
WORDS INSIDE

FROM “SCIENCE FICTION 
EXPLORES THE  
INTERCONNECTEDNESS”…

bellicose | demonstrating 
aggression and  
willingness to fight

deleterious | causing 
harm or damage

subversive | trying  
to overthrow or  
undermine, especially  
a political system
FROM “THE UNDERRATED,  
UNIVERSAL”…

pejoratively | expressing 
contempt or disapproval

cordoned | to have 
access restricted 

dystopian | relating to  
an imagined state or 
society where there is 
great suffering or injustice

•••

Dear Student, Artist, Thinker,

One of the reasons that APAEP’s foundation is in the arts is our understanding 
that humans love to create. We love to make things, to imagine new possibilities, to 
twist the reality in front of us in exciting ways. And some of the best creative works 
ground their new realities in human stories. At its heart, Star Wars (the original 
trilogy, anyway) is a story about a father and son coming to terms with each other. 
Back to the Future, aside from time travel, is about a teenager afraid of becom-
ing like his parents and wanting a better life. Countless other movies (I, Robot, 
Bladerunner, The Matrix, etc.) question what it means to be human at all.

As you may have guessed by now, this issue’s theme deals with science fiction 
and its foundational role in human development. Sci-fi lets us explore the 
world as it could be, for better or for worse. Depending on the writer, it can 
give us hope for the future, like in Star Trek (where future technology is 
generally used to improve lives), or offer a warning of things to come if change 
doesn’t happen, as in The Day the Earth Stood Still (where aliens inform us that 
Earth will be destroyed if humans don’t stop their destructive habits).

But one of my favorite things about science fiction is not how it imagines the 
future, but how it predicts it. One of the articles in this issue lists inventions  
used today that were only written about decades before. For example, in the 80s 
or 90s who would have thought that self-driving cars could ever be a thing? 
As the famous sci-fi author (and certified-nerd) Arthur C. Clarke said, “Any 
sufficiently advanced technology is indistinguishable from magic.” My take-
away from this quote is that we can start with magic and let our imaginations 
run wild, and leave it to future scientists to catch up. They’ll need us to think 
about what’s impossible today, so they can make it happen tomorrow.

So be a nerd today and think (or write!) about lasers and outer space and 
time travel. And remember to include those human stories too.

 Kyes Stevens and the APAEP Team

“I was attracted to science fiction because it was so 
wide open. I was able to do anything and there were no 
walls to hem you in and there was no human condition 
that you were stopped from examining.”

OCTAVIA E. BUTLER // American science-fiction author
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Science Fiction’s New Reality
BY PAIGE OSBURN | The 1A of NPR | September 10, 2018

The Hugo Awards have been science fiction’s equiv-
alent of the Oscars for more than sixty years. Past 
winners of the Best Novel category include Stephen 
King, Octavia Butler, Michael Chabon, Isaac Asimov, 
Orson Scott Card, J.K. Rowling, and Neil Gaiman.

But this year’s ceremony was a little different than 
usual.

For the first time in its history, women swept all of 
the Hugo’s major awards.

Rebecca Roanhorse took Best Short 
Story for “Welcome to Your Authentic 
Indian Experience.” Martha Wells won best 
novella for “All Systems Red.” Nnedi Okora-
for won the “Lodestar” Young Adult award 
for “Akata Warrior.” And N.K. Jemisin took 
Best Novel for a third year in a row, making 
her the Hugo’s first-ever threepeat winner.

In a genre that was once written-off as 
the domain of burly men in velour space-
suits defending scantily-clad women from 
aliens… the tides seem to have shifted. But 
the road to change hasn’t been easy. Most 
of these writers have had to hold off online 
trolls, skeptical agents, dismissive publish-
ers, and worse.

Both Okorafor and Jemisin dealt with 
blowback by a faction of self-described “Sad” 
and “Rabid Puppies” — two groups of right-
wing and conservative science-fiction and 
fantasy fans and authors who attempted to 
nominate authors they felt weren’t “overtly” 
liberal. In 2015 and 2016, “No award” was 
given in multiple categories, in order to 
avoid rewarding the Puppies’ nominees.

