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The Mind Is Still

The mind is still. The gallant books of lies

are never quite enough.

Ideas are a whirl of mazy flies

over the pigs’ trough.

Words are my matter. I have chipped one stone

for thirty years and still it is not done,

that image of the thing I cannot see.

I cannot finish it and set it free,

transformed to energy.

I chip and stutter but I do not sing

the truth, like any bird.

Daily I come to Judgment stammering

the same half-word.

So what’s the matter? I can understand

that stone is heavy in the hand.

Ideas flit like flies above the swill.

I crowd with other pigs to get my fill.

The mind is still.

(1977)


Foreword

I seldom have as much pleasure in reading nonfiction as I do in a poem or a story. I can admire a well-made essay, but I’d rather follow a narrative than a thought, and the more abstract the thought the less I comprehend it. Philosophy inhabits my mind only as parables, and logic never enters it at all. Yet my grasp of syntax, which seems to me the logic of a language, is excellent. So I imagine that this limitation in my thinking is related to my abysmal mathematical incompetence, my inability to play chess or even checkers, perhaps my incomprehension of key in music. There seems to be a firewall in my mind against ideas expressed in numbers and graphs rather than words, or in abstract words such as Sin or Creativity. I just don’t understand. And incomprehension is boredom.

So the nonfiction I read is mostly narrative—biography, history, travel, and science in its descriptive aspect: geology, cosmology, natural history, anthropology, psychology, etc., the more specific the better. And not only narrativity but the quality of the writing is of the first importance to me. Rightly or not, I believe a dull, inept style signals poverty or incompleteness of thought. I see the accuracy, scope, and quality of Darwin’s intellect directly expressed in the clarity, strength, and vitality of his writing—the beauty of it.

This means I’ve set myself an awfully high standard when it comes to writing nonfiction. And if it isn’t narrative, it’s going to be hard work, and hard for me to judge as good or bad. Writing fiction or poetry is natural to me. I do it, want to do it, am fulfilled in doing it, the way a dancer dances or a tree grows. Story or poem is spun directly out of my entire self. And so I consider myself without question the primary judge of its accuracy, honesty, and quality. Writing talks or essays, however, is always more like doing schoolwork. It’s going to be assessed for style and content, and rightly so. Nobody knows better than I do what my stories are about, but my essays may be judged by people who know a lot more than I do about what I’m talking about.

Fortunately, studying French and other Romance literatures, I got good training in scholarship and in writing critical prose, which gave me some confidence. Unfortunately, I also showed a gift for the snow job—not the kind that buries fake facts under a blizzard of statistics, but the stylistic snow job, expressing incomplete ideas with such graceful confidence that they are perfectly convincing until examined. After all, a fluent style isn’t altogether dependent on the thoughts it expresses—it can be used to skate over gaps in knowledge and conceal rickety joints between ideas. When I’m writing nonfiction I have to be very aware of my tendency to let the words take their own course, leading me softly, happily, away from fact, away from rigorous connection of ideas, toward my native country, fiction and poetry, where truths are expressed and thoughts connected in an entirely different way.

As I got old and my total store of energy began to shrink, I began to travel about to give speeches less often and less far, and was less willing to take on a big talk or essay topic that would eat up weeks or months of research, planning, writing, and rewriting. So there are fewer talks and essays in this book than in my earlier nonfiction collections, and proportionately more book reviews.

A book review is usually pretty short, under a thousand words, and naturally limited in topic; it has certain requirements of description, but allows a lot of leeway as to pronouncing judgment—even though it involves the writer’s conscience pretty directly. It’s an interesting and demanding form. And one can say a good deal in a review that has to do with wider matters, literary and otherwise.

I like writing reviews except when I dislike the book I’m reviewing. When it comes to reading reviews, of course the best is one that sends me right to the bookstore, but I also treasure a hatchet job well-written and well-deserved. The pleasure of reading a killer review of a bad book is guiltless. The pleasure of writing one, however, is darkened for  me by all kinds of compunctions, fellow-feeling for the author, shame at enjoying inflicting shame. . . . All the same, so long as I’ve tried to understand what the author tried to do, and have no illusions of my critical infallibility, condoning inferiority isn’t an option open to me. For this reason the only real killer review in this book presented me with an intense problem. I had considerable respect for the author but thought the book almost incredibly bad. I had no idea how to review it. I appealed to my friend the novelist Molly Gloss—what to do? She suggested that I simply tell the plot. It was an excellent solution. Supply enough hemp, and the problem vanishes.

As for what writing an essay or talk demands—the expense of time and energy on research, thinking out, rethinking—this of course varies according to the subject. One of the longer pieces in this book, “Living in a Work of Art,” was not written as most of them were as a talk to a group or on commission by a periodical (though it ended up happily in Paradoxa). It was something I wanted to write, purely on the principle of E. M. Forster’s lady who said, “How do I know what I think till I see what I say?” It didn’t take very much research, and once it got going it was a pleasure to write. When I can use prose as I do in writing stories as a direct means or form of thinking, not as a way of saying something I know or believe, not as a vehicle for a message, but as an exploration, a voyage of discovery resulting in something I didn’t know before I wrote it, then I feel that I am using it properly. So that one is probably my favorite of these pieces.

I am often asked to deliver a message, and quite capable of doing so. But I seldom find it easy or particularly pleasant. One of the shortest pieces in the book is my speech on receiving the National Book Foundation medal in 2014. I was informed in June that this honor had been awarded me, so long as I’d come to New York to get it and make an acceptance speech lasting not more than seven minutes. I accepted, with much hesitation. From June until November, I worked on that little talk. I rethought and replanned it, anxiously, over and over. Even on a poem I’ve never worked so long and so obsessively, or with so little assurance that what I was saying was right, was what I ought to say. I was daunted, too, by the ingratitude of insulting the people who printed my books and were giving me an award. Who was I to spit in the publishers’ punch bowl at the annual industry party?

