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FOREWORD: FROM COGNITIVE ESTRANGEMENT TO COGNITIVE ENGAGEMENT IN SCIENCE FICTION

Sara Martín
Universitat Autònoma de Barcelona

A colleague in the field of science fiction (SF) studies once told me that, curiously, the genre is not available to the characters who inhabit it (he was thinking of the holodeck episodes in Star Trek). For them, the science-fictional environment where their stories are set is a mundane location, just as our living environment is mundane for us. This is precisely what Jonathan Hay invites us to consider in Science Fiction and Posthumanism in the Anthropocene. For Hay, our everyday existence is so permeated with the advanced technology associated with science fiction that we have become already (post)human, without the need to wait for any future singularity. The Anthropocene, Hay insists, is an era in which (post)humans and their technology are so inextricably connected that SF needs to provide us not with cognitive estrangement, as Darko Suvin argued, but with cognitive engagement.

It is only fair to admit to those of you struggling to fully understand what is meant by posthumanism, that this is an extremely complex concept, further complicated by a choice of labels that could (and perhaps should) be reconsidered. Humanism was once defined as the understanding of humankind as a construction provided with a set of certainties, based on a clear awareness of what constitutes the human, beyond any religious doctrines. Today, as we know, there are no certainties because those of the past have been revealed to be a mendacious set of propositions aimed at bolstering the power of a rather limited set of privileged persons, most of them normatively white, cisgender, heterosexual, middle- or upper class, able, Eurowestern … If what was once described as the essence of humanity is just a self-interested lie, then it makes sense for other humans to protest that they no longer feel reflected and so endorse what has been called ‘posthumanism’, and in its academic expression, Critical Posthumanism.

My own quarrel with that label, necessary as it may be, is that it falls into the habitual trap of using the prefix post-instead of coming up with a new label (I would have preferred ‘neohumanist’, if only because it reminds me of The Matrix trilogy!). Hay, in any case, has an excellent grasp of the nuances surrounding this controversial label and excels at explaining convincingly why our thorough dependence on a technology we barely understand makes us radically different from the humans of the past. For them we are all (post)human, and this is why a new posthumanist discourse is necessary to understand the Anthropocene. This is not simply, as it might be believed, a period marked by the effects of Homo sapiens on the planet, but also by the current iteration of the species, which, as noted, may be biologically the same but is conceptually different, hence (post)human.

In this volume, Hay fights, therefore, on two fronts. On the one hand, they must convince the practitioners of current philosophical – or theory-oriented – Critical Posthumanism that SF is essential to understand the (post)human world. Even though most persons minimally aware of the existence of the genre would connect it with posthumanism, they (we!) usually mean by that the transformation of human characters in SF into transhuman beings, as examples of Homo sapiens’ alleged progression towards a new species, call it Homo transhumanus. This is a trend or ideology we should deplore, and a trope which Critical Posthumanists deeply dislike, hence their marginalization of SF in their academic texts, even though as Hay amply proves, this genre is the straightest road into any full understanding of (post)humanism. They, respectfully but firmly, point out that SF deserves far more credit than it is usually given for grappling with the difficulties of living in a (post)human world, which is why the practitioners of Critical Posthumanism have a moral and intellectual duty to be better acquainted with its productions in any media, and, in short, less prejudiced.

On the other hand, throughout the book’s substantial introduction and its four chapters (on Isaac Asimov, Ursula K. Le Guin, Kim Stanley Robinson and a fourth chapter on Doctor Who and the video game Outer Wilds), Hay embarks on the very daring project of attempting to topple Darko Suvin’s key notions of the novum and cognitive estrangement, from off of the pedestal on which they have remained since 1979, when Suvin published Metamorphoses of Science Fiction: On the Poetics and History of a Literary Genre. For the traditionally humanist Suvin, SF is a genre focused on how the presence of a technoscientific (or perhaps sociocultural) novum alters our cognition of mundane existence, causing an estrangement, following somewhat what Berthold Brecht suggested the best dramatic works should do.

As a critical posthumanist, Hay reasons that Suvin and his followers (the majority of SF critics over the last fifty years) have mostly missed the importance which quotidian life has in SF. Its characters do not live in a perpetual state of excitement because of the diverse innovations (or nova) in their environment, but adapt to them without a second thought.

