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This article grew in part out of a course offered at the Tufts Experimental College, ‘Sociology 
Through Science Fiction.’ 

It is a slightly-edited and updated version of a cover article for a 1988 summer edition of the 
'New Left' publication, Z Magazine. 

Recent comments appear in [brackets] and footnotes. 

 When you're whiling away the summer, in the woods, at the beach, or hanging out 
between demonstrations, you may want to let your thoughts run wild ... Dig into some science/
speculative fiction (sf). If you are fascinated by utopian/dystopian visions, you may appreciate 
the rare work highlighting politics within an alternative social reality. If you don’t wish to scour 
the shelves to cull such works, let me guide you through a few 'classics' [from the 50s through 
the 80s] and lesser, but still good works sometimes overlooked.     

 The Dispossessed (1974) by Ursula K. Le Guin is perhaps best known. This essentially 
anarcho-syndicalist vision struggles with the dilemmas of a social movement constructing a new 
society. A recent re-reading brought me to tears, reminding me of the sometimes exhilarating 
days of New Left organizing.  In the late sixties and early seventies, activists looked 
optimistically to experiments in China, Yugoslavia [now Serbo-Croatian, Macedonian, Slovene], 
and Cuba. While the book can be critiqued as flawed due limitations in its nascent feminism, 
there are few works that weave together sf and political struggle so adeptly. But be warned, the 
book is a bit dense and dry in parts (unlike Le Guin’s less political, fantasy works, such as her 
delightful Earthsea trilogy). It's still more fun than a political tract. 

 A pathbreaking work, The Left Hand of Darkness (1979) established Le Guin in both the 
political and science fiction realms. On the snowbound world Gethen the reader is forced to 
confront issues of sexuality when a human male falls in love with an androgynous native.  At the 
peak of their sexual cycle, Gethenians may become male or female ... a new twist on the feminist 
expression 'the personal is political.' 

 The Lathe of Heaven (1971) examines the unexpected consequences of social 
experimentation, made possible when dreams literally change reality.  On one level, Le Guin 
critiques the Johnson Great Society programs. She also goes deeper, challenging Western 
empiricism with her take on Taoism. Its surreal, gut-wrenching changes in social fabric again 
take me back to the late 1960s.  This was a time when anything seemed possible ... when the 
world dangled between desperate and optimistic futures. Very trippy, it is short and a much easier 
read than The Dispossessed.   

http://rationalwiki.org/wiki/New_Left


 The Word For World is Forest, Le Guin's Vietnam War analogy, explores changes in a 
'primitive' or indigenous culture as it battles off-world imperialists [in a more interesting way 
than the film Avatar (2009)]. The daughter of a well-known anthropologist, Le Guin is fascinated 
by 'pre-class' communal societies. Her small, furry jungle-dwellers are divided by sex. Men 
'dream,' envisioning the big picture. Women 'do,' meaning they perform important day-to-day 
activities necessary to survive. Each respects the other's role. Le Guin's male hero is a god; he 
translates dreams into reality. He is taught to kill by a Western 'god,' a 'John Wayne' of an 
invading logging company. Her story illustrates how dehumanization, central to racism, is 
integral to imperialism. Yet she also humanizes the imperialists, encouraging the reader to see the 
system as part of the problem. More novella than novel, its starkness works to its advantage.  

 Woman on the Edge of Time (1976) is another classic. By an author better known in 
socialist-feminist circles, Marge Piercy offers a view of 'total control institutions' more politically 
aware than One Flew Over the Cuckoo's Nest (1962) by Ken Kesey. The first part of Piercy's 
work is intense; its working-class protagonist struggles with layers of oppression [now often  
referred to as intersectionality].  She is a Latina, single mother, and mental patient. This provides 
a realistic foil to an interesting utopian vision. Like Le Guin, Piercy develops what Tom Moylan 
calls a 'critical utopia.' An new society has resolves underlying contradictions of its 1

predecessor--not surprisingly patriarchal capitalism--and now must confront new dilemmas.  See 
Moylan's Demand The Impossible: Science Fiction and the Utopian Imagination (1986) for a 
serious dissection of this novel and New Left politics in speculative fiction [see this review of a 
revised version published in 2014). Piercy also uses time travel to show how movement failures 
may have horrible consequences, resulting in a dystopian, corporate-dominated nightmare [and 
when someone points out to Piercy that she 'invented' cyberpunk in Woman On The Edge, she 
develops it further in the excellent He, She and It (1993) ]. 2

 For those wishing to slip back in time to visit the foundations of Western patriarchy, a 
must-read is Marion Zimmer Bradley's The Mists of Avalon (1983)--the King Arthur story as 

 I had the good fortune of meeting Tom Moylan when I was graduate student in the early 80s of 1

the University of Wisconsin-Milwaukee.  An Irish-American, he moved back to the old country 
and is a professor at the University of Limerick. 

