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      Introduction


      Thinking the End of the World

    


    
      “Come and see


      Come and see


      The tides will come and go


      Witnessed by no waking eye


      The willows mark the wind


      And all we know for sure


      Amidst this fading light


      We’ll not go home again”1


      Lying in bed, late at night in college in the mid 1980s, I would listen to the airplanes from the Brunswick Naval Air station take off and land. The sound of what seemed to be hundreds of planes flying off on some mission always made me wonder if this was it—were the bombs coming next? And if so was there anything to be done? The TV film The Day After2premiered my freshman year in college and as quaint as it seems now I remember warnings not to watch the film alone, televisions set up in common rooms for communal watching and counselors made available for consultation with students who might be traumatized.3


      It seems as though most of my adult life has involved contemplating the possibility for a world ending event. Every place I have lived since college (Baltimore, Nashville, Portland OR, Charleston SC) has had its own potential for world ending event—could I ride my bike faster than a tidal wave? What would be the best route to escape to the hills? Is there a safe space to be found on the I-95 corridor? (I suspect the answer to that is no.)


      As a political theorist, world ending events have another interest. The apocalyptic event creates the social contract thinker’s state of nature. Such events by their very character are understood to destroy functional government, food distribution, organized medical care and the infrastructure on which we rely for most of what we do. If such an event creates a state of nature, then how might we think about coming together and creating a new social contract after such an event? Postapocalyptic fiction provides a window into that imaginative possibility. These novels focus on the very idea and possibility of starting over, with all of the potential hope and utopian imaginings that starting over implies.4


      The novels addressed in this book express a modern outlook on the end of the world and its aftermath. The adherence to the tradition of the social contract reflects an understanding of both the individual and the nature and limits of the community in which she lives. I have briefly noted that not all postapocalyptic accounts reflect this modern outlook. Some, like the Left Behind series, present a pre-modern outlook, whereas others use the post-apocalyptic setting for postmodern explorations.5 Postapocalyptic accounts that reflect the modern view focus on the role of individuals in the recreation of community. The novels examined here take care to emphasize that these communities are based on consent and each of these novels reflects modern political philosophy’s concern with legitimacy.


      The modern character of these novels matters for the way in which the novels frame the political conditions of the account. Further these political conditions are the primary ground of the novels themselves. These are novels that take up the primary query of political philosophy: the deliberation over the conditions under which we would like to live. Now the modern reading of this question focuses on the deliberation over the desirability of the conditions; pre-modern and postmodern accounts shift their emphasis away from desirability to the immutability of the conditions (pre-modern) or the uncertainty of the deliberations (postmodern).


      Postapocalyptic accounts have become increasingly popular. The television show Jericho, depicting life in a small Kansas town after multiple nuclear bombs have exploded in major cities across the United States, was snatched back from cancellation by legions of faithful fans. Multiple films of the last 50 years have presented the visual pyrotechnics of the end.6 The possibility of a Biblical apocalyptic event has gripped the imagination of many Christian fundamentalists with the enormously popular Left Behind series. And as a genre this “survivalist” fiction seems to be attaining a few marks of respectability. In 2007 the Pulitzer Prize was won by Cormac McCarthy for the postapocalyptic The Road (analyzed in the next chapter). Geographer James Howard Kunstler has taken his warnings about peak oil production from The Long Emergency and speculated about life in a small community in the northeastern United States 10 years after the crash in oil production in The World Made by Hand. Beyond these fictional accounts, non-fiction authors are also fascinated. Scholarly analyses of bird flu, global warming, demographic winter, rogue nuclear attacks and even the musings of Alan Weisman’s haunting The World Without Us and popular accounts of living off the grid or trends towards survivalism,7 the contemporary version of the backyard bomb shelter, convince me that we live in an age where thinking about the end has fully suffused the popular culture.


