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1. Introduction



1.1 Our posthuman future We stand on the last promontory of the centuries!... Why should we look back, when what we want is to break down the mysterious doors of the Impossible? Time and Space died yesterday. We already live in the absolute, because we have created eternal, omnipresent speed. Filippo Tomaso Marinetti, Manifesto of Futurism (1909) "No more gods, no more faith, no more timid holding back. Let us blast out of our old forms, our ignorance, our weakness, and our mortality. The future belongs to posthumanity." Max More, On becoming posthuman (1994)



Ten years after redacting the Manifesto of Futurism, in 1919, the poet Filippo Tomaso Marinetti went on to write with syndicalist Alceste de Ambris another influential piece: the Fascist Manifesto, a work that was to find many echoes in Europe in the following twenty years. If the Manifesto of Futurism was but an art manifesto, it already contained most of the dangerous ideas that were to be found in the Fascist Manifesto. The disproportionate pride shown in the quotation above is a good example. Italian Futurism was an artistic movement but it found the epitome of beauty in violence, as is made clear by point nine of its Manifesto: “We want to glorify war — the only cure for the world — militarism, patriotism, the destructive gesture of the anarchists, the beautiful ideas which kill, and contempt for woman.” 1 It is easy to draw parallels with Benito Mussolini's The Doctrine of Fascism: “War alone keys up all human energies to their maximum tension and sets the seal of nobility on those peoples who have the courage to face it.”2 The only real difference seems to be the fact that Marinetti is talking about art, and Mussolini about politics. However, seeing as Futurism inspired Fascism (both directly, under Marinetti's political activism, and indirectly, by normalizing and aestheticizing violence in his art) 1 Filippo Tomaso Marinetti, Manifesto of Futurism, point nine. 2 Benito Mussolini, The Doctrine of Fascism, p 19.
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and how Fascism exploited Futurism, both terms seem more to be facets of the same coin. As Walter Benjamin explained in the conclusion of “The Work of Art in the Age of Mechanical Reproduction”, in which he studied the growing influence of technology on art, “Fiat ars – pereat mundus”[let there be art, even if the world should perish], says Fascism, and, as Marinetti admits, expects war to supply the artistic gratification of a sense perception that has been changed by technology. This is evidently the consummation of “l’art pour l’art.” Mankind, which in Homer’s time was an object of contemplation for the Olympian gods, now is one for itself. Its self-alienation has reached such a degree that it can experience its own destruction as an aesthetic pleasure of the first order. This is the situation of politics which Fascism is rendering aesthetic. 3



This reckless individualism inspired by art is akin to the reckless individualism inspired by technology found in the author of the second epigraph of this work, Max More, the founder of the Extropy Institute4: “No more gods, no more faith, no more timid holding back. Let us blast out of our old forms, our ignorance, our weakness, and our mortality. The future belongs to posthumanity.”5 If Max More is definitely not as controversial a figure as Marinetti, this state of affairs could only be temporary. The Extropy Institute, founded in 1987 and closed down in 2006, was an association of various philosophers, scientists and financiers. It was in favor of extropy, a neologism that has to be understood as the opposite of entropy. In other words, instead of letting the world race towards more chaos, it should be made to race towards more order. The main goal of the movement was to promote an ever-accelerating scientific race towards the future, replacing the scientifically pessimistic precautionary principle with a proactive attitude towards technological progress. Accordingly, the first principle of Extropy was a “Perpetual Progress” 6 based on a never-faltering “Practical Optimism” 7. To put it differently, any technological advances should be embraced to the fullest, without any “timid holding back”, as Max More writes. If the Extropians realized that progress could sometimes be harmful, they also argued quite simply that progress was progress, and that in the mid-to-long terms, the positive sides of any advance will offset its negative sides. In other words, if the fission of the atom killed hundreds of thousands of people in Hiroshima and Nagasaki, it also gave relatively cheap and relatively clean energy to millions. It may be argued that these opinions are misguided, but they probably are not quite as 3 Walter Benjamin, “The Work of Art in the Age of Mechanical Reproduction”, epilogue. 4 Extropianism was one of the most extreme forms of transhumanism, a many-faceted movement that seeks the appearance of the post/trans-human as quickly as possible. 5 Max More, “On Becoming Posthuman”. 6 Max More, “The Principles of Extropy”, . 7 Ibid.
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dangerous as the ideas of the Italian Futurists. However, the members of the institute sometimes went a lot further than the comparatively conservative ideals of Extropianism. The great robotics pioneer Hans Moravec, for example, who is “Research Professor in the Robotics Institute of Carnegie Mellon University”8 and a former member of the Extropy Institute, has on several occasions voiced opinions that shocked many, even in his field of study. Interviewed by Mark Dery, sociologist and pioneer of cyberstudies, Moravec stated that: the socioeconomic implications [of robotic technology] are... largely irrelevant. It doesn’t matter what people do, because they’re going to be left behind like the second stage of a rocket. Unhappy lives, horrible deaths, and failed projects have been part of the history of life on Earth ever since there was life; what really matters in the long run is what’s left over.9



But for whom? The answer: for the first stage of the rocket or, in the words of Max More in his article “Technological Self-transformation”, what is left over should be “the Optimal Persona […], Nietzsche's Übermensch, the higher being existing within us as potential waiting to be actualized.”10 This is another possible parallel with the Italian Futurists and the Fascists in general: the recuperation of Nietzsche's ideas and terminology. The term Übermensch was rarely used by Max More though: posthuman seems to be a more politically correct synonym. The similarities drawn between the Extropians and the Italian Futurists would not be of much relevance if this future posthuman fantasized by the Extropians was never to appear, and if the Extropians had stayed an obscure radical group. Yet, the fact is that considering the current research on Artificial Intelligence, and especially on who is doing it, the eventual arrival of this posthuman seems more and more plausible, all thanks to something called the “Technological Singularity”. This future event, which most futurologists think will come before the end of the twentyfirst century11, marks the moment, the “singularity”, when the human race will lose the control over its fate12, giving it to Artificial Intelligences. As I.J. Good13 first imagined in 1965: Let an ultraintelligent machine be defined as a machine that can far surpass all the intellectual activities of any man however clever. Since the design of machines is one of these intellectual activities, an ultraintelligent machine could design even better machines; there would then 8 9 10 11 12 13



“Hans Moravec biography”, . Stephan Vladimir Bugaj and Ben Goertzel, The Path to Posthumanity, p 311. Max More, “Technological Self-transformation”, . See, for instance, Raymon Kurzweil in The Singularity Is Near: When Humans Transcend Biology. That is, if the human race ever had real control over itself. Cryptologist who worked with Alan Turing on Nazi ciphers, and Cambridge Ph. D in Mathematics.
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unquestionably be an ‘intelligence explosion,’ and the intelligence of man would be left far behind. Thus the first ultraintelligent machine is the last invention that man need ever make” 14.



Or as Vernor Vinge15 wrote in 1993: “Within thirty years, we will have the technological means to create superhuman intelligence. Shortly after, the human era will be ended” 16. There are at least two ways to understand Vinge's statement. The pessimistic view has often found its way in science fiction novels and movies, such as in the popular movie The Matrix for instance, in which humanity is used as a giant biological-battery for artificial intelligences to power themselves, and where humankind is reduced to conscious life consisting only of the virtual reality created and controlled by said AIs. The optimistic way is the Extropians': if the human era ended, it would only be on behalf of the posthuman, which would have been created with the help of the super-intelligent machines. It has to be noted that if people like Vernor Vinge, I.J. Good or even Max More, are great scientists and thinkers, they are not philosophers or historians. As such, they use the term “posthuman” nearly exclusively as this being that cannot be called “human” anymore because of his technological enhancements. Ideas of technological tendencies (Leroi-Gourhan), of the posthuman always having been present in the human as potential (Hayles, Derrida), are not really considered by such thinkers. This will be part of the task of this essay, to consider, recognize and restore the place of the philosophical posthuman in the technological posthuman. In the past decade, the technological singularity has received tremendous attention from scientists and big corporations. One telling example is Google Inc., which is the main corporate founder of the Singularity University which aims to assemble, educate and inspire a cadre of leaders who strive to understand and facilitate the development of exponentially advancing technologies and apply, focus and guide these tools to address humanity’s grand challenges.17 [Emphasis added]



The Singularity Institute for Artificial Intelligence, for its part, is a non-profit research organization dedicated to the development of what they termed the “Friendly AI”. Their argument is that the intelligence explosion that would follow the technological singularity could be very 14 15 16 17



Irving John Good, “Speculations Concerning the First Ultraintelligent Machine”. Mathematician and writer. Vinge used the technological singularity trope in most of his fiction. Vernor Vinge, “The Coming Technological Singularity”. Singularity University website, “FAQ”, .
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dangerous for mankind, because the interests of a superintelligent AI could be very far from humanity's needs: Superintelligent AIs with access to pervasive data networks and autonomous robotics could radically alter their environment. For example, they could harvest all available solar, chemical, and nuclear energy. If such AIs found uses for this energy that better furthered their goals than supporting human life, human survival would become unlikely.18



Quite simply, the “Friendly AI” would be an AI programmed to agree with human beings' interests in such a way that it would not render their existence “unlikely”. All this may sound like “the stuff of science fiction”, and it is: this has been a nearconstant theme of discussion and exploration on the part of science fiction authors. This does not make the potential risks or benefits any less serious, however. It has to be pointed out that most of the former Extropians (including their founder, Max More) have joined the previously mentioned organizations, and are quite active in their calling for the constant acceleration of progress. For them, the Friendly AI and the Technological Singularity are not the ultimate goals however, but the tools which will allow the human being to radically enhance himself, to actually become the posthuman as envisioned by the Extropians. As with many of the concepts starting with “post”, the proper way to define it is constantly debated, and most Extropians tend to forget the heavy load of ethical and philosophical significations this term carries with it, usually focusing only on the technosociological sides of the term. Robert Pepperell, in his book The Post-Human Condition, gave an interesting definition of posthuman: [I]t is used to mark the end of that period of social development known as Humanism; in this sense it means “after Humanism”. Secondly, it is used to refer to the fact that our own view of what constitutes a human being is now undergoing a profound transformation. We no longer think about what it is to be a human in the same way as we used to. Thirdly, the term refers to the general convergence of organisms and technology to the point where they become indistinguishable. Taken collectively, these could be said to represent a new era in human development – the Post-Human era19.



