the

period thronged the sidewalks and went in and out of stores.’>'”

But the future-oriented aspect of the science fiction narrative form allows Shaw
to transcend the horizon of the bourgeois novel. Shaw suggests that the abundance of

Orbitsville has resulted in a decrease in crime. Shaw writes:

In the two centuries since the discovery of Optima Thule, to give Orbitsville
its constitutional name, there had been a general and steady decrease in
traditional crime. Most crimes had involved property in one way or another,
and as the race had been absorbed by a land area equivalent to five billion
Earths—enough to support every intelligent creature in the galaxy—the basic
motivations had faded away. Keeping pace with that change, many vast and
complicated legal structures had become as obsolete as barbed wire, and
progressively fallen into disuse.*'!

Shaw points to the origin of crime in the structure of property relations, rather than in
the individual subject, with the result that the extreme abundance of Orbitsville renders

prisons obsolete.
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In the Orbitsville sequels then, historical process continues, while an adulterated
access to History in Althusserian terms remains impossible. The history of the
discovery of Orbitsville outlined in the first novel has become reified in statues and the
ghostly simulacra of past centuries. Where the process of History continues is in the

changing human relationship to the material world.

This process also continues on Earth away from the simulacra of bygone eras.
The discovery of Orbitsville has led to the relative emptying of Earth, but the end of
history that the first novel seemed to propose has proved illusory, class struggle
continuing on the abandoned Earth. Those who refuse to be coerced into leaving have
formed themselves into communities and, calling themselves Independents, are barely
subsiding on what humanity has left behind. An Independent named Beaumont, who
feels that they are not getting enough support from the Metagovernment, is questioned
by Cora Dallen’s policeman husband (referred to simply as Dallen by Shaw). Dallen
refers to the irony of a group calling themselves Independents looking for help from the
government, but Beaumont replies ‘we made a contribution’, suggesting that to the
Independents Orbitsville is still inextricably linked to conditions on Earth, the planet
whose social structure and mode of production enabled the mass emigration that
emptied the Earth.’'?> Dallen presumes coercive force on the part of the Independents,

proposing that:

There were parts of the world where human labour had again become
valuable, where the petty chieftains of the new age—men who could feel
their power growing as Orbitsville lost interest in Earth—prevented their
slave subjects from taking the big trip.’'?

But the policeman is forced to reappraise his perception of the Independents as ‘mulish
disgruntled adults’ when he tracks Beaumont to an Independent community, the
presence of children alerting him to the fact that these communities are more complex
than he suspected and not based primarily on domination but on collectivity. The city
of Cordele had been kept depopulated for a year, the time limit after which the people
who decide to reside there are considered non-existent by the Metagovernment. Dallen

realises that ‘children were bound to arrive, officially non-existent children,
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disenfranchised, not entitled to education or even the most rudimentary health care.’>'*

Although unacknowledged by the Metagovernment, history continues on Earth, with
groups of dissidents forging new strategic identities by banding together in the cities
for mutual support. Although Orbitsville had been proposed a means of resolving
contradictions in the abundance of newly-available territory, on a planet Earth with a
surfeit of empty land, a class struggle continues between the government and a class of

people left on Earth.

The inhabitants of Orbitsville are still unable to comprehend the totality of
which they are a part; the foundation of necessity that defines their social structure
remains a mystery, feeding into anxieties about how permanent the structure is. Shaw
writes that visitors and new settlers are uneasy at the thought that ‘without the enclosing
skin of ylem, the enigmatic material of which the vast sphere was formed, the inner
layer of rock, soil and vegetation would quickly succumb to instabilities and fly apart.’
But long-standing residents of Orbitsville, who trust in the durability of their home, do
not share this anxiety, and presume its stability.’!> Despite two centuries of examining
the substance that makes up the shell of the sphere, the science of ‘spherology’ has had
no success in solving the enigma of Orbitsville. Shaw writes that ‘after millions of man-
hours of study, spherologists knew the material’s thickness, its albedo, its index of
friction, and very little more.”>'® Spherology is described as a field offering ‘less to

pragmatic researchers than to poets and mystics.”>!”

Shaw’s imaginary science of spherology shares a similar narrative space to
Polish science fiction author Stanislav Lem’s science of Solaristics from his 1961 novel
Solaris. In Lem’s novel, the science of Solaristics concerns the study of a vast sentient
ocean that constitutes the planet Solaris, which communicates by reflecting human
thoughts and memories back onto the scientists who are attempting to understand it.
Like the mystical connotations of the science of spherology, the science of Solaristics

is framed by the scientist Muntius as something akin to a religious revival.>'® For
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Freedman, Lem’s novel is an attempt to problematise pre-critical common sense and to
point to the impossibility of establishing an unproblematic theory of reality, the critic
stressing that Lem’s target is dogmatic positivism rather than science itself. Writing on
Solaris, Freedman suggests that science fiction has the ability to incorporate
philosophical speculation in a way lacking in the post-1848 realist novel. For Freedman,
Solaristics points to the ‘dialectic provisionality of all genuine knowledge and

cognition’ even in so-called hard sciences.’"

It is this notion of provisionality that Shaw develops in the Orbitsville trilogy,
as the limitations of the science of spherology undermine the non-aligned stance that
informed the colonisation of Orbitsville. The inhabitants of Orbitsville are visited by a
green radiance that sweeps across the sphere, the spherologist Cavendish apprehending
the globe in a religious mode, seeing it as a manifestation of a divine engineer. Although
he ruminates on the fact that soon humanity will disappear into the interior of the
‘infinite meadows’ of the sphere, the green light that begins pulsing through its surface
has equal implications for everyone on the globe, rendering the inhabitants a collective
subject once more.*?’ The substance ylem that makes up the sphere had been thought
to be inert, but as it becomes agitated and lights up, the spherologist’s scientific
instruments start to fail. Dallen arrives at Orbitsville after a trip to Earth and sees that
‘the enigmatic material of its shell—black, immutable, totally inert in two centuries of
mankind’s experience—was suffused with a pulsing green light.” The previously-
thought immutable shell of Orbitsville is proved mutable. For Freedman, this
recognition of mutability is science fiction’s critical strength, which Shaw enforces by
suggesting that Dallen possessed ‘a primitive unquestioning faith in its permanence and
immutability’ but that ‘now the unthinkable was happening.’**! Those who have
presumed stasis and articulated an identity based on a solid sense of place are thrown
into crisis by events on Orbitsville. An identity based on history and place becomes
provisional when the foundation that underpins it is undermined and historic process

continues.
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At the closure of the narrative, Shaw pushes this provisionality, the sphere
disappearing completely as Dallen, waiting to dock just outside the planet’s orbit, looks
on in awe at the green glow of Orbitsville with ‘superstitious awe.”>*? An entity appears
and makes contact with Dallen, identifying itself as an Ultan, the race that created
Orbitsville. The Ultan tell Dallen that the universe they inhabit is not Totality, that there
are four dimensions: two travelling into the past, and two travelling into the future.
Reality is explained as consisting of gravitons, relating of matter, and mindons, relating
to the mind. Matter relies on mindons in order to facilitate action and drive history
forward, a reference to Hegelian philosophy prefigured earlier in the novel when Dallen
is accused by Silvia London of being a dialectical materialist, the branch of philosophy
developed by Marx and Engels by drawing from Hegel’s dialectics.’** The Ultan states
that ‘it is the thinker in the quietness of his study who draws the remotest galaxies back
from the shores of night.”>?* Orbitsville is revealed to Dallen as an instrument with
which to gather mindons to relocate to a parallel universe that has an overabundance of
gravitons. As such, Orbitsville becomes, not a device to promote the stasis of a non-
aligned identitarian future, but a means of instilling mindon identity into inert gravitons,
bringing more sectors of the universe within the sway of historical process and human
identity formation. Struggle even exists amongst the apparently supernatural entities,
another Ultan making its presence known to Dallen and objecting to attempts to impose
will upon a Totality that should be left alone to evolve. The unfolding of history is not
posited as inevitable, but must be completed through praxis. At the close of the
narrative, Dallen is asked to be that praxis, by propelling a fellow crew member
Mathieu against the shell of Orbitsville, sending the sphere into the next region of the
universe. While Dallen deliberates, the sphere disappears, undermining the foundation

of Orbitsville identity completely.

