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Enter the SF Gateway . . .

In the last years of the twentieth century (as Wells might have put it), Gollancz, Britain’s oldest and most distinguished science fiction imprint, created the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series. Dedicated to re-publishing the English language’s finest works of SF and Fantasy, most of which were languishing out of print at the time, they were – and remain – landmark lists, consummately fulfilling the original mission statement:

‘SF MASTERWORKS is a library of the greatest SF ever written, chosen with the help of today’s leading SF writers and editors. These books show that genuinely innovative SF is as exciting today as when it was first written.’

Now, as we move inexorably into the twenty-first century, we are delighted to be widening our remit even more. The realities of commercial publishing are such that vast troves of classic SF & Fantasy are almost certainly destined never again to see print. Until very recently, this meant that anyone interested in reading any of these books would have been confined to scouring second-hand bookshops. The advent of digital publishing has changed that paradigm for ever.

The technology now exists to enable us to make available, for the first time, the entire backlists of an incredibly wide range of classic and modern SF and fantasy authors. Our plan is, at its simplest, to use this technology to build on the success of the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series and to go even further.

Welcome to the new home of Science Fiction & Fantasy. Welcome to the most comprehensive electronic library of classic SFF titles ever assembled.

Welcome to the SF Gateway.


INTRODUCTION

Of all the Golden Age science fiction writers whose names are known to the general public, Robert A. Heinlein was the most outspokenly and contentiously political. If you were to ask what political values most people who’ve heard of him associate with Heinlein, democracy and equality wouldn’t top the list. The political views for which he is best known are a version of free-market libertarianism consistent with militarism and Social Darwinism, and a concomitant contempt for democracy.

It may be surprising, then, to learn that Heinlein’s only active engagement in electoral politics was on the left wing of the Democratic Party in 1930s California, and that his only book that is centrally about politics (rather than about revolutions and Utopias or dystopias) idealises parliamentary democracy and constitutional monarchy.

This is that book.

It’s an easy and enjoyable read. The ride is so fast and smooth that it’s only when you step out at the end and look back that you see the plot-holes (I wouldn’t dream of depriving you of the pleasure of finding them for yourself). They don’t matter. Much of its social and physical setting, drawn with Heinlein’s characteristically deft, unobtrusive strokes, is dated in ways that jar more even than Martians with readers today (Again, I won’t deprive you of the pleasure). That doesn’t matter either. What matters is the moral and political argument, artfully conveyed through the personal development of the narrator.

Lawrence Smith, aka Lorenzo Smythe, self-styled ‘The Great Lorenzo’, is one of Heinlein’s most engaging creations. In his own conceit a brilliant actor and perfect mimic, he begins the story unaccountably down on his luck, spending his last coin on a drink for a spaceman. The spaceman is anxious not to be identified as such. Smythe sees through him at once, and shows him exactly how by imitating his walk. Then Smythe learns that the spaceman has a job for him . . .

From there the tale takes off. In a typical Heinlein novel, the spaceman would be the hero: Dak Broadbent is a polymathic hunk with enlightened views and a fast gun, and modest to boot. Lorenzo Smythe is vain, cowardly, ignorant, and prejudiced. If we don’t know where the story is heading, we may even share his prejudice at the beginning. (In science fiction, armed Martians roaming freely on Earth are usually bad news.) The set-up is perfect: Smythe’s starring role is as a politician in the fight of his life against that very prejudice. Smythe’s first step, then, is to overcome it in himself. Getting over his gut loathing of Martians with the aid of hypnotherapy is only the start: as he steeps himself in the writings, speeches, and personality of his character, Bonforte, and comes to like and respect the politician’s closest aides, Smythe finds the ideals soaking in too.

The turning point comes when he is forced by circumstance to examine his own conscience. He sees that the rudimentary moral stricture literally beaten into him by his actor father – ‘the show must go on’ – which has hitherto given him what little purchase he has on the ethical life, is a special case of a general principle of fairness and justice from which Bonforte’s entire moral and political outlook can be derived. This ethical framework is open to all intelligent beings, no matter what shape they have or on which planet they evolved. It’s open to Martians, and it’s open to Smythe. By making it his own, Smythe can truly act as Bonforte would.

The contrast with the (likewise rigorously derived) morality of inevitable inter-species conflict in Heinlein’s much more widely-known Starship Troopers (1959) couldn’t be more stark. Events may have been decisive in hardening Heinlein’s views. He was outraged by the nuclear Test Ban Treaty of 1958. The Soviet Union’s 1957 Sputnik launch, China’s Great Leap Forward and Cuba’s Revolution can only have alarmed him further. A sense of immediate and imminent Communist threat may have darkened his vision of the remainder of the century’s likely course.

In Double Star, humanity’s happy political future has arrived by peaceful evolution. Communism, and a later totalitarian movement of apparently fascist character, have both collapsed. What has emerged as the framework for a Solar commonwealth, and assimilated by voluntary affiliation most if not all other polities including the United States, is an expansion of the Dutch Empire into a multi-planetary parliamentary democracy over which a scion of the House of Orange still reigns as the ceremonial figurehead of a constitutional monarchy. This isn’t quite as improbable as it sounds: in the light of the endurance, expansion, and adaptability of the institutions that emerged from the Dutch Revolt and the Glorious Revolution of 1688 in Britain, the royal House of Orange must surely count as the most successful revolutionary party in history. It’s not so hard to imagine its heirs ruling an empire on which the sun never sets . . .

Starship Troopers sketches a very different near future. Its Federation has emerged literally from the ruins of our civilization after a Third World War, and is proudly based on a political principle with no historic precedent: that only veterans should have the vote. They are worthy of the privilege because they have put life and limb on the line for the body politic, and equally worthy because all ranks bear the risk alike: ‘Everybody drops! Everybody fights!’ We know it works, not because we’ve seen something like it work – for all its flaws and evils – in the real world or even in a fully-realised imaginary world, but because the narrator tells us it works. There are equations and everything (he tells us. There is no space for them on the page, and just as well).

Remarkably, however, the human societies envisaged by Heinlein in these two very different books are much the same, give or take a bit of hanging and flogging. Both are free-market, liberal orders, with a high degree of personal freedom, and peace within the human species. In that sense, they are both libertarian. But one seeks to cajole, the other to command, our assent. In one the issue is expanding the franchise beyond the human species; in the other, it’s the importance of restricting it to a minority within that species, itself locked in war with all others. In one, politics is a noble calling, and ‘the only sport for grown-ups’. In the other (and in many other works of Heinlein) politics is at worst a dirty game, at best a game for elites. And of the two books and outlooks it’s the latter, sadly enough, that has had the greater influence and impact on Heinlein’s readers and reputation.

What differs is more than the attitude to aliens. It’s the attitude to people. It’s all very well putting a case that Martians are people. The interesting and important question is whether humans are people. Martians, after all, are imaginary. Humans are not. In much of Heinlein’s later work, humans other than the main character and his or (sometimes) her closest associates are quite explicitly and literally figments.

With Double Star Heinlein achieved an almost perfect balance of two impulses that had often warred within him: an identification with ‘the common man’ and an idealisation of ‘the competent man’. The common man, Larry Smith, by his own striving and moral development becomes the competent man, the remarkable and outstanding man – Bonforte. And what is most remarkable and outstanding about him is that he genuinely cares about, and tries to do his best for, all the rest.

In Double Star, anyone can rise, and everybody counts.

Ken MacLeod
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