In other words, the posthuman is what is aware of the human's transformation, and what is and will not be human anymore. The posthuman cannot be human but he will carry a trace of the human. For Neil Badmington: “The outside carries the inside beyond the apparent apocalypse



18 Singularity Institute for Artificial Intelligence's website, “Indifference, not Malice”, . 19 Robert Pepperell, The Post-Human Condition, “Foreword”.
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[the Technological Singularity]. The new now secretes the old then. Humanism remains.” 20 That is to say, if there is a break from human to posthuman, it will not entirely erase the human, who is going to remain; even if only as a trace, even if only as “the second stage of the rocket”. One can wonder what the posthuman as envisioned by the Extropians could bring to the world or take away from it and indeed, many are worried. If people from the various transhumanist movements believe that the posthuman, with his new biotechnological powers, will be able to dramatically enhance the human being by curing all illnesses and even death; neoconservator Francis Fukuyama, one of the most vocal enemies of this movement, sees tranhshumanism as one of the biggest threats facing humanity in the future. In his book Our Posthuman Future: Consequences of the Biotechnology Revolution, his reading of our reality through the tropes of George Orwell's Nineteen-Eighty-Four and Aldous Huxley's Brave New World makes him wonder: “what will happen to political rights once we are able to, in effect, breed some people with saddles on their backs, and others with boots and spurs?” 21 The actual, non-figurative realization of this may seem unlikely today, but Fukuyama is right on at least one point: there is a very good chance that man will have the possibility to effectively manipulate genes in such a way, and the potential dangers for humanity are enormous. His view of the future is deeply pessimistic though, and a whole range of technological advances in biotechnology are viewed by Fukuyama with what can only be described as superstitious fear, as his particular advocacy of the precautionary principle is based in his faith in the traditional Christian Humanist nature: [T]he most significant threat posed by contemporary biotechnology is the possibility that it will alter human nature and thereby move us into a "posthuman" stage of history. This is important, I will argue, because human nature exists, is a meaningful concept, and has provided a stable continuity to our experience as a species. It is, conjointly with religion, what defines our most basic values. Human nature shapes and constrains the possible kinds of political regimes, so a technology powerful enough to reshape what we are will have possibly malign consequences for liberal democracy and the nature of politics itself.22



Highly similar with what can be found in his book The End of History and the Last Man, where he seems to put forward the idea of spreading a “New Gospel”,23 of the need “to neo20 Neil Badmington, “Theorizing Posthumanism”, p 14. 21 Francis Fukuyama, Our Posthuman Future: Consequences of the Biotechnology Revolution, p 9-10. 22 Ibid., p 7. 23 Jacques Derrida, Specters of Marx, p 70.
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evangelize in the name of the ideal of a liberal democracy”, 24 as Jacques Derrida pointed out in Specters of Marx. For Fukuyama, most of the potential advances of transhumanist sciences are considered to be evil a priori. In issue 53 of the Cultural Critique journal, titled “Posthumanism”, sociologist Bart Simon responded to Fukuyama's book. Simon argued that Fukuyama only reacted to “popular posthumanism”.25 This particular way of seeing the future is either dramatically pessimistic or outrageously optimistic and can be found in the articles of “science tabloids” or in most science fiction movies (The Matrix, The Island, Terminator, and many others). Indeed, catastrophes and miracles will always sell more than the slow trudging work that is making science happen. What Fukuyama is missing out, Simon writes, is the great body of literature that has been produced by cultural theorists such as Donna Harraway or N. Katherine Hayles, which is part of what Jill Didur […] calls a critical posthumanism, an interdisciplinary perspective informed by academic poststructuralism, postmodernism, feminist and postcolonial studies, and science and technology studies.26



Critical Posthumanism intends to find a middle ground between hopeless pessimists such as Fukuyama and blind optimists such as Max More. By staying cold to any positive or negative enthusiasm about technology, they try to look at what is really happening. “At the core of this critique”, says Simon, “is the problematic of the humanist subject with its traditional repercussions on questions of agency, identity, power, and resistance”. 27 In other words, Critical Posthumanism sees as unrealistic the fixing of Human Nature once and for all, a point of view which is advocated by neo-conservators such as Fukuyama. Critical Posthumanism is aware of the fact that the future is going to challenge Man though, and it tries to understand in what ways. As Jacques Derrida wrote in the preface of De la grammatologie: L'avenir ne peut s'anticiper que dans la forme du danger absolu. Il est ce qui rompt absolument avec la normalité constituée et ne peut donc s'annoncer, se présenter, que sous l'espèce de la monstruosité. 28



Which does not mean that the monster is ultimately unknowable. The monster may appear horrible and terrible, but before anything else it is because it does not seem to agree with the terms of the onlooker's reality. As soon as it is understood in that way, that this other is only a 24 25 26 27 28



Ibid., p 106. Bart Simon, “Introduction: Toward a Critique of Posthuman Futures”, p 2. Ibid., p 2-3. Ibid., p 3. Jacques Derrida, De la grammatologie, p 14.
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deformation, a chimera, it becomes approachable somehow. Critical Posthumanism recognizes that the future is monstrous, in that it is different, but instead of blindingly refusing to approach it, it tries to understand its monstrosity. In Derrida's words: as soon as one perceives a monster in a monster, one begins to domesticate it, one begins, because of the "as such" - it is a monster as monster - to compare it to the norms, to analyse it, consequently to master whatever could be terrifying in this figure of the monster.29



In the case of the posthuman, this critique, this understanding of the monster, is of the utmost importance. By resolutely keeping blind to the facts of the coming future, Fukuyama's nightmare may very well come true as, in some ways, progress is a steam-roller, and both the dangers of leaving it to do whatever it pleases, but also of trying to block it, are very present. If left to choose its way by itself science could crush down everything, and scientists such as Hans Moravec would not feel sorry, although if the progress of science was to be blocked, how many more lives would be condemned to poverty, hunger, or an early death? This critique of the future must not be confined to the realms of science and academia, and still less to big corporations (Google Inc. comes to mind). The political and as such the general public must be part of the dialogue. The British think-tank Demos, in its publication Better Humans? The politics of human enhancement and life extension, dwells on the important question of “who is to decide?” As Paul Miller and James Wilsdon argue: The transhumanist movement, insofar as it exists as a defined community, can no longer own or manage the terms of these debates. These technologies have the potential to affect all of us, and they must now be opened up to wider processes of democratic scrutiny and debate. 30



The problem is that the general public is often not aware at all of what is happening, or is too quick to discard it all as pseudo-scientific delusion, as will be seen in the following lines. In order to educate and debate with the French, a letter to French President Nicolas Sarkozy to open a public debate on nanotechnology was co-signed by eight ministers 31 on the 23th of February 2009. The debate had three objectives: first, to inform the general public on the subject, second, 29 Jacques Derrida, “Passages - from Traumatism to Promise”, in POINTS-INTERVIEWS 1974-1994, p 385-387. 30 Paul Miller and James Wilsdon, “Stronger, longer, smarter, faster” in Better Humans? The politics of human enhancement and life extension, p 23. 31 Jean-Louis Borloo, Minister for Ecology, Energy, Sustainable Development and Town and Country Planning; Christine Lagarde, Minister of Economic Affairs, Finances and Industry; Brice Hortefeux, Minister for Labour, Labour Relations, the Family, Solidarity and Urban Affairs; Michel Barnier, Minister for Agriculture and Fisheries; Valérie Pécresse, Minister for Higher Education and Research; Hervé Morin, Miniser of Defence; Roselyne Bachelot-Narquin, Minister for Health and Sports; and Chantal Jouanno, Secretary of State for Ecology.
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to allow people to express their opinions on the matter, and finally, to clarify the State's position. Nanotechnology is a relatively new field of science which is very likely to be the most important of the twenty-first century. The aim is the manufacturing of microscopic machines using the world's primordial brick: the atom. The potential benefits are enormous with, for instance, the possibility of injecting nanorobots into a patient suffering from cancer, making it possible to find the exact location of the tumors, to effectively destroy them and then to have the nanorobots dissolving out of the body. As the booklet cancer Nanotechnology explains laconically: “Noninvasive access to the interior of a living cell affords the opportunity for unprecedented gains on both clinical and basic research frontiers”.32 If the potential gains could be “unprecedented”, it is also true that the field has generated some controversy, as the potential side effects of nanotechnology on the body are of course largely unknown. Therefore the debates, organized from the 15th of October 2009 to the 24th of February 2010 in various French towns, were a complete disaster. The French group “Pièce et Main d’Œuvre”, fierce opponents of science in general and nanotechnology in particular, systematically disrupted the various debates organized around France. With constant hissing, booing, screaming, and chanting of “[l]e débat on s'en fout, on ne veut pas de nanos du tout”,33 the public debates were nearly all canceled, and were subsequently held in private. To put it differently, there is a clear lack of awareness on the subject of progress and science by the general public. Between the technophobia shown in many science fiction movies and the excessive technophilia of science tabloids, there is no real accessible middle ground for non-scientists. One of the arguments of this essay is that literature, and more specifically postmodern science fiction, can be a driving force for future awareness. There are many examples of literature being the driving force of some cause, with one example in the long history of literature coming quick to the mind: literary realism. This nineteenth century literary movement aimed to show the world as it really was, without embellishments, without any artifices that would hide its ugly parts. Its goal was often to show and condemn displeasing parts of the world such as the life of coal-miners or the misery of Londoners in the nineteenth century, for example. To show the world as it really was it probably did not do, but it did give a voice and a face to 32 National Cancer Institute, cancer Nanotechnology, p 9. 33 Quoted by Sylvestre Huet, in “NANOTECHNLOGIES: LE DÉBAT IMPOSSIBLE ?” .
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people who were before then invisible. A literature of the present it may have been called at the time by its authors, a literature of (some people's) past it could be termed now. Science fiction, for its part, is a “future fiction”, to employ the terms used by Raymond Williams in “The Tenses of Imagination”, an article which studies science fiction and especially Utopian fiction. In science fiction, he wrote, a writer sits and thinks; assembles and deploys variables; even constructs what in secular planning are called “scenarios”, in the interplay of this and that projected factor, when even the factors are only partly known – their degree of development can be variably estimated – and when their interaction – bringing this factor up, fading that down – is quite radically uncertain.34



Instead of focusing on the present or the past, science fiction writers look at the present and try to imagine possible outcomes. The fact that the end-result pertains of the domain of science fiction does not mean that it always will and indeed, the examples of the contrary are numerous, science fiction has always had a prophetic status. One of the earliest writers of modern science fiction, H. G. Wells, was the first to describe plane fighting in 1899, in his short novel When the Sleeper Wakes, ten years before the first experiment in Italy and the full blossoming of plane fighting during World War One. The most prestigious example could however very well be The Royal Society of London for Improving Natural Knowledge, “a Fellowship of the world's most eminent scientists and the oldest scientific academy in continuous existence”,35 as its creation was directly inspired by Francis Bacon's Nova Atlantis, one of the first Utopian novels: The foundation of the Royal Society was one of the earliest practical fruits of the philosophical labours of Francis Bacon' and goes on to discuss Bacon's ideas, and his New Atlantis in particular which had run to ten editions by 1660.36



Science fiction also inspires real science more directly: Jules Verne imagined modern space travel37 and more than a century later gave his name to the European Space Agency first Automated Transfer Vehicle; John Brunner, who was one of the first to imagine a kind of Internet in his various novels, and invented and coined the name of the now infamous malware programs called the “computer worms”.38 Often, this prophetic status came as a surprise to the writers, who did not realize until later that what they had been writing was not only science fiction, it was also reality. As famous science writer Ray Bradbury said a few years after Fahrenheit 451 came out: 34 35 36 37 38



Raymond Williams, “Tense of Imagination”, p 122. From The Royal Society's website,. The Record of the Royal Society of London, p 1. In De la Terre à la Lune, Trajet direct en 97 heures 20 minutes. In The Shockwave Rider.
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In writing the short novel Fahrenheit 451 I thought I was describing a world that might evolve in four or five decades. But only a few weeks ago, in Beverly Hills one night, a husband and wife passed me, walking their dog. I stood staring after them, absolutely stunned. The woman held in one hand a small cigarette-package-sized radio, its antenna quivering. From this sprang tiny copper wires which ended in a dainty cone plugged into her right ear. There she was, oblivious to man and dog, listening to far winds and whispers and soap-opera cries, sleep-walking, helped up and down curbs by a husband who might just as well not have been there. This was not fiction.39