At the narrative closure of Lem’s Solaris, the scientist Kelvin strands himself
on the ocean planet Solaris to study it in depth, admitting that he still knows nothing of
the subject he has studied all his life.’>> Freedman suggests that the climax to the

narrative is typical of the dialectic view that the novel embodies, proposing that it is
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‘the provisionality of the quest that is most important and that possesses essential
epistemological dignity.’>?® This provisionality is stressed at the close of Orbitsville
Departure. Although it appears that a great truth has been revealed to Dallen at the
close of the novel, in its details the knowledge that the Ultan impart is reminiscent of
an earlier point in Dallen’s narrative, where Silvia London and her husband Gott
McPherson give instruction on McPherson’s theory of a universal schematic.’®’ This
highlights the subjective nature of contact with the Ultan, Dallen basing his experience
on the knowledge he had gleaned earlier. Like contact with Solaris in Lem’s novel,
communion with the Ultan differs according to the subject, its effects ranging from the
particle physicist Glaister’s encounter with ‘cameos of cold logic, engraved in
permafrost, with the black ice of eternity showing through’, to a pronounced autism
that prevents the subject from taking part in any attempt to recall information about the

encounter.’%®

In the final volume of the trilogy, Orbitsville Judgement, the provisionality that
Orbitsville represents is pushed even further by Shaw. Beginning the novel in the sleepy
market town of Orangefield, a community centred on technology from the early
twentieth century, Shaw focuses on the town librarian, Jim Nicklin, as he comes into
contact with the historical forces that are transforming the basis of existence on
Orbitsville. The narrative trajectory of the novel is so close to that of its predecessor
that we need not be exhaustive in outlining it here. Nicklin joins a group of millenarians
led by the preacher Corey Montane, who read the changes on Orbitsville as evidence
of an impending catastrophe, and seek to leave the sphere. The narrative closes with
another transformation, as the green lights that have been appearing on the sphere begin
to cut through the surface, sundering Orbitsville into 650 million new planets, described
as a ‘world cloud.” Like Dallen, Nicklin has a subjective mystical experience while
witnessing the event, while also sensing that humanity has become ‘a civilisation jarred
out of its age-old complacency.’>?° The event opens up History to the inhabitants of

Orbitsville, Shaw writing that ‘the image of the world cloud, beautiful in its symmetry,
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was his past, present and future.”*** Nicklin draws a conclusion reminiscent of Hegel’s
notion of ‘world spirit’, with all minds taking part in a process that will eventually
combine. Shaw writes that ‘they were all immortal, and would all partake in a grand
scheme of evolution and assimilation which would lead to the ultimate convergence of
Life.’>! Like the close of Solaris and Orbitsville Departure, Nicklin explains his
experience with a crossover of ideas from religion and science, comparing the universe
to the ‘ultimate structure’ and as such indistinguishable from God. He describes how
Corey Montane would ‘use the vocabulary of religion’ but that he himself ‘preferred
the vocabulary of science.” When asked if he saw God Nicklin simply states ‘I saw

what everybody else saw.’332

Freedman suggests that such a viewpoint can only be rescued from accusations
of solipsism through the Marxist theory of praxis, which finds the foundation for
concepts by testing them and is embodied in Marx’s thesis that ‘philosophers have only
interpreted the world in various ways; the point, however, is to change it.”>** Freedman
concludes that ‘...the largest questions of the universe may time and again baffle the
best efforts of dialectical reason...but...only dialectical reason is capable of genuinely
posing such questions at all.’>** In Orbitsville Departure, the questions posed by
Dallen’s encounter with the Ultan find their praxis in a renaissance in mindon science,
a science unlike any discipline before it, that accepts immortality as a fact and is
described by Shaw as ‘exuberant, optimistic, mystical, life-centred, full of wild
cards’.>*® The close of the book sees a collective humanity waking from the slumber
evoked by the abundance of Orbitsville, historical process continuing as a result of the

new scientific practice. Shaw writes:

The Orbitsville phase had ended. In future when men set out to straddle the
galaxy they would be searching for more than just areas of grass on which to
pitch their tents. Equipped with superb tachyon ships, girded with mindon
science, consciously immortal, they would have aims which would be
incomprehensible to men of Dallen’s generation. But there was nothing
wrong with that, he reasoned. It was a sign that mankind was on the move
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again, and he should feel nothing but gladness that he had contributed to the
process of vital change.™¢

Initially apprehended as a means by which to end history, Orbitsville instigates the next

stage in human history, but Shaw ends the narrative here.

If Kirkland suggests that mainstream Northern Irish fiction remains limited by
bourgeois ideology, then reading the work of Shaw through Freedman might suggest
that the Orbitsville trilogy transcends these limits. The incomprehensibility stressed at
the closure of Orbitsville Departure echoes the conclusion Kirkland arrives at in
Identity Parades, asserting that the question of what comes after identity politics is
unanswerable. Declaring a commitment to historical process, as well as a resistance to

‘bourgeois ideology’s domination of the now’, Kirkland concludes that:

Overwhelmed as we are by the identitarian imperatives of the present, we
cannot yet transcend the totalitarian nature of identity’s response to history,
cannot, in other words, enact the utopian political critique as it is often
desired; but then, as Debord insists, ‘the critique which goes beyond the
spectacle must know how to wait.”**’

By this account, science fiction is an impatient genre that stretches the closure of the
bourgeois now in an attempt to transcend it. The non-aligned identity expressed in Night
Walk and the Orbitsville series is forced through the narrative pressure of the genre of
science fiction, and transformed into a commentary on human history and stable
identity. The Orbitsville series, in particular, pushes at the horizon of identity and

history, suggesting that both are provisional, mutable and open to constant change.

This chapter has considered the influence of history and identity on the work of
Shaw and White. We examined Althusser and Jameson’s suggestion that History is
inaccessible and only available to us through fragments, a notion that calls the Irish
historical revisionist claims to scientific method into question. All histories are open to
the ideology of the historian engaging in historical work. These incomplete fragments
of History inform identities that are strategic and conditional. In Northern Ireland, these
identities are informed by the two-traditions paradigm, and the third non-aligned
identity that Kirkland detects. This formation reveals the bourgeois ideology that
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underpins the political situation in the North of Ireland, an ideological limitation that,
according to Freedman, the genre of science fiction can overcome. Shaw and White
achieve this to differing degrees, depicting the importance of history to identity, but
problematising the connection through reference to contested histories, oral traditions,
and the selection process in historical endeavours, all of which introduce a possibility
for the ideological contamination of history and the destabilisation of identities based
upon it. Here the science fiction of Shaw and White transcends the limitations of the
bourgeois form of the novel, but there is also resistance to this tendency. This resistance
is found particularly in White’s depictions of a Catholic future dominated by bishops,
priests and nuns, regulated by sexual surveillance technologies, a regulation that Cronin
suggests as essential to the creation of the bourgeois subject. By contrast, Shaw attempts
to critique a Unionism fast becoming irrelevant in a post-British Empire world, first
drawing from a non-aligned identity, but eventually transcending the bourgeois novel
through a depiction of the historical processes that will eventually dissolve a static sense

of identity.
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Chapter Three:
The Alien and the Other

This chapter will discuss instances of the alien in the science fiction of Shaw and White.
It will begin by considering some critical approaches to the alien in science fiction,
marking their relevance to Irish Studies. It will then discuss the work of Shaw, locating
instances within the narratives in which an initial conception of the alien is proven false,
and attempt to connect such narratives to Irish history. Next it will discuss the issue of
absorption, the fear of losing one’s identity through acceptance of the alien. This will
be examined as manifesting in the work of Shaw as a fear of transference of personality
through technological means, and a fear of becoming embroiled in a composite identity.
Before discussing a similar tendency in the fiction of White, it will examine the author’s
attempt, in his Sector General series, to depict a multispecies environment. In White,
what I call worlding technologies, technologies that compensate for the failings of
translation by allowing the user to embody an alien viewpoint, become a site for anxiety
surrounding the loss of identity. Finally, the chapter will consider White’s
categorisation system as a means of controlling the border between the alien and the

human.