Well, I was, in fact, the one to do it. So I did it.

I’ve never been so nervous before a speech since junior high school commencement. I’ve never been so surprised by an audience reaction (though the Amazon table sat predictably, glumly, mute). The viral flurry on the internet and my ensuing fifteen Warhol minutes of celebrity status were encouraging: people do care about books, some of them worry about capitalism. How much good it did in the long run is another question. But at least I ended up feeling that getting what I had to say said right in six minutes was entirely worth six months of work.

This confirms my sense that I have been allowed to use my life well, in work that was worth the time spent on it. Many people might see my two principal occupations as incompatible: being a middle-class American intellectual/wife/housewife/mother of three children, and being a writer. I won’t say that doing both jobs at once was easy, but I can report, from very late in the life in question, that I found some inevitable conflict but no incompatibility between the two. Little abnegation was demanded, and no sacrifice of life for art or art for life. On the contrary, each nourished and supported the other so deeply that, looking back, they all seem one thing to me.



Talks, Essays, and Occasional Pieces


  These are, really, all occasional pieces, addressed on various occasions to various audiences. Their subjects range through animals in books, invented languages, sleep, the house I grew up in, anarchism, how to read a poem, and a poem about a plinth. The most useful way to arrange them was chronologically. Many of them were revised slightly for this book; their original versions can be found in the original publication or on my website.



  Only two of them are overtly political.; but as we learned from Robin Morgan and others, the personal and the political are inseparable. A good many of them present a defense, sometimes a fairly belligerent defense, of certain aspects of literature—imaginative fiction, genre, women’s writing, reading as distinct from experiencing media.



  All through the past fifteen years there’s been a steady and increasing shift of critical interest and understanding towards imaginative fiction and away from a rigid view of realism as the only fiction worthy the name of literature. I’m delighted to know that my arguments in defense of genre were becoming unnecessary even as I made them.



  Gender in literature, however, remains a vexed issue. Books by women continue to be marginalised or segregated, receive fewer “major” literary awards, and are more subject to terminal inattention following the writer’s death. So long as we hear about “women’s writing” but not about “men’s writing”—because the latter is assumed to be the norm—the balance is not just. The same signal of privilege and prejudice is reflected in the common use of the word feminism and the almost total absence of its natural counterpart, masculinism. I long for the day when neither word is necessary.



The Operating Instructions

A talk given at a meeting of Oregon Literary Arts in 2002.

A poet has been appointed ambassador. A playwright is elected president. Construction workers stand in line with office managers to buy a new novel. Adults seek moral guidance and intellectual challenge in stories about warrior monkeys, one-eyed giants, and crazy knights who fight windmills. Literacy is considered a beginning, not an end.

. . . Well, maybe in some other country, but not this one. In America the imagination is generally looked on as something that might be useful when the TV is out of order. Poetry and plays have no relation to practical politics. Novels are for students, housewives, and other people who don’t work. Fantasy is for children and primitive peoples. Literacy is so you can read the operating instructions. I think the imagination is the single most useful tool mankind possesses. It beats the opposable thumb. I can imagine living without my thumbs, but not without my imagination.

I hear voices agreeing with me. “Yes, yes!” they cry. “The creative imagination is a tremendous plus in business! We value creativity, we reward it!” In the marketplace, the word creativity has come to mean the generation of ideas applicable to practical strategies to make larger profits. This reduction has gone on so long that the word creative can hardly be degraded further. I don’t use it any more, yielding it to capitalists and academics to abuse as they like. But they can’t have imagination.

Imagination is not a means of making money. It has no place in the vocabulary of profit-making. It is not a weapon, though all weapons originate from it, and their use, or non-use, depends on it, as with all tools and their uses. The imagination is an essential tool of the mind, a fundamental way of thinking, an indispensable means of becoming and remaining human.

We have to learn to use it, and how to use it, like any other tool. Children have imagination to start with, as they have body, intellect, the capacity for language: things essential to their humanity, things they need to learn how to use, how to use well. Such teaching, training, and practice should begin in infancy and go on throughout life. Young human beings need exercises in imagination as they need exercise in all the basic skills of life, bodily and mental: for growth, for health, for competence, for joy. This need continues as long as the mind is alive.

When children are taught to hear and learn the central literature of their people, or, in literate cultures, to read and understand it, their imagination is getting a very large part of the exercise it needs.

Nothing else does quite as much for most people, not even the other arts. We are a wordy species. Words are the wings both intellect and imagination fly on. Music, dance, visual arts, crafts of all kinds, all are central to human development and well-being, and no art or skill is ever useless learning; but to train the mind to take off from immediate reality and return to it with new understanding and new strength, nothing quite equals poem and story.

Through story, every culture defines itself and teaches its children how to be people and members of their people—Hmong, !Kung, Hopi, Quechua, French, Californian. . . . We are those who arrived at the Fourth World. . . . We are Joan’s nation. . . . We are the sons of the Sun. . . . We came from the sea. . . . We are the people who live at the center of the world.

A people that doesn’t live at the center of the world, as defined and described by its poets and storytellers, is in a bad way. The center of the world is where you live fully, where you know how things are done, how things are done rightly, done well.

A child who doesn’t know where the center is—where home is, what home is—that child is in a very bad way.

Home isn’t Mom and Dad and Sis and Bud. Home isn’t where they have to let you in. It’s not a place at all. Home is imaginary.


