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PREFACE


When I first started reading science fiction, I couldn’t imagine the genre existing outside Europe or the United States. The magazines that introduced its various strands (Space Opera, Hard Science Fiction, New Wave, etc.) into the South American context almost always mentioned in their introductions that those countries’ industrial advances offered their writers first-hand experience that allowed them to speculate on technology and the future, while the countries of the Global South, who were technology importers, should also import their fictional speculation. Contrary to such claims, the two volumes that make up this book share a desire to explore what is specific to the South American experience of the future and of technology. They also seek to undertake this search using science fiction as a tool of speculative theory.

Capitalist Science Fiction, a barely disguised tribute to Mark Fisher, is a pamphlet that arises from my puzzlement as a reader at finding that my favorite literary genre, science fiction, should have been transformed into one of the mythological engines of contemporary capitalism. Like Don Quixote or Madame Bovary, two characters who interpreted the most overblown fantasies of popular literature with a feverish literalness, the gurus of Silicon Valley read Snow Crash or Neuromancer and were not alarmed by the calamities that these novels prophesied but instead were entranced by the economic potential of turning this excessive and deliberately parodic catalogue of merchandise into a reality.

But perhaps it is worth acknowledging some of the differences between Don Quixote and PayPal. The aforementioned novels by Flaubert and Cervantes were the foundation of a new and radical form of reading that defined the great political traditions of the twentieth century: what, after all, were Marxism, anarchism and various other -isms but a desire to change the world through the blind, quixotic application of whatever a particular handful of books dictate? The tech magnates, on the other hand, have exploited their passion for cyberpunk to create the great crisis of our time: making us incapable of imagining the future.

If Capitalist Science Fiction considers the science fiction of the North from the remote South, Technology and Barbarism appropriates cyberpunk (its proposition that life is degraded and made precarious by technology) to explore the technological history of South America, marked by political violence and the plundering of natural resources. I should note that this collection also contains an analysis of various experiments in bringing science fiction into life: a poet who wanted to codify his poems in the DNA of a bacterium, a programmer who set an army of robots against an army of monkeys competing to see which would be first to surpass the quill of Shakespeare, among others.

Through simple repetition, the US literary market has accustomed us to the idea that science fiction is synonymous with dry five hundred-page doorstoppers that will be transformed into a trilogy or a saga should they happen to be blessed with a place on the bestseller lists. In the eighteenth century, Voltaire and Swift’s contes philosophiques had outlined a more powerful range of possibilities for this tool of the imagination: disrupting the undesirable present so as to imagine other potential futures. Technology and Barbarism seeks to join that tradition, practising science fiction as a kind of speculative disobedience.

Michel Nieva

September 2025







PART ONE
Capitalist Science Fiction
How Billionaires Will Save Us from the End of the World








Metaverse, Space Tourism, Immortality, Soyapunk


After renaming his technological emporium “Meta Platforms” in October 2021, Mark Zuckerberg expressed his desire to convert Facebook, Instagram, and WhatsApp into a virtual reality platform he called the “metaverse” at some point in the near future. The news was widely discussed for several reasons, but perhaps one of the least talked-about was that Zuckerberg and his team had stolen the concept of “metaverse” from the science-fiction novel Snow Crash, by Neal Stephenson. The novel takes place in a hypothetical twenty-first century in which the United States, following an unprecedented global economic collapse, has privatized the most basic services, to the extent that the sovereignty of Los Angeles has been ceded to a handful of megacorporations. In this context of total anarcho-capitalism, individuals seek a better life in the metaverse, where they acquire goods and luxuries they could never have dreamed of in their precarious material existences. Conflict is triggered when Hiro, a hacker and pizza delivery boy, accidentally discovers Snow Crash, a powerful virus and narcotic that causes this digital universe to break down. It’s a classic cyberpunk plot: megacorporations that control precarious, apocalyptic cities, hackers, strange, super-contagious viruses, virtual realities, topics so exaggerated and parodied here that some considered Snow Crash a satire of the genre, or the first post-cyberpunk novel.

