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Benjamin Kunkel

n retrospect, the nineties can seem an
anomalous decade, the only one since the
Second World War when technological

civilization did not appear particularly bent on
self-destruction. Of course, not everyone
greeted the end of the cold war as the dawn-
ing of a millennium of capitalist democracy, but
even dismayed leftists tended to forecast the
coming century by extrapolating from current
trends. These included increased liberalization
of trade, increased commodification of natu-
ral resources (such as water) and human roles
(such as fertilization, courtship, and the care
of the elderly), the internationalization of cul-
ture, continual advances in digital technology
and genetic science, the rolling back of gov-
ernmental authority to its police powers, and
regular elections to ratify it all. This vision,
whether taken for a nightmare or a dream, was
of a world integrated under a total market and
consecrated to private as opposed to public life:
the “private sector” of corporations, and the
“private life” of households. You called this ten-
dency globalization if you liked it, neoliberalism
if you didn’t. Either way, the sense was that
capitalism would, for the foreseeable future,
consolidate its achievements rather than un-
dermine them.

This notion of the future neglected certain
facts. For one thing, it’s not as if no one knew
about global warming during the nineties. In-
deed, the end of the cold war and the first pub-
lic awareness of climate change arrived almost
simultaneously. In 1988, the Soviet Union de-
clared it would no longer intervene in the af-
fairs of allied countries, and in the same year
the scientist James Hansen testified before the
U.S. Congress that he possessed a “99 per
cent” certainty that “global warming is affect-

ing our planet now.” In December of 1991, the
Soviet Union was dissolved; the following sum-
mer, the so-called Earth Summit in Rio de
Janeiro produced the UN’s first climate change
treaty, with its aim of “preventing dangerous
anthropogenic interference with Earth’s cli-
mate system.” And, though the connection was
rarely noted, these developments were not
quite unrelated: petroleum exports made up
some 60 percent of the USSR’s foreign cur-
rency earnings, and the same high oil prices
that buoyed the Soviet rivalry with the United
States encouraged conservation in the West.
When, in the mid-eighties, oil prices collapsed,
it not only helped finish off the USSR but in-
creased fuel consumption outside of the So-
viet bloc, which in turn accelerated global
warming, along with—something else to worry
about—the depletion of the earth’s oil reserves.
Many of our newer anxieties turn, in fact, on
the idea that the oil-intensive planetary trans-
portation system so vital to the functioning of
contemporary capitalism ultimately abets cli-
mate change, the arrival of peak oil, and the
circulation of viruses, while globalized finan-
cial markets are capable of spreading conta-
gions (as in the “Asian flu” of 1998) of a
different kind.

None of this was impossible to imagine dur-
ing the nineties. But it may have been simply
too much to take that the cold war should im-
mediately be succeeded by awareness of a dan-
gerously overheating planet. Part of this is
simply that it’s not the same thing to know
something yourself (you and your favorite pe-
riodicals), and to know something you know
your neighbor also knows. As Susan Sontag
noticed in an essay called “The Imagination of
Disaster,” about the typical science fiction
movie of the early cold war, the arrival of the
new menace (monsters, aliens) was “usually
witnessed or suspected by just one person, a
scientist on a field trip.” That was phase one
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of the plot. Phase two involved the “confirma-
tion of the hero’s report by a host of witnesses
to a great act of destruction.”

As viewers of the old and many of the new
disaster movies know, it’s in phase two, with
its crowd of witnesses, that the feeling This is
really happening dawns, and true panic begins.
In the real world of history, things happen more
slowly, and even a televised real-life version of
that fundamental disaster movie set piece, the
destruction of a great city—New Orleans, by
Hurricane Katrina—hardly signifies the immi-
nent end of life as we know it. Still, it changes
one’s private mood to know the public mood
has changed.

visit to a bookstore or multiplex con-
firms the new strain of morbidity in the
air. Every other month seems to bring

the publication of at least one new so-called
literary novel on dystopian or apocalyptic
themes and the release of at least one similarly
themed movie displaying some artistic trap-
pings. (Artsy, but not quite aspiring to be art,
films like 28 Days Later and Children of Men
might be called, without scorn, “B+ movies,”
to distinguish them from ordinary apocalyptic
crowd-pleasers.) What is striking is not so
much the proliferation of these futuristic
works—something that has been going on for
generations—but the wholesale rehabilitation
of such “genre” material for serious or serious-
seeming novels and movies. If ordinary citizens
are taking their direst imaginings more to heart
than before, so, it would appear, are novelists
and filmmakers. The new cultural prestige of
disaster will be worth returning to later on.