Likewise, as (post)humans we use all the innovations in our midst, quickly integrating them into our normality in a process that Hay calls ‘novum decay’. In fact, they warn, the teleological vision of an endless progress towards a fully humanist future that Suvin and others have identified SF with has only resulted in the nightmarish, predatory digital products offered by the patriarchal tech billionaires of our time. As we all know, we are fast moving towards dystopia rather than utopia because of the ways in which the inventions introduced for the sake of human progress since the Industrial Revolution have distorted our daily lives and the very core of our humanity, supposing that exists ( … and I still think it does).

The solution which Hay proposes through examination of the diverse authors and texts selected is abandoning the eschatological to focus on the here and now, regardless of whether this is set tomorrow or in the thirtieth century. SF cannot be a tool to sell a right-wing, capitalist, patriarchal future based only on innovating the machine, but must become a tool to explore how the pull of innovation is affecting the daily lives of the (post)humans living on Earth or beyond – if we ever manage to settle down other lands, and if that is a good idea at all. In that sense, even though Hay does not refer to the lunar landings of 1969 as our singularity, only as an example of how a real-life novum quickly decayed to become ‘an entirely anomalous historical milestone’, I personally believe this is the date when we became (post)human. Until then, humankind – particularly the segment that enjoys SF – was immersed in an exciting narrative of constant achievement that would take us all not just to other planets, but finally, offer all human beings a high standard of living (closer, then, to socialism than to capitalism).

When the Moon proved to be a hostile territory and our technoscience more bumbling than we assumed (both Japanese and American unmanned vehicles have recently landed on our satellite upside down), we lost interest, and those who told us that SF was just a silly genre for silly persons gained traction. To be fair to Suvin, with Metamorphoses he took a small leap in his career which was a huge step for SF studies, giving us the intellectual tools to rescue the genre from its bad reputation, and novum decay. We now need, however, as Hay proposes, to move beyond the analytical paradigm Suvin so persuasively implanted, to establish a new type of criticism for SF no longer fixed on Cold War politics (though they seem to have resurfaced with Vladimir Putin), but instead on how smartphones have changed our daily lives and AI is already profoundly altering it, amongst other changes of the recent past, the present and the future to come.

Hay comments that ‘snow’ is one of the most commonly used words in Le Guin’s Hainish Cycle; contrary to what we might have surmised, snow is cited far more often than the series’ main novum, the ‘ansible’. Throughout Science Fiction and Posthumanism in the Anthropocene, Hay uses ‘banal’ 116 times and ‘mundane’ 153 times, thus calling our attention to the fact that if we read SF for the ‘ansibles’ we’ll miss the ‘snow’, that is, if we read for the nova, we’ll miss the ultra-realistic diverse worlds so lovingly and painstakingly built by the authors. It is their aim to have us reconsider all of SF (or the many SFs that probably exist) and to unveil for us all the valuable, realistic details we may have missed in our urge to enjoy the excitement of the new and the estranging. This enjoyment, I would suggest, need not be lost; actually, as Jonathan so proficiently teaches us, it is greatly enhanced if we embrace (post)human life as it is represented in SF, in all its delicious banality and mundanity.

Sara Martín
Barcelona, February 2024
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ABBREVIATIONS

PB = Personal Best

SF = Science Fiction

SFnal = Science Fictional

Throughout this study, I utilize the following cognate technical terms in specific contexts:

•    Posthumanism refers to the discipline of Critical Posthumanism

•    A posthumanist is a proponent of this discipline

•    Our lived technocultural reality is (post)human

•    Hypothetical technocultural developments are posthuman




INTRODUCTION

As the character Offred remarks in Margaret Atwood’s The Handmaid’s Tale (1985), ‘Is that how we lived then? But we lived as usual. Everyone does, most of the time. Whatever is going on is as usual. Even this is as usual, now’ (2017: 66). From her perspective as the novel’s focal protagonist, the initial shock of women across the United States having swiftly lost their reproductive rights, rights to work, and rights to own property has rapidly faded, giving way merely to routine acceptance of handmaids’ positions as chattel slaves. Crucially, the fundamentalist dystopia Offred inhabits has become her normal. In the context of the unprecedented, globalized impact of the Covid-19 pandemic, Atwood’s SFnal rendering of the primacy of habitualization seems more relevant than ever. Despite having adapted our social norms radically in response to the emergence of a highly successful virus, we have likewise rapidly grown acclimatized to previously alien ways of life.

