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This essay was written ten years ago, in Spanish, for the Jules Verne Science Fiction Award of the University of Guadalajara in Mexico. A lot has happened in those ten years: new wars, new technologies, even a new world order—and yet, the essay has somehow become more relevant today than in the summer 2006. Weirdly enough, even the switch from Spanish to English seems to suit the themes of the essay better given our times. 

Yes, the essay is about science fiction, but that’s because there’s a whole universe explored behind and through science fiction: planets, inventions, nature, the environment, history, the future, and the rich, soulful complexity of the human experience. That  has always been the reason for my personal fascination with science fiction—its power to inspire and awe and unfold for us the wonders of humanity and the cosmos in so many different directions. Ultimately, that’s why I wrote this ode of an essay and why I keep reading, watching, and overall inhaling science fiction—for it has a lot more truth and timeliness than fact or fiction about our future.

FUTURE AND SCIENCE...FICTION?

––––––––

During the last two centuries (and further back, tracing all the way to the Renaissance, when science began to be discerned from magic), the advancement of technology has been so accelerated that it has overflowed beyond the laboratories and its practical applications, reaching the fine arts and infiltrating literature. Thus, scientific potential, with its enormous capacity to inspire awe, has served alongside the written word to express humankind’s favorite subject: that of the future and its existential problems, which have been projected and defined according to scientific logic and the infinite possibilities of the imagination, inventions, and technical discoveries. That became a new narrative subgenre: science fiction​[1], terms that may seem at odds but that actually complement each other: “science” meaning facts and “fiction” meaning fantasies. The novel narrative branch has encompassed books, magazines, comic books, films, and television, making critical predictions based upon current events and warning about the future.

Throughout history, the development of technology has been one of the determining factors guiding human evolution in all its important facets: warfare (affecting the ways to be belligerent), economics (improving the means of productions and distribution), politics (transforming structures and systems), communications (defining channels and level of transmission), and society itself (which inevitably changes when the prior elements change). Only the climate and other disasters enacted by nature can surpass the protagonist role that technology holds in history, since humankind precisely develops technology to overcome said adversities, as well as to improve its lifestyle and find wellbeing.

Humankind is technical by nature. Through technology, humankind differentiates itself from the chaos of the natural order, “sets itself apart and builds the agora, the public place, civilization, in the middle of open field, the forest, the wilderness”​[2], despite humankind being absolutely immersed in nature. At the same time, technology is the supreme manifestation and materialization of the gift of intelligence, therefore being an elemental human characteristic.

Technology can be understood as “the effort to save efforts”​[3] executed by humankind to solve, reduce, or control the hardships present in the world that fetter the satisfaction of humankind’s basic needs and subsequent desires; biological survival is sought to make enhanced human living possible​[4]. Humankind provides itself thanks to its technology a living infrastructure that surpasses the natural state, creating things and activities thanks to the save effort that can then translate into smarter science, finer arts, and better wellbeing.

Therein reside the literary appeal and thematic fertility of science fiction: in its human roots attached to technology; in technology’s limitless versatility to be mixed with drama, romance, suspense, adventure, and every other narrative subgenre that may allow the mixture; and in science fiction’s anachronistic veracity, able to represent projections of the present into the future or to offer premonitions of a probable tomorrow. Only creative imagination and scientific logic delimit the borders of science fiction, expanding the possibilities of human technology by trailblazing and suggesting what directions to take towards new horizons. After all, the creative inspiration has always been mutual. Authors constantly take advantage of real science to craft their narrative propositions, always taking some creative liberties that then inspire scientists by presenting new challenges to beat. The Nautilus ​[5]and traveling to the moon aboard rockets​[6], nautical and aeronautical marvels respectively, originally thought out by the genius of Leonardo Da Vinci and later popularized by science fiction, were both ideas that migrated from the pages of novels into the blueprints that turned into what we have called Apollos, space shuttles, and submarines of different names. Even the man-machine named Golem by its creator Daedalus clearly represents a sort of mythological robot spawned from the wonders of archaic mechanics of Ancient Greece, which happened millennia before the concept of an actual robot ​[7]sprung from Czech theater. More recently, the scientific fundamentals regarding artificial satellites​[8] were first proposed through science fiction, to be later proven right by Sputnik and all the space missions by NASA and homologue agencies. Thanks to that shared effort among fiction, theory, and reality, today there exist hundreds of satellites that support a global network of information and communication. From an allegedly fantastical idea sprung a fact, an action. It would be safe to assume that all the gadgets and tech toys brandished by James Bond ​[9]over the decades will sooner or later become trending items for everyone to own.