First, however, a distinction needs to be
made between the dystopian and the apoca-
lyptic, because these categories refer to differ-
ent and even opposed futuristic scenarios. The
end of the world or apocalypse typically brings
about the collapse of order; dystopia, on the
other hand, envisions a sinister perfection of
order. In the most basic political terms, dysto-
pia is a nightmare of authoritarian or totalitar-
ian rule, while the end of the world is a
nightmare of anarchy. (There is also the cur-
rently less fashionable kind of political dream
known as utopia.) What the dystopian and the
apocalyptic modes have in common is simply

that they imagine our world changed, for the
worse, almost beyond recognition.

Both versions of the future are plentifully
on offer in recent literary fiction and B+ mov-
ies. In 28 Days Later (released 2002), an acci-
dentally released supervirus transforms
virtually all of Britain into a population of can-
nibalistic zombies. Margaret Atwood’s novel
Oryx and Crake (published 2003) is a post-
apocalyptic bestiary of genetically engineered
species; among them, in a world half-drowned
by rising seas, lives apparently the last surviv-
ing human. Michel Houellebecq’s Possibility of
an Island (published 2004) is narrated by a mis-
anthropic contemporary of ours named Daniel,
as well as numbers 24 and 25 of the succes-
sive clones made from this not-quite individual.
Kazuo Ishiguro’s Never Let Me Go (published
2005) is another clone novel; it concerns ge-
netic supernumeraries raised for purposes of
organ harvesting. And cloning likewise fur-
nishes subject matter for David Mitchell’s
Cloud Atlas (also published 2005), where one
of five braided narrative strands takes the form
of a Q & A between a normally human histo-
rian and an imprisoned rebel “fabricant,”
who—unlike Ishiguro’s clones, with their
lamblike passivity—has escaped an under-
ground world of slavery into horrified aware-
ness of the genocidal nature of a “corpocracy”
raised on the blood of clones. Mitchell has
imagined the smoothest-running and most
cynically organized of possible dystopias, in
which business and government have melded
with one another—perhaps for this reason the
narrative is set in South Korea, notorious in the
late nineties for its state-supported chaebols,
or conglomerates, and “crony capitalism”—and
the sole revolutionary movement abroad in the
land is in fact sponsored by the corporate state
to supply it with the fictitious enemy it requires.

Such feats of organization are inconceiv-
able in the recent run of apocalyptic fictions,
which—as an era of confident globalization
gives way to one shot through with ecological
anxiety—lately outnumber their dystopian
counterparts. In Cormac McCarthy’s fantasti-
cally grim The Road (published 2006), all non-
human nature has perished beneath the
shuttered skies of a nuclear winter, and social
organization as such appears to persist only in

A

BOOKS



     DISSENT / Fall 2008 ■■■■■ 91

the form of roving cannibal gangs; the story
follows the efforts of a father and his pre-ado-
lescent son to elude these “bad guys” (as the
father-hero matter-of-factly calls them) while
scavenging cans of food for themselves. Alfonso
Cuarón’s Children of Men (released 2006, and
based on the 1992 P.D. James novel) mixes
dystopian elements with the apocalyptic
premise that no human child has been born
for seventeen years, leaving civilization to
crumble under the accumulated weight of age
and despair; once the world’s unique pregnant
woman arrives on the scene, the handsome
desperado played by Clive Owen takes up the
burden of shepherding mother and child to
safety. The Biblical template for such stories
is of course Joseph’s rescue of the infant Jesus
from Herod’s soldiers during the massacre of
the innocents, and it is persistently suggested
about both the movie’s epochal newborn and
McCarthy’s kindhearted boy that he may be
our Redeemer.

Often it seems that the contemporary
apocalyptic mode offers only a few possible
combinations of a restricted set of elements:
for example, just as McCarthy’s setting is the
southeastern portion of a charred and depopu-
lated former United States, so in The Pesthouse
(published 2007), Jim Crace has imagined a
desolated America where environmental col-
lapse and something called the “Grand Con-
tagion” have reduced the onetime U.S.
colossus, as well as all knowledge of the mod-
ern world, to the status of rumor and legend.
The American downfall is more recent and less
complete in Matthew Sharpe’s Jamestown (also
published 2007), where a busload of prospec-
tors sets out from New York City, with the
Chrysler Building tumbling behind them, in
search of scarce petroleum, and connects with
a group of “Indians” whose tribal status is a
matter not of ethnic composition but of the
simulated native folkways they have adopted
in order to ride out what one character calls
“the end of civ.”