This pushback isn’t limited to the world of 
novels. The fans behind this year’s “Comics-
gate” have launched a coordinated effort 
to blacklist “left-leaning” comics writers – 
nearly all of whom are women or people of 
color. The directors and actors behind the 
latest Star Wars films have received a torrent 
of abuse, some of which was vitriolic enough 
to force actresses Daisy Ridley and Kelly 
Marie Tran off of social media. There was 
even an uproar over the character design 
in Netflix’s upcoming reboot of “She-Ra: 

Princess of Power” (specifically, the complaint that 
She-Ra isn’t sexy enough).

Science fiction calls on readers to explore new 
worlds, new futures, and new questions for humanity.

So how is it that even some sci-fi fans have to be 
dragged kicking and screaming into this 21st century?

And if even the most futuristic thinkers need to be 
prodded to broaden their minds … what does that say 
about the rest of us?  

CULTURE

oEdited  
for space

pinterest.com
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Science Fiction Explores the Interconnectedness 
Revealed by the Coronavirus Pandemic
BY MAYURIKA CHAKRAVORTY | The Conversation | July 19, 2020 

In the early days of the coronavirus outbreak, a theory 
widely shared on social media suggested that a science 
fiction text, Dean Koontz’s 1981 science fiction novel, 
The Eyes of Darkness, had predicted the coronavirus 
pandemic with uncanny precision. COVID-19 has held 
the entire world hostage, producing a resemblance 
to the post-apocalyptic world depicted in many 
science fiction texts. Canadian author Marga-
ret Atwood’s classic 2003 novel Oryx and 
Crake refers to a time when “there was a 
lot of dismay out there, and not enough 
ambulances” — a prediction of our 
current predicament.

However, the connection between 
science fiction and pandemics runs deeper. 
They are linked by a perception of globality, 
what sociologist Roland Robertson defines as “the 
consciousness of the world as a whole.”

Globality in science fiction
Science fiction writers have, indeed, always embraced 
globality. In interplanetary texts, humans of all nations, 
races and genders have to come together as one people 
in the face of alien invasions. Facing an interplane-
tary encounter, bellicose nations have to reluctantly 
eschew political rivalries and collaborate on a global 
scale, as in Denis Villeneuve’s 2018 film, Arrival.

Globality is central to science fiction. To be identified 
as an Earthling, one has to transcend the local and the 
national, and sometimes, even the global, by embracing 
a larger planetary consciousness.

In The Left Hand of Darkness, Ursula K. Le Guin 
conceptualizes the Ekumen, which comprises 83 
habitable planets. The idea of the Ekumen was 
borrowed from Le Guin’s father, the noted cultural 
anthropologist Arthur L. Kroeber. Kroeber had, in a 
1945 paper, introduced the concept (from Greek oikou-
mene) to represent a “historic culture aggregate.” Orig-
inally, Kroeber used oikoumene to refer to the “entire 
inhabited world,” as he traced back human culture to 
one single people. Le Guin then adopted this idea of a 
common origin of shared humanity in her novel.

Globality of the pandemic
Many medical science fiction texts depict diseases afflict-
ing all of humanity which must put up a unified front or 
perish. These narratives underscore the fluid and trans-

national histories of diseases, their impact and possible 
cure. In Amitav Ghosh’s 1995 novel, The Calcutta Chro-
mosome, he weaves an interconnected history of malaria 
that spans continents over a century, while challenging 
Eurocentricism and foregrounding the subversive role 
of Indigenous knowledge in malaria research.

The epigraph quotes a poem by Sir Ronald 
Ross, the Nobel Prize-winning scientist cred-

ited with the discovery of the mosquito as 
the malaria vector:

Seeking His secret deeds
With tears and toiling breath,

I find thy cunning seeds,
O million-murdering Death.

Pandemics are by definition global. On March 11, 2020, 
the World Health Organization declared COVID-19 a 
pandemic, noting that “[p]andemic is not a word to use 
lightly or carelessly. It is a word that, if misused, can cause 
unreasonable fear, or unjustified acceptance that the 
fight is over, leading to unnecessary suffering and death.”

COVID-19 has forced billions into social isolation 
and continues to wreak havoc on an unprecedented 
global scale. Eerily similar photographs of masked 
faces, PPE-clad front-line workers and deserted 
downtowns emerged from every corner of the world.