But the curious thing about this book, originally published in 1992, is that it speculated about a time that was only given the label of dystopia so it could extend into a not-too-distant future (the twenty-first century) the neoliberal logic of precarious working conditions, industrial displacement, and the uncontrolled rise in the power of megacorporations in the presence of a weak, minimal state—conditions that already existed in the United States at the time it was conceived. However, perhaps because of the peculiar context in which it was published (the West Coast, two years after the commercial use of the internet on personal computers began) the novel’s solemn invective against market capitalism in its most brutal form went unnoticed and was rapidly eclipsed by the new technologies it had imagined for this future of accelerated neoliberalism.

Within a few years, Snow Crash had acquired the legendary status of an oracle for Silicon Valley, inspiring technologies that would become emblematic of digital capitalism, such as cryptocurrencies, Google Earth, home delivery apps, the videogame Quake, the Second Life platform, Wikipedia, the metaverse (which, strictly speaking, had been invented by William Gibson in Neuromancer, where it was suggestively called “the Matrix”), as well as popularizing the Sanskrit-origin term “avatar.” By this stage, the book had been the precursor to so many digital products and precepts that Silicon Valley corporations made it required reading for their creative teams, and industry gurus such as Bill Gates, Sergey Brin, John Carmack, and Peter Thiel have all acknowledged the intellectual debt their creations owe to the ones dreamed up in Snow Crash.

Because of this futurological strain in his writing, Neal Stephenson was never short of work offers from corporations involved in technological innovation. He put his imagination, fed by space operas and cyberpunk novellas, at the services of Blue Origin, Jeff Bezos’s space company, where he worked for seven years designing astronautical products, and currently occupies the role of “chief futurist” at Magic Leap, a company making augmented reality glasses for scientific and commercial purposes, competing within the same sector as Meta.

When Zuckerberg announced his metaverse in 2021, Neal Stephenson took to Twitter to disassociate himself from any intellectual responsibility for the project. However, his tweet clarified that this was not because he objected to his novel, which originated as an acerbic anti-capitalist critique, being bastardized in the service of one of the most monopolizing billion-dollar companies on Earth, but rather because he had not received any royalties for their use of an idea that he had invented.



In May 2020, SpaceX, the space company owned by Elon Musk, who also owns Twitter (now called X), became the first private organization to send a manned flight, the Crew Dragon Demo-2 mission, into space. Anyone who has seen the photos of Douglas Hurley and Robert Behnken, the two astronauts who commanded the spaceship, will have noticed how much more the flawless aesthetic of their suits and the inside of the vehicle resembled the visual language of 2001: A Space Odyssey, Interstellar, or Armageddon than the puffy, functional suits of past NASA missions. Indeed, it was José Fernández, a Hollywood costume designer whose career highlights include designing Daft Punk’s helmets, the costumes for Planet of the Apes, Batman, and the Marvel films, and made the creatures for Gremlins 2, Godzilla, and Alien 3, who was given the task of designing the mission’s aesthetic and all of SpaceX’s products. In an interview, Fernández says he was hired by Elon Musk to refresh the design, moving from the military origin of American space suits to something more stylized. He based his design on his own Daft Punk helmets, as well as the actor Keir Dullea’s costume in 2001: A Space Odyssey. Under direct instructions from Musk to make the suit resemble a smoking jacket as much as possible, he reduced its size to make it more tailored and body-hugging, like a superhero’s outfit, which emphasizes its wearer’s biceps and pectorals.1 SpaceX’s choice of a deliberately hyper-fetishized, movie aesthetic is far from whimsical when you consider that one of the services the company offers is space tourism. And for its eventual clients, the fantasy of a trip into space is obviously more attractive when paired with a visual world inspired by the grandiloquent, Wagnerian aesthetic of science fiction movies. One which entices the bored, wealthy tourist to act out, for the modest sum of sixty million dollars (the price of a trip into orbit),2 the drama of a planetary adventure, playing a rich superhero who contemplates earth from far away enough to be blissfully unaware of all the injustice and misery that goes on down there.