In other words, science fiction can sometimes see the future and, as such, can have a clear impact on scientific education. Another reason that makes it worthy of study is that it is also a hugely popular form of entertainment, people do read science fiction. Children and teenagers are of course very much present in its reading public, but science fiction is far from being reserved to youth. Science fiction is often full of philosophical, ethical, sociological and of course scientific arguments that would be far beyond both the capabilities, and also quite simply the tastes, of most youth. It is an often vilified genre, mostly about its lack of literariness. Modern science fiction started in the very popular pulp magazines of the twenties and the thirties, where authors were paid very poorly. However, seeing as they were nearly the only magazines that published science fiction and that they were greatly popular, authors started to write a lot. Quality suffered in consequence, and if the stories were most of the time exciting, the style of writing could leave much to be desired, at least to readers expecting beautiful and/or intricate writing. Science fiction usually relied a lot more on the always-new technological themes and ideas, rather than on the technical sides of the literary form. It is easy to understand why though: a lot of science fiction writers were first scientists, and the purpose of their fiction was to make a scientific point; the technical literariness of the work was not always a very important factor. Isaac Asimov, inventor of the modern concept of robots is a good example: seeing the simple matter-of-fact style in which he wrote his science fiction, it is not at all surprising to learn that he was a biochemistry teacher at university and wrote many scientific popularization works before devoting his time to writing fiction. His science fiction stories made scientific or sociological points and complicated literary devices would only have blurred comprehension. Besides, as was mentioned just before, science fiction writers usually had to write fast and a lot. The impact on the writing style could only be strong. It is not all negative though, as it in some indirect ways allowed a codification of the genre, something which greatly eased the entrance into a science-fictional work for readers. It 39 Kingsley Amis, New Maps of Hell, p 112.
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quickly created familiar tropes which could be then be used, but also abused and subverted, by new writers. Not so much in postmodern science fiction, which is the object of this dissertation. The writers of this genre of science fiction are interested at least as much in the science part as in the fiction part, and they usually take great pleasure in experimenting both with science and its effects on history but also with writing itself. In her essay “The Convergence of Postmodern Innovative Fiction and Science Fiction: An Encounter with Samuel R. Delany's Technotopia”, Teresa Ebert attempted to define the science fiction of the likes of Delany, a mode of writing which she calls metascience fiction: "metascience fiction": the science fiction that moves beyond thematic extrapolation and formal mimesis in order to celebrate the fabulatory human imagination in-and-for-itself. In metascience fiction the entertainment or story-telling function that dominates traditional science fiction is backgrounded, and the literary and aesthetic functions are foregrounded. Metascience fiction energizes the genre of science fiction at a time when scientific explorations of other planets have made news from outer space a regular part of our daily information, and future studies have become an integral part of our academic curricula. Metascience fiction acquires its narrative force from laying bare the conventions of science fiction and subverting its transparent language of mimesis and believability. Instead of using a language which is only a means for achieving other ends, such as telling an appealing and suspenseful story, it employs a self-reflexive discourse acutely aware of its own aesthetic status and artificiality. Not only language but also other components of fiction such as "character," "plot," and "point of view" are handled with aesthetic selfconsciousness in a manner that makes it impossible to take them for anything but what they actually are: created literary characters, made-up plots and so forth.40



Postmodern science fiction, the genre in which Iain M. Banks seems to be writing, does not background anything, it seems. In his science fiction, everything seems to be foregrounded. The “entertainment or story-telling function that dominates traditional science fiction” is very much present, and the “literary and aesthetic functions” can be overlooked by some readers. This kind of science fiction is very much like the ideal postmodern novel that John Barth once tried to define: My own analogy would be with good jazz or classical music: One finds much on successive listenings or close examination of the score that one didn't catch the first time through; but the first time through should be so ravishing -- and not just to specialists -- that one delights in the replay. 41



Beautiful and complicated at the same time, with a depth of meanings that will not scare the readers away but deep enough so that they will stay curious and interested. 40 Teresa L. Ebert, “The Convergence of Postmodern Innovative Fiction and Science Fiction: An Encounter with Samuel R. Delany's Technotopia”, p 92-93. 41 John Barth, The Friday Book, p. 203.
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Finally, postmodern science fiction carries in itself its own critique. Its inherent interactivity, its self-reflexivity and its general unreliability makes it a very ripe terrain for literary study, as well as a techno-sociological study, as it creates a critical stance in the readers, a stance needed both for the reception of a literary text, but also to give awareness on potentially lifechanging events. Added to the fact that science fiction usually explores the improbable, the unusual, or even the impossible, and that in so doing it breaks up traditional scientific, philosophical, or aesthetic views, postmodern science fiction probably becomes one of the best tools to explore this Other, the posthuman.



1.2 Iain (M.) Banks Born in Fife, Scotland, in 1954, Iain Banks was educated at Stirling University, where he studied Literature, Philosophy and Psychology. He has been a writer all his life, finishing his first novel at the age of sixteen, although he was not to be published until his thirtieth birthday. In his ironic words: “In the end all it took was a million words, six novels and fourteen years, and there I was, an overnight success”.42 Those six early novels were mostly written in the science fiction genre, but kept being rejected by editors. Tired of that state of affairs, Iain Banks decided to try his luck with mainstream novels and in 1984 came out The Wasp Factory, closely followed by Walking on Glass in 1985 and The Bridge (which is often considered his best mainstream novel, both by critics and by Banks himself), in 1986. Greatly successful, if a bit controversial for their violence and cruelty, these very successful novels allowed him to put a foot into the publishing world and in 1987 was published Consider Phlebas, his first published science fiction novel. Since then, he has been highly successful43 in both genres, publishing roughly a book a year, usually alternating a science fiction book with a mainstream novel. His mainstream work is 42 Interview with Iain Banks, from BBC Learning English – Generation Next. 43 Commercially, but also critically: The Times magazine ranked him as 38th in its list of the greatest British writers since 1945, for instance. See 
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mostly set in Scotland in present times, while his science fiction is set very far away from Earth, usually in and around a fictional society which is called the Culture. Published in 1987, Consider Phlebas was the readers' introduction to this world, followed by The Player of Games in 1988, The Use of Weapons in 1990, the short stories collection The State of the Art in 1991, Excession in 1996, Inversions in 1998, Look to Windward in 2000, Matter in 2008 and finally Surface Detail in 2010. Taken as a whole, these nine books form The Culture series. Two of his mainstream works (out of fourteen) have been adapted to the screen: the small one for The Crow Road (1992), which was filmed into a four-part television series in 1996; and the cinema for Complicity (1993) which was released in 2000. “A Gift from the Culture”, a short science fiction story set in the Culture extracted from The State of the Art, is currently in the works for the first adaptation of Banks' science fiction to the cinema. Finally, he has published three science fiction works that are not related to the Culture and a non-fiction book about his personal quest around Scotland for the best whiskey, Raw Spirit. To mark the difference between his mainstream novels and his science fiction novels, Banks decided to add the first letter of the middle name his parents wanted to give him but ultimately did not: Menzies, which he has since used in his pen name for his science fiction. It is funny to consider this pen name, as many so-called serious writers would never have dreamed of publishing their science fiction in the open,44 for it could have put ridicule over their whole work. Not so for Banks, for whom this “M” functions more like an amusing badge of honor: it puts back the “fussiness”.45 The fact that Banks has two pen-names is also a perfect symbol for his fiction in general, as not only does it mark the difference between his mainstream and science fiction: it also marks the multiplicity of his work in general. Multiplicity, but also inter and hypertextuality. Banks' fiction as a whole seems to be a single nonlinear text which nonetheless is strongly thematically linked, but also linked by the inter-connectedness of literature in general.46 Some links are stronger than others, such as the 44 A perfect example could be Paul Linebarger (1913-1966), a military officer and writer who published in 1948 the very influent non-fiction book Psychological Warfare. One of the favorite pastimes of Linebarger was writing science fiction which he published under the name Cordwainer Smith. A hobby that in the end revolutionized the world of science fiction by its originality, its literariness and its beauty. Titles include the collection of short stories The Rediscovery of Man and the novel Norstrillia. 45 See “BOOKS / The sting of wasps and stars: Lisa O'Kelly meets Iain Banks, a serious novelist of unparalleled depravity”, in The Independent, 24 April 1993. 46 Something that is quite clear in Banks' novella “The State of the Art”, which keeps on quoting movies and
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overlapping themes that can be found between science fiction Use of Weapons (1990) and mainstream The Bridge (1986), for instance, which are both about losing one's sense of identity and then despairingly looking for it; or between science fiction Inversions (1998) and mainstream A Song of Stone (1997), books that are about revolutions and political interventionism. It is as if Banks was desperate to put across his message, changing his mode of expression so as to touch a larger portion of the literary world. There are many levels at which to read Banks' fiction, and many different gateways into his world. The apparently simple question of whether the fictional society he invented is Utopian or dystopian is a difficult question for instance, as literary devices complicate the matter tremendously. Everybody seems to be genuinely happy in his invented world however, the fact that the minds of its citizens are never opened to the readers, that the omniscient narrator most frequently used by Banks censors itself when it is concerned with Culture citizens, this fact makes the Utopian quality of the Culture very suspicious, as will be seen later. Complicating the matter even more is the fact that Iain M. Banks presents his personal vision of the future in his science fiction, how the posthuman is going to live his life and interact with his betters, his equals, and his lessers. In his words: “my books are simply a way of trying to address problems that humanity, if we’re lucky, might face in the future, and how we might behave if we ever live in a post-scarcity civilisation”.47 What Banks is giving in his science fiction books is then a programmatic (in the political sense) view of the future. Banks postulates from the present the problems humanity may face in the future, and then proposes in his books a way to solve them. Or so he says, as the solutions the books propose are themselves deeply problematic, a lot more than what Banks seems to say about them. Another complication rears its head when is realized who reads him. Indeed, Banks' science fiction has managed to capture the imagination and ambition of the transhumanist movement and its important scientists. In the words of Eliezer Yudkowsky, artificial intelligence researcher, former Extropian and co-founder of the Singularity Institute for Artificial Intelligence: “the Culture is as close as science fiction has ever gotten to describing a real utopia. It's the society […] transhumanists would build, given full rein”.48 This simple fact of being so close to books (with a particular emphasis on the work of Henry James, whose books are quoted in the story, but which also quotes one TV adaptation that was made of The Ambassadors.) 47 Interview with Iain Banks, SFX, . 48 Eliezer Yudkowsky's website, Bookshelf – Books of future shock,
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what transhumanists actually want to do makes Banks' science fiction worthy of studying. As transhumanists such as Yudkowsky may be very important for the future of humanity, the fact that the best portrayal of their vision of the future is a very ambiguous utopia is unsettling, to say the least.