Home, imagined, comes to be. It is real, realer than any other place, but you can’t get to it unless your people show you how to imagine it—whoever your people are. They may not be your relatives. They may never have spoken your language. They may have been dead for a thousand years. They may be nothing but words printed on paper, ghosts of voices, shadows of minds. But they can guide you home. They are your human community.

All of us have to learn how to invent our lives, make them up, imagine them. We need to be taught these skills; we need guides to show us how. Without them, our lives get made up for us by other people.

Human beings have always joined in groups to imagine how best to live and help one another carry out the plan. The essential function of human community is to arrive at some agreement on what we need, what life ought to be, what we want our children to learn, and then to collaborate in learning and teaching so that we and they can go on the way we think is the right way.

Small communities with strong traditions are often clear about the way they want to go, and good at teaching it. But tradition may crystallise imagination to the point of fossilising it as dogma and forbidding new ideas. Larger communities, such as cities, open up room for people to imagine alternatives, learn from people of different traditions, and invent their own ways to live.

As alternatives proliferate, however, those who take the responsibility of teaching find little social and moral consensus on what they should be teaching—what we need, what life ought to be. In our time of huge populations exposed continuously to reproduced voices, images, and words used for commercial and political profit, there are too many people who want to and can invent us, own us, shape and control us through seductive and powerful media. It’s a lot to ask of a child to find a way through all that alone.

Nobody can do anything very much, really, alone.

What a child needs, what we all need, is to find some other people who have imagined life along lines that make sense to us and allow some freedom, and listen to them. Not hear passively, but listen. Listening is an act of community, which takes space, time, and silence.

Reading is a means of listening.

Reading is not as passive as hearing or viewing. It’s an act: you do it. You read at your pace, your own speed, not the ceaseless, incoherent, gabbling, shouting rush of the media. You take in what you can and want to take in, not what they shove at you fast and hard and loud in order to overwhelm and control you. Reading a story, you may be told something, but you’re not being sold anything. And though you’re usually alone when you read, you are in communion with another mind. You aren’t being brainwashed or co-opted or used; you’ve joined in an act of the imagination.

I know no reason why our media could not create a similar community of the imagination, as theater has often done in societies of the past, but they’re mostly not doing it. They are so controlled by advertising and profiteering that the best people who work in them, the real artists, if they resist the pressure to sell out, get drowned out by the endless rush for novelty, by the greed of the entrepreneurs.

Much of literature remains free of such co-optation, in part because a lot of books were written by dead people, who by definition are not greedy. And many living poets and novelists, though their publishers may be crawling abjectly after bestsellers, continue to be motivated less by the desire for gain than by the wish to do what they’d probably do for nothing if they could afford it, that is, practice their art—make something well, get something right. Literature remains comparatively, and amazingly, honest and reliable.

Books may not be “books,” of course, they may not be ink on wood pulp but a flicker of electronics in the palm of a hand. Incoherent and commercialised and worm-eaten with porn and hype and blather as it is, electronic publication offers those who read a strong new means of active community. The technology is not what matters. Words are what matter. The sharing of words. The activation of imagination through the reading of words.

The reason literacy is important is that literature is the operating instructions. The best manual we have. The most useful guide to the country we’re visiting, life.



What It Was Like

A talk given at a meeting of Oregon NARAL in January 2004.

My friends at NARAL asked me to tell you what it was like before Roe vs. Wade. They asked me to tell you what it was like to be twenty and pregnant in 1950 and when you tell your boyfriend you’re pregnant, he tells you about a friend of his in the army whose girl told him she was pregnant, so he got all his buddies to come and say, “We all fucked her, so who knows who the father is?” And he laughs at the good joke.

They asked me to tell you what it was like to be a pregnant girl—we weren’t “women” then—a pregnant college girl who, if her college found out she was pregnant, would expel her, there and then, without plea or recourse. What it was like, if you were planning to go to graduate school and get a degree and earn a living so you could support yourself and do the work you loved—what it was like to be a senior at Radcliffe and pregnant and if you bore this child, this child which the law demanded you bear and would then call “unlawful,” “illegitimate,” this child whose father denied it, this child which would take from you your capacity to support yourself and do the work you knew it was your gift and your responsibility to do: What was it like?

I can hardly imagine what it’s like to live as a woman under Fundamentalist Islamic law. I can hardly remember now, fifty-four years later, what it was like to live under Fundamentalist Christian law. Thanks to Roe vs. Wade, none of us in America has lived in that place for half a lifetime.

But I can tell you what it is like, for me, right now. It’s like this: If I had dropped out of college, thrown away my education, depended on my parents through the pregnancy, birth, and infancy, till I could get

some kind of work and gain some kind of independence for myself and the child, if I had done all that, which is what the anti-abortion people want me to have done, I would have borne a child for them, for the anti-abortion people, the authorities, the theorists, the fundamentalists; I would have borne a child for them, their child.

But I would not have borne my own first child, or second child, or third child. My children.

The life of that fetus would have prevented, would have aborted, three other fetuses, or children, or lives, or whatever you choose to call them: my children, the three I bore, the three wanted children, the three I had with my husband—whom, if I had not aborted the unwanted one, I would never have met and married, because he would have been a Fulbright student going to France on the Queen Mary in 1953 but I would not have been a Fulbright student going to France on the Queen Mary in 1953. I would have been an “unwed mother” of a three-year-old in California, without work, with half an education, living off her parents, not marriageable, contributing nothing to her community but another mouth to feed, another useless woman.