Note, too, that both The Pesthouse and
Jamestown are primarily love stories. In Crace’s
novel, the wreck of the world throws together
a decent young man and a virtuous young
woman who escape from bloodthirsty highway-
men in possession of a surrogate child and de-

termine to establish an old-fashioned frontier
life of modesty and virtue: “Some land, a cabin,
and a family. A mother waiting on the stoop.”
Jamestown’s story of a spirited and resourceful
postmodern Pocahontas (as the girl calls her-
self) meeting her good Johnny Rolfe (John
Rolfe in the history books) naturally conjures
up a similar vision of the resettlement of North
America by the honorable and just. But
Sharpe’s version is tragedy-as-farce: Pocahontas
is murdered; a ludicrously unkillable warlord
with an arrow lodged, Steve Martin-style, in his
brain rules a ruined New York City; and the
author appears to endorse the idea, floated by
several characters, that the ostensible phases
of human history are just so many disguises for
a single continuous era of violence, conquest,
and oppression.

In general, fantasies of a social situation
radically simplified and ennobled by the im-
perative of survival—a life in which good-ver-
sus-evil is all that could be said to remain of
either politics or morality—dominate contem-
porary visions of the end of the world. It would
be nice to feel that a warmed-over entertain-
ment like I Am Legend (released 2007), a third
film adaptation of Richard Matheson’s 1954
novel, is too empty and unimaginative in terms
of its catastrophic premise (a supervirus), its
villains (cannibalistic zombies), and its idea of
virtue (solitary heroism of the stoical family
man) to suggest comparison with recent work
by so formidable a writer as Cormac McCarthy.
But in fact The Road and I Am Legend have a
lot in common. Impressively stylish produc-
tions, they are also alike in presupposing a col-
lapse of civilization that happens utterly and
all at once rather than by degrees—in the
movie the trigger is the supervirus, in the book
“a long shear of light and then a series of low
concussions” signaling all-out nuclear war—
and both stories set the decency and steadfast-
ness of the solitary hero-father against the
sheer evil of a human population otherwise
consisting of marauding cannibals.

his quick inventory of recent apocalyp-
tic and dystopian fictions—with an al-
most equal number left out—does some

violence to each work in its particulars. But as
certain features of the imagined future land-
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scape are visible only from a great height, it
should now be possible to venture some gen-
eral topographical observations.

Each of the more dystopian novels
sketched above involves human cloning. It
should also be clear that in the current politi-
cal context the clone novel can hardly fail to
suggest a nightmare of perfected neoliberalism.
In the clone novel, class society—in what may
be a lurid reflection of our distinction between
citizens with full legal rights and “illegal” for-
eign workers without them—hardens into a
strict demarcation of castes. Thus in Mitchell
and Ishiguro, clones are bred to slavery and
slaughter in order to spare “normals” (Never Let
Me Go) or “consumers” (Cloud Atlas) the ne-
cessity of death and labor. Or, alternatively, in
the much funnier vision of Houellebecq, it’s the
rich who clone themselves (and their pets) in
the quest for quasi-immortality and narcissis-
tic tranquility: from generation to identical gen-
eration, Houellebecq’s placid and solitary
“neohumans” e-mail one another and mastur-
bate before Webcams, while outside their
fenced-in preserves old-fashioned human be-
ings, “less numerous and more dirty” than be-
fore, must mate and struggle with one another
in person: “Occasionally they throw themselves
on each other, fight and wound each other with
their blows or their words.”

n its main features, then, the world of the
clone novel—whether the clones are the
rich, or merely exist for the rich—is the

present-day world made grotesque by its own
longevity. (Ishiguro’s counterfactual novel in
fact gives its setting as “England, late 1990s.”)
Not only has income stratification joined with
genetic engineering to promote social class into
something approaching species difference, but,
at least in Cloud Atlas and The Possibility of an
Island, digital communications and entertain-
ment technology have become more refined
and immersive for those who can afford their
“sonys,” as Mitchell calls his all-purpose infor-
mation appliances. In other words, technologi-
cal advance continues apace, all things and
many persons are for sale—a condition no one
any longer recognizes as political—and the
state exists only to keep the peace in wealthier
districts and ensure the continued functioning

of markets in labor and other commodities
(such as organs).

And yet the most interesting anxiety stirred
up by these books doesn’t necessarily concern
bioengineering in combination with unregulated
capitalism. All three clone novels also confront
more or less directly the problem human clon-
ing raises not only for society but for would-be
lovers. Romantic love, after all, by its nature im-
plies the irreplaceability of one person by an-
other, while the familiar sci-fi theme of cloning
virtually by definition evokes fears that a per-
son is nothing if not replaceable, fungible.

Much of the plot of Never Let Me Go con-
cerns the rumor, cherished by several young
clones, that if a pair of them can demonstrate
to the relevant authorities that they are, as one
puts it, “really, properly in love,” the couple can
win a reprieve of several years from the se-
quence of organ donations that will bring their
lives to an early end. Ishiguro wants to endow
his clone characters with enough individuality
that the untruth of this rumor can prove an
especially cruel deception; but at the same time
he has deliberately given his narrator, the clone
Kathy H., such a banal and generic voice as to
cast doubt on her personal uniqueness.