1.3 Considering Philebus This essay will focus on the novel Look to Windward, published in 2000. This book is probably the best representation of the Culture. Most of the action actually takes place in the Culture, where its citizens are shown in great detail and questioned by alien beings about their ways of life. Banks' first science fiction novel Consider Phlebas (of which Look to Windward is a loose sequel), published in 1987, will also be of great interest. Consider Phlebas is about an intergalactic war between the Idirans (a race of immensely aggressive tripedal beings who are also religious fanatics or, in other words, the classic science fiction super-villains) and Banks' perfect society, the Culture. Interestingly enough, the whole narrative is presented through the point-of-view of a mercenary called Horza, who is on the side of the Idirans. Look to Windward takes place roughly eight hundred years after Consider Phlebas, and is mostly concerned with interventionism, religious fundamentalism, and terrorism. The titles and epigraphs of both books are taken from “Death by Water”, the fourth part of T.S. Eliot's The Waste Land: Gentile or Jew O you who turn the wheel and look to windward, Consider Phlebas, who was once handsome and tall as you. – T.S. Eliot, “The Waste Land”, IV49



For the readers of both Banks' science fiction or TS Eliot's poetry, Phlebas can also remind readers of Plato's Philebus, a dialogue which is, in short, an argument over what is best in life: pleasure or knowledge. To have begun his first science fiction novel under such a . 49 Iain M. Banks, Look to Windward's epigraph; and Iain M. Banks, Consider Phlebas' epigraph.
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philosophical sign could, and should, be considered as an invitation from Banks to have a philosophical and ethical reading of his fiction. In Plato's dialogue, Philebus is on the side of pleasure, while Socrates is (at first) on the side of knowledge. Discussion ensues, and at some point, Socrates compares the soul to a book (a fact which will be important for this essay later on): SOCRATES: And if he has a companion, he repeats his thought to him in articulate sounds, and what was before an opinion, has now become a proposition. PROTARCHUS: Certainly. SOCRATES: But if he be walking alone when these thoughts occur to him, he may not unfrequently keep them in his mind for a considerable time. PROTARCHUS: Very true. SOCRATES: Well, now, I wonder whether you would agree in my explanation of this phenomenon. PROTARCHUS: What is your explanation? SOCRATES: I think that the soul at such times is like a book.50



As Jacques Derrida explains in “La double séance”: [D]ès l'instant où le logos a pu se former, où le dialogue est devenu possible, il peut advenir, par accident de fait, que je n'aie pas de partenaire : seul, je m'adresse en quelque sorte ce discours à moi-même, je m'entretiens avec moi-même dans un commerce intérieur. Ce que je tiens là, c'est encore un discours, mais aphone, un logos privé, c'est-à-dire séparé : aussi bien de son organe, de sa voix.51



What then, about Philebus's “private logos”, what is written in his soul that is like a book? It is interesting to note that he will not be drawn in the argument, he stays silent for most of the debate, which is fought only between Socrates and Philebus' champion: Protarchus. Socrates and Protarchus' conclusion is that neither pleasure nor knowledge as absolutes are desirable, and that the goal to attain is a proper balance of both. However, if in the end Protarchus has agreed with Socrates, Philebus stays silent. The title of Banks' Consider Phlebas can then be understood as an apostrophe to the readers, as a reminder that Philebus must also be considered, and that being silent does not necessarily mean to lose an argument, indeed, it is an argument in itself. To put it another way, if it is possible to understand Philebus' silence as a way of dropping out of the discussion for lack of arguments, it is also possible to see it as haughtiness and vanity. Another possible reading: Philebus may simply not have wanted to enter the discussion as it did not really concern him: he knew he was right. Both Philebus' opinion on pleasure and silence can be compared to what happens in 50 Plato, Philebus. 51 Jacques Derrida, “La double séance” in La Dissémination, p 227.
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Banks' Culture. First, as will be seen in more depth later, the Culture is a hedonistic society that is based on the disappearance of any hardships for its citizens. Second, if Banks' science fiction novels are dedicated to an ethical study of the posthuman, this particular posthuman is never really giving his opinion, just like Philebus who never really engages in the discussion. Look to Windward is exemplary in this aspect, as if the narrative is mostly set in a Culture habitat, with alien characters debating about its citizens and their ways of life: never is it possible, however, to find a Culture citizen really getting into a debate. The arguments are never fought back, meaning that the always critical alien beings can never win them, they can only state their criticisms to figurative walls. Another interesting factor is the very special kind of omniscient narrator that can be found in this novel. The readers never have access to the thoughts of Culture citizens whereas other characters are treated more traditionally: another fact that makes a comparison with Philebus' silence pertinent, and the Culture all-the-more enigmatic. Banks has read T.S. Eliot extensively, and if he does not agree with what he politically represents, the traditionalist right, he finds his poetry (and especially The Waste Land) to be among the best that literature can offer in the English language.52 He has often used, directly or indirectly, T.S. Eliot and his writings in his own fiction, be it mainstream or science-fictional. Examples can be found in Consider Phlebas and Look to Windward, of course, but also in other books, such as in mainstream Transition where a crazed character is rambling what appears to be non-sense, but which could very well be literary quotations. One such seems to quote the muchrepeated “HURRY UP PLEASE IT'S TIME”53 from part two, “A Game of Chess”, of The Waste Land, with a slight change of spelling which accounts for the character talking with a Cockney accent: “Urry up please, it's time”54. In mainstream The Bridge, a short explicit reference to the poetry of TS Eliot is made: When they first met at the Union they talked about Reality, mental illness (she had read her Laing), the importance of Geology (that was him), recent French cinema (her), the poetry of TS Eliot (her) literature in general (her, mostly), and Vietnam (both).55



What is more, in Iain Banks's Complicity: a reader's guide, it is argued by Cairns Craig 52 53 54 55



See October 1994's interview in Science Fiction Chronicle. T.S. Eliot, The Wasteland, lines 142, 153, 165, 168 and 169, p 10. Iain M. Banks, Transition, p 355. Iain Banks, The Bridge, p 86.
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that “TS Eliot's The Waste Land (1922) is one of the major allusive contexts of Banks's fiction” and “also provides much of the allusive context of The Bridge”.56 All these reasons make it more than necessary to study with some more depth Eliot's poetry. However, the point of this essay is definitely not to provide a reading of The Waste Land. Countless critics have already tried to do so, and the scope of such a work would far exceed the boundaries of this particular dissertation. Rather, what should be shown is how Iain Banks has made use of Eliot's epic, and how it can enlighten it. What will follow will then be a short review of the poem which will show in what sense Banks' allusions are meaningful. Interestingly, as in most science fiction, one of the main themes of The Waste Land is actually the future and what it has to offer. The epigraph of the work is about the Cumaean Sibyl, one of the greatest prophetesses of the Romans, who had been at the same time blessed and cursed by Apollo. On wishing for immortality, she had forgotten to ask for eternal youth, and so withered away for one thousand years, at which point she was so small she was contained in a jar, and soon after only her voice was left: “I have seen with my own eyes the Sibyl hanging in a jar, and when the boys asked her 'What do you want?' She answered, 'I want to die.'” 57 The reason for her wishing death should be clear: she cannot stand the slow torture of aging. The other reason for her despair was her very nature. An oracle, the Sybil has seen the fate of humanity, a fate that is then painted in words, images and allusions by T.S. Eliot's epic. This is only the first instantiation of the prophecy motif in the poem, which abounds in the poem, other examples include the tarot reading by the “famous clairvoyante”58 who foresees the death-by-drowning of Phlebas and with the most important character (or rather the witness of them all), Tiresias the blind man/woman who can see the future. In Eliot's words: Tiresias, although a mere spectator and not indeed a "character," is yet the most important personage in the poem, uniting all the rest. Just as the one-eyed merchant, seller of currants, melts into the Phoenician Sailor, and the latter is not wholly distinct from Ferdinand Prince of Naples, so all the women are one woman, and the two sexes meet in Tiresias. What Tiresias sees, in fact, is the substance of the poem.59



This is the point of the poem then, what Tiresias sees. Taken in that way, The Waste Land can be understood as the description of the problems humanity is currently facing, and the 56 Cairns Craig, Iain Banks's Complicity: a reader's guide, p 73. 57 T.S. Eliot, The Waste Land, epigraph, p 3. 58 Ibid., line 43, p 6. 59 Ibid., p 23.
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problems it will face if it does not change. This view is understandable, as the poem was published just after the end of World War One, after Europe had been wasted. The preoccupations about what else the future laid in store could only be high. If the first part of the poem, “I. The Burial of the Dead”, is obviously concerned with death and war (“A crowd flowed over London Bridge, so many, / I had not thought death had undone so many.”60 and “There I saw one I knew, and stopped him, crying: 'Stetson! / 'You who were with me in the ships at Mylae! / 'That corpse you planted last year in your garden, / 'Has it begun to sprout? Will it bloom this year?”)61 the rest of the epic seems more concerned with some of the consequences the War (and modernity in general or, in other words: it is concerned with the consequences the hand of Man) has had on the land through the use of the impotent Fisher King motif, coming from the various Holy Grail legends. This legendary king carries a physical responsibility and he needs to be cured of his wound to restore fertility to the land. It seems that the metaphor has to be taken literally by readers, as representations of sexual acts abound and as they are always unfruitful. Be they pathetic romantic rendezvous in high society (in the first part of “II. A Game of Chess”) or discussion about sex and beauty in an ordinary pub between women from the lower classes (in the second part); homosexual affairs (lines 209 to 214 of “III. The Fire Sermon”), marital rape (lines 231 to 252), or the short reference to the necessarily never-to-be consumed love between Elizabeth the Virgin Queen and Robert Dudley, the Earl of Leicester (line 279), sex is always shown as being a sterile act. Love or procreation never enter the equation, only selfish pleasure does. It is striking to see that Tiresias, who is in Eliot's words the “most important personage in the poem, uniting all the rest”, is only present in name when he speaks about how he had seen the marital rape: “I Tiresias, though blind, throbbing between two lives, / Old man with wrinkled female breasts, can see / At the violet hour, the evening hour that strives / Homeward, and brings the sailor home from sea,”62 “I Tiresias, old man with wrinkled dugs / Perceived the scene, and foretold the rest- / I too awaited the expected guest.” 63 and “(And I Tiresias have foresuffered all / Enacted on this same divan or bed; / I who have sat by 'Thebes below the wall / And walked 60 61 62 63



Ibid., lines 62 and 63, p 7. Ibid., lines 69 to 72, p 7. Ibid., lines 218 to 221, p 13. Ibid., lines 228 to 231, p 13.
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among the lowest of the dead.)”64. As was quoted above, Eliot had said that “What Tiresias sees, in fact, is the substance of the poem”. Indeed, the “substance of the poem” is actually sex, a fact which fits Eliot's ideals, that of a religious traditionalist and political conservative. One way to understand The Waste Land's message is to take it as a critique of Man and his lustful, decadent, and above-all meaningless perversions. The next section, “IV. Death by Water”, from which was extracted the titles and epigraphs of Consider Phlebas and Look to Windward, is concerned with the death of proud Phlebas the Phoenician Sailor, the absolute symbol of the hedonistic character only driven by superficial and temporal pleasures. As was mentioned previously, the name Phlebas is highly reminiscent of Plato's Philebus, which is a discussion on what is better between pleasure and knowledge. It is clear on which side the poet lies, as is shown in the following quotation: Phlebas the Phoenician, a fortnight dead, Forgot the cry of gulls, and the deep sea swell And the profit and loss. A current under sea ; Picked his bones in whispers. As he rose and fell He passed the stages of his age and youth Entering the whirlpool. Gentile or Jew O you who turn the wheel and look to windward, Consider Phlebas, who was once handsome and tall as you.65