The Alien in Science Fiction and Ireland.

Before framing the alien in the context of Northern Ireland, it will be useful to more
generally discuss the form in which the phenomenon manifests in the genre of science
fiction. Along with technology, the alien is the predominant theme in science fiction,
with stories of first contact between the human and the extraterrestrial, vividly drawn
accounts of alien civilisations, and intergalactic warfare staples of the genre. The alien
in science fiction acts as a border that defines the human, as well as a boundary that can
provoke an attempt to see through the eyes of an Other. Humanity itself is defined by
the border between itself and its Others, with the extraterrestrial as the ultimate marker
of this distinction. The philosopher Peter Szendy draws from Kant as a ‘thinker of the
border’ to suggest that ‘it is on the basis of the extraterrestrial that humanity could be

embodied’.>*® But the attempt to imagine the truly alien throws up singular challenges

338 Peter Szendy, Kant in the Land of Extraterrestrials trans. Will Bishop (New York: Fordham
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for science fiction. According to Gregory Benford, successfully describing the alien is
an impossibility, the alien becoming more familiar as it is described, eventually
becoming shorn of its alterity. For Benford, when writers do so, they are attempting to
express the ineffable.*® Mark Rose agrees, writing that ‘the alien can be gestured
toward—the text can provide signs that represent the idea of alienness—but the alien
itself in its radical otherness cannot be directly portrayed.’*** For Fredric Jameson, it is
this undefinability that gives imagining the alien its utopian charge. Jameson likens
attempts to render the truly alien to attempts at articulating a social system beyond the

logic of capitalism.>!

In her study of the alien in science fiction, Patricia Monk posits the phenomenon
as both metaphor and archetype. Monk states that ‘considered as a class, the aliens of
science fiction constitute an exemplum of the Other at its most extreme, which has
developed contemporaneously with the psychological and sociological theories of the
individual self and of individual and collective alienation.’>** But Monk distinguishes
between alterity and Otherness in fictional instances of the alien. For Monk, alterity
constitutes a concept of OtherSelfness, a recognition of sapience in humanity that is
simultaneously cognitive of how sapience might manifest in other kinds of being.’**
For Monk, Otherness is the not-Self, located in the monster of terrestrial origin that
reminds humanity of its origin in beasts. While the monster evolves on Earth, true
alterity is not terrestrial and therefore falls outside our concept of the human. Monk
quotes George E. Slusser and Eric S. Rabkin, who suggest that the alien is ‘the creation
of a need—man’s need to designate something that is genuinely outside himself,
something that is truly nonman, that has no initial relation to man except for the fact

that it has no relation.’>**
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For Monk, in science fiction Otherness is necessary to produce alterity, but not
sufficient on its own. Alterity begins with Otherness but must become more radical in
order to achieve true alterity, a term Monk uses interchangeably with the term
OtherSelfness. Monk suggests that full alterity ‘requires the awareness of the Self in
the nonhuman other, and the process of this recognition is played out in the writing and
reading of the science fictional alien.’>** For Monk, a description of alien Otherness in
a science fiction narrative fails to develop into alterity when a comparison between the
alien and human norms is upheld throughout.>*® In analysing science fictional instances
of the alien, Monk defines OtherSelfness against mere Otherness. For Monk, the
depiction of OtherSelfness embodies radical potential, whereas the depiction of mere
Otherness does not. This idea will become useful later when attempting to theorise

about manifestations of the alien in the fiction of Shaw and White.

The work of Sherryl Vint is also useful in this respect. Similar to Monk, Vint
also reads the alien Other depicted in science fiction as a border. Vint suggests that the
alien figure often stands in for the human relationship with animals, marking the
boundary between what is considered human and what lies outside the human realm, a
notion that Jacques Derrida suggests the physical animal itself serves.’*’ The notion of
contact with the Other is central to Vint’s work on science fiction. According to Vint,

3

science fiction is ‘...structured by a dialectical tension between our desire to
communicate with a non-human sentience and our fear of otherness as something that
necessarily threatens the self and hence must be destroyed’, a notion that will become
central to our study of the fear of absorption by the alien later in the chapter. Vint draws
from the philosophy of Martin Buber to suggest that some depictions of alien
encounters in science fiction take the form of an I-Thou relationship in which the alien
is a sentient subject as complex as the human, while others objectify the Other,

reproducing an I-It relation.”*® This notion could also be mapped onto Monk’s analysis
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of the alien, with the I-It relation as mere Otherness, and the I-Thou relation recognising

selfhood in the Other.

Vint also draws from the philosopher of alterity Emmanuel Levinas, who
discusses the importance of the face-of-the-other as a foundation for philosophy in
ethics. Levinas writes of his experiences in a slave labour camp in Germany during
World War II, in which a dog the prisoners named Bobby appeared, and built up a
relationship with those held captive by the Nazis. Levinas considers that while the
guards treat them as less than human, the dog responds to them as humans. However,
Levinas sees the dog’s response as insufficient, echoing the philosophy of Descartes by
defining the dog as an automaton merely reacting to their presence rather than a sentient
entity eager to interact with another sentient lifeform.* Vint suggests that the
reluctance of Levinas to recognise an ethical face-of-the-other in the dog, arose from
an anxiety that it would have made him complicit with Nazi ideology, which was
attempting to construct a notion of Jewish people as animalistic. But Vint remarks that
it is not necessary to view the animal/human boundary as always having such a
reductive effect on the category of the human. Vint suggests that beyond this boundary
lies the question of the ethics of a multi-species community.**° For Levinas, animals
live outside ethics in a struggle for life, but for Vint, the interaction between the dog
and the prisoners suggests a foundation for the ethical multi-species community she
talks about, and she draws a parallel between the encounter and the depiction of the

alien Other in science fiction.

The alien in science fiction, then, is a signifier for the boundary between what
is human and what lies outside. In addition, the fictional alien encounter can prescribe
means of inhabiting multi-species spaces in an ethical manner, a notion that, as will be
shown, the science fiction of White in particular reaches towards in his Sector General
series. This ethical multi-species encounter can also be mapped onto notions of
postcoloniality in Irish Studies. Before returning to the fiction of Shaw and White, this

section will examine the subject of the alien and the Other within that discipline.

54 Emmanuel Levinas, ‘The Name of a Dog, or Natural Rights’ in Difficult Freedom: Essays on
Judaism trans. Sean Hand (Baltimore: The John Hopkins University Press, 1990) pp. 151-153.
330 Animal Alterity, p. 80.

157



Extraterrestrial and Irish Studies might initially appear to be strange bedfellows,
but the idea of the extraterrestrial alien emerges in one of the canonical texts of Irish
literature. In the ‘Ithaca’ section of James Joyce’s Ulysses, Leopold Bloom and Stephen
Daedalus urinate in Bloom’s garden, while Bloom looks up and contemplates the

firmament, speculating that:

...a more adaptable and differently anatomically constructed race of beings
might subsist otherwise under Martian, Mercurial, Veneral, Jovian, Saturnian,
Neptunian or Uranian sufficient and equivalent conditions, though an
apogean humanity of beings created in varying forms with finite differences
resulting similar to the whole and to one another would probably there as
here remain inalterably and inalienably attached to vanities, to vanities of
vanities and all that is vanity.>"’

Colin Graham writes that ‘Bloom’s often touchingly instinctive inclusivity here reaches
an “apogee” in that it extends even beyond the human to the literally “alien”, the
ultimate of alterities, and collapses into the humility of “vanity”’.>*> Graham reads
Bloom’s contemplation of the stars and the alien as his liberation from linearity,
demonstrating his ability to apprehend the past, present and future. But Bloom’s
impulse to humanise the aliens by projecting human vanity upon them is also interesting
in relation to Monk’s theorisation of the alien in science fiction. Rather than an
OtherSelfness, another mode of being with its own relationship to its environment,
Bloom detects a mere Otherness, projecting human norms of vanity onto his speculated

alien race.