 A good article on Piercy's work from Jo Walton (2009). I loved He, She and It much more than 2

Walton, feeling it is still a realistic future given current trends, barring a resurgence of social 
movements like the sixties. Le Guin creates a very 'Data-like' (Star Trek Next Generation) 
android, and deftly weaves in the Jewish Golem myth in a fashion better than the The Golem and 
the Jinni (2013) by Helen Wecker. 

http://www.tor.com/2009/09/21/hope-and-utopia-marge-piercys-woman-on-the-edge-of-time/
https://en.m.wikipedia.org/wiki/The_Golem_and_the_Jinni
https://en.m.wikipedia.org/wiki/Intersectionality
http://www.academia.edu/10631546/Review_of_Moylan_Tom_Demand_the_Impossible._Science_Fiction_and_the_Utopian_Imagination._Oxford_Berlin_Bern_Peter_Lang_2014
https://en.m.wikipedia.org/wiki/Tom_Moylan


experienced by the women. Most suffer when a radical, patriarchal Christianity  replaces  a more 3

benign regime of an earlier era ... when the Goddess was still revered, allowed to 'rule the soil.' 
Nine hundred-some pages, this book may last the summer.  It's fun despite a mildly soap opera-
ish interplay of characters. Bradley begins with my least favorite character, Arthur's mother 
Igraine, but makes up for it with her depiction of Morgaine, Arthur's supposedly corrupting 
sister.   
 Of Bradley's lesser known works, I recommend the Darkover series (of which there are 
almost a dozen [and more since then]). The earlier books are a mainstream mixture of science 
fiction and fantasy, exploring cross currents and collisions of modern and feudal cultures. 
Influenced by seventies debates within the feminist-separatist movement, Bradley received both 
praise for popularizing feminist issues and criticism for not being sufficiently feminist. Her Guild 
of the Free Amazons strive for liberation through The Shattered Chain (1976), Thendara House 
(1980), and City of Sorcery (1984).  Like all Darkover novels, each is constructed as a work in its 
own right--I enjoyed them in reverse order. Her contrast between the stark oppression of women 
in the feudal society of planet Darkover with the 'enlightened,' supposedly egalitarian, star-faring 
empire seems particularly relevant in these days of Reagan's America and Khomeni’s Iran [and 
even more so in the Tea Party days of 2016]. Like Le Guin, Bradley can be praised for being one 
of the few sF writers to introduce positive characters with alternative sexual orientations 
[fortunately many more have followed since]. 

  Samuel 'Chip' Delany,  one of few African-American sf authors, also made important 4

contributions. His early, more conventional work, The Fall of The Towers trilogy (1970), is a tale 
of cultural speculation full of war, mad computers, and malignant cosmic intelligence. In 
Babel-17 (1966) he explores how language perception shapes reality in an alien society is built 
upon different thought and speech patterns. He can be credited for presenting alternative sexual 
proclivities long before it was popular. While I found Delany's later work less satisfying, not to 
mention less comprehensible, I recommend it for those of a more post-structuralist bent--you 
may better appreciate his deconstruction of sadomasochism. 

 For those wanting something more down to earth, try an early Kurt Vonnegut. While 
surreal The Sirens of Titan (1959) is his funniest sf, The Player Piano (1952) is his most 
prescient social satire--a biting critique of 'Post-Industrial' society long before Daniel Bell 
popularized the phrase. The city of the future is the genetic representation of the society; it is 

 This looks quite prescient from the perspective of spring 2016, where Ted Cruz, the second-3

place candidate of the Republican Party, comes from an even more radical and powerful 
fundamentalist Christianity. 

 Moylan became friends with Chip Delaney several years earlier when Delaney had a one-year 4

position at UWM in 1977. He shares what it was like to be one of the first African-Americans in 
science-fiction: http://www.nyrsf.com/racism-and-science-fiction-.html 

http://www.nyrsf.com/racism-and-science-fiction-.html


divided into parts: technocrats, machines, the military, and everyone else... given 'make work,' 
the Reconstruction and Reclamation Corps (Reeks and Recks). Vonnegut uses deliciously dark 
humor.  A dystopic techno-welfare state provides circus, food, and consumer goods while 
stripping away dignity, participation or meaning.  A band of desperately futile, though amusing 
revolutionaries, challenge this 'new order.'  Their inspiration is the Ghost Shirt Society, a 
'Millenarian' social movement challenging our dismal history of genocide. A number of Plains 
native tribes came to believe that their shirts, blessed by ancestral gods, protected them from the 
guns of the White Man. Vonnegut’s bleak outlook is balanced by an incredibly funny game 
moderated by the newly elected president—a former TV star. As the farce of the Reagan 1980s 
mocks the tragedy of the 1950s, this hits home [more so watching reality TV star Donald Trump 
lead the 2016 Republican primary]. 