However, a pandemic is not global merely in its 
spread — one needs to harness its globality to counter 
and eventually defeat it. As Israeli historian Yuval 
Harari notes, in the choice between national isolation-
ism and global solidarity, we must choose the latter and 
adopt a “spirit of global co-operation and trust”:

What an Italian doctor discovers in Milan in the 
early morning might well save lives in Tehran by 
evening. When the U.K. government hesitates between 
several policies, it can get advice from the Koreans who 
have already faced a similar dilemma a month ago.

Clearly, a nation cannot insulate itself from the dele-
terious effects of the pandemic by closing its hearts and 
borders. Tightening immigration can temporarily stanch 
the flow of people, but the virus, like the “million-mur-
dering death,” is treacherous in its border-defying agil-
ity. Presently, as many nations experience a resurgence 
of nationalism and exclusionary policies of walls and 
borders, the pandemic is a harsh reminder of the lived 
reality of our transnational interconnectedness. 

CURRENT AFFAIRS

A MAN GOES 
UPSTAIRS TO 
GRAB HIS TIME 
MACHINE. HE 
WALKS DOWN-
STAIRS THEN 
GOES BACK IN 
TIME 200 YEARS. 
WHY DID HE GO 
DOWNSTAIRS?

?
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Sudoku
MATHEMATICS

#60 PUZZLE NO. 5977749

#59 PUZZLE NO. 4883103

SUDOKU HOW-TO GUIDE
1. Each block, row, and column 
must contain the numbers 1–9.
2. Sudoku is a game of logic and 
reasoning, so you should not 
need to guess.
3. Don’t repeat numbers within 
each block, row, or column.
4. Use the process of elimination 
to figure out the correct place-
ment of numbers in each box.
5. The answers appear on the 
last page of this newsletter.

What the example will look 
like solved q

2 4 8 3 9 5 7 1 6

5 7 1 6 2 8 3 4 9

9 3 6 7 4 1 5 8 2

6 8 2 5 3 9 1 7 4

3 5 9 1 7 4 6 2 8

7 1 4 8 6 2 9 5 3

8 6 3 4 1 7 2 9 5

1 9 5 2 8 6 4 3 7

4 2 7 9 5 3 8 6 1

3 9 1

5 1 4

9 7 5

6 2 5 3 7

7 8

7 8 9 3

8 3 1 9

9 2 6 7

4 3 6 1

ROW

COLUMN

BLOCKBOX

… we all have futures. We all have pasts.  
We all have stories. And we all, every  

single one of us, no matter who we are and no 
matter what’s been taken from us or what 
poison we’ve internalized or how hard we’ve 
had to work to expel it — we all get to dream.”

N.K. JEMISIN // American fiction writer

Icons from the Noun Project
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The earliest use of the term 
“science fiction,” according to 
the Oxford English Dictionary, 
was in 1851 when it was applied 
to poetry or fiction interweav-
ing a story with scientific fact. 
The earliest use of “science 
fiction” for futuristic writing 
was in 1927.

The abbreviation “sci-fi” was 
introduced in 1954, by analogy 
with “hi-fi.”

Arguably the inspiration for 
much science fiction traces 
back to classical mythol-
ogy. Think of it—Earthlings 
abducted by beings from the 
sky, humans morphing into 
strange creatures, and events 
that defy the laws of nature.

The annual awards at the World 
Science Fiction Convention are 
called the “Hugos” after Hugo 
Gernsback, founder of Amazing 
Stories in 1926.

Although Gernsback was the first 
in modern times to use the term 

“science fiction”, he preferred to 
call it “scientifiction.”

Irony alert: Ray Bradbury, one 
of the world’s most influential 
SF writers, studiously avoided 
computers and ATMs and 
claimed he has never driven a car.

Not to be outdone, sci-fi legend 
Isaac Asimov wrote about 
interstellar spaceflight but 
refused to board an airplane.

DID YOU KNOW?

Idiom

“Quantum leap”
Definition A sudden, very noticable and significant advance.