Phlebas is dead, leaving nothing behind but his bones for the sea to pick, and another warning to both “Gentile[s and] Jew[s]”: everybody dies, a pleasure-driven life is non-productive, is of no consequences on the grand scheme of things. What is more, it is also deceptive, as however proud one was in life, still he will die and be forgotten. To turn the wheel and face the wind is to go against one's nature and to face an angry God. The last part of The Waste Land, “V. What the Thunder Said”, follows the same theme as the previous section, but on a greater scale. The first part of this section is about death, but not only as a parable, such as the death of Phlebas seems to be in the previous part. It is about the death of everybody and everything, including of hope: “He who was living is now dead / We who were living are now dying / With a little patience”, 66 and “Cracks and reforms and bursts in the 64 Ibid., lines 242 to 246, p 13. 65 Ibid., lines 312 to 321, p 16. 66 Ibid., lines 330 to 332, p 16
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violet air / Falling towers / Jerusalem Athens Alexandria / Vienna London / Unreal”. 67 After this apocalypse and the judgment of God speaking through thunder, the Fisher King, who is responsible for the barrenness of the land, is wondering on whether to “set his lands in order” 68 or not. The manner in which he will do so will be by remembering art, through the various “fragments [he has] shored against [his] ruins”.69 These last “fragments” are direct allusions to various works: the popular song “London Bridge is Falling Down”, Dante's Purgatorio, a line from the anonymous Latin poem Pervigilium Veneris, the poem “El Desdichado” by Gérard de Nerval and Thomas Kyd's play Spanish Tragedy. Finally the epic draws to an end, with the line in transcribed Sanskrit “Shantih



Shantih



Shantih”, which Eliot translates in his notes as “The



Peace which passeth understanding”. Beyond the meanings added by this last burst of new allusions, a deeper truth can be gathered: peace of a sort has been found, through the help of art, poetry in particular, so as to cope with the world. However, now would probably be the proper time to remember the Italian Futurists slogan Fiat ars -- pereat mundus. If Italian Futurism, which was after all only an art movement, was of course not the sole responsible for World War Two, it indeed was at the roots of the Italian Fascist regime, and the aesthetic movement was instrumental in mounting the stage for the war. The Fisher King's fragile peace could not have lasted long, as indeed history proved that art may disrupt peace. Banks' prophecy is roughly the same as Eliot's (pessimism), but his response has been enlightened by seventy more years of history than Eliot: he knows what the Italian Futurists did and so understands that art can be dangerous. The Sybil in her jar, in Banks' case, probably still wants to die, as she has seen the exact same thing: decadence and death. The horrors of war are nearly constantly pictured in Banks' fiction, as well as sexual perversions of many kinds (especially in the Culture novel The Player of Games, where it becomes very graphic and disturbing), all of them unfruitful. There are however two important differences: First, God proper does not exist, only the near-omniscient and near-omnipotent artificial intelligences called the Minds. Second, and this is the most important point, if Phlebas died, the Minds allowed him to resurrect and take the place of Man. When one “look[s] to windward”, in Banks' science fiction, one only sees the hedonistic Culture, the “wheel” has turned and “Gentiles or Jews” (that 67 Ibid., lines 375 and 376, p 18. 68 Ibid., line 425, p 19. 69 Ibid., line 430, p 20.
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is to say, believers and non-believers) have no more say in the matter. As will be seen, artificial gods have been constructed to fill the void that was never filled by God. The presence of these machined gods in the world of the Culture novels is a definite fact, and what they favor for their flocks is a life of pleasure. It has to be said that in Banks' science-fictional world, decadence has become both harmless and non-consequential. Nothing prevents it then and a hedonistic life-style becomes natural, as the need to be productive is no longer a necessity: the Minds are in charge of providing food, shelter, entertainment, protection, luxuries. The world has been made perfect, there is absolutely no need to go and look beyond its rim. Responsibility is held by the Minds and it is better like that, human beings always find a way to botch the job anyway, for themselves or for others. To render them harmless is then the best move and they even enjoy it: forever the spectators of the best imaginable show ever, why should they feel the need to become actors? The first instance of Banks' pessimism, and a way to cope for human beings: to make them feel happy and protected, even if it means to cut their link with the world-at-large. Many examples of all this will be shown in the next parts, especially in the second, which is devoted to the posthuman himself, as well as what he can and cannot do, how he lives and is lived.



1.4 Science fiction To ponder about the unknown is one of the first preoccupations of science fiction (the other being to apply a distorted mirror—but mirror nonetheless—to today's world). In a typical work of the genre, something new is introduced into the fictional world of the story and its consequences are then examined. As American author Philip K. Dick explained in an interview with Frank C. Bertrand: “SF presents in fictional form an eccentric view of the normal or a normal view of the world that is not our world. […] It is not mimetic of the real world. Central to SF is the idea as dynamism. Events evolve out of an idea impacting on living creatures and their society. The idea must always be a novelty. This is the core issue of SF, even bad SF.”70



Some exploration is needed. If it is easy to see many “eccentric view[s] of the normal” in 70 Philip K. Dick, The Shifting Realities of Philip K. Dick, p 44.
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modernist and postmodernist science fiction (and literature in general), Iain Banks' mainstream fiction being a good example, the “normal view of the world that is not our world” is a particular viewpoint that is mainly to be found in science fiction. The “world that is not our world” would be, in Iain M. Banks' case, the fictional near-Utopian society he invented: the Culture. The normal viewpoint can be found time and again in it; when the text takes on a sociological stance (such as in Look to Windward), or a technical stance (the appendices of Consider Phlebas, the novella “The State of the Art”); trying to make sense of the world Banks has invented in his science fiction. If the appendices in Consider Phlebas function in their usual way, explaining in more depths the universe where the narrative just took place, the whole of “The State of the Art” is a technical text, constructed as it is as a critique of Earth from the viewpoint of this incredibly advanced society, the Culture.71 Those two parameters (the “world that is our world” against “the world that is not our world” and the eccentric/normal viewpoint) are, of course, not absolute, they often mingle and cross their paths in the course of a single work. In the mainstream novel The Bridge, for instance, the protagonist's story and identity is spread into three: a biographical account of his life in 1980s Edinburgh up to the car crash he suffered on the Forth Bridge and which caused his coma; the very strange dreamed-life (probably while he is lying comatose in his hospital bed) he has of a much-twisted version of the same bridge, where he is on a quest to retrieve his memory; and the even stranger dreams and fantasies that he has while this dreamedversion of himself is going to sleep on the dreamed-bridge. The book is composed around those three stories, which are told separately with alternating chapters. It is only at the end of the book that they weave back together, when the main character finally wakes up from his coma. If the first way of telling the story of the protagonist is mostly classical, and could be described as being “a normal view of a world that is our world” (in that case Scotland in the eighties), the second story arc is mainly concerned with the daily life of people inhabiting a gigantic city-like bridge which is seemingly infinite or, in other words, a “normal view of a world that is not our world”. As was told above, the third way is concerned with the dreams and fantasies of a character “dream-living” on the “Bridge”, dreams that the character is supposed to retell to his psychoanalyst, which he never does: he is far too ashamed of them. The dreams are presented to the readers in a stream-of-consciousness style and in a vernacular Scottish dialect, 71 A study of the appendices of Consider Phlebas can be found in part 2.3.1, the technical stance of “The State of the Art” is studied in part 2.4.2.
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and they are mostly about a bigger-than-life barbarian that hacks his way around the parodies of mythological places, where he near-constantly breaks things, kills people and has sex with women. A very eccentric (and quite difficult to read) viewpoint it is, but surprisingly this story indeed is that of “a world that is our world”, as it is quite easy to parallel these fantasies of absolute power with the ambition shown by the main character in the Edinburgh flashbacks. The three parts of the book are of equal stature for each of them gives to the readers a different tale. At the same time, however, they all shed light on each other, they all supplement the others. Highly reminiscent of Derrida's concept of différance and of his understanding of mimesis72: truth is always one step away, imitations imitate other imitations, which themselves imitate others, ad infinitum. The logos is forever unattainable. The second part of Philip K. Dick's definition focuses on the point of a science fiction work. For him, something new must be introduced, and its consequences studied. It is interesting to ponder on the vocabulary used by Dick: “[c]entral to SF is the idea as dynamism.” and that “[e]vents evolve out of an idea impacting on living creatures and their society”. In philosophical terms dynamism is, to summarize, the belief that life is driven by change, that nothing is ever static and fixed forever. Gone are the ideas of essences (in the original soul-like sense) and all becomes movement. It is possible to look backwards in time so as to embark on an infinite quest for causality. The use of the ing-form in “impacting” is then not innocent, the “impact” has been going on continuously and for an indefinite time, going back from this absolute beginning that was the Big Bang. A good analogy can be made by imagining the asteroid that fell on Earth sixtyfive million years ago, thus killing the dinosaurs. The actual fall was but one episode in the “life” of the asteroid, a life which included its creation from primordial matter (matter that did exist in the origin, in the primordial point of the Big Bang); its millions of years of travel (or, in an human-centric way, its million years of falling toward Earth) around the universe; the actual impact; the dispersion of the dust created by its explosion; the death of millions of beings; the evolution of mammals made possible by their deaths; the appearance of the human; the geologist who studied the crater the asteroid formed; the list is arguably endless. This theory finds its origins in the pre-Socratic philosopher Heraclitus, who is quoted by Plato in Cratylus to say that “all things are in motion and nothing at rest; he compares them to the stream of a river, and says 72 See Jacques Derrida, “Différance” in Théorie d'ensemble and Jacques Derrida, “La double séance” in La dissémination..
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that you cannot go into the same water twice.”73 To link the idea of dynamism with literature, one only has to think of the palimpsestic nature of much literature. Texts communicate with each other, inform one another, they come into frequent conscious and/or unconscious contact and comment back on each other. This metatextual quality is especially present in postmodern fiction, which makes an extensive use of parody and recycling of past tropes. It is also clear in Banks' fiction. If The Bridge feels like three quite different books—a Realist account of life in Scotland during the Thatcher years, a quest for lost memory on a science-fictional bridge, and an adolescent-like blood and sex fantasy trip—all of them are united around one central and very old problem that has been tackled many times before: what and who produces identity. Banks chose three very different but criss-crossing routes, in which he explored this ages-old theme, and the effect produced is very powerful: the character he created feels undeniably real. It is interesting to see that this effect was realized through the use of non-truths, of dreams, of imitations. In many ways, and in spite of having been classified by Banks as “mainstream”, The Bridge feels like a science fiction book, exploring the impossible as it does. Unfortunately, space lacks in this essay to study this most interesting novel. A mention was necessary though, as it exemplifies Philip K. Dick's definition of science fiction so well. The history of the future that Banks is writing is a lot more complicated than what can be usually found in science fiction, and it cannot be reduced as only a socio-technological study of posthumanity. This is what is going to be studied in this essay: in what manner is Banks addressing the posthuman, with an emphasis on human enhancement, how his method shows how he sees the human, and what literary conclusions can be gathered on the way. To put it differently: what is the problem in the human, the solution in the posthuman and how Banks gives his programme. There is of course one important complication: if the posthuman is an object of study, it will also be (and supposedly already is) a subject. For, as Damian Broderick wrote it in Reading By Starlight, Postmodern Science Fiction, [Science fiction] has developed (at its best) into a set of writing and reading protocols articulated about and foregrounding aspects of the objective world (as science tries to do), through the engaging invention of stories about imagined subjects—that is, aware, feeling, thinking persons