 Another fifties book with special relevance to the eighties is Walter Miller's Canticle for 
Leibowitz (1960). Not surprisingly, this re-released work is enjoying a new wave of popularity. A 
tale spanning centuries, it ponders the inevitability of nuclear war—albeit a second nuclear war. 
After the first such war, only the Catholic Church prevents the world from descending into 
complete barbarism.  Followers of St. Leibowitz keep alive fragments of science. But history 
repeats itself; their moral concerns mean little as science is again chained to the desires of the 
powerful and greedy. Written originally as a series of short stories, the first part was less 
interesting. Fortunately Miller, long a writer of pulp sf, matures by the latter part. For those 
interested in the relationship between religion (in particular Catholicism) and science, try James 
Blish's A Case of Conscience (1959). A Jesuit, biologist spaceman speculates on whether secular 
knowledge may be intrinsically evil. This story is topical as an unusual version of creationism.   

 Another classic work that is prescient and in which prescience plays an important part, is 
Frank Herbert’s Dune (1965). This well-crafted epic makes the ultimate psychedelic substance a 
scarce resource. Space pilots must consume a spice produced only on a single desert planet. 
Arrakis becomes embroiled in a mix of intergalactic imperialism and home-grown, fanatical 
jihad. After the local “father of the struggle," Abu Jihad, ingests the spice, he selects alternative 
futures. In this tale of mysticism and Byzantine intrigue, Herbert anticipates both the oil crisis 
and the transformation of the Middle East into a political inferno. Unfortunately, the recently-
released Dune (1984) movie, directed by David Lynch, slices and dices the story up such that 
only diehard Sting fans may enjoy it (although it is worth seeing for the special effects--including 
huge spice-producing worms). The book's sequels, like many such creations, are of diminished 
stature.  Those interested in the ecology movement may have fun with a lesser work, The Green 
Brain, a mix of guerrilla warfare a la Vietnam and ecological nightmare. Insects, in response to 
toxic stimulation, evolve a collective brain to direct their 'troops.' The human response is, of 
course, to escalate attacks upon these cretinous creatures. The terrain becomes divided between 
'green' (insect) and 'red' (human) sectors.  

 John Brunner explores the relationship between technology and society in Shockwave 
Rider (1975). Inspired by Alvin Toffler's Future Shock  (1970), this tale brings together themes 
of social disintegration papered over with advanced computer technology, religious cult groups, 

https://en.m.wikipedia.org/wiki/Future_Shock


and Nixon-esque, CIA-like domination. Written during the same period as Woman on the Edge of 
Time, it is one of the few and last science fiction works to explore utopian alternatives proposed 
by sixties social movements. Brunner’s writing can be a bit uneven and here his style is 
purposely choppy.  Another Brunner title recommended by my comrades is Stand on Zanzibar 
(1968). Written at the height of the 1960s, this almost 700-page epic work waits on my shelf 
[still].  According to the cover, it is set in an overpopulated future where “a society [is] squeezed 
into hive-living madness by megabrain computers, mass-marketed psychedelics, and eugenics." 

 A decidedly different work also of great length is Robert Heinlein’s bizarre Stranger in a 
Strange Land (1961). Much of its counter-culture popularity in the late sixties was heightened by 
its mysticism and advocacy of free love ...  can you grok? Heinlein can be entertaining if you can 
cope with his right-wing libertarianism [a 'lower brow' Ayn Rand] and avowed chauvinism. 
Unlike most sf, he at least grapples with political questions. He formulates his politics with 
greatest cogency in his tale of anti-imperialism, The Moon is a Harsh Mistress (1966). Life is 
indeed harsh in a former penal colony where descendants of inmates are still exploited by the 
government of Earth. Bereft of any form of local organized government, a Social Darwinist 
utopia comes into existence [a libertarian fantasy still imagined by politicians like Ayn Rand 
enthusiast Paul Ryan, Speaker of the House].  Politeness becomes the rule on the Moon as death 
(through lack of oxygen) may be easily perpetrated. Everything becomes commodified--thus the 
slogan: There Is No Such Thing as A Free Lunch (TANSTAFL). Women, as the third most 
important limited commodity (after air and beer) gain an 'elevated' status. The extended family 
becomes the basis for a new, communally-based social fabric. To defend this brave new world, 
revolutionaries [aided by artificial intelligence ] must liberate the moon. Read this book along 5

with The Dispossessed for very different perspectives on anarchism. Borrow it from the library if 
you don’t wish to encourage Heinlein and his market mechanisms. 

 So have a good summer. I hope these suggestions provide relief from the heat, whether it 
be from sun or struggle. 
                                                                                                                      Z      

 (5) In Moon Heinlein has a unique take on the genesis of artificial intelligence, one which is 5

difficult to discuss without a spoiler.