Origin Before quantum leaps there were quantum jumps, which had the same meaning. This has a 
defined meaning in physics and it is the change that occurs in an atom when an electron jumps from one 
energy level to another with the emission or absorption of a photon. The term ‘quantum jump’ began to 
be used around 1920 following the theories and discoveries that were made in quantum physics by many 
notable scientists in the late 19th and early 20th centuries, notably Bohr and Einstein.

The first use of the phrase that I’ve found is from the Proceedings of the National Academy of Science U.S.A., 
March 1924: The second column gives the quantum numbers designating the quantum jump under consideration.

‘Quantum leap’ comes a little later, as in this example from the Journal of Philosophy, 1930: We may refer the 
arbitrary character of a single ultimate physical event, such as a quantum leap, to the arbitrary character of 
the whole universe of which the single event is a part.

Of course, the expression ‘quantum leap’ is now almost always used figuratively, that is with no atomic 
particles being involved and in reference to some sudden dramatic change.

Again ‘quantum jump’ is used in that wider context first. The Indianapolis Star, November 1930, reported 
thus: As science moves forward, slowly as a rule, but with a quantum jump now and again.

The figurative usage of ‘quantum leap’ (which is what this piece is about) is much more recent. An early 
example is found in H. L. Roberts’ book Russia & America, 1956: The enormous multiplication of power, the 

‘quantum leap’ to a new order of magnitude of destruction, is something very real and comprehensible.
Source: phrases.org.uk

Source: express.co.uk and discovermagazine.com

THE SPIELBERG 
FILM A.I. WAS 
BASED ON A 
BRIAN ALDISS 
STORY, “SUPER-
TOYS LAST ALL 
SUMMER LONG.”

THE FIRST POPULAR  
SF SUPERHERO 
WAS MANDRAKE 
THE MAGICIAN IN 
1934. SUPERMAN 
ARRIVED IN 1938.

Created by KEN MURRAY
from the Noun Project

Icons from the Noun Project
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ART + CULTURE

Bryan D. Dietrich lives in Wichita, Kansas with his wife Gina and their 
son, Nick. Professor of English at Newman University, Bryan grew up 
watching classic horror movies and dreaming of becoming a comic 
book artist. He remains conflicted about choosing a tenure-track 
job over a chance to be an extra in Tim Burton’s Mars Attacks, but is 
comforted by several facts: the first person to be abducted in Aliens 
is named Dietrich, the composer for the original Mummy was named 
Dietrich, and the Kecksburg UFO incident occurred in December of 
1965, just before Bryan was born. Further inferences are welcome.

WRITING PROMPT
A great deal of science fiction imagines what will 
happen when humanity makes first contact with an 
alien civilization (much of how people think it will 
play out depends on whether we go to their planet 
first, or they arrive at Earth). What do you think will 
happen? Write a poem from either humanity’s or an 
alien’s perspective about that first meeting.

Word Search

MAGNETIC
DREAMERS
WHIRLING
LIGHT

DISC
COBBLED
ODD
INTERSTELLAR

MOON
CARGO
MANTLE
ORBIT

BIPOLAR
GUSH
ARK
CLIPPER

Worlds in Collision
BY BRYAN D. DIETRICH

And then to us, as even to the best of worlds,
there came another. Under the churling sconces
of a sky scott full of what looked like anything
but itself, beneath whirling wind screws of light none
of us had half a mind to understand, we stood
looking up, watching it come the way the Tlingit
must have watched the clipper ships of white men sink
into their lives.

  I’d never seen the northern lights—
never will, now—but this is how I’d been told to
see. The waves of what must have been a battle
between one magnetic sheaf and another,
the polar, bipolar war of magnum roiling
even then beneath our feet and played out up there
above us, the shower of unholy, beastly
simple weather, and only the slightest shift
of mantle…None of this seemed so odd as that disc
(one not even our last best dreamers dreamed existed)
suddenly usurping the moon.

  Sister shadow,
brother bark, wanderer in the rime-dark deep of night.
Kennings. Metaphors. The language of having nothing
else to say. As that new body approached, becoming
as it came less heavenly than even Trinity,
its cloud, words finally failed us and we ran. Stumbling
between goodbyes, between cargo and cult, ourselves
and what we’d cobbled into a craft, we found nothing—
not stone knives or interstellar drives, not Verdi
or Vermeer, all temperature Cheer, gold-vermilion
gush, orange Crush, flies, ryes, stale moon pies—nothing
fit the orbit of that ark like what little we saved
of our lives.