Nonetheless, the one variable in that collaboration between science and fiction has been the time interval between the concept and the final product, and that interval has been decreasing in recent times. There were almost one hundred years between Jules Verne’s fantasies and the arrival of humankind to the Moon. Yet, there was barely a decade between Arthur C. Clarke’s satellite proposition and the first one of them in orbit. The speed of scientific development has accelerated to the point that it easily catches up with the speculated advancements of fiction. There are popular sayings that state “fact is stranger than fiction” and “life imitates art”​[10], but in this case, fact and fiction may just come head to head in the scientific race without either of them getting ahead. When that happens, there will be no more dividing line between science and fiction, the line once drawn from ideas to realities in a chronological succession. 

There’s a preoccupation, a vicious uncertainty about the repercussions for reality, which stands out as a foundation of science fiction, branding it as “our best dreams of the present, turned into the nightmares of the future.”​[11] The discovery or invention that allows for an inhuman feat (flying, living under water, going to space), which is possible thanks to human technology, may have unknown consequences. The truth after the fact can only be guessed or presupposed. “Everything is a matter of perspective”​[12], and science fiction’s perspective always differs from that of a formal positivism ​[13]believing that any and all advances of civilization are beneficial. The main task of science fiction hasn’t been to criticize current situations, even though there are plenty of notable exceptions, including the Star Wars​[14] universe with its metaphysical discourse about an omnipotent and universal Force and its dichotomy of good and evil manifested as the Jedi and Sith, and the X-Men​[15] mythology of comic book mutants that suggests tolerance and human value. The main task of science fiction has been to warn about and prevent negative outcomes for the future by questioning whether humankind is building a better tomorrow or bringing doom. Since the time interval between scientific fact and fiction have been reduced, that means that the reaction time has also been reduced, which makes the critical questioning even more of a duty in case those fictions turned into humanity’s historical realities.

The notion that science fiction’s pessimistic-yet-cautionary optics is an adequate one can be confirmed immediately with current evidence. One has just to think about the effects of industry and other human activities around us. The changes humankind has inflicted upon the environment have gone beyond manipulation for survival or standing out from the wilderness. Human technology has surpassed (or pretended to) the natural order, putting a place a hierarchy of its own upon which humankind claims the top spot and declares ownership not only of its destiny but of the whole world and everything in it, having the right to choose what gets destroyed and what remains all according to humankind’s whim. Such tendency has worsened during the last couple of centuries due to incorrect considerations made by a society that is dangerously massive, misinformed, confused, and selfish. Nowadays, technology has grown so much in power and influence that it gives the impression of being a part of nature, along with all of its benefits. The masses of humankind have become “self-satisfied spoiled children”​[16], people who believe that the comforts afforded by technology are a birthright, and who act upon such belief. The true requirements for such achievements (such as discipline, experimentation, research, and educated people) and the material and abstract costs involved (for instance, pollution and poverty) don’t matter to the self-satisfied masses, who opt to ignore or omit such major details. The sole priority is the immediate and effective satisfaction of the masses with their television, their microwaves, their cars, and all the other technological inheritance of which they do not know the source, and which they use and abuse regardless of any irreparable damage to nature and the life of tomorrow.

From a biological standpoint, humankind has reached the status of a plague or virus considering its attitude and behavior: invasive overpopulation, irresponsible exploitation of resources until they’re depleted, and harm to the ecological equilibrium of an environment that doesn’t belong to humankind. The planet has been wearing out ever since the rise of humankind and its misused technology that shatters the natural order. Nevertheless, nature has begun to push back against the problem plaguing it. Even if humankind claims to be the master because of the confidence and power given by technology, humanity still remains a mere component of a larger cosmic establishment. “For every action, there’s an equal opposite reaction” ​[17] not only applies as a law of physics but the whole universe, which is precisely the case in the pseudo-duel for supremacy between humankind and nature. Stronger hurricanes, unseen natural disasters, new lethal diseases, and a changing climate that turns increasingly hostile for life are all equal reactions opposing the damages inflicted by humankind, thus demonstrating nature’s superiority and presenting daunting challenges for humankind’s technological prowess.

Events of such huge dimensions were barely known to the Homo sapiens as paleontological memories. One had been overcome successfully from the time that humankind shared the Earth with mammoths and was still learning to walk upright. The other event, millions of years older, has been feared even more: the mass extinction of the dinosaurs and other lifeforms due to a cosmological randomness that made a meteor and planet Earth coincide in their trajectories. A similar cosmic fatality in our times, and the fear that instills, has motivated science to aim most efforts upward into the sky and the dark infinity of outer space. Ironically, that’s how humankind’s desire to fly has sublimated into an impulse looking to conquer space even when we haven’t yet deciphered all the mysteries locked in our own world. There’s no need to travel to the center of the Earth​[18] to get to know our planet; one only has to study
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