But it is the children I have to come back to, my children Elisabeth, Caroline, Theodore, my joy, my pride, my loves. If I had not broken the law and aborted that life nobody wanted, they would have been aborted by a cruel, bigoted, and senseless law. They would never have been born. This thought I cannot bear. I beg you to see what it is that we must save, and not to let the bigots and misogynists take it away from us again. Save what we won: our children. You who are young, before it’s too late, save your children.



Genre: A Word Only a Frenchman Could Love

A talk given at the Public Library Association Preconference on Genre, in Seattle, February 2004, revised in 2014.

The concept of genre is a valid one. We need a method for sorting out and defining varieties of narrative fiction, and genre gives us a tool to begin the job. But there are two big problems in using the tool. The first is that it’s been misused so often that it’s hard to use it rightly—like a good screwdriver that’s all bent out of shape because some dork tried to pry paving stones apart with it.

Genre is a generic word—naturally!—for “a kind or style, especially of art or literature,” says the OED, and more specifically a term for paintings of a certain type and subject matter: “scenes and subjects of common life.”

Now, “scenes and subjects of common life” nicely covers the subject matter of the realistic novel, the literary equivalent of genre painting. But when the term made its way into literature, it came to mean anything but the realistic and the commonplace. It was oddly enough applied to fictions whose subject matter is some degrees removed from common life—Westerns, murder mysteries, spy thrillers, romances, horror stories, fantasies, science fiction, and so on.

The subject matter of realism is broader than that of any genre except fantasy; and realism was the preferred mode of twentieth-century modernism. By relegating fantasy to kiddylit or the trash, modernist critics left the field to the realistic novel. Realism was central. The word genre began to imply something less, something inferior, and came to be commonly misused, not as a description, but as a negative value judgment. Most people now understand “genre” to be an inferior form of fiction, defined by a label, while realistic fictions are simply called novels or literature. So we have an accepted hierarchy of fictional types, with “literary fiction,” not defined, but consisting almost exclusively of realism, at the top. All other kinds of fiction, the “genres,” are either listed in rapidly descending order of inferiority or simply tossed into a garbage heap at the bottom. This judgmental system, like all arbitrary hierarchies, promotes ignorance and arrogance. It has seriously deranged the teaching and criticism of fiction for decades, by short-circuiting useful critical description, comparison, and assessment. It condones imbecilities on the order of “If it’s science fiction it can’t be good, if it’s good it can’t be science fiction.”

And judgment by genre is particularly silly and pernicious now that the idea of genre itself is breaking down.

That’s the other problem with our good tool; the screwdriver is melting, the screws are all screwy. Much of the best fiction doesn’t fit into the genres any more, but combines, crosses, miscegenates, transgresses, and reinvents them. Seventy years ago Virginia Woolf questioned the possibility of writing realistic fiction honestly. Many honest writers have given up the attempt.

Terms such as “magical realism” or “slipstream” are taken from the literatures to which they’re suited and slapped hastily across great widening cracks in the conventional structure of narrative. They disguise more than they reveal, and are useless as description. Major novelists appear outside any recognised category—tell me what kind of fiction it is that José Saramago writes. It is not realism; no, it certainly isn’t; but it very certainly is literature.

The breakdown is occurring even across a major boundary, that between fiction and nonfiction. Jorge Luis Borges said that he considered all prose literature to be fiction. Fiction, for Borges, thus includes history, journalism, biography, memoir, Cervantes’ Don Quixote, Pierre Menard’s Don Quixote, the works of Borges, Peter Rabbit, and the Bible. It seems a large category, but it may prove more intellectually practicable than any attempt to salvage useless distinctions.

And yet the categories established by genre are not only perpetuated, cemented in, by the stereotyped thinking of reviewers, by the ingrained habits and superstitions of publishers, and by the shelving and descriptive  practices of booksellers and libraries; they also are—have been and still are—useful, perhaps necessary, to the appreciation of fiction. If you don’t know what kind of book you’re reading and it’s not a kind you’re used to, you probably need to learn how to read it. You need to learn the genre.

Useless and harmful as a value category, genre is a valid descriptive category. It may be most useful historically, for defining twentieth-century works; in the postmodern era the genres begin to melt and flow. But where definition by genre applies and is applied fairly, it is valuable both to readers and to writers.

For example: A writer sets out to write science fiction but isn’t familiar with the genre, hasn’t read what’s been written. This is a fairly common situation, because science fiction is known to sell well, but, being “subliterary,” is supposed to be not worth study. It’s just Sci-Fi—what’s to learn? Plenty. A genre is a genre by virtue of having a field and focus of its own, its appropriate and particular tools and rules and techniques for handling the material, its traditions, and its experienced, appreciative readers. Ignorant of all this, our novice is about to reinvent the wheel, the space ship, the space alien, and the mad scientist, with cries of innocent wonder. The cries will not be echoed by the readers. Readers familiar with the genre have met the space ship, the alien, and the mad scientist before. They know much more about them than the writer does.

In the same way, critics who set out to talk about a fantasy novel in ignorance of the history and extensive theory of fantasy literature will make fools of themselves, because they don’t know how to read the book. They have no contextual information to tell them what its tradition is, where it’s coming from, what it’s trying to do, what it does. This was liberally proved when the first Harry Potter book came out and literary reviewers ran around shrieking about its incredible originality. This originality was an artifact of the reviewers’ blank ignorance of its genres, children’s fantasy and the British boarding-school story, plus the fact that they hadn’t read a fantasy since they were eight. It was pitiful. It was like watching a TV gourmet chef eat a piece of buttered toast and squeal, “But this is delicious! Unheard of! What genius invented it?”