Aside from space tourism, SpaceX’s long-term mission, as stated on its web page, is “to make humanity a multiplanet species,” its first step the colonization and terraforming of Mars. With this lofty rhetoric brought to life by the Hollywood paraphernalia sustaining the brand, SpaceX sets out its corporate mission as an epic that will save human life from irreversible climate change or other eventual planetary catastrophes. As Elon Musk said at a 2022 conference, the objective pursued by his company is humanity’s most urgent challenge, which can be confronted in one of two ways: “stay on earth and eventually go extinct or become a space-bearing civilization.” Musk stated that his company “would send the first human to Mars by 2029,” thus achieving the first step toward a multiplanet civilization. The company projects setting up a city of a million inhabitants on the red planet by 2050. In various speeches, Musk heroically assures us that his only motive to keep accumulating money is to invest it into this space epic, since the panacea for terrestrial problems is not to reduce the gulf between rich and poor or to halt the socio-environmental crisis that is driven by capitalism, but, rather, to transfer this system’s logic to another planet. Wearing a T-shirt with the slogan Occupy Mars (a send-up of the Occupy Wall Street movement opposing the 1% millionaire class which he belongs to) Elon Musk declared in a 2022 interview that he will personally take part in the colonization of Mars, even dying there if it proves necessary, in order to achieve the Martian conquest that will save humanity.3



Another topic occupying the imaginations and investments of Silicon Valley is immortality. In 2007, the gerontologist Aubrey de Grey found fame for using his book Ending Aging to divulge the theory of SENS (Strategies for Engineered Negligible Senescence), which maintains that ageing is not a natural or irreversible phenomenon, but merely the deterioration of cellular structures which, like a car engine, can be repaired and optimized to achieve an indefinite life expectancy.4 Aubrey de Grey claims that, by the year 2050, those with enough money to pay for these treatments will be able to live for more than a thousand years.5 He claims the immortal generation has already been born and exists among us, or, at least, among the world’s richest people. Aubrey de Grey is fond of calculating the incommensurable number of potential clients: “approximately one hundred thousand people die of ageing each day.”6 If you also include in this calculation the fact that 89.5 percent of the richest people in the world are over fifty years old and 40.4 percent are over seventy,7 the development of a drug or treatment that ensures unlimited longevity—however expensive it may be—would guarantee a perfect business model. This gerontological line of investigation quickly attracted investment from Silicon Valley. In 2013, two of its magnates, Craig Venter and Peter Diamandis, founded Human Longevity, a database of human genotypes and phenotypes which uses machine learning to investigate techniques for indefinite longevity, while Google has funded Calico, led by Ray Kurzweil and Bill Maris, who have stated that with the advancements already made by this company it is already possible to live for five hundred years. The owner of Amazon, Jeff Bezos, and the cofounder of PayPal, Peter Thiel, didn’t want to be left behind, and that same year they bought a majority stake in Unity Biotechnology, a laboratory which seeks to develop drugs to combat cellular ageing.

Since time immemorial, philosophy’s tireless mantra has been that being is irreparably finite. All humans are mortal, Socrates is human, etc. In The Science of Logic, Hegel famously declared that the hour of birth is at once the hour of death. But for Silicon Valley, as Yuval Noah Harari states, finitude is an insignificant problem for insignificant Homo sapiens, whom the enlightened beings of California will use elevate through technological engineering to Homo deus, a posthuman creature for whom death (with sufficient funds) will be just another illness, curable using biogerontology.8 In 2019, the resTORbio laboratory announced it had entered the trial phase of a drug which, if consumed daily, will keep people young and healthy up to one hundred and fifty.9 Thus, a persistent science-fiction trope, present in novels such as Pamela Sargent’s The Golden Space (1982), Frederik Pohl’s Outnumbering the Dead (1992) and Robert Heinlein’s Methuselah’s Children (1941), where it is predicted that in the future mortality will be like a cold which a pill or a vaccine or a medical treatment will be able to cure immediately is now, according to Silicon Valley, a reality.