In a sense The Possibility of an Island pur-
sues a similar idea: the threat posed to love and
individuality by the use of human beings ac-
cording to purely biological criteria. But
Houellebecq handles the problem differently.
After all, the clone Daniel24 is perfectly con-
tent with pixilated images of vaginas on his
computer screen; he lives a “calm and joyless
life.” The failure to love is experienced as an
affliction only by contemporary humans like
Daniel1 (as the original is called) and the flesh-
and-blood women that he meets. In Houelle-
becq’s present-day consumer dystopia, where
advertising and entertainment establish the
tyranny of a pornographic ideal, sexual love
cannot withstand the slightest initial sagging
of a woman’s breasts: “The disappearance of
tenderness always closely follows that of eroti-
cism. There is no refined relationship, no high-
er union of souls, nor anything that might
resemble it . . .” Houellebecq rages hysterical-
ly against the soft fascism of the pornographic
ideal—“Youth, beauty, strength: the criteria for
physical love are exactly the same as those of
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Nazism”—and in each of his novels he arrang-
es, in the end, for his alter ego to briefly enjoy
romantic love of the old-fashioned sentimen-
tal kind. But these dénouements carry none of
the conviction of his rants against a deregulat-
ed sexual marketplace, where some are attrac-
tive or wealthy enough to glut themselves with
serial couplings while others are reduced to
chronic masturbation, and love is in any case
out of the question.

David Mitchell’s more conventionally
dystopian clone narrative also turns out to be
one of failed love. The escaped rebel clone
Somni-451 has a passionate affair with her
apparent rescuer, Hae-Joo, who makes love to
her and pretends to share her outrage over “the
tidy xtermination of a fabricant underclass,”
only to deliver a copy of her revolutionary Dec-
larations into the hands of the police. Hae-Joo,
it emerges, was just another provocateur do-
ing the bidding of the “corpocracy,” the irony—
not an entirely fresh one in the world of science
fiction—being that the dissident clone pos-
sesses more in the way of a soul than the com-
pliant mass of biologically “original” human
beings dyed through and through with the
unanimous ideology.

The possibility of love requires the exist-
ence of at least two irreplaceable individuals,
a condition that can’t quite be met in any of
the clone novels. The anxiety dominating each
of these books is that a human being might
prove perfectly fungible in an emotional and
sexual as well as an economic sense, a fear most
coherently and angrily expressed by
Houllebecq, who may be the living writer best
at suggesting the dystopian element in contem-
porary society. For him the problem lies not
only in the liberalized private sector, with its
ready disposal of people according to their eco-
nomic value, but also in sexually liberalized
“private life.” Labor has become casualized, we
say, when workers can be let go at the sole con-
venience of employers; and Houellebecq’s work
implies that terms like casualization and redun-
dancy might be applied with equal justice to
today’s personal relationships.

s for the contemporary apocalyptic
scenario, its ideological content—not to
be confused with the conscious politi-

cal opinions of the various authors and film-
makers—is both harder and easier to specify
than with the clone novel. Superficially, the
task is harder because a considerable variety
of precipitating causes of the apocalypse are
given: the most common culprit is that hoary
villain, the Promethean ambitions of science,
as in Oryx and Crake and I Am Legend, where
respective efforts to engineer a superior man-
kind or to design a cancer-curing virus lead to
the near-elimination of the species. Alterna-
tively, the fear of a specific contemporary prob-
lem, such as global warming or “the war on
terrorism” can ally itself with a general skepti-
cism about the wisdom of the European con-
quest of North America and, by extension, the
world, as in The Pesthouse and Jamestown. Both
Crace and Sharpe even sometimes give voice
to a pessimism about tool-using humanity per
se: “Metal is the cause of greed and war,” one
character proclaims in The Pesthouse, while in
Jamestown another blames airplanes for the end
of the world, as if the destruction of contem-
porary civilization were embryonically present
in the first smelting of iron ore or the Wright
brothers were of Mohammad Atta’s party with-
out knowing it. In McCarthy’s The Road, we
can only consider planetary nuclear war in light
of the succeeding era of cannibals and assume
that innate human depravity ultimately caused
the button to be pushed. The most satisfying
cause given for the coming collapse is prob-
ably the universal suspension of childbirth in
Children of Men, precisely because this is the
least literal and most allegorical of conditions:
when the global population has reached six and
a half billion, infertility is not a pressing prob-
lem, but who can’t think of figurative senses
in which our society might be considered ster-
ile or barren?