When The Hobbit and its sequels were published, ignorance as a critical qualification was celebrated every time a literary pundit exhibited his sophistication by performing the time-hallowed Ceremony of the Ritual Sneers at Tolkien. Happily, that custom is fast dying out.

All in all we need to rethink genre in order to reform the practices of critics and reviewers and the assumptions of readers, and to bring the description of fiction into some kind of relation to reality. I admit that the temptation to pull a Borges is very strong—to just say, All Fiction is Genre and all Genre is Literature! And I do say it when I lose patience.

But what’s the use in saying it when you know that you’re running your head right against the solid obstruction of category labeling and shelving practice, from the conception of the book, the contract, the cover, to the bookstores and libraries? How can you tell reviewers to stop shoving books into outmoded categories where they don’t fit when the publishers themselves absolutely insist on the category labels—and when many, perhaps most of the authors would scream bloody murder if they didn’t get the genre label and cover and category that keeps their book from getting lost among all the other books in all the other genres?

Marketing rules, OK? I have no illusions that intelligence could possibly replace marketing in this or any other matter. Commercial genrification has its reasons. They are intelligible reasons, though not intelligent ones.

Consumerism also rules. If the books aren’t categorised, if they aren’t shelved by genre, if they don’t have a little label saying SF or M or YA, a whole lot of customers and library users will come storming the counter or the desk or the online book dealer, shouting, Where is my Fiction Fix? I want a Fantasy, I can’t read all that realistic stuff! I want a Mystery, I can’t read all that plotless stuff! I want a Masterpiece of Grim Realism, I can’t read all that imaginary stuff! I want Mindless Fluff, I can’t read all that literary stuff! Etc.

Genre addicts want books to be easy the way fast food is easy. They want to go to the big online commercial fiction dealer who knows what they like to read and offers cheap fixes, or go to the library shelf and stick out their hand and get a free fix. Did you ever notice handwritten initials next to the previously published titles on the flyleaf of a series  mystery at the library—sometimes a whole row of them down the leaf? They’re so people will know they’ve read that one already; looking at the story itself wouldn’t tell them anything, since it’s exactly like all the other books in that series by that author. This signifies reader addiction. The most harm I can see in it is that it may keep addicts from reading good stuff, though they might not read the good stuff anyway, because they’ve been scared into thinking that literature can’t include anything about horses, space ships, dragons, dreams, spies, monsters, animals, aliens, or dark, handsome, taciturn men who own large houses in remote bits of England. Fitzwilliam Darcy, they need you! But they’ve been scared away from Darcy, or never allowed a glimpse of him. Instead, the commercial fiction machine feeds their hunger for story with junk food—commercial, mechanical, formula fiction.

Any genre, including realism, can be formulised and made commercial. Genre and formula are two different things, but the assumption that they are the same thing allows the lazy-minded critic and professor to ignore and dismiss all genre literature.

A genre label on a book is usually an appeal to a safe but limited audience. Publishers go for safe, and so they like genre labels for high-risk authors. But with low-risk big-name authors, the assumption has been that their literary reputation would be damaged by the admission that one or more of their books belongs to a genre. Some “literary” novelists have performed amazing contortions to preserve their pure name from the faintest taint of genre pollution. I am tempted to imitate them, backwards. How am I to protect my unspotted name as a Sci-Fi Writer from the scorn of those who may notice that I have shamelessly published realistic fiction?

Easy. Consider my book Searoad, which makes ironic use of some realist tropes—but of course I don’t write Re-Fi, as its fat fans in three-piece-suit costumes call it. Realism is for lazy-minded, semi-educated people whose atrophied imagination allows them to appreciate only the most limited and conventional subject matter. Re-Fi is a repetitive genre written by unimaginative hacks who rely on mere mimesis. If they had any self-respect they’d be writing memoir, but they’re too lazy to fact-check. Of course I never read Re-Fi. But the kids keep bringing home these garish realistic novels and talking about them, so I know that it’s an incredibly narrow genre, completely centered on one species, full of worn-out clichés and predictable situations—the quest for the father, mother-bashing, obsessive male lust, dysfunctional suburban families, etc., etc. All it’s good for is being made into mass-market movies. Given its old-fashioned means and limited subject matter, realism is quite incapable of describing the complexity of contemporary experience.

There are many bad books. There are no bad genres.

Of course there are genres that are unappealing to individual readers. A reader who liked or valued all kinds of narrative equally would be undiscriminating to the point of imbecility. Some people honestly can’t read fantasy with any pleasure. I honestly can’t read porn, horror, or most political thrillers with pleasure. I have friends who cannot read any fiction with pleasure; they need what they can consider or pretend to be facts. These differences point, again, to the underlying validity of the concept of literary genre.

But they do not justify any judgment of literature by genre.

There are commercial subcategories, such as some series mysteries, gross-out books for children concerning snot, and strict formula romances, which are so narrowly prescribed, so rigidly diminished in emotional and intellectual scope, that a genius would go mad trying to write one of serious merit. But if you sneer at romance as an intrinsically inferior fictional category, may I invite you to read the works of Charlotte and Emily Brontë?

Judgment of literature by category or genre is worthless.

So what are we going to do now? What use is the concept of genre if you can’t damn whole categories of fiction with it so that you never have to bother learning how to read them, and if the fiction writers are going to keep crossing over, ignoring boundaries, miscegenating, interbreeding like a barnful of cats while publishers and booksellers and librarians cling desperately to the old, false, rigid divisions because they’re commercially unrisky and they make it easy for people to find certain types of books without being exposed to any alien forms of  literature that might possibly take over their minds and put new ideas into them?

Perhaps in the almost pathless confusion of the internet, and in the fact that we now have two major ways of publishing and reading books, the problem of genre has already begun to find its solution.