WORD PLAY
A Rebus puzzle is a picture representation of a common word 
or phrase. How the letters/images appear within each box  
will give you clues to the answer! For example, if you saw the 
letters “LOOK ULEAP,” you could guess that the phrase is  

“Look before you leap.” Answers are on the last page!
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Science Fiction that Became Reality Facts 
FACTINATE.COM 

Science Fiction movies, books, and TV shows have long 
been predictors and inspirations for invention. From 
debit cards to cell phones to submarines, many of the 
inventions imagined in Science Fiction have become 
part of our reality. In many cases, Science Fiction didn’t 
merely predict but also inspires real-life invention. 

3D Printers | Fans of Star Trek will remember the repli-
cator. Replicators were devices capable of instantly 
materializing almost any object with a simple 
command. While 3D printers can’t quite pull objects 
out of thin air, they do act similarly to replicators, 
reproducing jewelry, food, and even body parts. Many 
tech experts believe that as the technology improves, 
they will resemble replicators even more closely.

Cyberspace | In his 1984 novel Neuromancer, novelist 
William Gibson predicted hacking, virtual reality, the 
world wide web, and cyberspace a decade before the 
internet took the form we know today. In a re-release 
of the novel for its 20th anniversary, Jack Womack 
suggested that Gibson’s creation of cyberspace may even 
have spurred the development of the web.

Universal Credit | In his 1888 novel Looking Backward, 
Edward Bellamy introduced the concept of universal 
credit: The citizens of his future utopia carried a card 
with them that allowed them to spend credit from a 
central bank, without a need for paper money.

Underwater Exploration | Jules Verne’s works spawned 
a number of inventions, the most famous of which is 
the electric submarine. In his novel Twenty Thousand 
Leagues Under the Sea, he imagined a great underwa-
ter ship powered by electricity. The novel inspired 
American inventor Simon Lake; he invented his own 
submarine called the Argonaut in 1898.

Can You Hear Me Now? | Another famous Star Trek gadget 
was the communicator, which looks similar to the cell-
phones of today. Martin Cooper, who oversaw the inven-
tion of the first mobile phone in the 70s, directly credited 
Star Trek for inspiring his vision.

Broadcast News | In his 1889 article “In the year 2889,” 
Jules Verne predicted an alternative to newspapers. 
Instead of being printed, the news of the day was 
spoken to subscribers. The first newscast took place 30 

years later, and the first television newscast occurred 
28 years after that. By 1974, millions of people could 
watch important events on their televisions.

Full-Body Scans | The 1990 film Total Recall portrayed 
high-speed, full body security scanners. In 2016, Boston-
based Evolv Technology announced plans for the first 
public trials of A.I.-powered high-speed body scanners.

The Car that Drives Itself | In 1964, after attending the 
World’s Fair, Isaac Asimov wrote an article for the 
New York Times predicting what inventions would 
be on display in 50 years. His essay predicted “robot-
brain cars,” which would be capable of self-driving. 
In 2017, companies such as Google, Apple, and Tesla 
have been testing this technology.
 
Big Brother | In January 2017, George Orwell’s 1949 novel 
1984 made a fresh appearance atop the bestseller list; 
the book predicted several aspects of the modern world. 
Orwell wrote of a post-nuclear dystopian state moni-
tored by an interconnected web of security cameras. In 
the 21st century, video surveillance is a part of everyday 
life, and individuals can be tracked through GPS.
  
Robot Maids | The Jetsons, an animated program from 
the 60s, had a robot maid named Rosie who completed 
regular household tasks such as cleaning, cooking, and 
selecting clothes for the characters. In 2016, Elon Musk 
announced his new robotics firm Open AI is developing 
domestic robots that will perform basic household chores 
(of course, we already have Roombas).
 
Wearable Tech | In 2017, smart watches are becom-
ing more commonplace, but a version of the smart 
watch first made an appearance in The Jetsons 
cartoon back in 1962. Elroy’s friend had a watch 
that he could use to watch the latest episode of The 
Flinstones, and the screen was full-color.
 