For the diversity of apocalyptic triggers
hardly conceals the basic sameness, from work
to work, of the apocalypse itself. In almost ev-
ery case (exception being made for Children
of Men, where civilization is still intact, albeit
along more or less fascist lines), large-scale so-
cial organization, including the state, has dis-
appeared; the cumulative technological
capability of century upon century has col-
lapsed to the point that only agricultural know-
how, if that, is retained; and the global society
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we know has shattered into small tribal groups,
separate families or couples, and helpless soli-
tary individuals. In such anarchic conditions,
without governments to enforce contracts,
stable currencies in circulation, or any indus-
trial or transportation infrastructure, capital-
ism likewise becomes a thing of the past—and
yet the contemporary apocalypse, as painted
in our collection of movies and novels, illus-
trates in the most literal fashion possible Mar-
garet Thatcher’s famous dictum that there is
no such thing as society, only individuals and
their families.

The corollary view holds that “society” is
merely the excuse used by tyrannical regimes
like the Soviet one to justify the trampling of
individual rights—and contemporary apocalyp-
tic works are all but united in stigmatizing any
group larger than the family as oppressive and
evil. Frequently, collectives are simply occa-
sions for organized cannibalism, as in 28 Days
Later, I Am Legend, and The Road. Or bands
of survivors are fascists at heart: again, 28 Days
Later. Or brigands with the delicacy to refrain
from eating human flesh nevertheless press-
gang wayfarers into slavery: The Pesthouse. Al-
ready we’ve noted the triumph over New York,
in Sharpe’s Jamestown, of the immortal warlord
who is the quintessence of history. Granted, in
Sharpe’s “Indian” tribe and Crace’s curious Fin-
ger Baptist community (whose holy men refuse
to use their hands for any task lest they com-
mit evil, leaving their arms to hang slack at their
sides), we find examples of more tolerable so-
cial groups, but nothing so attractive that a
young couple in love doesn’t flee at the first
opportunity. The underground revolutionary
league known as The Fishes in Children of Men
at first looks slightly more promising, but it
soon emerges that its leaders would use the sole
pregnant woman on earth for despicable “po-
litical” or propaganda purposes.

It is true that it’s customary for the apoca-
lyptic work to gesture, just before the end, to
the possible existence of an enclave of just per-
sons committed to the rescue of innocents: this
happens at the end of 28 Days Later, The Road,
I Am Legend, and—more ambiguously—Oryx
and Crake. But this final hopeful glimpse of a
vague pale radiance such as dying people are
said to see seems intended to signify something

like “the immortal resilience of the human
spirit” rather than any possibility of a decent
earthly politics. This makes the neoliberal
apocalypse an especially confused and contra-
dictory expression of our times. Its air of plau-
sibility and urgency derives from certain real
and serious political problems, easily perceived
but difficult to address—yet these apocalyptic
narratives are by no means stories of joining or
founding political communities dedicated to
averting or surviving civilization’s collapse. On
the contrary, they are stories of love, the stron-
gest of all antipolitical forces, as Hannah
Arendt once said.

Sometimes the love is of a doomed sexual
kind (Oryx and Crake and Jamestown), but
more often the end of the world supplies the
occasion for the coming together of a loving
family. So a lone, just father protects the life
of his child while otherwise avoiding human
beings (The Road), or a lone, just stepfather
does the same with another man’s child (Chil-
dren of Men), or it is instead a man and woman
together who are the surrogate parents protect-
ing the innocent child (28 Days Later, I Am
Legend, The Pesthouse). The fact that these
units are not always biologically linked does not
prevent them from being families, any more
than Joseph himself is traditionally excluded
from the Holy Family.

In short, the contemporary apocalypse pits
family values against the cannibal universe—
the good guys versus the bad guys, in
McCarthy’s unironic terms. And so, with the
end of civilization, the age-old conflict be-
tween sexual love (eros) and love of one’s
neighbor (caritas) also disappears; and the
grown-up Jesus’ exhortation to his followers
that they leave their families if they wish to
pursue righteousness is as little remembered
as among Christian fundamentalists today. No
one pauses to reflect that in our civilization,
pre-collapse, it was invariably the defense of
the individual household that justified a
nation’s warlike international posture or its
profligate use of energy. Nuclear war might
be averted, went the insipid Sting hit of the
late cold war, if the Russians love their chil-
dren too. But if global warming is not arrested,
it will be because we (and the Russians) want
for our children everything we have and more.
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o be as schematic as possible: in the
neoliberal dystopia a totally commodified
world transforms would-be lovers into

commodities themselves and in this way de-
stroys the possibility of love. In the neoliberal
apocalypse, on the other hand, the wreck of civ-
ilization reveals the inherent depravity of man-
kind (excepting one’s loved ones) and ratifies the
truth that the family is a haven in a heartless
world. Both the neoliberal dystopia and the
neoliberal apocalypse defend love and individ-
uality against the forces threatening to crush
them; the difference is that the clone novel
sticks up for humanity from the standpoint of
an implied or explicit critique of neoliberalism,
while the apocalypse narrative (whether in prose
or on film) tends to reflect the default creed of
neoliberalism, according to which kindness may
flourish in private life but the outside world re-
mains now and forever a scene of vicious but
inevitable competition.