73 Plato, Cratylus.
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(typical of literary fictions).74



The goal of this essay is then double: to show both what the future could become, and most importantly who will people it. This will be done in three parts. First, the setting of Banks' science fiction, the Culture, will be studied in details. Then, the so-called Culture citizen and what he can and cannot do. Finally, the origins of both the Culture and its people will be considered. Science fiction in general, but Banks' science fiction in particular, has two very important sides: one is techno-sociological and studies the future. The other, due to its fictional status, is of course literary. Both concerns are very much intermingled in the novels, and both will be intermingled in this dissertation. One last thing before starting. The universe Iain Banks created in the Culture novels functions because of a trick: it is so much removed from our Earth's reality, that anything is possible in it, even the most scientifically improbable. As Iain Banks once said: Because the Culture is my world, I created it, it’s my train set -- so I make the rules! I’m trying to recreate everything around the various civilisations of the Culture with imagination rather than research -- and that’s a lot easier for me, as I hate doing research.75



Banks did not consciously tie himself to anything except to his imagination. The posthuman he is writing about is his own, it is not a fictional realization of contemporary posthuman theory. What this essay will try to do is then try to extract the theory directly from Banks' writings and see what it has to say on this subject/object. The theoretical sources will come from more general (“general” being understood as being about “life” and “society”, as opposed to specialized posthuman theory) philosophical sources, such as the writings of Jacques Derrida. Similarly, traditional science fiction theory will not be used much. If it can enlighten a work of science fiction, it is our opinion that it can also pollute it. By trying to mark what is and what is not science fiction, it often raises artificial walls around the genre as a whole and separate it from the rest of literature. If these discussions on the characteristics of the genre can be quite interesting, they tend to be given undue importance and mask what a particular work has to say. Besides, a piece of science fiction is never only science fiction, why then focus so much on that aspect? It is our opinion that the fundamentals of a work of art come from the work of art itself. 74 Damien Broderick, Reading by Starlight, Postmodern Science Fiction, p xii. 75 Interview with Michael Parsons on Wired.co.uk .
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2. Banks' world “[A]ll of us regard science fiction (or science fantasy, or straight fantasy) as essentially a medium in which to kick ideas around to see if they yelp.” A. Bertram Chandler, “Grimesish Grumberlings, Ellison Show”



2.1 Banks' personal utopia 2.1.1 The big picture Banks' stories are supposed to happen in our universe. Earth does exist but it simply has never been formally contacted by any of the countless extra-terrestrial beings that people the universe—extra-terrestrial but people, as the aliens in Banks' world are often a lot more humane than most human characters. Even though very strange entities can be found in Banks' sciencefictional universe, the most common of them all is the “pan-human” being, that is present in trillions in all the different habitats scattered around Banks' science-fictional universe. Planet Earth has nothing special for its carrying humans, this form simply is the commonest. Banks' fictional universe is also imagined to be virtually infinite, as explained in “A Few Notes on the Culture”, a short text he posted on Internet in 1994 and which explains the genesis of his science fiction: In the Culture stories, the idea is that--when you imagine the hypersphere which is our expanding universe - rather than thinking of a growing hollow sphere (like an inflating beach-ball, for example), think of an onion. An expanding onion, certainly, but an onion, nevertheless. Within our universe, our hypersphere, there are whole layers of younger, smaller hyperspheres. And we are not the very outer-most skin of that expanding onion, either; there are older, larger universes beyond ours, too. […] And of course, if you could get through […] to a younger universe, and then repeat the process... now we really are talking about immortality76



In other words, the Big Bang is constantly happening, the universe is constantly being created, the human race is constantly getting born and dying off in some place or other. Objectively infinite, the fact that perfect simulated realities can be made, also makes this universe subjectively indefinite. If it is possible to live one's life in the physical world, it is also possible to 76 Iain M. Banks, “A Few Notes on the Culture”, 1994. 
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upload completely one's mind into an artificial world if desired, and it is also possible to program this specific virtual world so that the fact of being in a simulated reality is unknown to the uploaded personality. There is no firm grounding to the world(s), it(they) cannot resist critique, the world(s) Banks draws in his fiction can never be taken for granted, can never be held as being the base, there is always a next or previous stage.77 In Iain M. Banks' fantasied universe, intelligent life is abundant. Evolution (both biological and technological) has been going on for billions of years and his universe is thus full of alien civilizations set at very different points of their historical and biological evolutions. It is also full of civilizations that became extinct millions of years before because of wars or natural disasters and others which “Sublimed” from the material universe with technological means: their whole civilizations disappeared and went on to the final stage of evolution, transcending life as we know it and becoming immaterial.



2.1.2 The Culture Out of these countless civilizations, Banks mostly writes about one that he calls the “Culture”. By capitalizing the first letter, Banks is singling out the term culture, and in so doing putting on a pedestal what is after all only one out of many other cultures in the universe he created. The Culture becomes the comparison point, a society so extreme that, in name at least, it became and then defined the concept of culture. This process should mean either of two things: the Culture is a dystopia, and is the worst possible society; or it is a utopia, and is the best possible society. The second choice seems right, if it is possible to trust what Iain Banks answers to interviewers: CNN: Would you like to live in the Culture? Iain M. Banks: Good grief yes, heck, yeah, oh it's my secular heaven ... Yes, I would, absolutely. Again it comes down to wish fulfillment. I haven't done a study and taken lots of replies across a cross-section of humanity to find out what would be their personal utopia. It's mine, I thought of it, 77 This motif is at the center of Banks' latest Culture book, Surface Detail, which features a war over artificial simulated hells. If it starts by being a war or arguments over the morality of setting-up of a place of eternal suffering, the war then takes other stranger proportions and is then being fought in a variety of simulated realities, agreed-before by the two belligerent sides of the conflict. It is all simulation, hence no real death, but the very-real soldiers who agreed to fight for one of the two parties are a bit confused by all the dying, resurrecting, dying and resurrecting again—especially if is considered the fact that the war went on for forty years.
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and I'm going home with it -- absolutely, it's great.78



The turn-of-phrase “secular heaven” is interesting, but problematic. A self-proclaimed “evangelical atheist”79 and deeply suspicious of religion in general, Banks nonetheless felt the need to recreate some kind of heaven. There is a contradiction there, how can the dream-place of an “evangelical atheist” be a secular heaven? Of course, it is possible to understand this word figuratively, as in “land of eternal pleasure”, but the fact is that religion in general and heavens in particular are objects of study (in the plural for two reasons: there are as many figures of heaven as there are civilizations and heaven is not just a concept anymore in Banks' science fiction, many of these civilizations have built theirs—more on that in the last part of this essay) of great importance in his fiction: the word “heaven” is not uttered innocently. Banks even felt the need to create artificial near-gods, when he imagined the Culture as a post-technological singularity society: it is set several thousands of years after its artificial intelligences became smarter than its human citizens and gained the ability to produce smarter-than-themselves artificial intelligences. The intelligence explosion that ensued gave rise to near-perfect A.I.'s: the Minds. Superintelligent artificial beings that see to the well-being of the whole Culture, the Minds have the potential to see and hear and feel everything, at all times. They are in charge of people's wellbeing, and ensure themselves that everybody has access to anything they could desire. People simply have to ask aloud; the Mind in charge will give it to him or her. The Minds are (almost) omniscient, (almost) omnipotent and (apparently?) benevolent. The Culture is also politically special for another reason as there are absolutely no (written) laws in it: The Culture doesn't actually have laws; there are, of course, agreed-on forms of behaviour; manners, as mentioned above, but nothing that we would recognise as a legal framework. Not being spoken to, not being invited to parties, finding sarcastic anonymous articles and stories about yourself in the information network; these are the normal forms of manner-enforcement in the Culture.80



Authority and strength are no longer what holds society together, ostracism is. This essay will concern itself with the reasons for such a state of affairs later, suffice to say for now that the list of “normal forms of manner-enforcement” presented in the above-text seems trivial, it is hard 78 CNN Interview with Iain M. Banks. < http://edition.cnn.com/2008/TECH/space/05/15/iain.banks/>. 79 See for instance “Iain Banks email Q&A October 2008” on . 80 Iain M. Banks, “A Few Notes on the Culture”, 1994. 
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not to smile while reading it. However, the humor of this part hides something. Banks the “evangelical atheist” is also very involved in politics, the Culture being Banks' vision of how humanity should function: [F]or me it's the ideal functioning utopia. It's what ought to be the end state of any decent political system and in one sense you should get there no matter what. Highly advanced capitalism will produce the Culture whether it likes it or not, but of course it won't like it.81



It is funny to see that Banks' “personal utopia” is described in this silly a manner. Can a perfect society's main preoccupation really be “not being invited to parties?” At first glance, it seems more deserving of laughter than concern, but the issue is actually serious. If there is no “legal framework” anymore, if what is left to keep society stable are only manners, then it simply means that the problems (such as theft or murder) that the “legal framework” was supposed to solve do not exist anymore. What it must mean is that the rules of the Culture have been so much internalized by its citizens that they have become natural (or rather, artificial) laws, Culture citizens are in the physical near-impossibility of breaking them. Sure, it means that murders, for instance, are now impossible but what about freedom and originality of thought? By programming its citizens in such a way, by absolutely blocking the possibility of something, the possibility of choice (both of making the right one or the wrong one) is erased. This is the general idea, Banks' proposed programme. Even when it appears at first glance that someone made a choice, that someone broke a habit, still the proramming holds strong, as it is always revealed in the end that the so-called choice was orchestrated by the Minds, manipulating their pan-human hosts for some greater purpose. Fault lines such as these abound in Banks' Culture, which is only allegedly perfect. If the focus is on such problems, it must mean that the real problems have been solved. This is where the question of whether the Culture is a Utopia or not—and for whom—is best found: is the Culture's way enviable?



81 “Interview: Changing society, imagining the future”. Iain M. Banks' interview with Patrick Ward from the Socialist Review, 
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2.2 The god in the machine



The Culture and its inhabitants are under the complete, but benevolent, supervision of the Minds. Earth being taken over by artificial intelligences is a common theme in science fiction, the movie Matrix being the perfect pessimistic example, but the opposite also exists, and it seems that this is what can be found in Banks' fiction: where to give the reins of the world to the machines is the best move a society could make. If rather uncommon in science fiction, this deposition of human sovereignty followed by a sort of enlightened despotism by artificial intelligences being the lesser of two evils, also appeared in the science fiction of Isaac Asimov, and a short presentation of his influential work may shed light on how Banks' Culture functions.