Smart Homes | A 1999 Disney channel movie called 
Smart House featured a robot called PAT (Personal 
Applied Technology) that can make phone calls, 
control the temperature, start music, and even adapt 
dinner menus. The Amazon Echo and Google Home 
are smart digital assistants that can assist with shop-
ping, control the other smart devices in your home, 
stream music, and manage your calendar. 

TECHNOLOGY

oEdited  
for space
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The Underrated, Universal Appeal of Science Fiction
BY CHRIS BECKETT | The Atlantic | April 15, 2014

When I’m introduced to someone as a writer, a now 
familiar pattern of events often follows.

“Oh, really! How interesting!” the someone—let’s 
call her Jane—says, sounding quite enthusiastic. 

“What do you write?”
“Science fiction,” I say.
Jane instantly glazes over. “I’m afraid I never read 

science fiction.”
In other instances, people who know me have read 

a book of mine out of curiosity and then told me, in 
some surprise, that they liked it—“even though I don’t 
normally like science fiction.” Indeed, when a short 
story collection of mine won a non-genre prize, it was 
apparently a surprise to the judges themselves: Accord-
ing to the chair of the judging panel, “none of [them] 
knew they were science-fiction fans beforehand.”

The assumption seems to be that a book that comes 
with a genre label like “science fiction” must necessar-
ily be lightweight stuff—not really comparable with 

“non-genre” works.
This may partly be due to the fact that the word 

“genre” has two different meanings which are often 
muddled up. The basic meaning of “genre” is simply 
kind or category or form of fiction, and in that sense, 
any work of fiction can be assigned to some genre or 
another. But “genre” is also used in a different way to 
make a distinction between “genre” and “non-genre” 
fiction. “Non-genre” fiction is the stuff that is placed 
on the “general fiction” or “fiction and literature” 
shelves in Barnes and Noble. “Genre” fiction is the 
stuff that is placed in its own designated corners: 
Crime, Fantasy, Romance, Horror, Science Fiction.

And now, a qualitative distinction creeps in. The 
assumption is made that the stuff on the “general 
fiction” shelves is the serious stuff—after all, it 
includes the literary greats—while the stuff cordoned 
off in those corners is, by definition, light, inconse-
quential, or even trashy. In fact, generalizations are 
made about the whole of “genre fiction” as if it were 
all one thing. “Genre fiction,” says Wikipedia, “also 
known as popular fiction, is plot-driven fictional 
works written with the intent of fitting into a specific 
literary genre, in order to appeal to readers and fans 
already familiar with that genre.” (Notice how, in a 
single sentence, the word “genre” is used in both of 
the two different ways I’ve described.)

Don’t get me wrong: You can certainly find light-
weight stuff on the science-fiction shelves, and if you 

think of yourself as someone who doesn’t like science 
fiction, you would have no difficulty at all putting 
your hands on books there that would confirm all 
your assumptions completely. But then again, the 
fact that you can find lightweight, formulaic stuff on 
the “Romantic Fiction” shelves doesn’t mean that 
you dismiss any novel that deals with romantic love. 
Anna Karenina? Sons and Lovers? The Great Gatsby? 
Just because it is possible to assign a book to a “genre” 
(in the neutral sense of the word), doesn’t mean that 
it is “genre fiction” (in the loaded sense).

It’s not for me to say whether I’m a good writer or 
not, but I am certainly a serious one. By that I mean I 
don’t write simply to cater to my readers’ needs for an 
easy escape from life, but have a vision of the world that 
(for whatever reason) I have a strong need to commu-
nicate. And it just so happens that the science-fiction 
form is the one I’ve found to be best suited to my needs.

Why is that? Well, all fiction writers, by definition, 
make stuff up, partly to entertain readers, and partly 

OPINION

WHAT’S THE 
DIFFERENCE 
BETWEEN A 
FAULT LINE AND 
A FRIENDLY 
ROBOT?