      My interest in apocalyptic events extends beyond the simple act of destruction. Part of wondering if there was anything to be done has meant years of thinking about the aftermath—what happens when the end becomes a new beginning?8 What might this new beginning bring? How new would it really be? Can one start over in a world burned out by nuclear war? What if the event was a large meteor, or a plague, or environmental collapse? What would we bring to a state of nature and how might we think about the social contract? Theoretically the postapocalyptic fiction I examine here takes up the movement from the state of nature to civil society. In doing so the different accounts, like their traditional social contract forebears, emphasize the basic motivations of humans and the differing ways in which we seek to live together peacefully.


      This book analyzes a selection of postapocalyptic novels that focus particularly on the idea of starting over. The book moves from those accounts where there is no point to starting over, to traditional social contract reasoning, to a re-imagination of what the social contract might look like. These novels provide an opportunity to think through two key foundations to the idea of the social contract: who is it that enters into such a contract and what is it that the social contract is supposed to produce? Thus the idea of human nature and the desires that motivate human behavior are on display in these novels. This book provides an overview of the social contract theorizing of Hobbes, Locke, Rousseau and Rawls. The last two chapters focus on Octavia Butler’s Parable series, arguing that only Butler fully confronts the fiction of the social contract in all of its possibilities. Butler, who starts from what might look to be a highly Hobbesian understanding of fear, challenges the genre of postapocalyptic fiction, she disrupts our understanding of who is to be the hero of such an account and she complicates our understanding of security, the condition for flourishing central to all social contract thinkers.


      Starting over produces a radically different mindset than the mindset focused on the cataclysmic ending. Starting over always has the hope of something better; and the blank slate, which is of course not so much blank as it is largely destroyed, of the postapocalypse can open myriad possibilities. Starting over can be the instigation for utopian imagining. The conditions from which the postapocalyptic account starts over is a kind of created state of nature from which and out of which we can think anew about where we are going if “we’ll not go home again.” Starting itself is the premise behind the social contract thinkers’ imaginings about the state of nature. The “starting” of the state of nature theorists is always a backward looking justification for the present. Postapocalyptic fiction, on the other hand, can be a forward looking imagination of what might be (both as a warning and as a utopian impulse).


      The state of nature musings of Hobbes, Locke and Rousseau, produced the idea of the social contract, the centerpiece of modern political philosophy, which still informs our political thinking today: a legitimate government is one based on the consent of the governed. Theoretically the state of nature musings of Hobbes, Locke and Rousseau are less than satisfying. Dependent as they are on inaccurate understandings of the indigenous peoples of the Americas, they are also short on the details of day to day life absent the edifice of government itself. The basic human motivations emerge, but the lives behind those motivations are absent. Postapocalyptic fiction provides a spatial and bodily context for the state of nature. This book argues that the space for twenty-first-century exploration of the state of nature is found in postapocalyptic fiction.


      Postapocalyptic fiction provides flesh to the usual hypothetical imaginings of the state of nature and postapocalyptic fiction is written with an eye not to the academy but to the life of the ordinary reader. First, it works out the imaginative hypothetical of social contract thinkers in rich detail, although with little analysis. While fictional, postapocalyptic novels fill in the details of the state of nature scenario. Hobbes describes what the consequences of living in the state of nature are, but he does not fully describe who lives there or what the details are of their lives. Yes, we know that the inhabitants of the state of nature fear, but without characterization, that fear is simply asserted. In teaching Hobbes I often assign Octavia Butler’s short story “Speech Sounds,” where humans have lost the ability to communicate, precisely because it gives a brief slice of someone’s life in a Hobbesian state of nature. This allows students to understand Hobbes better, and it provides them with the tools to potentially criticize the arguments he makes about human motivations.9 The second advantage to using postapocalyptic fiction to think through the social contract is that it is written with an eye to the reader—the life of an ordinary person on the ground. Postapocalyptic fiction is not written for an academic audience assessing the character of the state of nature and the potential contract that might emerge from it. It is written for a variety of reasons, not least of which might well be to sell books, but as a particular niche of fiction postapocalyptic fiction is often grounded in the day to day.