2.2.1 The three laws of Asimov's robotics Isaac Asimov was one of the first to study in depths the potential problems that robots would present to the world. In order to contain these problems, he imagined the famous “Three Laws of Robotics” which are the subject of nearly all of his robot fiction: 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 any orders given to 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.82



These three laws are part of the programming of each robot in Asimov's fiction. They are encoded in their “positronic” brains and literally cannot, under any circumstances, be broken. When put into a situation in which the robot would need to break any of these laws, its brain would immediately freeze. This is of course only the beginning of the story, as all the fiction of Asimov is concerned to some extent with the violation of these laws and how they sometimes conflict with each other. The first of these stories clearly depicts Asimov's writing mechanics for robot stories. In “Runaround” (1942), a robot called SPD-13 (or “Speedy”) has been sent by two scientists to gather an important life support element, selenium, that can be found seventeen miles away from 82 First appearance of the three laws in the short story “Runaround” (1942).
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the base in a “selenium pool” on the surface of Mercury. After five hours without any sign of life from Speedy, the two scientists decide to investigate. What they find is Speedy running in circles around the selenium pool, because it turns out that selenium, in unprotected circumstances, is harmful to a robot. The second law does say that a robot has to obey human beings, but as the order to get the selenium was given matter-of-factly and did not mention the fact that its lack was life-threatening for the humans in the base, this order conflicted with the third law, that says that a robot must protect its own existence. The result was Speedy in a loop around the selenium pool: unable to approach it as it would violate the third law, unable to come back to the base as it would violate the second. The solution: the scientists put themselves in direct danger by leaving the shadows and running the risk of being burned by the unfiltered rays of the sun. As a robot cannot “through inaction, allow a human being to come to harm” (First Law of Robotics) it instantly went to the rescue of the scientists, and thus came out of its loop. Most of Asimov's stories, like “Runaround”, were concerned with humanoid robots, the intelligence of which being roughly on the same level of magnitude as the intelligence of human beings and as such far below the Minds' level of intelligence. Artificial intelligences such as Banks' Minds are present in one story though, “The Evitable Conflict” (1950), where they are called the “Machines”. Those “Machines” are “positronic” robots, in that they do follow the three laws of robotics. They are immobile though, and are more akin to our modern supercomputers. In charge of the financial number-crunching and the organization of the world's industries, they tell people how, where and on what to work on, so as to share resources in the most equitable and efficient ways. Said to be perfect, their near-infinite calculation powers are supposed to allow them to take care of Earth better than any human being could. Completely beyond the comprehension of man, the “Machines” are a “gigantic extrapolation”83: 'A team of mathematicians work several years calculating a positronic brain equipped to do certain similar acts of calculation. Using this brain they make further calculations to create a still more complicated brain, which they use again to make one still more complicated and so on. According to Silver, what we call the Machines are the result of ten such steps'84



The Machines are the product of an intelligence explosion event such as imagined by the Technological Singularity. The problem in “The Evitable Conflict” is that it appears that those infallible computers have made mistakes: 83 Isaac Asimov, “The Evitable Conflict” in The Complete Robot, p 551. 84 Ibid.
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'World Steel reports an over-production of twenty thousand long tons. The Mexican Canal is two months behind schedule. The mercury mines at Almaden have experienced a production deficiency since last spring, while the Hydroponics plant Tientsin has been laying men off'85



It is revealed at the end of the story that the Machines have fine-tuned their programming: instead of mentioning “human being” the first law now mentions “humanity”. The solution to the story’s problem is then that there never were any. The supposed mistakes were deliberate, the Machines had taken hold of the fate of humanity and simply knew better how to arrange the world. Over-production, delays, everything had been calculated to achieve some long term goal: the ultimate preservation of humanity. If some particular human beings were harmed along the way, if they lost their jobs for instance, it is alright with the “Machines” as “humanity” in general gained something in the personal loss on only one being. As one of the characters concludes: “Mankind has lost its own say in its future. […] How horrible!” 86 , to which the robopsychologist Susan Calvin, the heroine of many Asimov’s stories answers: “[H]ow wonderful! Think, that for all time, all conflicts are finally evitable. Only the Machines, from now on, are inevitable!” 87 This seems to be quite a pessimistic view of our future, one where human agency will be reduced to a minimum, one where machines will decide what is best and where humanity should go. But is that so bad? Dr. Calvin does not think so, and she argues that Mankind could not have “lost its own say in its future”88 because, 'It never had any, really. It was always at the mercy of economic and sociological forces it did not understand – at the whims of climate, and the fortunes of war. Now the Machines understand them, and no one can stop them, since the Machines will deal with them as they are dealing with the Society, – having, as they do, the greatest weapons at their disposal, the absolute control of our economy.'89



In other words, Man was always a pawn in the hands of various powers, most of them abstract and immaterial, like the global economy. What is going to change is that these powers will now be rational and reasonable powers. To say that this is pessimistic is an understatement. The fact is that in Isaac Asimov's fiction, as opposed to many works in the science fiction genre, none of the robots are ever evil and the human beings suffer much from the comparison with them. Racist, sexist, cruel; human beings are nearly all the time the villains of Asimov's stories. 85 86 87 88 89



Ibid., p 546-547. Ibid., p 573-574. Ibid., p 574. Ibid., p 573 Ibid., p 574
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Seeing as the robots are so much more humane than them, the alternative presented by the Machines, their taking control over humanity, does indeed seem like a good idea.



2.2.2 Living in artificial habitats Banks' science fiction takes place thousands of years after an event such as the one presented in “The Evitable Conflict”. Shortly after the intelligence explosion, the sentient AIs and the biological inhabitants of spaceships and space stations decided to secede from the various planets their ancestors originated from, and to create a loose confederation called the Culture that started spreading around the galaxy. This very reason, the fact that Culture citizens necessarily live on artificial constructs, make them dependent on a great variety of life support apparatus which are a lot more complicated than what can be found on the comparatively primitive International Space Station, for example, and which makes the presence of a Mind controlling everything a necessity. Those artificial habitats can take a great variety of forms, from relatively small spaceships that can house only a dozen of people to enormous Orbitals: gigantic rings orbiting around a sun, and which can house up to fifty billion people. People on an Orbital live on the inner side of the ring, gravity and the cycle of day and light being produced by the rotation of the ring on itself. There are some interesting consequences to that: the horizon is curving up; one can walk forever spinwards or counter-spinwards, but will eventually hit a thousand kilometers high wall if one walks in the the two other directions; if one looks directly on top of him he could, with very good eyes or a telescope (the diameter of an Orbital being three million kilometers), see the people living on the other side of the Orbital. Looking up, the first thing a gazer would see would be the Hub though, the name given to the Mind in charge of the Orbital and that (physically) floats at its very center. To be in charge of the Orbital means to supervise all the more-or-less automated life support mechanisms of the Orbital, but mostly it means to personally take care of all the inhabitants. To do that, [t]he Hub has millions of human-form representative entities called avatars with which it deals on a one-to-one basis with its inhabitants. It is theoretically capable of running each of those and every other system on the Orbital directly while communicating individually with every human and drone present on the world, plus a number of other ships and Minds.90



The use of the term avatar is not innocent. If today's social networks are giving to this 90 Iain M. Banks, Look to Windward, p 481.
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term a new definition, in the Hindu religion avatars were the terrestrial incarnations of deities, who descended on Earth to fulfill a purpose. In the Baghavad Gita, one of the holy books of Hinduism, Vishnu gives an example of when and where he appears: Whenever there is a decline of Dharma [universal balance] and the rise of Adharma [the opposite], O Arjuna, then I manifest (or incarnate) Myself. I incarnate from time to time for protecting the good, for transforming the wicked, and for establishing Dharma, the world order. 91



Or in other baser words, the general support of the world, exactly what a Mind/Hub does with its “domain”. The Hub of the Orbital Masaq', where most of Look to Windward takes place, is one of the main characters of the novel, and is present physically, when the center of the Orbital is visited by characters; as a disembodied voice when people ask for information or simply chatter to the numerous terminals that fill the Orbital; and finally in the form of the human-shaped avatars it embodies throughout the course of the novel. An artificial being of immense power, most of what Hub is seen to be doing in the novel is terribly trivial as freed from the necessity of thinking, many Culture citizens rely on it for many very simple things. In the first chapter of the novel, one such citizen is confused: 'Hey, is this edible?' 'What?' 'This.' 'I don't know. Bite it and see.' 'But it just moved.' 'It just moved ? What, under its own power?' 'I think so.' […] 'Excuse me, are you edible?' 'Are you really talking to your food?' 'I don't know. I don't know if it is food.' […] 'Will you stop poking that? You'll bruise it.' 'But can you eat it?' 'You can eat anything you can get into your mouth and swallow.' 'You know what I mean.' 'Ask, you idiot!' 'I just did.' 'Not it! Grief, what are you glanding? Should you be out? Where's your minder, terminal, whatever?' 'Well, I didn't want to just-' […] 'Hub, can I eat this?'92



A word of explanation on this scene. The people talking are all (human-based) guests at a party, overheard by one of the main characters of the novels, Kabe Ischloear, an alien being who 91 The Baghavad Gita, 4.7-8. Translated by Dr. Ramanand Prasad. 92 Iain M. Banks, Look to Windward, p 27-29.
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had gone into one of those strange, trance-like states he sometimes experienced at gatherings like this, when the conversation - or rather when several conversations at once - went zinging to and fro in a dizzying, alienly human sort of way.93



This is a good representation of what Hub is seen doing the most in Look to Windward. It is interesting to note that the device that allows people to communicate with it can be called a minder. The Oxford English Dictionary gives as a definition of minder: “a person whose job is to look after someone or something”. Exactly what the Hub does for everyone living on the Orbital, even when the “minding” is as seemingly silly as the example presented above. The fact is that for Culture citizens hunger is something from the long-gone past and to recognize what is food or not is no longer a survival trait, as always will the minder be there, always will a Mind be available for guidance. This is what is truly shocking in the Culture, the dependence on terminals such as these is such that people see it as dumb to go out without their minder. Indeed, the reaction of people around the person wondering if what he has in front of him is edible or not, is to question his presence in the party because he does not have his minder with him. To be on one's own means to be “glanding” something (in other words, to be under the effect of drugs), to rely solely on oneself means to be crazy. The opinion of Culture citizens seems to be that they should not go out by themselves, they have to bring their minders to think in their place. At first glance, readers may tend to think the whole scene ridiculous, only until they realize that it also applies their own life. Indeed, what about today's smartphones and their constant connection to Internet? One tap at the screen and the user calls up an encyclopedia, his agenda, an itinerary, or many other tools. Very practical it all is, yes, but is that not a sort of “minding” like in the Culture? It seems that today on Earth, responsibility over one's life, over one's thinking, is not held only by the individual anymore but reaches beyond his physical self to the many supplements he now needs to live his life. The “minders” found in Banks' fiction are only exaggerated versions of today's smartphones. Banks does not represent a rupture with the world, his science fiction is, at least in part, a fiction of science that extends contemporary science. By thinking about the future as it does, Banks challenges in his writing Heidegger position that “science is not thinking” 94. Indeed, this is exactly what science (fiction) is doing: by thinking and fictionalizing science, it is writing 93 Ibid., p 30. 94 Martin Heidegger, What is Called Thinking, p 8.
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the future.