“Things Not Actually Present”: On Fantasy, with a Tribute to Jorge Luis Borges

A talk given at a meeting of Oregon Literary Arts in January 2005.

The unabridged Oxford English Dictionary is a wonderful book. It’s not quite Borges’s Book of Sand, yet it is inexhaustible. All we have ever said and can ever say is in it, if we can only find it. I think of the OED as my wise aunt. So I went to Auntie, with my magnifying glass, and said, “Auntie! Please tell me about fantasy, because I want to talk about it, but I am not sure what I am talking about.”

“Fantasy, or Phantasy,” Auntie replies, clearing her throat, “is from the Greek phantasia, lit. ‘a making visible.’” And she shows me how “fantasy” in the late Middle Ages meant “the mental apprehension of an object of perception,” the mind’s act of linking itself to the external world, but later came to mean just the reverse: an hallucination, a false perception, or the habit of deluding oneself. And she tells me that the word fantasy also came to mean the imagination itself, “the process, the faculty, or the result of forming mental representations of things not actually present.” And again, those representations, those imaginations, can be true ones, or false. They can be the insights and foresights that make human life possible, or the delusions and follies that bedevil and endanger our lives.

So the word fantasy remains ambiguous, standing between the false, the foolish, the shallows of the mind, and the mind’s deep, true connection with the real.


Auntie has very little to say about fantasy as a kind of literature. So I have to say it. In the Victorian and modernist periods, writers of fantasy were often apologetic about what they did, offering it as mere whimsy, a sort of bobble-fringing to real literature, or passing it off, sneakily, as Lewis Carroll did, as being “for children” and therefore beneath serious notice. Writers of fantasy are often less modest now that what they do is recognised as literature, or at least as a genre of literature, or at least as a subliterary genre, or at least as a commercial product.

Fantasy has, in fact, become quite a business. There are people who turn out unicorns by the yard. Capitalism flourishes in Elfland.

But when one night in Buenos Aires in 1937 three friends sat talking together about fantastic literature, it wasn’t yet a business. Even less so one night in a villa in Geneva in 1816, when four friends sat talking together and telling ghost stories. They were Mary Godwin, Percy Shelley, Lord Byron, and Mr. Polidori; and they told awful tales to one another, and Mary was scared. “We will each write a ghost story!” cried Byron. So Mary went away and thought about it, and a few nights later she had a nightmare in which a “pale student” used strange arts and machineries to arouse from unlife the “hideous phantasm of a man.”

And so, alone of the friends, she wrote her ghost story, Frankenstein: A Modern Prometheus, which is the first great modern fantasy. There are no ghosts in it; but fantasy, as the OED observes, is more than ghoulie-mongering. Because ghosts haunt one corner of the vast domain of fantastic literature, people familiar with that corner of it call the whole thing ghost stories, or horror stories; just as others call it Fairyland after the part of it they love best or hate worst, and others call it science fiction, and others call it stuff and nonsense. But the nameless being given life by Frankenstein’s or Mary Shelley’s arts and machineries is not a ghost, not a fairy; science-fictional he may be; stuff and nonsense he is not. He is a creature of fantasy, archetypal, deathless. Once raised he will not sleep again, for his pain will not let him sleep, the unanswered moral questions that woke with him will not let him rest in peace.

When there began to be money in the fantasy business, plenty of money was made out of him in Hollywood, but even that did not kill him.


Very likely his story was mentioned on that night in 1937 in Buenos Aires when Silvina Ocampo and her friends Jorge Luis Borges and Adolfo Bioy Casares fell to talking, so Casares tells us, “about fantastic literature . . . discussing the stories which seemed best to us.” And they enjoyed it so much they collected the stories into a Book of Fantasy, which exists now in both Spanish and English. It is a wild mishmash, horror story and ghost story and fairy tale and science fiction all together. A piece we might think we know almost too well, such as “The Cask of Amontillado,” regains its strangeness when read among works from the Orient and South America and distant centuries, by Kafka, Swedenborg, Cortázar, Akutagawa, Niu Chiao. The book reflects the taste and curiosity of Borges, who was himself a member of the international tradition of fantasy which includes Rudyard Kipling and H. G. Wells.

Perhaps I should not say tradition, since it has so little recognition in critical circles, and is distinguished in college English departments mainly by being ignored; but I believe there is a company of fantasists that Borges belonged to even as he transcended it, and that he honored even as he transformed it. By saying fantasy is for children (which of course some of it is) and dismissing it as commercial and formulaic (which of course some of it is), many academics and most literary critics feel justified in ignoring it all. Yet looking at such writers as Italo Calvino, Gabriel García Márquez, and José Saramago, I see our narrative fiction going slowly and massively, as a deep current, in one direction: and that direction is towards the reinclusion of fantasy as an essential element of fiction. Or put it this way: fiction—writing it, reading it—is an act of the imagination.

Fantasy is, after all, the oldest kind of narrative fiction, and the most universal.

Fiction offers the best means of understanding people different from oneself, short of experience. Actually, fiction can be lots better than experience, because it’s a manageable size, it’s comprehensible, while experience just steamrollers over you and you understand what happened decades later, if ever. Fiction is terrific at giving factual, pyschological, and moral understanding.

But realistic fiction is culture-specific. The language, the unspoken assumptions, all the details of ordinary life that are the substance and  strength of realistic fiction, may be utterly obscure to the reader of another time and place. And reading a realistic story that takes place in another century or another country involves an act of displacement, of translation, which many readers are unable or unwilling to attempt.