This futuristic language is also regularly employed in Latin America. One example is the tycoon Gustavo Grobocopatel, Argentina’s largest producer of genetically modified (GM) soya. This agricultural engineer, who consciously imitates Silicon Valley gurus, has become an influential mouthpiece of and driving force behind biotechnological innovation in Latin American agro-industry, loudly vociferating in multiple interviews and forums. In a TedX talk called “The Future and Technology of the Field,” Grobocopatel fantasizes about a future in which “a plant will be designed the same way a car is,” with such perfect genetic manipulation that not only will it be cultivable on other planets, but, furthermore, “iron, plastic, all machinery” will be made purely from soya. A future directly connected with the cyberpunk imaginaries of Silicon Valley, in which Mars will be a vast soya monoculture, with seeds transported in soya rockets, sown and harvested by soya machines and robots, powered by soya fuel. This future of total soya, which we might call “soyapunk,” seems to be the most outrageous of all the dystopias when you consider that soya is one of the most contaminating industries in the world. According to the Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO), it tops the rankings of industries causing the accelerated felling of native forests such as the Amazon or the Great Chaco (from which indigenous communities, both human and nonhuman, are displaced through military violence).10 Likewise in South America, it’s the main cause of soil desertification, a product of the depredation of minerals through a lack of crop rotation. And yet, for Grobocopatel, this “soyapunk” future will be the definitive solution to climate change, since humanity would neither depend on gas, carbon or petroleum nor produce any more plastics or metals, which will all be made from pure GM soya.






Capitalist Science Fiction


These examples (Zuckerberg’s metaverse, SpaceX’s interplanetary business, Aubrey de Grey’s immortality, and Grobocopatel’s soyapunk) are signs of an increasingly hegemonic and clear trend: technological capitalism’s appropriation of the language of science fiction. It’s a seductive narrative of a hyper-technologized future assimilated by the megacorporations and their CEOs not only to embellish their products, but also to offer an apparent solution to the socioenvironmental crises caused by capitalism itself. It has been said that is easier to imagine the end of the world than the end of capitalism, and these corporations have already developed the extraterrestrial form of capitalism that will survive the apocalypse. And its billionaire CEOs make us believe that if we also want to survive then we must acquire these products, because only they will save us (or at least those of us who possess enough money to buy them).

Capitalist science fiction is the fantastical story of “humanity without a world,” of tourists who live for a thousand years and travel through the cosmos taking selfies while the Earth burns, allowing the corporate establishment to cling onto a hegemony over imagining different futures, having already left societies unable to imagine their own. In a famous inspirational quote from SpaceX’s mission statement, Musk says: “You want to wake up in the morning and think the future is going to be great—and that’s what being a spacefaring civilization is all about. It’s about believing in the future and thinking that the future will be better than the past. And I can’t think of anything more exciting than going out there and being among the stars.” While capital condemns the workers of the world to a perpetual present of instability, uncertainty, and debt, the billionaires are the only ones able to anticipate and monetize that future. Thus, capitalist science fiction is the violence that maintains the corporations’ monopoly over imagining our future. In a direct link to the zeitgeist that Mark Fisher called “capitalist realism,” that is, the hegemonic, nihilistic sense that capitalism is the only viable economic and political system because we can’t imagine anything better or worse,11 we are witnessing an era in which capitalism is rectifying its catastrophic performance by using hyperfuturistic esthetics and utopias.

