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Chapter 8

New Paradigms, After 2001

Gerry Canavan

We ve in an era of obsolete futures and junked dreams. now
been over fifteen years since 2001 with nary a monolith in nuch
less manned missions to Jupiter or increasingly malevolent computer
superintelligences refusing to open the pod bay doors. The 4o  was
not torn out of Earth orbit in 1999, nor did genetic supe 1a1  ‘han

Noonien Singh become absolute ri  of more than a quarter of the
globe during the bloody Eugenic s of the early 19 ‘ore,
of course, fleeing into space on th -eper ship Botany Bay ow-
ing his overthrow in 1996). We’ve missed at least three separat lge-
merit Days, dodging The Terminator’s Skynet and the sc ed - e of

the machines each time. Manhattan Island is not a maximu  security
prison; Dr Sam Beckett did not invent the Quantum Leap Accelera-

tor and vanish )oc Brown and Marty arrived in 2015 to orld
totally bereft of flying DeLoreans, hoverboards, or sleep-in l[pha
rhythm generators (and the Cubs didn’t even win the - rries
until 2016). Blade Runner 2049 (2017) came over a year a cant
Roy Batty completely failed to roll off the assembly line yrell

Corporation as prophesied.
A century of science fiction prec :ted space missions, first ¢ tacts,
robot uprisings, and nuclear wars that were all dated before now. To
























216 Science Fiction: A Literary History

This image has been removed due to third-party
copyright restrictions.

Figure 8.1 Cover for the 2009 edition of Robert Charles Wilson’s Julian
Comstock: A Story of 22nd-Century America.

the Jackpot (because they hit it, even if the rest of us did not). These are
stories about innovation, resilience, and adaptability that nonetheless
put a ceiling on what is achievable post-climate-change, and that even
at their most optimistic tend to depressively place our moment as a
high-water mark for human civilisation that will end soon, that perhaps
has already begun to end in ways we are only just coming to realise.
Other stories sidestep the paradigm of realistic prediction altogether
in favour of metaphorical or allegorical confrontation with the weird-
ness of the postnormal future. China Miéville, in conversation with
Mark Bould, noted in 2016 that the late 1990s and early 2000s phe-
nomenon of the ‘New Weird’ — transgenre stories which are neither
clearly fantasy nor clearly science fictional, which partially harken back
to the ‘weird tales’ of writers such as H. P. Lovecraft — now looks less
like a surrealist, symbolic response to the anti-globalisation activism that
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Figure 8.2 Cover for the 2005 edition of Charles Strosss Accelerando,
published by Orbit.

Financial speculation has crossed over with speculative fiction in
other works as well, including Robinson’s New York 2140, Richard
K. Morgan’s Market Forces and Altered Carbon, and Francis Spufford’s
hybridic novel Red Plenty (which marries contemporary high-speed
financial computing to the planned economy of the Soviet Union).
William Gibson’s 2000s trilogy Pattern Recognition (2003), Spook Country
(2007), and Zero History (2010) all revolve in different ways around the
intersection of cutting edge technology, global finance, internet culture,
and the military-industrial-entertainment complex, loosely focalised
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Figure 8.3 Cover for the Chinese edition of Cixin Liu’s Three-Body
Problem (or Dark Forest).

ample merits, the trilogy marks a breakthrough moment for Chinese
SF in the West (the Three-Body Problem series was even endorsed by
Barack Obama as he left the American Presidency in January 2017).
The first book in the series, The Three-Body Problem (2006/2014),
depicts a SETI-style Chinese scientific collective that makes con-
tact with an alien race living in the Alpha Centauri system. The first
contact is with a Trisolaran pacifist who warns the scientists not to
attempt to make contact again, as her civilisation is warlike and dan-
gerous. However, one of the Chinese scientists, deeply embittered by
her political persecution and by her horror of humankind’s destruc-
tion of the environment, pursues contact anyway, leading to an alien
invasion narrative that continues in The Dark Forest (2008/2015) and
Death’s End (2010/2016). Death’s End in particular expands the story to
a universal, quasi-theological scale, in a narrative that is reminiscent of
the cosmic scope of Olaf Stapledon in Star Maker — becoming a deeply
philosophical rumination on the nature of existence in the shadow of
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Figure 8.4 Cover for the 2011 edition of Ernest Cline’s Ready
Player One.

significant were the ‘Modern Masters of Science Fiction’ at University
of Illinois Press, devoted to single-author monographs of major writers
in the genre, and the expansion of lists devoted to SF at Wesleyan Uni-
versity Press, Liverpool University Press, University Press of Mississippi,
and elsewhere. Monographs and edited collections devoted to SF have
proved a reliable bet, in part due to their crossover potential in the non-
academic fan base, resulting in a proliferation of available criticism and
a fruitful explosion of methods, approaches, and focuses.
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Figure 8.5 Sdill from Arrival, 2016.

has largely bottomed out altogether. As assumptions about genre speci-
ficity, the materiality of the book, and the independence of the written
word from other forms of communication continue to flux, prose SF
stubbornly soldiers on, and with it the tradition of science fiction story-
telling that began with Shelley, Poe,Verne, and Wells, 200 years ago.
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