Fantasy need not have this problem. People tell me they don’t read fantasy “because it’s all just made up,” but the material of fantasy is far more permanent, more universal, than the social customs realism deals with. Whether a fantasy is set in the real world or an invented one, its substance is psychic stuff, human constants, imageries we recognise. It seems to be a fact that everybody, everywhere, even if they haven’t met one before, recognises a dragon.

Until fairly recently, the societies in and for which realistic fiction was written were limited and homogeneous. The realistic novel could describe such societies. But that limited language is in trouble now. To describe society since the mid twentieth century—global, multilingual, infinitely interlinked—we need the global, intuitional language of fantasy. García Márquez wrote his histories of his own nation in the fantastic images of magical realism because it was the only way he could do it.

The central moral dilemma of our age, and of this very moment now, is the use or non-use of annihilating power. This choice was posed most cogently in fictional terms by the purest of fantasists. Tolkien began The Lord of the Rings in 1937 and finished it about ten years later. During those years, Frodo withheld his hand from the Ring of Power, but the nations did not.

So, in so much contemporary fiction, the most revealing and accurate descriptions of our daily life are shot through with strangeness, or displaced in time, or set on imaginary worlds, or dissolved into the phantasmagoria of drugs or of psychosis, or rise from the mundane suddenly into the visionary and then come out the other side.

So the magical realists of South America and their counterparts in India and elsewhere are valued for their accuracy, their truthfulness to the way things are.

And so Jorge Luis Borges, who chose to identify himself with a tradition considered marginal, not the mainstream of realism and modernism that dominated literature in his youth and maturity, remains a writer central to our literature. His poems and stories, his images of reflections, libraries, labyrinths, forking paths, his books of tigers, of rivers, of sand, of mysteries, of changes, are everywhere honored, because they are beautiful, because they are nourishing, because they fulfill the most ancient, urgent function of words: to form for us “mental representations of things not actually present,” so that we can form a judgment of what world we live in and where we might be going in it, what we can celebrate, what we must fear.


A Response, by Ansible, from Tau Ceti

This piece first appeared in The New Utopian Politics of Ursula K. Le Guin’s The Dispossessed, edited by Laurence Davis and Peter Stillman, Lexington Books, 2005. It is a general response to the articles in that book. I revised it slightly for this book in 2014.

I’ve spent a good deal of vehemence objecting to the reduction of fiction to ideas. Readers, I think, are often led astray by the widespread belief that a novel springs from a single originating “idea,” and then are kept astray by the critical practice of discussing fiction as completely accessible to intellect, a rational presentation of ideas by means of an essentially ornamental narrative. In discussing novels that clearly deal with social, political, or ethical issues, and above all in discussing science fiction, supposed to be a “literature of ideas,” this practice is so common—particularly in teaching and academic texts—that it has driven me to slightly lunatic extremes of protest.

In reaction to it, I find myself talking as if intellect had nothing to with novel-writing or novel-reading, speaking of composition as a pure trance state, and asserting that all I seek when writing is to allow my unconscious mind to control the course of the story, using rational thought only to reality-check when revising.

All this is perfectly true, but it’s only half the picture. It’s because the other half of the picture is so often the only one shown and discussed that I counter-react to the point of sounding woowoo.

When critics treat me—even with praise—as a methodical ax-grinder, I am driven to deny that there’s any didactic intention at all in my fiction. Of course there is. I hope I have avoided preaching, but the teaching impulse is often stronger than I am. Still, I’d rather be praised for my efforts to resist it than for my failures.


Even in quite sophisticated criticism, the naïve conflation of what a character (particularly a sympathetic one) says with what the author believes will goad me into denying that I agree with what the character says, even when I do. How else can I assert the fact that a character’s voice is never to be taken for the author’s? Je suis Mme Bovary, said Flaubert, groaning as usual. I say: J’aime Shevek mais je ne suis pas Shevek. I envy Homer and Shakespeare, who by being only semi-existent evade such impertinent assimilations. They retain effortlessly the responsible detachment which I must consciously, and never wholly successfully, labor to achieve.

So The Dispossessed, a science-fiction novel not only concerned with politics, society, and ethics but approaching them via a definite political theory, has given me a lot of grief. It has generally, not always but often, been discussed as a treatise, not as a novel. This is its own damn fault, of course—what did it expect, announcing itself as a utopia, even if an ambiguous one? Everybody knows utopias are to be read not as novels but as blueprints for social theory or practice.

But the fact is that, starting with Plato’s Republic in Philosophy 1-A when I was seventeen, I read utopias as novels. Actually, I still read everything as novels, including history, memoir, and the newspaper. I think Borges is quite correct, all prose is fiction. So when I came to write a utopia of course I wrote a novel.

I wasn’t surprised that it was treated as a treatise, but I wondered if the people who read it as a treatise ever wondered why I had written it as a novel. Were they as indifferent as they seemed to be to what made it a novel—the inherent self-contradictions of novelistic narrative that prevent simplistic, single-theme interpretation, the novelistic “thickness of description” (Geertz’s term) that resists reduction to abstracts and binaries, the embodiment of ethical dilemma in a drama of character that evades allegorical interpretation, the presence of symbolic elements that are not fully accessible to rational thought?

You will understand, perhaps, why I approached this collection of essays about The Dispossessed with my head down and my shoulders hunched. Experience had taught me to expect a set of intellectual exercises which, even if not accusing me of preaching, moralising, political naïveté, compulsive heterosexuality, screeching feminism, or bourgeois cowardice,  even if interested in or supportive of what the book “says,” would prove essentially indifferent to how it says it.

If fiction is how it says what it says, then useful criticism is what shows you how fiction says what it says.

To my grateful surprise, that’s what this collection does. These essays are not about an idea of the book. They are about the book.