In a key essay, Richard Barbrook and Andy Cameron use the name “Californian ideology” to describe the trend that emerged on the West Coast of the US in the early nineties, fusing the hippie bohemia of San Francisco with the yuppie pragmatism of the emergent technological pole of Silicon Valley.12 This environment was fomented by the new computer and software companies, where personalities as heterogenous as Timothy Leary (the celebrated promoter of medicinal LSD use), veteran activists against the Vietnam War, Reiki masters, stockbrokers, executives, Stanford Programming students, and Defense Department staffers all mingled. Magazines such as Reality Hackers, FringeWare, Mondo 2000, and later Wired all sealed this pact of Californian tribes and fed the fantasy of cyberspace as a new counterculture mixing ecology, entrepreneurialism, technophilia, Zen meditation, hallucinogens, and electronic music. Spirituality and psychedelia were the primogenital traits of this cyberculture, and employees at companies such as Apple and Sun Microsystems, according to witnesses of the era, consumed hallucinogens to stimulate their imagination to invent new products, while in their free time they dedicated as much importance to computers as they did to shamanic rituals, rave festivals, and fractal geometry.13

Yet, beyond these psychedelic experiences, the main ideological bond between hippies and yuppies was a rabid hatred of the state and its intervention in the freedoms of individuals and businesses. The character feeding this supposedly underground corporate imaginary is the protagonist par excellence of the cyberpunk novellas being published and read at the time: the hacker, an intrepid outlaw who—owing to their individual talent, entrepreneurial capacity, and mastery of technology—manages to evade the corrupt and inept presence of the state in the development of their business. The construction of this archetypal character can be detected in the genre’s foundational works: Neuromancer (1984) by William Gibson, The Artificial Kid (1980) by Bruce Sterling, and Blade Runner (1982), the screen adaptation of Philip K. Dick’s Do Androids Dream of Electric Sheep?—all of which star a libertarian, individualist antihero fighting for survival in an oppressive, cruel world. And although Silicon Valley was already a nest of corporate lobbies and military investments, perhaps the effectiveness of this cyberpunk vision lies in the way it cast these emerging businesses as an irreverent subculture, opposed to malicious governmental interests.

Nevertheless, Silicon Valley’s loathing of state intervention was not observed in practice, since a significant portion of these companies prospered thanks to state subsidies. Again, Elon Musk illustrates this: His company Tesla saved many millions by paying zero tax, while SpaceX received ten billion in contracts from different American space agencies.14 At the same time, although Elon Musk is the richest man in the world, in 2018 he (like Jeff Bezos) paid zero dollars in taxes, since US laws tax salaries or profits but not the possession of shares, which is how Musk (and Bezos) are remunerated for the positions they occupy within their own companies. Using Twitter/X, however, Musk fought back against his critics, arguing that, as he had earned the money through his own efforts, without any help from the state, he was not obliged to pay anyone anything. He even challenged the UN to explain how it would resolve world hunger with the money his fortune would supposedly bring in, as a way of demonstrating that, faced with the UN’s silence, paying taxes is useless since any kind of state or multilateral agency is bureaucratic and incompetent. This skeptical stance toward politics is also embodied in his provocative, ironic T-shirt slogan: OCCUPY MARS. Why occupy Wall Street, Musk wonders, what’s the point in taxing the rich, when bureaucrats will only squander that money on the vicious circle sustaining their own existence? It is in fact the visionary, politically incorrect entrepreneur, the cyberpunk hacker, who will invest this fortune in the interests of the common good, for he too is fighting against the oppressive forces of the state. Because only billionaires and their wonderful technologies that have come straight out of science fiction will save the world (providing the state doesn’t constrain them with absurd regulations).

Another distinctive feature of capitalist science fiction is its blind faith in technology as a libertarian, ecological utopia on this and on other planets. In the early days of Silicon Valley, this fantasy was fed by Ernest Callenbach’s Ecotopia (1975), a foundational novel of ecological science fiction which tells the story of Ecotopia, a community strongly opposed to the state that secedes from the US. This new country, covering Oregon, Washington, and Northern California, with its capital in San Francisco, is founded upon rigorous anarcho-eco-capitalist principles, consisting of total liberty of the individual (expressed through free sex and the decriminalization of hallucinogenic drugs for recreational use), respect for nature through technologies that emit no contaminating gases, as well as a quasi-religious practice of physical activity and healthy eating. This portrait anticipates, to a T, the Californian ethos and the green capitalism which all the Silicon Valley firms would later preach.