The form of the ‘Ithaca’ section is also relevant, structured as it is on the
Catholic catechism, which inevitably raises comparisons with Catholic tradition around
the notion of the extraterrestrial. The idea that intelligent life exists on other planets was
a notion that united the realms of science and theology for many years: science because
the existence of millions of stars suggested a ‘plurality of worlds’, statistically likely to
be inhabited; theology because of the belief that a divine being would not create such

possibilities for life without fulfilling them.>>® Viewed through Monk’s opposition

551 James Joyce, Ulysses (1922) (London: Penguin Books, 1992) p. 821.
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between OtherSelfness and the Other, Catholic tradition took these potential OtherSelfs
and rendered them merely Other.’** Taking Monk’s theory into consideration, Bloom
resists true alterity and reaches towards mere Otherness, the notion of universal
humility rendering the alien as all too human. In conceptualising an extraterrestrial
alterity, Bloom does not reach far enough in constituting an OtherSelf inhabiting the

stars.

In considering the work of Shaw and White as Northern Irish science fiction, it
is worth keeping Bloom’s rehearsal of an encounter with the alien Other in mind. The
concept of the Other is an important one in critical studies of Northern Irish culture,
both for studying relationships within the region and how the region is perceived
internationally. As Aaron Kelly suggests in his study of the Troubles thriller, Northern
Ireland is often perceived as a site of ‘pure, unresolved otherness’, a depiction which

serves to mystify the conflict and downplay the role that Britain has played in it.?*®

As will be seen later in the chapter, Shaw and White’s depictions of alien Others
engage with the concept of Otherness and alterity, marking the alien as a boundary, a
foundation for multi-species ethics, as well as a source of anxiety surrounding a fear of
absorption by the Other. In Northern Ireland it has been noted that the notion of the
Other often provides a ‘negative pole’ around which identity circulates, usually in the
guise of religion.>*® The sociological analysis of Claire Mitchell bears this out. Mitchell
suggests that Northern Ireland in the era in which Shaw and White worked was amongst
the most religious societies in Western Europe. In 1961 only 384 of its 1.5 million
population identified themselves as non-religious. Mitchell draws from the French
sociologist Pierre Bourdieu to suggest religious identity as habitus, a concept Bourdieu
proposes as the means by which we unconsciously reproduce social categories and

meanings through our thinking and behaviours.*>” These unconscious behaviours feed
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into common sense knowledge, in the case of Northern Ireland Mitchell suggesting that
this habitus manifests not as a self-definition, but as a notion of the characteristics of
the Other.>*® Elsewhere, Peter Shirlow and Mark McGovern note that ‘worldviews in
Northern Ireland are, in a range of ways, profoundly affected by the central binary
opposition of the “collective self” and the “collective other.”> This sense of a border
between identities inevitably leads to science fictional metaphors to describe the form
of the Other. Mitchell references an interview with a Protestant woman from Belfast
who tells of her ‘first contact” with Catholics when she was eleven years old, before
which she had thought of them as ‘ginger-haired squinty-eyed aliens.’>*® Here, the
notion of first contact, a science fictional formulation articulating an encounter with an
extraterrestrial Other is mapped onto an encounter with the cultural Other, defined

against the self through reference to physical characteristics.

The notion of a border defining the self and the alien Other applies to Ireland as
a whole, and is in fact a function of identity formation itself. Declan Kiberd’s
application of postcolonial theory to Ireland suggests that England created the idea of
Ireland as everything that the colonial power was not. Kiberd draws from Edward
Said’s Orientalism, a study of the process of recognition that occurs in encounters
between the coloniser and colonised, the latter constructed as an exotic, uncivilised and
childlike Other incapable of self-government.’®' Religion became an integral element
in the constitution of identities on both sides of this formation. As Richard Kirkland
notes, Lord Lyndhurst’s comment that the Irish were ‘aliens in blood, in language and
in religion’ was embraced by modern Irish nationalists, who used the notion of radical
difference as the foundation of their project.’®? This radical difference was inevitably
articulated through the mode of religion. Writing in 1949, Sean O’Faoléin described
Catholicism as ‘a standard for a common dissatisfaction with English rule, the first

metaphor, the first symbol, of an emergent bud of political nationalism in Ireland.’ %
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This religious and cultural Othering also has its roots in politics and economics,
which dialectically feed into religious and cultural impulses. Joseph Ruane and Jennifer
Todd suggest that religious difference in Ireland became ‘conflictual and lasting
because it was the basis of access to resources and power’, and that Ireland’s integration
into the emerging British Empire introduced a tendency towards polarisation.’** This
has resulted in an overlap between religious and political identification. Ruane and
Todd suggest that, because of this overlap between political and religious difference,
‘even if an individual stressed only one dimension of difference, he or she could still

identify fully with his or her community in opposition to the other.”3%

The alien in science fiction and the alien in Irish Studies crossover significantly
then. Bloom gazing at the stars, imagining aliens possessed of human humility invites
comparisons to Monk’s assessment of the alien in science fiction, on her terms
embodying a failure of Bloom’s imagination to construct a concept of OtherSelfness.
Sociology suggests a negative pole around which identity circulates in Northern
Ireland, with identities constructed around ideas of the Other, resulting in the notion of
the human Other as the alien Other. Ideas of Ireland itself are constructed within this
opposition, England defining itself against its neighbour to the west, an idea that
resonated with the perception of an irresolvable Otherness underpinning the conflict in

Northern Ireland.

Science fiction written in such a milieu then, cannot help but become a
mediation for the structures, relationships and notions of Otherness that underpin
Northern Irish society. This chapter is an attempt to explore how the form of the alien
in the science fiction of Shaw and White interacts with and is informed by a society of
identities structured by such a system of borders, whether the physical border of
partition, or the social borders of religion, class, and culture. Shaw and White both use
the figure of the alien to question perceptions of Otherness, prescribe solutions for
multi-species ethics, and attempt engagement with true alterity. Postcolonial theory is

invaluable for discussing this fiction, and the chapter will examine the ways in which

364 Joseph Ruane and Jennifer Todd, The Dynamics of Conflict in Northern Ireland: Power, Conflict
and Emancipation (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1996) p. 12.
395 Dynamics of Conflict, p. 30.
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the authors use the encounter with the alien Other to negotiate the colonial experience,
either recalibrating its tendencies through the technique of estrangement, or directly
critiquing the excesses of its ideologies. The truly alien is ineffable, but the attempt to
render it is charged with utopian energy. Even when failing to produce true alterity in
Monk’s terms, Shaw and White’s attempts to apprehend the alien Other throw up alien
forms that mediate hopes and anxieties that need to be studied in the context of Northern

Ireland.

Bob Shaw, the Other, and the Arachnid Reaction.

As already discussed in the last chapter, Carl Freedman suggests that science fiction is
the genre that resonates most with the ‘rigorous self-reflectiveness of critical theory’.5%
In Orbitsville, Shaw echoes this critical perspective by stepping back from the fictional
narrative and theorising about the human reaction to the alien Other. This impulse is
embodied for Shaw in what he describes as ‘the arachnid reaction’, the instinct toward
revulsion that some people experience when encountering a spider. Shaw’s anxiety is
that such an impulse will emerge in the event of humanity making contact with an alien
race, and that ‘the worry is that they might be intelligent and friendly, even beautiful,
and yet might trigger off hate-and-kill reactions in us simply because their shape isn’t
already registered in a kind of checklist we inherit with our genes.’>®’ Referencing Shaw
and the arachnid reaction, Monk suggests that this instinctual fear of strangeness can
be countered in science fiction through the optimism of an empathic approach to the
alien, an approach that is evident throughout the fiction of Shaw.’*® This sense of
becoming self-reflexive when engaged in discourse with the alien stretches across
Shaw’s science fiction. Shaw’s approach to alterity highlights differences between the
alien and the human, both in physical and cultural orientation, but tends towards a
narrative trajectory whereby an original conception of Otherness, or arachnid reaction,

1s revealed as erroneous. Through this narrative trajectory Shaw moves from a depiction

of mere Otherness to one of OtherSelfness.