In marked contrast, Francis Fukuyama’s infamous utopian declaration of ‘the end of history’ (1992: 133) has never appeared more mistaken. For Fukuyama, the global trend towards a ‘universal and homogeneous state’ (1992: 204) of economic development and political hegemony in contemporaneity would preclude the realization of any ‘new, higher order’ (1992: 136) than capitalist democracies, and hence, he proposed that contemporaneous sociocultural norms were consummate. However, Fukuyama’s treatise failed to recognize the interconnectedness of our species in its planetary environment, rendering his eschatological assertions entirely void. Rather, our contemporary existence coheres about our embeddedness in earth systems. As the unprecedented interruption of the global economy throughout 2020 and 2021 by a microscopic virus forcefully demonstrated, we are in no manner distinct actors from our planetary environment.

Precisely because ‘[t]wenty-two per cent of the earth’s landmass was altered by humans just between 1992 and 2015’ (Wallace-Wells 2019: 154), the occurrence of a zoonotic pandemic was almost inevitable. Indeed, the recent pandemic reaffirms the appropriateness of the geological term ‘Anthropocene’ as a means of describing the unprecedented epoch we inhabit in history; the phrase not only stresses the broad-reaching globalized effects of our everyday activities, but also emphasizes our species’ ephemerality in geological terms. In the literal sense that we are exponentially hastening our own extinction, our species is engaged in the process of becoming posthuman. For Kim Stanley Robinson, the foreshadowing of the pandemic in numerous SF works – alongside its rupture of well-established societal norms – illustrates that ‘science fiction is the realism of our time’ (2020b). On the same grounds, for the critical posthumanist Rosi Braidotti, our ‘posthuman predicament … erases the distance between fact and fiction’ (2020: 57).

As this consonance suggests in brief, the equivalence between SF and Posthumanism is both profound and firmly grounded within the realities of our everyday lifeworlds. As this book will propose, SF and Posthumanism are schools of thought which stand to benefit from a close critical dialogue at this crucial and turbulent point in our species’ history. Accordingly, the critical framework which this book elucidates provides a new and necessary means of facilitating much-needed conversations about the future of our species, in concrete relation to our lived experiences and everyday lifeworlds in the Anthropocene. From the outset, this framework begs the question; what does it mean to be posthuman?


Locating Posthumanism

We are a species capable of incredible feats of technological adaptation. Since the end of the last Ice Age, ‘inedible weeds From Malaysia and India were merged to create bananas. Animals were bioengineered through domestication. … The weaning age of calves was reduced, and humans began drinking milk regularly. Eventually, the discovery of microbes opened the door for the creation of fermentation: cheese, alcoholic beverages, vinegar, etc.’ (Butler 2020: 109–10).

Yet as Philip Butler rightly notes, all these technological ‘advances have become so engrained in the mundane that a realization of their status as technological progeny is lost’ (Butler 2020: 110). By first understanding that technologies are by no means exclusively electronic, we can begin to approach a critical posthumanist perspective, and better conceptualize the engagements and connections underpinning our existential situation in the Anthropocene. On these posthumanist grounds, it is fundamental to our species’ existence that ‘perception is transformed in each new technological development, situated and placed differently, but implied by each technological context’ (Ihde 2009: 61).

We are not distinct from the technologies we employ. Hence, ‘if all technical cognitive systems were to bite the dust tomorrow, the result would be systemic chaos and a massive die-off of the human species’ (Hayles 2017: 106). We see this entirely plausible future potentiality envisioned in Cormac McCarthy’s post-apocalyptic SF novel The Road (2006). From a posthumanist perspective, our material conditions are now co-constitutive with our technologies. As David Roden puts it, ‘the human population is now part of a complex technical system whose long-run qualitative development is out of the hands of the humans within it’ (2015: 165).

As such, whereas ‘humanists saw themselves as distinct beings in an antagonistic relationship with their surroundings, posthuman[ists] regard their own being as embodied in an extended technological world’ (Pepperell 2003: 152). Consequently, posthumanist disciplines are the best means of our species collectively thinking through the Anthropocene, since they promote a critical and non-hierarchical understanding of our interconnectedness with the world we live with-within.1 As Braidotti emphasizes, ‘the posthuman convergence is complex and multi-layered and presents both negative and positive aspects’ (2020: 103); it is no utopian vista, but rather a movement against and outside of the crippling legacy of the category ‘human’. Just as ‘Humanism privileges humanity over other animals for the same ethically invalid reasons men have been privileged over women or whites over blacks’ (Gomel 2014: 20), it has also been complicit in the latter forms of violence. Whilst avoiding tending towards animism or transcendentalism, posthumanist disciplines attempt to critically re-envision our species’ most deeply engrained modes of thought in a manner at once future oriented, yet equally, present and past situated. Posthumanism, I will continue to suggest, is characteristically SFnal. Initially, however, it will be imperative for the purposes of this book to delineate what Posthumanism is not.