Perhaps I can express my gratitude best by saying that reading them left me knowing far better than I knew before how I wrote the book and why I wrote it as I did. By seldom exaggerating the intentionality of the text, they have freed me from exaggerating its non-intentionality, allowing me once more to consider what I wanted to do and how I tried to do it. They have restored the book to me as I conceived it, not as an exposition of ideas but as an embodiment of idea—a revolutionary artifact, a work containing a potential permanent source of renewal of thought and perception, like a William Morris design, or the Bernard Maybeck house I grew up in.

These critics show me how the events and relationships of the narrative, which as I wrote the book seemed to follow not an arbitrary but not a rationally decided course, do constitute an architecture which is fundamentally aesthetic and which, in being so, fulfills an intellectual or rational design. They enable me to see the system of links and echoes, of leaps and recurrences, that make the narrative structure work. This is criticism as I first knew it, serious, responsive, and jargon-free. I honor it as an invaluable aid to reading, my own text as well as others’.

Though I had pretty well saturated my mind with utopian literature, with the literature of pacifist anarchism, and with “temporal physics” (insofar as it existed) before I wrote the book, my knowledge of relevant theoretical thinking was very weak. When I read recurrent citations in these essays—Hegel above all, Bakhtin, Adorno, Marcuse, and many more—I hunch up a bit again. I am embarrassed. My capacity for sustained abstract thought is somewhat above that of a spaniel. I knew and know these authors only by name and reputation; the book was not written under their influence, and they can’t be held responsible, positively or negatively, for anything in my text. At most (as with the “shadow” in Carl Jung and in A Wizard of Earthsea) it is interesting to observe parallels or intersections of thought.


On the other hand, I was glad to see my thought experiment tested against the writers who did contribute to its formation—above all Lao Tzu, Kropotkin, and Paul Goodman.

A good many of the writers in this book treat The Dispossessed as if it stood quite alone in my work. This ahistorical approach seems odd, since the book has been around so long, and isn’t an anomaly among my other works. It was followed in 1982 by a fairly lengthy discussion of utopias (“A Non-Euclidean View of California as a Cold Place to Be”), which forms a clear link to a second, if radically different, utopian novel, Always Coming Home (1985). It’s hard for me to put these out of my mind when thinking about The Dispossessed. Both offer a chance to compare some of the things I did in the earlier novel with things I said in the essay or did in the later novel—testing for consistency, change of mind, progress, regress, aesthetic and intellectual purpose. And also, the unanimity with which these writers refuse to read The Dispossessed as a single-theme, monistic, closed-minded text makes me long to see some of them take on Always Coming Home, which has often been read, or dismissed unread, as a naively regressive picture of a sort of Happy Hunting Ground for fake Indians. The narrative experimentation and the postmodernist self-conscious fictionality which some of these essayists point to in The Dispossessed are carried a great deal further in Always Coming Home. I for one am curious as to why I play these particular tricks only when writing utopias, or anyhow semi-utopias with flies in them. In some of these essays I began to catch a glimpse of why, and I’d very much like to learn more.

I found nothing really to correct—nothing I thought simply wrong, a misreading—in all these pages. I would point out that Hainish guilt is not unmotivated or mysterious; in other stories one finds that the Hainish, everybody’s ancestors, have a terribly long history which is, like all human histories, terrible. So Ketho, who comes in at the end, is indeed cautious in his search for hope. But whether he finds it or not the book does not say. And here I felt in a few of the essays a slight tendency to wishful thinking. The book doesn’t have a happy ending. It has an open ending. As pointed out in at least one of the essays, it’s quite possible that both Shevek and Ketho will be killed on arrival by an angry  mob. And it’s only too likely that Shevek’s specific plans and hopes for his people will come to little or nothing. That would not surprise Ketho.

In speaking of the end of the book I must once again thank its first reader and first critic, Darko Suvin, who brought to my anarchist manuscript the merciless eye of a Marxist and the merciful mind of a friend. It had twelve chapters then, and a neat full-circle ending. Twelve chapters? he cried, enraged. It should be an odd number! And what is this—closure? You are not allowed to close this text! Is the circle open or not?

The circle is open. The doors are open.

In order to have doors to open, you have to have a house.

To those who helped me build my drafty and imaginary house, and to those who have brought to it their generous comment and keen perception, making its rooms come alive with resounding and unending arguments, I am grateful. Be welcome, ammari.


The Beast in the Book

A talk given at the Conference on Literature and Ecology in Eugene, Oregon, June 2005, revised in 2014.

The oral literatures of hunter-gatherer peoples consist largely of myths, in many of which the protagonists are chiefly or solely animals.

The general purpose of a myth is to tell us who we are—who we are as a people. Mythic narrative affirms our community and our responsibilities, and is told in the form of teaching-stories both to children and adults.

For example, many Native North American myths concern a First People, called by animal species names, whose behavior is both human and animal; among them are creators, tricksters, heroes, and villains; and what they are doing, usually, is getting the world ready for the “people who are coming,” that is, us, us humans, us Yurok or Lakota or whomever. Out of context, the meaning of stories from these great mythologies may be obscure, and so they get trivialised into just-so stories—how the woodpecker got his red head, and so on. In the same way, the Jataka tales of India are retold as mere amusements, with no hint of their connection to the ideas of dharma, reincarnation, and the Buddha-nature. But a child who “gets” the story may “get” a sense of those deep connections without even knowing it.

The oral and written literatures of preindustrial civilisations are, of course, about everything under the sun, but all those I know contain a powerful and permanent element of animal story, largely in the form of folktale, fairy tale, and fable, again told both to children and adults. In these, the
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