But this is to speak strictly in terms of these
works’ content. What about the form or generic
envelope of these stories? From here on we ig-
nore the B+ movies, which most people know
how to enjoy without taking them seriously: but
what happens when prize-winning writers with
impeccable literary credentials adopt the ma-
terial and conventions of genre fiction, in this
case sci-fi? The books discussed above already
reveal the migration of sci-fi material into the
literary mainstream; at the same time several
notable science fiction writers (William Gibson,
Bruce Sterling) have decided that the present
era is sufficiently outlandish to allow them to
set their futuristic novels in the here and now.
One likely reason for this crossover—literature
to sci-fi, and sci-fi to literature—is that dwin-
dling readership for both categories of fiction
encourages the consolidation of the two mar-
kets. A second and better reason is that tech-
nology is advancing at an ever more rapid pace
even as our world appears to accelerate toward
a plunge into chaos more profound than any
pre-technological civilization would be able to
take. This lends a certain grim plausibility to
both the apocalyptic and the dystopian sce-
narios, and it might not be too much to say that
(just as the two scenarios coexist in several of
our novels) there are already whole regions of
the globe showcasing technological dystopia or

post-technological collapse.
Still, the seriousness of our political pre-

dicament doesn’t guarantee the seriousness of
the novels evoking that predicament. We are
confronted, in other words, with the old-fash-
ioned distinction between genre fiction and
what was sometimes called serious literature.
Most obviously, the “genre” in genre fiction re-
fers to a certain material common to the works
within a given category: in the policier a mur-
der is solved, in romance a love is achieved, in
sci-fi a future society (on earth or another
planet) is explored, and so on. Besides, it’s
enough to mention the names Austen,
Dostoyevsky, and Orwell—as the boosters of
genre fiction always do—to show that murder-
ers can be found out, lovers united, or a new
and terrible society set up without literature
having been abandoned. But this only raises
the question of what literature, in the case of
the novel, might be.

Lionel Trilling thought that when he gave
the following description of the literary or art
novel he was only repeating a commonplace:
the novel, he wrote, was “an especially useful
agent of the moral imagination, as the liter-
ary form which most directly reveals to us the
complexity, the difficulty, and the interest of
life in society, and which best instructs us in
our human variety and contradiction.” Notice
that Trilling says nothing about original lan-
guage, sharp perceptions, or a significant or-
der of events. This is not because Trilling was
indifferent to these things, but presumably be-
cause he believed they acquired their value
in fiction by virtue of revealing the complex
moral, social, and psychological realities to
which he refers. In this light, genre fiction
doesn’t exist in contradistinction to literature
merely because of stale language, secondhand
insights, or hackneyed plots. The larger dif-
ference is a failure or—less judgmentally—a
simple setting-aside of the moral imagination.
The literary novel illuminates moral problems
(including sometimes those that are also po-
litical problems) at the expense of sentimen-
tal consolation, while genre fiction typically
offers consolation at the expense of illumina-
tion. It doesn’t alter this proposition that sci-
ence fiction and especially crime novels
sometimes traffic in the idea that all people
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are at bottom equally evil and all history in
the end equally nightmarish, since this sort
of nihilism moots moral judgment altogether
and is therefore its own kind of consolation.

world of gleaming predatory corpora-
tions or a world of filthy post-techno-
logical scavengers would—either one,

or both at once—provoke new and real moral
dilemmas, as would the effort to avert such di-
sasters by some political means. And if we ask
whether such dilemmas are represented or
even acknowledged in the books at hand, the
clone novel and the contemporary apocalyptic
narrative emerge looking slightly different from
one another. This, in turn, owes something to
the fact that, while both dystopia and apoca-
lypse fall under the heading of science fiction,
they descend from different prior novelistic
genres. (The confusion between “genre” mean-
ing fiction generally outside of literature, and
“genre” referring to various fictional forms with-
in literature is unfortunate—but seems un-
avoidable.)

Dystopia, generally speaking, is a subgenre
of the gothic or horror novel, in which the hero
or heroine discovers a barbaric truth (the na-
ture of society) lurking beneath a civilized fa-
cade, and incurs the traditional gothic-novel
penalties of madness, isolation, ruin. Never
mind that dystopias often propose an antisep-
tic horror free from the gothic elements of
shadows and decay; their atmosphere of clean-
liness and rationality only serves, as in a hos-
pital, to underline the ambient dread. The
apocalyptic narrative, on the other hand, de-
rives genetically from the historical romance
or adventure story; the noble and free hero’s
rescue of an innocent woman and/or child from
danger has been a staple of such fiction since
the time of Walter Scott. The only difference
is that the historical romance is set in the past
and the apocalyptic one in the future.