Beyond Humanism

Posthumanism is deeply implicated in deconstructing the limitations of humanist ideologies, and radically critiques any rigid conceptualization







Beyond Transhumanism


[T]he extension of human cognition through computational media has been and in all likelihood will continue to be a major driver in human evolution now and in the foreseeable future. Human cognition no longer relies solely on the glacial pace of biological evolution but now proceeds through the exponentially faster processes of cyber-bio-evolution, where evolution through generational change is measured in months rather than in hundreds of thousands of years. Wherever cognitive processes take place – in humans, nonhumans, and technical devices – they bestow the advantages of flexibility, adaptability, and evolvability.






Being (Post)human





The Everyday and Science Fiction





The Mundane Singularity





Rather than bogging down in futile attempts to coherently articulate what the Singularity is, contemporary sf is more apt to focus instead on what it feels like to be in its midst: giddy, disorienting, terrifying, absurd – mental and emotional states that are all the more compelling in fiction for the ways in which they echo and amplify the subjective experience of readers living in a period of extraordinary historical flux and crisis.





SF Criticism vs. the Everyday


The difference between SF and what I have taken to calling mundane fiction is not the difference we find, say, within mundane prose fiction, between the gothic and the psychological; it is not the same as the difference, within poetry, between the sonnet and sestina; it is not the same as the difference, within drama, between tragedy and comedy … Within SF, as within these other genres, there are sub-genres that do bear such distinctions, such as near-future SF, far-future SF, and the parallel-worlds story. But these sub-genres are held together, as it were, by the general genre protocols.









The Suvinian Paradigm









Poetics





Suvin, in other words, isolates the specificity of science fiction in the rigour of its cognitive leap between levels (metaphor), whereas Delany insists that the conjunctions and disjunctions of science fiction be located as ‘a specific way of reading’, an abuse of ‘particular syntactical rules’ in the science fictional sentence (metonymy).





Beyond Genre







Beyond the Megatext








Novum Decay



There is a discernible and distinguishable pleasure at each [successive] stage [of reading], as you realise how things are different, how they are similar, and go on to wonder, and to discover, what causes could have produced the changes, as also to speculate what causes have produced the effects of the real world, the effects with which we are so familiar that in most cases they are never given a thought.







Novelty Fades






Beyond Suvin







Everyday Territory







The Blochian Novum








The Phenomenological



Cell phones were once restricted to an elite and GPS was first developed for military purposes. By the time they become available to the general public, the techno-scientific frontier has already moved forward so that the same technologies now seem only luxurious before they finally become just normal. But it is not the cell phone that has become normal. It is the massive social framework constituting ‘the norm’ that has moved forward to integrate the cellular technology.







Common Origins




Science Fiction does not predict the future, and few of its readers and writers claim that it does. But what it does do is get us used to the idea that the future, in our own lifetimes, is going to be different from the present. And it constructs for us imaginary alternative worlds in which we can live while we read the story. With that practice, maybe we won’t feel quite so alienated when the future gets here, whatever it turns out to be.








The (Post)human Future








Towards a Common Language



You can speak of the future with an old language, thus you are really speaking of the past. Your projections, fears and desires do not allow you to tune in with different epistemes. The majority of science fiction movies and shows can be listed in this category. That future is, really, the present, dressed in silver clothes. Although these products are attempting to portray possible futures, their understandings are led by the cultural biases of their authors, reflecting the normative episteme of the historical time and social setting they represent.









The Level of Rhetoric






Cognitive Engagement












Repetitive Systems






The Scientific Basis



The target is understood in terms of the base domain through motoric simulations, which gradually become less detailed while still maintaining their roots in the base domain. The negative correlation of primary motor areas with metaphor familiarity and the activation of secondary motor regions for metaphors regardless of familiarity suggest a gradual abstraction rather than a switch in the processing mode.






Polyvalent Futures





Cognitive Archives
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