An interesting example of this is the alien invasion scenario in ‘...And Isles

Where Good Men Lie’, the first story that Shaw published professionally. The narrative

36 Critical Theory and Science Fiction, XVi.
37 Orbitsville, p. 95.
38 Alien Theory, p. 162.
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deals with the colonisation of Earth by aliens, a science fiction staple since H.G. Wells
inverted the colonial position of the British Empire in The War of the Worlds, opening
the novel with the suggestion that Martians have long been looking on at Earth, and
contemplating an invasion unbeknownst to its inhabitants.*®” In Shaw’s narrative we
follow John Fortune, a Lieutenant Colonel who made his name fighting off an invasion
of an alien race called the Nessters. The Nessters are Othered by Shaw in his
descriptions, compared to mechanical devices rather than any organic form, Shaw
describing the aliens as ‘fifteen-foot-long armoured bulldozers’, which downplays a
sense of alterity or OtherSelfness in the entities by comparing them with inanimate

objects. Shaw writes:

Looking back on it, he was not sure when he had begun to realise the truth
about the Nessters. At first there had been no time to think. The big ships had
begun to land at random points across the Earth and each one poured out
several hundred black scaly nightmares whose bacteria-laden breath was
usually enough to kill any nearby human who was not properly masked.’”°

Unlike Wells’s Martians, who are defeated by the Earth’s atmosphere, the Nessters are
toxic to human life, their presence irreconcilable with existence for humans on Earth.
But there is also doubt about whether the aliens are as deliberately malignant as their
actions would suggest. Fortune has perfected a means of killing Nessters, but begins to
sympathise with the alien colonists. He asks himself why it was relatively simple to kill
the Nessters, questioning why a technologically advanced race were making such a bad
job of taking the planet, and concluding that he ‘had made his name slaughtering
unarmed families of immigrants’, the Nessters described as ‘innocents walking blindly

to the slaughter.””!

Fortune has fled to Iceland to avoid the slaughter of Nessters, realising that even
knowing the truth, humanity will not stop resisting their presence. He calculates that
Iceland is one of the least likely places for the Nessters to land. Shaw describes a kind
of anti-colonial mindset taking hold on Earth in combating the encroaching aliens, as
well as a corresponding determination from the extraterrestrial colonists to keep

arriving:

39 H.G. Wells, The War of the Worlds (1898) (London: Penguin Classics, 2005).

70 Bob Shaw, ‘...And Isles Where Good Men Lie’ in Tomorrow Lies in Ambush (1965) (London: Pan
Books, 1975) pp. 37-64.

STV Tomorrow Lies in Ambush, p. 40-41.
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For Earth was not going to stop killing Nessters and the Nessters were not
going to stop arriving. One ship had been landing every twenty-two hours for
five years and still the caravan stretched right out beyond the Solar System,
beyond the farthest reach of Earth’s deep space probes.*"?

One theory of how Nessters find Earth suggests that they send a probing device ahead,
a technique that Fortune compares to tramps marking the gateposts of friendly houses,
a signifier that casts the alien invaders as the dispossessed.’”* Fortune concludes that
‘...all that was necessary was to rub out this particular chalk mark with an orbital

interceptor and the tramps would stop coming to the door.’"*

Fortune’s mathematician friend Geissler eventually locates the device and
destroys it, Shaw writing that ‘the beautifully designed alien mechanism, which had
been transmitting one millisecond pulses of intelligence every ninety-three minutes,
finally fell silent.”>”> The Nessters are described as barely registering the change. Shaw

writes that:

There was no disappointment on board Nesster ship 1753 as it changed
course, for they had not known of the imminent landing and, in any case, had
long since forgotten how they had lived before the Journey. Gently the great
caravan of ships swung towards the next suitable star. The new leg of the
Journey would take eight hundred years, but the Nessters were a patient race.
And they built very patient machines.*’®

The Nessters are possessed of a long view of history, and merely deviate from their
current direction in an attempt to find shelter from necessity. The importance given to
the notion of a ‘Journey’ suggests a cataclysmic event resulting in an exodus from the
home planet of the Nessters. Within this ideological closure, Shaw reaches towards a
nonviolent anti-colonialism that, instead of entering into the exchange of violence and
expropriation, simply uses mathematics to disrupt the symbolic structure that enables

the Nessters to locate Earth.

The notion of the Nessters as a dispossessed, albeit technologically superior,

race, fleeing scarcity on their home planet, and incommensurable with the way of life

572 Tomorrow Lies in Ambush, p. 41.
573 Tbid., p. 44.
ST4 Thid., p. 4.
575 Ibid., p. 64.
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they find on Earth suggests a science fictional estrangement of the Planters who arrived
in Ulster from Scotland in the early seventeenth century. The Nessters as a form of life
are irreconcilable with the culture they come into contact with on Earth, mirroring the
incompatible colonial encounter between the way of life of the arriving Planters and
the expropriated inhabitants of Ulster discussed elsewhere in the thesis. Bardon
suggests that dispossessed Presbyterians began arriving in the region in the period
before the Plantations got underway.’’’” After the Battle of the Boyne in 1691, land
prices dropped. In the same year, freak weather conditions caused volcanic ash to rain
down on Scotland causing what was termed the Little Ice Age, which ruined the crops
of many poor farmers there. During the ‘Seven 11l Years’ that followed, many survivors
left Scotland for Ulster, to avail of the cheap land. According to Bardon, these Scottish
Presbyterians arrived daily and began to dominate the region, replacing the native Irish
tenants that remained through a process of primitive accumulation. Bardon writes that
they began ‘occupying the towns and villages, seizing the farms in the richer parts of

the country and expelling the natives.”>’®

As mentioned, Shaw’s recalibration of the colonial relationship recalls H.G.
Wells’s The War of the Worlds. John Rieder positions The War of the Worlds as an
important instance of reversal in the relationship between colonialism and science
fiction, Wells switching the position of the white Western narrator from that of the

dominant to that of the dominated. Rieder writes of the novel that:

The narrator no longer occupies the position usually accorded to the scientific
observer, but instead finds himself in that role historically occupied by those
who are looked at and theorized about rather than those who look, analyse,
and theorize.””

Drawing from the work of Laura Mulvey on cinema, Rieder defines the reversal of this

‘colonial gaze’ as ‘autoethnography’, an attempt to see the colonial encounter from the
position of the colonised.’*® For Rieder, ‘the Wellsian strategy is a reversal of positions

that stays entirely within the framework of the colonial gaze and the supposed

377 Plantation of Ulster, p. 82.
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anachronism of anthropological difference, but also highlights their critical potential.’

Rieder suggests that science fiction:

Pictures a possible future instead of the past—and setting the hierarchical
difference between observer and observed swinging between the poles of
subject and object, with each swing potentially questioning and recoding the
discursive framework of scientific truth, moral certitude, and cultural
hegemony.’®!

Science fiction, then, is a genre that can stage a reversal of the opposition between the

coloniser and the colonised, but leaves the structure of this opposition intact.

In ‘...And Isles Where Good Men Lie’, Shaw effects the reversal that Wells’s
novel achieves. As well as noting the anthropological difference between the alien and
the human, Shaw adds a new dimension of sympathy for the coloniser in an attempt to
resolve the contradiction at the level of narrative. The moral certitude condemning the
actions of the Nessters is questioned and decoded by the story. When given the ‘time
to think’, Fortune decodes the truth of the story of the Nessters. Like Wells’s Martians,
the Nessters are fleeing climatic change on their home world, but whereas at the end of
Wells’s novel the Martians are killed by a virus in the atmosphere of Earth that makes
it impossible for them to survive, the Nessters are simply deviated from their course
through interference with the technology with which they have located Earth. Fortune
attempts to locate, and eventually finds, a way to deflect the gaze of the coloniser and
manages to articulate a non-violent anti-colonialism. Instead of an imaginary solution
to a real contradiction, the story holds the contradictions dialectically, Fortune feeling
sympathy for the colonial gaze of the Nessters fleeing their home world, while also
taking into account the anti-colonial position that acknowledges the harmful effect that
the creatures have on native humanity. The pressure of narrative closure and the
resources of science fiction forces a synthesis involving scientific research and

mathematics.