But the part of the story that Ecotopia does not reveal is just where these wonderful technologies, seemingly so kind to the environment, come from and who manufactures them, since green capitalism, or entrepreneurial environmentalism, is only possible at the cost of exporting the socioenvironmental consequences of its fabrication to the Global South. Once again, Tesla, Musk’s electric car company, serves as an example. While the brand brags that its vehicles emit no carbon, extracting the lithium its batteries need is highly contaminating, for it depends on the consumption of 2.2 million liters of drinking water for each ton of mineral, which happens to be extracted from desert areas with water deficits in Australia, China, Argentina, Chile, and Bolivia (a country where Musk’s interests in the region led him to back the coup d’état against Evo Morales). The extraction of cobalt and coltan, minerals also used to make these batteries (as with the ones inside all cellphones and computers), has caused a humanitarian catastrophe in Congo. There, paramilitary groups financed by Silicon Valley fight for control of the mines, where kids work in the most precarious conditions imaginable. Apple and Google were also denounced for not acting when faced with the knowledge that the cobalt they buy depends on the exploitation of children earning a daily wage of seventy-five cents.15

Another environmental catastrophe results from the extraction of rare earths used to make the screens and batteries for technological devices, largely found in the mining complex of the Chinese city of Baotou. This is one of the most contaminated places in the world, so much so that its toxic residues have formed an enormous radioactive lake, visible from space. Not to mention that all these companies assemble their products in southeast Asia, where labor deregulation means employees can be paid a pittance to work punishingly long days. But this disassociation between the dazzling ecological technologies that will save humanity and the contaminating and highly precarious conditions of their production is the pasture that feeds the colonial discourse of capitalist science fiction.

Capitalism can’t be more realist than it is. Not just because its green fantasy denies the socioenvironmental crisis that makes it possible, but because the fossil economy driving it and the intensified extraction regime that enriches and multiplies it are anything but. It is estimated that the global economy consumes around forty gigatons of fossil carbon per year, and that consuming four hundred more gigatons (from the year 2022) would make climate change catastrophic and irreversible.16 However, there are still 2,900 gigatons of available fossil fuels lying beneath the earth, with no prospect of their consumption declining over the coming years, but rather increasing. Faced with this one-way street toward total destruction, science fiction sets out the most extraordinary fantasies for capitalism: the terraforming and colonization of other planets, climate geoengineering, thousand-year life expectancies, intergalactic tourism, artificial intelligence being used to automatize the entirety of the global workforce. Futuristic offerings, in sum, that will emancipate the human from planetary limits and their own biological limits, but which only 1 percent of the global population will enjoy, since, as mentioned earlier, a ticket into space costs around seventy million dollars. Because capitalist science fiction is built upon an unresolvable aporia: that capitalism can both solve the very crises it has caused by using more capitalism and that it can colonize other planets using the same technologies that destroyed this one.






Science Fiction, That Fleeting Moment of the Word as Steel


The origin of capitalist science fiction could be traced to the industrial and military applications of literary ideas that American engineers adopted from science-fiction stories and novels. Jules Verne, one of the genre’s founders, defined this brand-new kind of collaboration. In a little-known but revealing article entitled “La fin des guerres navales,” Verne declared that the science-fiction writer “creates on paper what other men were planning out in steel”17 and thus he set out the bases of a creative process that saw writing as a preliminary stage of steelmaking, the book as a transitory vehicle, a mere prologue, toward the machine that would activate a new creative partnership between literature and engineering.

As a sort of “Thesis on Feuerbach” of science fiction, Verne’s article proposed that, while writers had thus far simply fictionalized the world, what they needed to do now was transform it, not through novels and stories but with submarines and missiles. Hence, Verne populates his literature with machines that are apocryphal but so perfectly described and imagined that they seem to be waiting for their engineer-reader to translate them into the language of steel. To any belles lettres purist who ever judged that science fiction was not really literature, this article would simply affirm their belief. Because, for Verne, the formal triumph of science fiction was sacrificing its literary form and becoming a scientific-technical object. And just as the dramaturg puts onto paper what directors and actors will later put on stage, for Verne, the
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