Of course the gothic novel may end in the
triumph of evil as habitually as historical ro-
mance ends in the triumph of virtue—but the
gothic has historically been much readier to
acknowledge an admixture of good and evil in
the hero’s or heroine’s character. This is why
the dystopian story so often concludes with the
hero yielding up his or her conscience to the

evil society after a failed or contemplated re-
bellion: famously in 1984 Winston Smith ends
by loving Big Brother. The pattern is the same
in Never Let Me Go (where the gothic inherit-
ance of dystopia is writ large in the device of
an accursed and isolated great house: the
Hailsham Academy for clones), and in The Pos-
sibility of an Island. Ishiguro’s Kathy H. finally
returns the young clone she loves to the medi-
cal facility at which he will resume his fatal
sequence of organ donations, never having
raised a protest or attempted an escape—while
Houellebecq’s Daniel1 decides in the end to
have himself cloned despite the ratification of
his coldness and selfishness this choice repre-
sents. In other words, both novels dramatize
the final complicity of their heroes with soci-
ety—as David Mitchell doesn’t do in his clone
narrative. Mitchell’s heroine is so purely good,
the development of her righteousness so little
accounted for, and the rest of society so thor-
oughly bad that the story loses any moral in-
terest and becomes little more than a
suspenseful tale of (failed) escape. But at least
his sci-fi dystopia advertises itself as one more
pastiche in a novel made up entirely of genre
pastiches, and in this way seems prepared to
admit its limitations.

Such self-awareness is in short supply in
contemporary apocalyptic novels. There self-
awareness in general gives way to a savage im-
perative of survival, and any struggles taking
place within people are superseded by the
struggles taking place between them. One ef-
fect of this approach, noted above, is that the
neoliberal apocalypse abandons the field of
competing legitimate claims that is the terrain
of politics for a stark flat choice between good
and evil or else a reign of uniform cruelty. Still,
if we can’t take these books seriously from a
political standpoint, and their only real theme
is love, do they at least succeed as romances?
In a way it has always been a virtue of histori-
cal romance that its facelessly beautiful or
handsome characters are also morally uncom-
plicated to the point of vacancy. The same is
true of the heroes and heroines of our apoca-
lyptic romances; they possess the sentimental
virtue of moral perfection in a world otherwise
evil, and the biological virtue of attractiveness
in a world otherwise ugly. Their unreality as
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characters makes them ideal objects of fan-
tasy—with only the effect of disqualifying them
as objects of love or items of literature. This
leaves the neoliberal apocalypse with its con-
stitutive contradiction: exalting the sphere of
private life—in modern times the arena for the
fullest elaboration of individual personality—
it promotes a basically zoological idea of hu-
manity, where mating and survival are all that
matter, and these efforts are pursued with an
absence of reflection tantamount to instinct.
Self-preservation and moral life become iden-
tical, and differences of character fade into in-
significance: at this level we are all clones.

The main formal consequence, then, of a
withered moral imagination has to do not with
subject matter (love, crime, the future) but
with character. Fictional character derives from
moral choices made, contemplated, postponed,
or ignored—morality is the page on which the
stamp of character appears—and the signal
formal trait of genre fiction is nothing so much
as its lack of complex characters. This deficit
entangles even an acknowledged generic tri-
umph like Philip K. Dick’s Do Androids Dream
of Electric Sheep? (1968, and the basis of the
1982 movie Blade Runner) in a certain inco-
herence. The ironic burden of Dick’s novel is
to stick up for the warm-blooded humanity of
androids (read: clones), and in this way imply
the cold-bloodedness of any society that denies
fully human status to some category of person.
The rub, of course, is that such sci-fi human-
ism is quickly overcome with another irony, this
one unintentional, since it is the hallmark of
genre fiction to treat characters instrumentally,
putting them through the paces of the plot ac-
cording to their function as the embodiment
of some general psychological or social category
and failing or refusing to endow them with the
individuality to be found among the livelier in-
habitants of the traditional realist novel and,
for that matter, the real world.

his is the highly compromised “indi-
vidualism” promoted by our collection
of futuristic novels: individuality here

means escape from the bad collective (canni-
bals, the corporate state) but does not entail
real individuation. Our literary sci-fi novels are
bereft of strongly individual characters—the

apocalyptic ones even more depopulated than
they know, the clone narratives at least be-
speaking the anxiety that their characters are
redundant—and the ongoing merger of genre
fiction (where the reader is accustomed to find-
ing no complex characters) with literature
(which no one would think to accuse of being
indifferent to individuality) has allowed the liq-
uidation of character to pass virtually unno-
ticed. And this, it seems, is likely to be among
the most accurately futuristic features of the
“literary” genre novels: they will have been the
harbingers of a literary sea change in which
complex characters are rejected by critics and
ordinary readers alike as morally unattractive
(compared to generic heros), hopelessly self-
involved (because capable of introspection),
and annoyingly irresolute (because subject to
deliberation). These prejudices are already ar-
ticulate and operative whenever fiction is dis-
cussed, thanks in large part to the incomplete
literature-genre fiction merger, and the pres-
tige such prejudices acquire through that
merger allows them to be expressed without the
taint of philistinism.