In °...And Isles Where Good Men Lie’, Shaw rehearses a reversal of Northern
Irish history using science fictional estrangement to suggest benign intentions on the

part of an alien Other, reframing an initial arachnid reaction in the societies in which

381 Colonialism and the Emergence of Science Fiction, p. 7.
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the alien Other encroaches. In this respect the Nessters represent Otherness rather than
alterity, with Fortune imposing human norms upon the aliens in order to decode their
behaviour. In this reading the colonial gaze is not only maintained, but justified. Having
initially presented the aliens in a manner consistent with the arachnid reaction, Shaw
reverses this position by suggesting that the Nessters are victims of a natural disaster.
The Nessters are framed as dispossessed intergalactic vagrants, rather than the advance
guard of a colonial conquest that both their relentlessness in arriving on Earth, or their

deadliness to humankind, would suggest.

Shaw reverses the position of the colonist in the case of the Nessters, an alien
invasion recoded as a mass migration that is nevertheless depicted as deleterious and
undesirable for humanity. In relation to Northern Irish cultural politics, Shaw could be
echoing what Kirkland refers to as the ‘equal legitimacy thesis’, in which ‘the different
traditions of the province are granted equal validity regardless of the hierarchy of power
validated by partition’.%*? In this thesis, the power dynamic between the parties is left
unconsidered, just as in Shaw’s ‘... And Isles Where Good Men Lie’ a solution is sought
that diverts power rather than confronts it, becoming embroiled in the actions and
reactions of power dynamics. The narrative of the Nessters could be equated with the
reversals of revisionist history, the presumed invader recast as an interplanetary
mendicant seeking shelter. Bardon performs such a reversal in his history of Belfast,
describing how ‘the original citizens of the town and their descendants were soon
swamped by immigrants from the overcrowded and impoverished countryside seeking
work in the mills, engineering works and shipyards.’*®} Here the relatively recent
arrivals are given ‘citizenship’ of Belfast, those displaced become ‘immigrants’ and the
economic and political power behind the reasons why the countryside would be

overcrowded and impoverished is neglected.

Another recalibration of the alien Other occurs in Shaw’s The Palace of
Eternity, the Syccans with which humanity is losing an intergalactic war initially
appearing to have no objective but to kill humans. As discussed in Chapter One, any

technology that falls into Syccan hands is immediately destroyed rather than studied as

582 Literature and Culture in Northern Ireland, p. 113.
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a means of increasing technical knowledge. Tavernor’s negative impression of the race
is informed by being the sole survivor of an attack by the Syccans on the town Masonia
when he was a child. He is described as having joined the army with the sole purpose
of killing Syccans, and his encounters with the aliens are accompanied by graphic
descriptions of their physicality. Shaw describes a creature with triple-segmented legs,
spraying mist from its ‘nozzle’ over a window, Tavernor glimpsing ‘the wide-set eyes,
the two breathing mouths fluttering in the shoulders, and the vertically-slitted eating
mouth on the central abdomen.’>** The description of the Syccans grows more visceral,

with references to incontinence and weakness. Shaw writes:

When excited, the Syccans were less prepossessing than ever—the secondary
arms unclasped themselves from the vertical gashes of the eating-mouths and
waved feebly, while grey-and-white excrement spattered from their lower
gl

Here the description flits between an appreciation of an OtherSelf, and an arachnid

reaction repulsed by the alterity of the Syccans.

But running alongside these descriptions are direct comparisons between the
war-like behaviour of the Syccans and humanity, Tavernor reasoning that although the
race is superior to humanity in ‘force of technological arms’, humans would favour
cultural discourse with an enemy rather than attempting to eradicate their opponents so
definitively, as the Syccans seem intent on doing.>*¢ In the distribution of intelligence,
the Syccans are also compared to the human, the average Syccan described as a ‘near-
moron’, with Tavernor reasoning that ‘there was no real need for their intelligence to
be distributed as evenly as among humans—some kinds of society would function most
efficiently if they were composed of mindless serfs guided by a few brilliant
demagogues.’>*” From this perspective, the Syccans are described as a ‘finely-honed
blade for the destruction of all other life’, representing ‘psychosis on a cosmic scale.’*®

In response, humanity feels that it must destroy the entire race. Tavernor states that if

somebody has to be a coloniser, he would prefer it to be man; in Tavernor’s opinion

584 Palace of Eternity, p. 151, 156.
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‘all that any intelligent being could do was back its own kind to the hilt, against all

comers, believing implicitly in its own destiny’.>*’

Tavernor’s attitude echoes the stance on extraterrestrial alterity critiqued by
Stanislav Lem in Solaris, the psychologist Kris Kelvin remarking that the limit of the
human imagination when encountering alien Otherness, is embodied in an impulse to
‘rule them or be ruled by them.’>*® Lem suggests that in the post-Wells alien invasion
story, the idea that an alien power with the technology to assemble an armada of
starships would mobilise their resources in order to take over Earth is a naive
assumption. Lem remarks that because the cost of such a mission would always be
higher than the value of what could be expropriated on Earth, aliens in invasion

narratives are instead depicted as motivated to attack Earth for sheer amusement.*"

However, once again the closure of Shaw’s narrative displays a reversal in the
perception of the conflict: once again the discursive framework of moral certitude
surrounding the behaviour of the alien Other is decoded. As noted in Chapter One, the
butterfly ships that the humans use are responsible for destroying egons, entities that
allow Syccans to communicate with their central mind mass. The discovery provides a
rationale for the relentlessness of the Syccan fight, and their destruction of any human
technology that falls into their hands. The reversal allows Tavernor to see himself from
the perspective of the Other. Seeing himself in the eyes of the Syccans, Tavernor turns
his knack for visceral description on the human race itself and imagines an instance of
auto-ethnography, where the imaginary alien subject reconstructs the encounter with

the human from its own point of view:**?

589 Ibid., p. 159. Comparisons could be made between Tavernor’s speech and Enoch Powell’s famous
‘Rivers of Blood” speech to the West Midlands Area Conservative Political Centre in 1968, two years
before the publication of Shaw’s novel. Powell’s suggestion that ‘in this country in fifteen or twenty
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that someone must hold the monopoly on colonial violence. See Enoch Powell, ‘Enoch Powell’s Rivers
of Blood Speech’, Telegraph.co.uk <http://www.telegraph.co.uk/comment/3643823/Enoch-Powells-
Rivers-of-Blood-speech.html> [accessed 20 July 2015].
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You have reason to hate the Syccans...but think how we must have looked to
them. No obscenity could describe us in their eyes—hideous, pale-skinned
mongers of true death. And their egon-mass warned them that Man’s instinct
was to occupy the whole volume of space, filling it with dark wings which
would eventually scour the galaxy of true life, robbing the Syccans of their
immortality.**

From the Syccan perspective, Tavernor suggests that the Otherness that humanity
embodies is indescribable, an ineffable alterity.’®* Humanity’s thirst for expansion is

seen from the Syccan perspective as the proliferation of death.

Upon discovering that human technology is destroying the Syccans, the
expansionists of Earth realise that they have a perfect opportunity to win the war. Ina
plan that gives the lie to Tavernor’s suggestion that given the choice humanity would
prefer communication with their enemy rather than definitively eradicating them, they
conspire to fly butterfly ships directly to the Syccans’ home planet in order to destroy
the egons inhabited there. At the close of the narrative, the Syccans have fled, having
been warned of the plan for their extinction ahead of time through means of their mass
mind.** Tavernor’s suggested border between the behaviour of humanity and the alien
Other speaks to what Vint describes as the flattering portrait of the human that is
constructed through ‘exclusions and projections’, which we will return to later when
discussing White’s categorisation system.>*® In the attempt to categorically destroy the
Syccans—essentially an act of genocide—Tavernor’s appraisal of the human character

is proven to be a selective and flattering evaluation.