      I contend that postapocalyptic fiction speaks both to our deepest fears and to our desire to start over again. Postapocalyptic fiction describes our fears (of science and technology, of power and incompetence, of the random and uncontrollable, of extinction and, of course, death) and like the horror genre, the catharsis of seeing total destruction either relieves that fear or awakens a need to act to prevent it. Simultaneously postapocalyptic fiction offers the fantasy of starting over. I would argue that most readers of postapocalyptic fiction think of themselves as survivors of such accounts and they read this fiction as a kind of how-to manual.10 In speaking to our fears postapocalyptic fiction can serve the didactic purpose of warning us away from particular behaviors. Postapocalyptic fiction, as with critical utopia and dystopia11, criticizes where we are now and who and what we might wish to be. Post-apocalyptic fiction reconfigures the conditions under which humans live and demands that humans rethink their premises for peaceful living together. Postapocalyptic fiction moves humans from the state of nature through the social contract and to a new civil society.


      Postapocalyptic Fiction: A Genre?


      I define postapocalyptic fiction as any account that takes up how humans start over after the end of life on earth as we understand it. The apocalyptic event or events cause a radical shift in the basic conditions of human life; it does not require the destruction of all humans or even the destruction of all potential conditions of human life. The end may occur either through natural or human made causes, but divinely sanctioned ends are not discussed here. The apocalypse is a term with both a popular and a technical meaning. I use the term in its popular meaning. I am focusing on what Warren Wagar has called “secular eschatology.” Popularly “apocalypse” simply refers to a disastrous, violent and catastrophic end event. Technically “apocalypse,” meaning revelation, refers within the Jewish and Christian context to divine prophecy concerning the end times and the final battle between good and evil (times which are understood differently in each tradition). The Left Behind series is an example of a fictional account of the technical, religious use of the term.12


      James Berger’s idea of the “utterly destabilizing disaster” (22) recognizes that we need not look to fiction to consider the idea of the postapocalypse. However, I look to fiction for both the imagining of what might come and how we might begin again. Fictional postapocalyptic accounts present the useful falsehood that there is a ground—a state of nature—from which we can come together and renegotiate our lives. Octavia Butler’s postapocalyptic accounts challenge the usefulness of this lie and complicate what it means to start over.


      Importantly this is a study of postapocalyptic fiction where the focus is on the starting over. This is the first of a few key distinctions in the genre. Apocalyptic fiction, whether it is secular or religious, tends to focus on the event itself. This trend is clear in films where the primary focus is surviving the event, not surviving the aftermath. I am interested in accounts where the event is the causal precursor to starting over. The novels I am analyzing do more than simply outline a twentieth-century version of the pioneer novel or earlier utopian accounts of island lands discovered elsewhere. What the postapocalyptic novel does is take the social criticism inherent in the apocalyptic text and the utopian impulse of the pioneer novel and outline an origin story ironically appropriate for our current time when the frontier is absent and the possibility of catastrophe seems imminent. There is a kind of fictional realism to the postapocalyptic account because it takes us from where we are now to a place where we can easily imagine being. It then uses that space to think about how it is we really want to live.


      I distinguish between the potentially utopian postapocalyptic accounts analyzed here and the largely religious use of the “New Jerusalem” motif where the apocalypse brings about a new life for survivors, “the New Heaven on Earth in which the saved will live eternally with God.”13 The distinction I want to make is not simply one between the religious and the secular. Rather I want to look at accounts that understand the impossibility of the New Jerusalem while still trying to bring about a human made pocket utopia. James Howard Kunstler’s The World Made by Hand reflects in its title (although not in the novel) the kind of postapocalyptic account in which I am interested: a human construct, which recognizes, like the modern political philosopher’s insistence on the artificiality of the state, that communal living and the opportunity for human flourishing, depends on human effort (Kunstler’s text is itself pre-modern, however).14