WHY DIDN’T 
THE DOG STAR 
LAUGH AT THE 
LAST JOKE?

riddles.com

?
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to allow them to enter imaginatively into parts of the 
world that would otherwise be closed to them. Modern 
realist novels—the kind that would most often be cate-
gorized as “non-genre”—make up characters and situ-
ations, but set them against a backdrop that purports 
to be the world we actually live in. This allows writers 
to explore the psychology of different characters and 
allows us to look out of eyes other than our own. I like 
to make up situations and characters, too, and for the 
same kinds of reasons, but I also like to go an extra step 
and make up the world as well. This allows me to reflect 
on the way we relate to the world, and on society. The 
science-fictional setting of my novel Dark Eden, for 
instance, allowed me to reflect on how societies and 
cultures grow and change and rupture. By making up a 
society, I could reflect on society in general, in just the 
same way that a realist novelist can reflect on relation-
ships in general by making up a relationship.

It’s a strategy that’s rich in possibilities, so much so 
that it hasn’t just been used to brilliant effect by the 
great science-fiction writers but has been borrowed, not 
just once but again and again, by supposedly “non-genre” 
writers in books that appear on those general fiction 
shelves: Doris Lessing, Margaret Atwood, and Kazuo 
Ishiguro, to name a few. (I once came across one of those 
people who “don’t like SF” whose favorite book turned 
out to be George Orwell’s Nineteen Eighty-Four: set in 
an imaginary society, with imaginary technology, some 
way off in the future!) Not all science fiction is good, or 
serious, or equal in weight to the great works of liter-
ature, but the science-fictional mode is as capable of 
generating great works as any other.

Why should some books get to be seen as “non-genre?” 
It seems to me that the word “genre” is a bit like the word 

“ethnic”: While in theory we all belong to one ethnic group 
or another, in practice the word is used—and sometimes 
pejoratively—almost entirely for minorities. It so happens 
that in our culture at the moment the dominant, “majority” 
form of fiction is realism—no matter how well futuristic, 
dystopian Young Adult fare like The Hunger Games and 
Divergent sells. This is so much the case, in fact, that you can 
sometimes hear fiction spoken of as if its actual function was 
to provide a kind of record of how life is lived now. “How does 
the novel become new again?” wrote Rachel Cusk in a recent 
review. “One way is by its movement into fields of life not yet 
documented.” I was struck by the word documented. As if 
novel-writing were necessarily a form of record-keeping!

It can be, of course, but it doesn’t have to be, and I 
suspect it’s a very recent conception of the function of 
literature. Look at Shakespeare’s plays, and it’s difficult to 
see any of them as an attempt to document or record the 
present. They do reflect the time they were written in, of 
course ( just as the “futures” imagined by science-fiction 
writers also tell us a great deal about the time period in 
which they were written), but I see no evidence that they 

were written with the intention of documenting those 
times. Many of the plays are nominally set in foreign 
cities (like Athens or Verona) but without any attempt 
to portray those cities as they actually were. Quite a few 
of them would be categorized as “fantasy” if their plots 
were presented now as proposals for novels. Go back 
further into the classics of literature—Beowulf, The Iliad, 
the Journey to the West—and you find even less realism. 
Almost all of them are fantastical to some degree.

Science fiction, I’ve always felt, is part of that fantas-
tical tradition. It’s a modern variant of it, for a world 
in which things that once would have been thought of 
as magic are now part of everyday life. Currently it’s a 
minority interest, but a time may well come when real-
ist fiction is cordoned off in its own little corner, and the 
fantastical is once more the dominant form.  
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The Three Laws of Robotics (often shortened to The Three Laws or 
known as Asimov’s Laws) are a set of rules devised by the science 
fiction author Isaac Asimov. The rules were introduced in his 1942 short 
story “Runaround” although they had been foreshadowed in a few 
earlier stories. The Three Laws, quoted as being from the “Handbook 
of Robotics, 56th Edition, 2058 A.D.”, are:

First Law | A robot may not injure a human being or, through inaction, 
allow a human being to come to harm.

Second Law | A robot must obey the orders given it by human beings 
except where such orders would conflict with the First Law.

Third Law | A robot must protect its own existence as long as such 
protection does not conflict with the First or Second Law.

These form an organizing principle and unifying theme for Asimov’s 
robotic-based fiction. Many of Asimov’s robot-focused stories involve 
robots behaving in unusual and counter-intuitive ways as an unin-
tended consequence of how the robot applies the Three Laws to the 
situation in which it finds itself. Other authors working in Asimov’s 
fictional universe have adopted them and references appear through-
out science fiction as well as in other genres.