In The Palace of Eternity an initial arachnid reaction is proven wrong with the
discovery of the egon mass. As a result the human is perceived as Other, and the
ideology that underpins the notion of the human is unmasked. But the encounter with
the Syccans has also transformed the category of the human. The discovery of the egon
mass of the Syccans has resulted in the discovery that humans also share a mass mind,

a fact that Tavernor considers early in the novel when contemplating the philosophy of
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‘panspermism’ which is described as ‘the concept of ubiquitous life” and a ‘justification
for believing that every mind in existence was linked to every other mind that had ever
been’.>*” Tavernor, having in a bizarre plot twist died two-thirds into the narrative, finds
himself posthumously conscious and interacting with the egon mass.>*® Tavernor is told

that:

The egon-mass contains every mind ever to have existed on Earth. genius,
fool, scowling ape, dreaming dog, murderer, saint, savage, physicist—all are
there. Tremulously beautiful egons of infants who died in the womb mingle
on equal terms with Caesars, giving as much as they receive, making their
own special contribution to the egon mass, for—to achieve completion—
Earth’s world-mind must assimilate every fragment of eligible life.’*°

The egon mass erases the boundary between human and animal, with ‘dreaming dog’
and ‘scowling ape’ sharing the space with humanity, suggesting a immaterial version
of Vint’s ethical multi-species community. The destruction of egons is affecting
humanity, as egons are the seat of inspiration whereby an artist, engineer or other
creative mind working on a problem can make contact with the egon-mass and find
inspiration. Tavernor realises that the reason why the war has not been won more easily
by humanity, is the destruction wrought by the butterfly ships on humanity’s egons,
inhibiting its collective inspiration.®® Although through the philosophy of
panspermism every mind that has ever been is linked, including animals, humanity does
not commune with Syccan minds in the egon mass, the Syccans re-Othered in the final
denouement. Butterfly ships destroy both human and Syccan egons, but Shaw separates
the human egon mass mind from that of the Syccans. The egon mass that humanity
engages with dissolves the border between human and earthbound animal, but leaves

the border between human and the extraterrestrial intact.

In summation then, Shaw’s fiction counters the arachnid reaction with an
empathic approach to the strangeness of the alien Other. In ‘... And Isles Where Good
Men Lie’ this manifests as a kind of revisionism, where the motivations of a deadly
alien invader are explained, and a nonviolent means of countering their invasion

through mathematics is envisaged. In The Palace of Eternity, the recalibration of the
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alien explains the origin of violence in the Other in the threat of extinction that human
technology embodies. Humans are shown as possessed of a mass mind, but a strict
demarcation remains between the alien mass mind and the mass mind of humanity. The
closure of Shaw’s narrative registers an anxiety to define in-groups from out-groups.
The boundary that emerges at the climax to The Palace of Eternity suggests a fear of
being subsumed by the alien Other that manifests as a separation between the human
and the Syccan mass minds. This need to define the in-group from the out-group
suggests a fear of absorption by the Other that is also evident in Shaw’s other work
which, after a brief examination of the anxiety surrounding cultural absorption and

hybridity in Ireland more generally, will be discussed in the next section.

Absorption and the Alien.

The desire for a border between the minds of the Syccans and those of the human in the
egon mass discussed in the last section signifies a fear of absorption by the Other that
runs through the fiction of both Shaw and White, an anxiety that is also detected by
Irish cultural studies. Richard Kirkland reflects this in his reading of James Simmons’s
work for The Honest Ulsterman. Kirkland suggests that Simmons views the Republic
of Ireland with the same suspicion with which he views marriage, considering it ‘a clash
of irreconcilable forces between himself and the exotic other which leaves room only
for the possibility of betrayal.’®®! This fear of absorption is also echoed in Northern
Irish politics, such as the desolation that the Unionist MP Harold McCusker described
experiencing at the 1985 Anglo-Irish Agreement and its rendering of his constituents
as ‘Irish-British hybrids’.*> This sense of hybridity inevitably invokes postcolonial
studies and Homi K. Bhabha’s notion of the ‘third space’ between the culture of the
coloniser and the colonised, or indeed in an Irish context, Mark Patrick Hederman’s
attempt in the journal Crane Bag to suggest a specifically Irish creative space called the
‘fifth province’ where ‘things can detach from all partisan and prejudiced
connection.’®® Declan Kiberd sees such a sense of hybridity as influencing the Good
Friday Agreement of 1998. According to Kiberd, the agreement speaks to ‘some entity

for which we have no name’, further remarking that ‘much of the language is vague,
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even “poetic” because it offers a version of multiple identities of a kind for which no

legal language yet exists.”®*

Central to the agreement is the recognition of the right to self-determination of
the majority of those in the region, an attempt to accommodate both narratives in the
conflict, and to recognise the right for the people of Northern Ireland to identify
themselves as ‘Irish or British, or both.”®% Contrary to Kiberd’s analysis, Mairéad Nic
Craith remarks that the agreement embodies a frustrated potential for hybridity,
suggesting that it involves the reification of cultural traditions as homogenous and fixed
qualities in a two-traditions paradigm. Nic Craith also points to the failure of the
agreement to accommodate other identities, such as Northern Ireland’s Indian and
Chinese population. Nic Craith’s critique connects with Graham’s criticism of Kiberd’s
vision at the close of Inventing Ireland, in which Kiberd reimagines Ireland as a
patchwork of identities, a vision that Graham suggests leaves nationalism intact, and in

fact subsumes alternative identities beneath it.®%¢

This would suggest that the refusal of the Other still underpins the agreement,
more firmly maintaining borders that enforce the categories of the self and Other, or
that, faced with Kiberd’s nameless entity, identity reverts back to an older sense of self.
This could be related to the idea of the human mass mind depicted at the close of The
Palace of Eternity, which is said to be inclusive of all identities apart from the fellow

sentient beings, the Syccans.

Graham suggests that domination by the idea of the nation is typical of the
application of postcolonial theory to Ireland in general and that this prevents a more
radical interrogation of Irish identity from taking place.®”’ Postcolonial theorists such
as Frantz Fanon saw the postcolonial nation as an ‘ethically and politically proper

readjustment of the wrong of colonisation’, but what Graham calls the ‘teleology of
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nationality’ is being challenged in the discipline of Subaltern Studies.®® This
discipline’s critique of post-colonial nationalism proposes that subaltern groups such as
peasants, the working class, women and marginalised ethnic groups continue to be
dominated in the post-colonial state. In the case of India, it is suggested that the modern
Indian nation is a product of British rule, and that it adopts the colonial structures which
independence was supposed to replace.®”” Graham suggests that the Subaltern Studies
approach to postcolonial theory embraces ‘the “liminal spaces” of colonial discourse,
marginal areas, where the ultimate opposition of coloniser and colonised breaks down
through irony, imitations and subversion.’®'® Graham points to Edward Said’s reading
of Rudyard Kipling’s Kim as an example, citing the protagonist’s Irish origin and
military family allow him to ‘act as a monad within the regulating framework of the
colonial system.’®!" For Graham, this points to Bhabha’s position beyond Said’s
Orientalism, which suggests that a native can resist the domination of the colonial

culture through appropriation.