In sum, when the contemporary novelist
contemplates the future—including, it seems,
the future of the novel—he or she often for-
feits the ability to imagine unique and irre-
placeable characters, can no longer depict love
credibly, and responds to political problems by
rejecting politics for personal life, albeit one
made meaningless by interchangeable charac-
ters and a zoological conception of family and
love. The result is political novels without poli-
tics, social novels without society, and ro-
mances free of love, amounting, in the end, to
“literature” that isn’t.

All of this deprives the resulting books of
much political, artistic, or psychological
value—but they may at least capture some-
thing of our present-day situation in an acci-
dental and symptomatic way. For if lately we
find ourselves fearing that the complexity of our
civilization is nothing so much as an index of
its fragility, the strange character of the
neoliberal apocalypse is to placate the very
dread that it evokes. There are grounds for fear-
ing that this civilization devoted to private hap-
piness and private gain will end by intruding
pain and loss horribly upon our own house-
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holds and personal relationships. In the mean-
time the likelihood of disaster is only abetted
by our sense of the hopeless corruption of pub-
lic life and the need to defend our wealth, our
conveniences, and the small happiness of our
homes against the sacrifices our governments
or our consciences might otherwise exact. In
the neoliberal apocalypse, we see the collapse
brought about by this approach to life—as well
as the eternal triumph of the same approach,
at least for those who survive the wars and epi-
demics and successfully evade the gangs of
thugs stalking a devastated planet.

ven more striking is the way that ro-
mantic and familial love are allowed to
flourish only on condition of planetary

agony and the substantial culling of the human
population. It would seem that personal rela-
tionships blossom in the wasteland because
they are freed from the problems burdening
them today: when a couple or a family is bound
together by the project of survival, men and
women lose their inclination to treat one an-
other as replaceable objects, surmount any dif-
ferences of outlook or habit, find all the time
in the world to spend together, and don’t lack
for quality time with their children either.
There is no choice in any of these matters, and
so what are to us the overwhelming problems
of lifestyle, vocation, and politics—how should
one choose?—as well as what Freud called ob-
ject-choice, are solved at one stroke.

No real generational conflict survives the
apocalypse either, because all that is left of
culture or mores is the need to persist in a bio-
logical sense. This, too, resembles the lives of
nonhuman animals. Animals apparently evade
any special anxiety about psychological redun-
dancy or clone-ishness, despite showing less
character diversity within a given species than
humans do. The fantasy pervading the
neoliberal apocalypse is one in which we be-
come as animals and shake off the human bur-
dens of history, society, and psychology. Perhaps
the most genuinely frightening thing about the

neoliberal apocalypse is its patent character of
wish-fulfillment.

The nineties are well over—that blithe de-
cade—and we are afraid again. Back during
what you might call the long nineties (1989–
2001), two artists with otherwise very little in
common found time to reflect on the emotional
fallout of the late cold war. Martin Amis rather
melodramatically but with some insight said
this: “The children of the nuclear age, I think,
were weakened in their capacity to love. Hard
to love, when you’re bracing yourself for im-
pact. Hard to love, when the loved one, and
the lover, might at any instant become blood
and flames, along with everyone else.” And
Kurt Cobain more eloquently said this:
“Everyone’s parents got divorced. Their kids
smoked pot all through high school, they grew
up during the era when there was a massive
Communist threat and everyone thought they
were going to die from a nuclear war. And
everyone’s personalities are practically the
same.”

If this is right, then the end of the cold war
promised not only safety and security but flour-
ishing personalities in place of stunted ones, and
love restored to its former power. It was impos-
sible not to rejoice at the apparent withdrawal
of the nuclear threat, and even better-informed
citizens supposed that global warming would not
cause serious problems for some decades. Now
we are forced to admit that our own children’s
capacity to love and flourish may be undermined
by the multiplication of new threats. Through
the forty long years of the cold war it seemed
that civilization might not be long for this world.
Now it can seem to us again that we and the
people we love (or would wish to love) will have
to live with an anxiety every bit as pervasive as
the old fear, though perhaps less acute. With
luck some novelists will be able to reveal—and
not only by accident—what this atmosphere of
dread is doing to us.

Benjamin Kunkel is an editor-at-large at n+1
and author of the novel Indecision.
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