      End of the world accounts serve multiple purposes. They are both didactic and cathartic. They provide both the voyeuristic satisfaction of terrible violence and the Robinson Crusoe excitement of starting over again. For political philosophy postapocalyptic fiction provides a window into a particular understanding of the social contract. The violence and destruction of the end creates a state of nature. All hierarchies, laws and systems for organizing people have been destroyed. People are seen stripped of the restraints society has imposed upon them and these novels reveal arguments about the potential for human savagery. Yet, in the chaos of the end comes the opportunity for a new beginning. This new beginning provides a space for exploration and examination of all that we have previously taken for granted: political arrangements, gender norms, social practices. Chapters 2, 3 and 4 analyze postapocalyptic accounts that simply reify these old arrangements. Chapters 5, 6 and 7 examine Octavia Butler’s radical rethinking of our expectations and provide a critical space for rethinking what it is to be human.


      Postapocalyptic fiction has taken up the “what if” question by imagining ends based on nuclear war (On the Beach, A Canticle for Leibowitz, Malevil, WarDay, The Last Ship, The Road, The Pesthouse), meteors (Lucifer’s Hammer), earthquakes (The Rift, Wrinkle in the Skin), environmental degradation (Nature’s End), plague (The Postman, The White Plague, The Stand), electro-magnetic pulse (One Second After), some of each (Where Late the Sweet Birds Sang, Gift Upon the Shore, Oryx and Crake, The Year of the Flood) and more nameless abstract collapses (Into the Forest, He, She, It, Parable of the Sower, and Parable of the Talents). Postapocalyptic fiction exists at a genre crossroads between science fiction, horror and utopia/dystopia. Dystopian postapocalyptic accounts can be dystopian because there is no opportunity for starting over (as in On the Beach and The Road,15 analyzed in the next chapter) or dystopian because the apocalyptic event is largely insoluble and the life that emerges from it illustrates a critical dystopia that warns us of where we might be heading.16


      Utopian postapocalyptic fiction uses the destruction of one world to usher in a new and potentially better one. Many postapocalyptic accounts do “conveniently” remove from society those seen to be troublemakers in the world before the event. For example, Chapters 2 and 3 show how the erasure of non-whites and the positive description of female characters who accept patriarchal gender roles act as a kind of secular cleansing. Postapocalyptic fiction can do more than simply play at a reactionary response to twentieth-century social justice movements. These accounts can also analyze the very idea of the state of nature and the kind of contract that emerges from that state: what do we fear, what do we desire, how do we plan to allay those fears and realize those desires, how can human community help us to accomplish these ends.


      There is a familiar trajectory to postapocalyptic fiction, a trajectory that Octavia Butler will disrupt in her own self conscious manipulation of the postapocalyptic genre. Traditionally, the main character (typically a white male) is introduced prior to the apocalyptic event with his problems, issues, loved ones, etc. There is a reason why he is out of town or out of the way or in a safe place the day of the event, so you rarely get to see the event through his or her eyes. Instead the event is witnessed from the perspective of some minor characters who will die dramatically mid-novel. The heroic survivor then goes through a familiar series of steps. First he must reconcile his immediate survival with his need to continue to survive given the water, hailstones, radiation, earthquakes, plague, etc. In the initial movements towards survival—finding food, finding or making shelter, the survivor stumbles upon a companion—usually someone weaker (a child, or a young woman) or sometimes an equal with useful know how (a gardener or a hunter). Once the small group has been established then mere survival starts to move into long term flourishing. They start to find food not simply for one meal, but for the next season. They seek to build a shelter beyond a one night avoid-the-elements contraption. Simultaneous with this move towards long term survival and the beginning of flourishing is the first sign of danger.