The notion of appropriation also brings up the idea of absorption, as the culture
being appropriated reacts to protect the border between itself and an alien identity, a
narrative strategy that will later be shown to be important in the work of Shaw and
White.®'? The 1960s civil rights campaigner, and eventual British M.P., Bernadette
Devlin discusses the civil rights movement in terms reminiscent of Bhabha’s notion of
‘mimicry’, a form of resistance that repeats the culture of the coloniser. Bhabha posits
that the repetition of the colonial worldview by the colonised can have consequences
unintended by the colonial power, and this is displayed in Devlin’s account of the civil
rights movement in Northern Ireland.®'® Devlin writes that the civil rights movement
abandoned the issue of partition and instead began petitioning the British government

for equal rights. Devlin writes ‘let’s go and ask for British democracy. If they’re going
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to make us British by law, we must be British by standard of living as well.”®'* Previous
chapters have discussed the barbarian/civilisation thesis, in which a native Irish culture
was set against a modernising influence from without, an ideologeme of improvement
through technology asserting itself in the region of Belfast. Ruane and Todd suggest
that, running alongside this was a fear of degeneration through contact with Irish
culture.®’> Added to this was the anxiety that allowing Catholics to integrate into the
order would give them the opportunity to overturn it, a concern that coloured reactions
to the civil rights marches of the 1960s.°'® As Ruane and Todd state, the civil rights

marches were so provocative to Unionists because:

They deliberately ignored sectarian constructions of territoriality,
symbolically united the diverse cultural strands in the Catholic community—
culture-blind youthful idealists, traditional nationalists and those who were
willing to manipulate cultural tensions to provoke a crisis in the state.®!’

If we were to articulate mimicry in a science fictional sense: when the alien begins to
mimic the self, the self experiences a crisis and begins to police the border between the

alien and the self more stringently.'®

This fear of subversion from within by an alien Other runs through the work of
Shaw and White. Shaw’s work points both to the attraction and the repulsion of
becoming absorbed in a composite identity. In The Palace of Eternity, part of the horror
expressed at the Syccans’ way of life is the fact that they exist as mindless automatons
led by a few intelligent specimens. Another group mind appears in 4 Wreath of Stars
in the shape of the Avernians, a telepathic race that instil a fear of absorption in the
human telepath Snook, who insists ‘I’m not going to let any blue monster shove its head
inside mine’, before relenting and losing his grasp of the human conception of time as
a result.®’’ Shaw’s fiction also posits an interaction with alien Otherness as

advantageous, but there is a concurrent anxiety regarding the position of the self in such

614 Bernadette Devlin, The Price of My Soul (London: Pan Books, 1969) p. 90.
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There’ in The Best of John W. Campbell (London: Sphere Books, 1976) pp. 70-127.
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an exchange, manifesting as a fear of absorption. This extends to those of Shaw’s novels
that do not have extraterrestrial alien beings as a central concern. Ground Zero Man
begins by questioning the role of empathy in a world increasingly connected by
technology. Lucas Hutchman concludes that ‘perhaps the greatest and most dangerous
mistake an inhabitant of the global village can make is to start feeling responsible for
his neighbours ten thousand miles away. No nervous system yet evolved can cope with
the guilts of others.’®?° This recalls Fredric Jameson’s theory of cognitive mapping; in
a globalised world, an individual’s attempt to map the global power structure is always

t.62]

partial, but the attempt in itself is a utopian ac Bhabha suggests that such an attempt

involves a ‘prosthetic injunction’, a requirement for the human body to change in order

to comprehend the magnitude of totality.®*

Prosthesis becomes a central component of the narrative of Night Walk, together
with an anxiety surrounding the breaching of the border of the self. In the novel, the
blindness of Tallon is overcome through the invention of a prosthetic device that allows
him to map and traverse his environment through the eyes of others. Tallon’s
subjectivity becomes dependent on the gaze of the Other. For as long as he is being
observed, Tallon can see where he is going. This creates a doubleness in Tallon, Shaw
describing Tallon’s body in one place, and the eyes of an Other situated elsewhere,
observing Tallon. Tallon’s prosthetic invention allows him to see himself as the Other
sees him. Shaw writes: ‘he held out his hand and noticed that other Sam Tallon perform
an identical movement.’®* Tallon is dependent on the gaze of Others to function as he
did before he became blind, and in addition sees himself as an Other in the process.
When he completes the construction of the device, he abandons his cane, and asks his

fellow prisoner Ed Hogarth to watch him while he walks to the door. Shaw writes:

Tallon decided to rely entirely on the eyeset. He left his sonar and cane on the
bench, then walked to the door. As he moved he concentrated on the image of
his own receding back, as seen by Hogarth, and was able to guide his hand
accurately to the door handle.***

20 Ground Zero Man, p. 20.

621 Fredric Jameson, ‘Cognitive Mapping’ in Marxism and the Interpretation of Culture ed. Cary
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When outside, Tallon realises that Hogarth’s vision is now a handicap and he puts the
device into a ‘search and hold” mode to look for other eyes to see through. Shaw writes
that ‘men were moving toward the mess hall in twos and threes, and almost immediately
Tallon was looking through the eyes of another prisoner.”®>> The first eyes the device
locks onto are useless, the prisoner’s eyes fixed to the floor, so he finds the eyes of a
tall man and Shaw describes Tallon gesturing to himself using the man’s vision. Shaw
writes that Tallon ‘put his arms up and waved, as though to a friend, and saw himself—
a tiny figure standing at the entrance of the second building to the right of the mess

hall.” ¢

Tallon’s prosthetic technology introduces a doubleness into his sense of self,
with a dependence on the Other that borders on a composite subjectivity. In order to
map his totality, Tallon is reliant upon the eyes of Others, his perception disjointed as

it switches from person to person.

Tallon uses prosthetic technology to cognitively map his environment, but this
leads to anxiety about the border between his personality and those whose vision he
adopts. Elsewhere in his work, Shaw makes clear the connection between the sense of
sight and subjectivity. As a child, Shaw witnessed a friend almost lose an eye in an
accident on a building site, and an obsession with sight and references to blindness
resonate through his fiction. In Other Days, Other Eyes, a surgeon remarks that ‘people
are their eyes, you know. It’s a kind of instinctive recognition of the fact that the retina
is an extension of the brain.’®?” This sense of the eyes as the seat of human subjectivity
begins to manifest as a fear of absorption in Night Walk. When attacked by Cherkassky
aboard the Lyle Star, Tallon uses his assailant’s eyes to fight back and kill his enemy.®**
As Cherkassky dies he realises how dependent he is on the eyes of his nemesis. Shaw
629

describes the ‘sole remaining gateway to light and beauty and stars’ close forever.

Without his enemy, Tallon is left alone in a world of darkness. A fear of absorption by
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the other sets in as Tallon considers whether he has been affected by the emotional state
of the entities that he has utilised for the purposes of sight. Tallon wonders whether
‘using Cherkassky’s eyes had made him a ruthless killer, an instrument that turned the
little man’s own feral instincts back on himself in a new manifestation of poetic

justice.’3°

Prosthesis becomes a means of cognitively mapping the world, but also poses a
threat to the self. Throughout the novel, Tallon has used the eyes of animal Others such
as squirrels, rats and dogs, as well as his enemy Cherkassky. Although the device
provides a means by which to see the self through the eyes of the Other, and sympathise
with the view of Others, it is also accompanied by a fear of absorption by the Other.
Tallon defeats Cherkassky by utilising his eyes, but this dependence on his enemy leads
to an anxiety that the practice encroaches on his subjectivity, Tallon fearing that
Cherkassky’s violent personality has the ability to cross the border between the two. As
Northern Irish science fiction then, Night Walk suggests that an interaction with the
Other can be advantageous, but also displays an anxiety about the borders of the self,

refusing hybridity in the last instance.

In Medusa’s Children, an even more sinister illustration of hybridity and
absorption emerges. The narrative concerns the Clan, a group of humans surviving in
air pockets beneath the ocean. Part of the culture of the Clan concerns a mythic system
based on a colossal creature called Ka, a Lovecraftian entity formed as a composite of
any life that comes into contact with it.*! A member of the Clan, Myrah, contemplates

the implications of the myth of Ka, Shaw writing that:

She objected to the elaborate myths, supposedly based on the account of a
remote ancestor, ascribing to Ka fantastic powers which included the ability
to absorb other beings, still alive, into his own body and then send them
abroad as his servants. In particular, she disliked the notion that dead humans,
after their gradual descent into darkness, were assimilated by Ka and partially
revitalised, thus achieving a kind of afterlife.®*

030 Night Walk, p. 134.
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