The original laws have been altered and elaborated on by Asimov and 
other authors. Asimov himself made slight modifications to the first 
three in various books and short stories to further develop how robots 
would interact with humans and each other. In later fiction where 
robots had taken responsibility for government of whole planets and 
human civilizations, Asimov also added a fourth, or zeroth law, to 
precede the others:

Zeroth Law | A robot may not harm humanity, or, by inaction, allow 
humanity to come to harm.
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Words of Encouragement
Lately I’ve been traveling in my head and visiting important moments from my 
life, the moments that give me hope. One of my favorite places to visit is the home of 
the late artist Howard Finster. Finster was born in Alabama, but he made a name for 
himself as an artist in Georgia where he built. And built. And built: out of cans, old 
bicycles, scraps of wood. He built tiny sheds out of coke bottles and concrete and 
decorated them with glittering bits of mirror. Inside he’d put more junk: spools of 
thread from fabric factories that had closed down, or little porcelain figurines of dogs 
and cats. Among the sheds, he built a winding hallway—without a building! He hung his 
own paintings on the walls. He called this place Paradise Gardens—even though the 
garden was only in one corner, just a fig tree and canna lilies and sidewalks of mosaics 
made of broken plates.

People visited Paradise Gardens all the time to watch Howard work. In 1983, REM filmed 
a music video there. It became part of MTV’s rotation and people all over got a glimpse of 
Finster’s world. They wondered: who is this guy? This guy who spends his days building 
paradise. Johnny Carson invited Howard onto his show to explain himself and his art.

Someone recorded Finster’s appearance on the Carson Show and the recording went 
on display in the winding hallway after Finster passed: it plays on loop on a TV that’s 
on top of a milkcrate on top of the hallway’s plywood floor. It’s playing right now: a 
grainy video of Finster in a blue suit on Carson’s stage. Right now, Finster is there 
picking up his banjo, walking right in front of Carson’s desk, turning to the audience — 
whom he calls the congregation — and saying, “all y’all got rooves y’know. And y’know 
what happens when a tack falls out? Well I’m just a little tack in a shingle on your roof.”

And now he’s strumming his banjo, and he’s starting to sing:
“Ahm jus a lil tack in a shangle on yer roooooof.”

This is the moment I visit: me sitting in the hallway-without-a-house on the plywood 
floor in front of the TV watching Finster sing that same song he’s been singing since 1983: 
I’m just a little tack in a shingle on your roof,
just a little tack in a shingle on your roof,
just a little tack in a shingle on your roof, that holds your house together.

There are windows cut out of the hallway walls — just holes really. The birds outside sing 
along with TV-Finster, the fireflies blink to keep time. And I know with all my being that 
Finster is right. I am just a little tack in a shingle on your roof. I’m helping to hold your 
house, this house, our house together. Just by existing. Every one of us, you, me, everyone, 
we’re integral to keeping the roof up. And even when we can’t see each other, even when 
there’s a pandemic and this life begins to feel unfamiliar enough that we’re all questioning 
if it’s the same one we started out in, questioning if this today is a today like todays we had 
in the before-time, or if this today could ever be the todays we were counting on someday 
arriving, we’re all doing our job by being here. By not letting the other tacks fall out the roof.

I visit Paradise Gardens in my mind when I need to remember all that. Sometimes I say 
that line in my head over and over like a mantra, but I change the lyrics a little. It’s not 
your roof or your house. It’s our roof. It’s our house. Tapping into the our, to our shared 
existence, gives me the hope I’m after when I go traveling in my mind.

Sarah
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Brainteasers
Page 3 If he went back in time 
from upstairs, that would be a 
nasty fall because the house 
wouldn’t have been there 200 
years ago.  
Page 7 Rebus Puzzle:  
1. Just around the corner
2. Too good to last
3. I before E except after C
Page 8 One is a tectonic plate,
and the other is a platonic tech.
// Because it was too Sirius.
Page 9 Because he has little
legs. // Satellite dishes.

Send ideas and comments to: 
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