      Inherent in all of these accounts is the necessary Other: the groups of people who do not react so well to the cataclysm. These people, who seem to band up far more quickly than our survivors, are bent on continued destruction (despite the total irrationality of this). So roving bands of cannibals terrorizing the countryside emerges as a threat from which our pair of survivors must find escape. Escape can only be found (Hegland’s Into the Forest is an interesting exception here) in forming a larger community. Thus the typical postapocalyptic novel uses the threat to the safety of the small collection of survivors to cement their ties and to push those survivors into a more self consciously organized system. A community is formed, one that can actually fight back against the cannibals. Thus, such postapocalyptic accounts climax in the defeat of the cannibals and end on the note of hope as the small community learns of the existence of other like minded communities across the country from which the country and humanity will rise again.17


      This book examines many of the novels that follow this trajectory. However, I am most interested in the challenges to that traditional script, challenges that complicate the seemingly simple move from the state of nature back to civil society. In Butler’s reworking of the genre we find not only a young, black female protagonist. But we also find cannibals made human and little possibility of escape through a stirring end of the novel battle. Many postapocalyptic accounts follow Hobbesian lines: the state of nature produces a life that is “nasty, brutish and short” and the only way to make life better is to agree to put someone in charge. But postapocalyptic accounts also follow Lockean and Rousseauean scripts, emphasizing property or community over fear. Whether the following of these scripts is intentional or not, certain postapocalyptic accounts nicely fictionalize the theoretical arguments given by Hobbes, Locke and Rousseau on the social contract and the human invention of government.


      Social Contract


      Modern political philosophers famously constructed the idea of the state of nature in order to highlight that the legitimacy of the state rests on the consent of the governed. The only way to theorize legitimacy was to imagine a time and place where there was no government. Ancient and medieval political philosophers believed that the State was natural—that human beings’ natural sociability, or the idea that “man is by nature a political animal” (Aristotle, Politics) meant that legitimacy had little import. If the State simply is, then whether it should be is not a question. One could question the skills or viability of a particular leader, but the idea of the State itself was simply extant. Modern political philosophers, who wanted to question the legitimacy of the State as an idea used the state of nature to claim that the State was a human construct and is not natural. Thus government was framed as an artificial construction based on the desire of the people living in the state of nature to leave that situation.


      Carole Pateman, author of The Sexual Contract, criticizing the limitations of social contract theory, argues that: “The ‘state of nature’ and the ‘original contract’ are powerful political fictions, and their power derives from the fact that they have had purchase on and have helped create the modern world” (Mills and Pateman, 55). Martha Nussbaum (2006, 223) claims “Images of who we are and why we get together do have power in shaping our projects.” The very idea of the social contract, which emerges from the deliberations of people living in a state of nature, is central to our current political life. Thomas Hobbes (1588-1679) argues that the state of nature is a place of justified fear, a “war of all against all” and that we seek to leave it in order to gain bodily security. John Locke (1632-1704) argues that the state of nature is a place where rational and free individuals can attain property through the labor of their bodies, but it is also an inconvenient place given the existence of the lazy and irrational few who steal the fruits of your labor. Jean Jacques Rousseau (1712-1778) claimed that the state of nature initially provided a pure experience for humans who lived peacefully, like animals, until competition drove humans to enslave themselves in the chains of custom and illegitimate government. For Rousseau we consent to enter into the social contract, not for protection of life and property, as with Hobbes and Locke, but rather to gain “civil freedom” and the true fulfillment of humanity.


      All three of these theorists imagine the state of nature with varying degrees of detail and all three reference the indigenous peoples of the Americas as evidence for their particular points of view. These references are both historically inaccurate and colored by both their desire to make a particular point about the natural state of humanity and their racism towards anyone non-European. Anthropologically the story they tell about actual humans living without the institution of the state is unsatisfying at best and unbelievable at worst. If the fiction of the state of nature fails, however, the edifice of modern political philosophy fails as well. Consent is only a legitimate foundation for humans living together if we believe that there is no natural authority. Modern political philosophers reject the usual analogy between the state and the family because they understand that citizens cannot be understood to be permanent children. Hobbes, Locke and Rousseau are all trying to argue against the divine right of kings and in order to do so they must posit that there was once a time when there was no such authority. Thus the existence of political authority stems from an active decision by human beings to come together, give up some of the natural rights that follow from living in a wholly anarchic world and create a new kind of institution: government.


      The state of nature exists for three reasons: it provides a counter argument to the claim that we are by nature political, thus making government a natural institution; it offers a mechanism for seeing humans as they really are
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