2.2.3 The motives of artificial gods Something else that must be remembered is that the Minds are not only super-computers, they are also sentient beings.95 They are not only immensely smart, they also have the capacity to feel, to get interested, curious; they have distinct tastes, different ways to pass their time and they also do get things horribly wrong sometimes (a good example being what starts the plot of Look to Windward: an error of judgment that cost a few billion lives). They are not only machines then, they do not solely respond to stimulus, they have agendas. At one point in the book can be found this exchange between Hub and Ziller, one of the main characters of Look to Windward, which sheds light on what Minds could gain from the relationship they have with Culture citizens: 'Hub.' 'Ziller. Good evening. Are you enjoying yourself?' 'No. How about you?' 'Of course.' 'Of course? Can real happiness be so ... foregone as that? How depressing.' 'Ziller, I am a Hub Mind. I have an entire - and if I may say so - quite fabulous Orbital to look after, not to mention having fifty billion people to tend to.' 'Certainly I wasn't going to mention them.'96



Ziller is not a Culture citizen, he is a guest to the Orbital Masaq'. A slightly annoying and cynical guest, it must be said, always questioning and criticizing the Culture. Hub does not care about Ziller's response, and explains how he cannot not have a good time, there are simply too many things to do, too many things to see, too many things to “look after”. Quite an impressive image of today's information-saturated life. There is a very important twist though, in comparison to how humanity currently copes with state of affairs as the Minds can get along with this saturation without getting neurotic. What human beings perceive as noise, Minds appreciate clearly as meaningful information. After some pages of a very detailed description on what Hub has to do, much to the annoyance of Ziller, it then switches to the people: 'Then there are drones and other autonomous sentients, able to communicate directly and at speed, plus the implanted humans and other biologicals also able to converse immediately. Plus of course 95 If they are artificial, the Minds are before anything else Cultural. Both the producers and the receivers of thousand-of-years old cultural codes, they ironically mirror the cultural conventions of humanity in its artificiality. 96 Iain M. Banks, Look to Windward, p 427.
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I have millions of avatars like this one, the majority of them talking with and listening to people right now.' ' ... Have you finished?' 'Yes. But even if all the other stuff seems a bit esoteric, just think of all those other avatars at all those other gatherings, concerts, dances, ceremonies, parties and meals; think of all that talk, all those ideas, all that sparkle and wit!' 'Think of all that bullshit, the nonsense and non-sequiturs, the self-aggrandisement and selfdeception, the boring stupid nonsense, the pathetic attempts to impress or ingratiate, the slowwittedness, the incomprehension and the incomprehensible, the gland-addled meanderings and general suffocating dullness.' 'That is the chaff, Ziller. I ignore that. I can respond politely and where necessary felicitously to the most intense bore forever without flagging and it costs me nothing. It's like ignoring all the boring bits in space between the neat stuff like planets and stars and ships. And even that's not completely boring anyway.' 'I cannot tell you how glad I am that you live such a full life, Hub.' 'Thank you.' 'May we talk about me for just a little while?' 'As long as you like.'97



What better to ask? Hub seems to be a god that always answers, even to the silliest prayers, and that does it gladly. The Culture and its inhabitants are under the complete, but benevolent, supervision of the Minds. There is a lot of irony (and humor) in this passage though. Already a long quotation, the scene in the book is actually much longer, with the poor Ziller having a lot of trouble making his voice heard. It is true that Hub seems to be honest, seems to be really preoccupied with the well-being of its inhabitants (as the last two lines show) but its nearmonologue is so unilateral that it is hard not to be at least a little bit doubtful . Moreover, Hub's interests seem focused on communication with beings that are by definition lesser, that can never hope to get anywhere close to the intellectual level of the Minds. Doubts creep in: do Minds have a hidden agenda? Readers used to classical science fiction would certainly expect such an outcome but never does it materialize in Banks' science fiction, Culture Minds are always benevolent. There seems to be only one explanation then, Minds truly are gods, irreverent gods yes, but omniscient and omnipotent, at least from the perspective of human beings. Is Banks telling his readers that the only hope for mankind is to build a proper God? It certainly seems that Banks is taking Heidegger to the letter: “Only a god can save us. The only possibility available to us is that by thinking and poetizing we prepare a readiness for the appearance of a god”98.



97 Ibid., p 429-430. 98 Martin Heidegger, “Only a God Can Save Us: The Spiegel Interview (1966)”, p 57.
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2.3 Exorbitant methods As was explained before, Banks can have strong opinions about life. Issues of politics, religion, technology or entertainment are all of interest to him. In his books, they get a sort of enhanced treatment, they are exaggerated to huge proportions so as to fit the scope of a work in the space opera genre. However, more often than not, these issues are tackled indirectly, usually through the representation of foreign characters living in or around the Culture and discussing and arguing about it. A fitting adjective to describe this process, and another borrowing from Jacques Derrida, would be the adjective “exorbitant”. In De la grammatologie, in the last sub-part of Chapter 2, “L'exorbitant. Question de méthode”, Derrida explains that to study something one has to come out from “l'intérieur de la clôture”99 and to adventure oneself out of the “orbita”100. It does stand to reason though, how else can one study something? One has first to come out of the something so as to be able to see and then study it properly. 2.3.1 The present through a deformed looking-glass Banks' first novel, Consider Phlebas, is a good example of this treatment. In that book, the Idirans (a race of very aggressive tripedal alien beings) are in the process of invading the whole galaxy because they are God's chosen ones, they say. One part of this novel's epigraph being “Idolatry is worse than carnage”101, quoted from “The Koran, 2:190”102 it is only easy and too natural to read the book as a critique of religion, critique done using a gross overstatement of Earth circumstances. The complication comes from the fact that even if it seems that the Idirans are cast as the ultimate scary villains in that book, the story is told through the point of view of Bora Horza Gobuchul, a mercenary in the service of the Idirans, against the supposed good guys, the Culture. Horza is smart, powerful and he does have a conscience. When he meets Balveda, a Culture agent that is his main protagonist and enemy in the novel, they discuss why he is on the Idiran side and not the Culture's. Balveda asks him directly: 99 Jacques Derrida, De la grammatologie, p 232. 100 Ibid. 101 This much quoted passage from the Koran is actually a mis-translation. More correct translations give “Oppression is worse than murder”. It of course carries a lot less emotional weight for someone like Banks who seems to be taking a stab at religious fundamentalism. 102 Iain M. Banks, Consider Phlebas, epigraph.
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'I really don't understand you, Horza. You must know how many species, how many civilisations, how many systems, how many individuals have been either destroyed or . . . throttled by the Idirans and their crazy goddamned religion. What the hell has the Culture ever done compared to that?'103



To which he answers: 'I don't care how self-righteous the Culture feels, or how many people the Idirans kill. They're on the side of life – boring, old-fashioned, biological life; smelly, fallible and short-sighted, God knows, but real life. You're ruled by your machines. You're an evolutionary dead end. The trouble is that to take your mind off it you try to drag everybody else down there with you. The worst thing that could happen to the galaxy would be if the Culture wins this war.'104



This argument about the Culture's inhumanity is constantly fought in the various Culture novels. The deconstructed post-humanism of the Culture is constantly put at odds with more traditional ways of life. However, seeing as humanism (because human-centered: “boring, oldfashioned, smelly fallible and short sighted, God knows, but real life”, as Horza says) is incarnated in the novel by the bloodthirsty Idirans, readers tend to immediately discard his comments. It is almost impossible to sympathize with his quest, even if he makes very good points about the Culture. Moreover, for all his incredible powers and achievements, Horza constantly fails at what he is doing. All his companions die, and sometimes very stupidly, such as when crew-member Lenipobra falls to his death – he had forgotten his anti-gravity pack would only work on a real planet, not an artificial habitat like an Orbital. A resilient man, Horza keeps to his quest, which in the end is nearly a success – he dies before he can get on the prize, a recentlyborn Mind which he was supposed to bring to the Idirans for experiments. However, and that is the important point, even if he had succeeded in his mission, the consequences would have been negligible. The Culture still would have won and the Idirans would only have gained some respite, as is shown in the appendices to the book. Called the “The Idiran-Culture War”, those appendices are supposed to have been extracted from a Cultural historical text on the war. They explain along a dozen pages the reasons of the war, how it was fought and eventually won by the Culture, the number of casualties and finally the consequences the war had on the universe at large. The conclusions are very straight-forward: never could the Idirans have won. Their need to spread religion and their attachment to conquest meant that they had to forever expand, draw more soldiers into the fight and so, because they did not 103 Ibid., p 54. 104 Ibid., p 55.
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manufacture them like the Culture did, it meant the dispersion of their reserves. Most of the Culture citizens, for their part, lived on artificial habitats that could double as spaceships if there was need. The logical plan for the Culture was then to fall back, flee and abandon their few planets for some years, until they had manufactured enough war-ships and soldier-machines so as to be strong enough to fight back. To cut it short: Horza's quest never had any point, a fact that becomes clear early in the novel. Even if readers could maybe sympathize with the reasons Horza was giving above, it is next to impossible to sympathize with the Idirans. Added to the fact that the novel first cast Horza as a sort of superman but then made him fail time again, all was organized to show how he is (and through him, his cause) a failure. In Banks' words: I guess this approach has to do with my reacting to the cliché of SF's 'lone protagonist.' You know, this idea that a single individual can determine the direction of entire civilizations. It's very, very hard for a lone person to do that. And it sets you thinking what difference, if any, it would have made if Jesus Christ, or Karl Marx or Charles Darwin had never been.105



Would anything have been that different if such great people had never existed anyway? Consider Phlebas seems to answer a very definite “no” to that question, the world is too complicated for mere human beings to have that big of an impact on the universe. Following that line of argument, one could say that Jesus, Marx or Darwin simply were in the right place and at the right time. For their names to have been remembered is simply, at first, a coincidence. 106 How well are they remembered anyway? They have become both more and less than who and what they were when alive, what they gained in religious/political/scientific aura, they lost in life. In other words, they have become cultural constructs, mere characters. The same is true for Horza, as Consider Phlebas' Epilogue (which is placed after the appendices) shows. The Mind that Horza was supposed to steal for the Idirans was in the end recovered by the Culture and cast in its own spaceship. The last page of the book presents a Culture citizen, unrelated to anything that happened in the book, boarding this spaceship, which introduces itself: 'I am the Bora Horza Gobuchul ,' the ship said, through the drone. 'That's a weird name. How did you end up calling yourself that?' The remote drone dipped one front corner slightly, its equivalent of a shrug. 'It's a long story...' Gimishin Foug shrugged. 'I like long stories.'107 105 Banks' interview with Stan Nicholls for Starlog. 106 An interesting example involving Jesus can be found in the short novella (then expanded into a novel) Behold the Man by Michael Moorcock. 107 Iain M. Banks, Consider Phlebas, p 987.
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Horza was an enemy of the Culture, a mercenary in the service of the Idirans. His name has now been recuperated, recycled even, by what he hated the most: those caricatures of life, the artificial Minds. In the novel, the Culture itself was never properly entered, only fought against, and in the end it won incontestably. By showing only the loosing side, what Consider Phlebas is doing is presenting the Culture (and also culture without the capital letter) as an unstoppable steam-roller. Because the readers never have the chance to sympathize with the Culture, even though they know that they are the real “axis of good”, the fact that the “good side” won is a bit bitter. As was mentioned previously, Iain Banks' work is quite pessimistic, the situation at the end of Consider Phlebas is not perfect (indeed, the number of casualties went up to 851.4 billion; a number that includes the sentient machines of the Culture), it is only good enough, seeing the circumstances. The depiction of the bloodthirstiness of the Idirans' religion, added of course to the (badly translated) reference to the Koran in the epigraph, can only remind readers of the countless murders done in the name of God throughout our history. It seems to be Banks' argument that Man (for it is certainly not the Culture that represents Mankind in Consider Phlebas, the Idirans do) is doomed to be Man, always, and the best thing he could do would be to abandon his say in the world's affairs and leave his fate to the machines. If not “on the side of life”, at least they are rational and reasonable. Religion in general, and fundamentalism in particular, just like Consider Phlebas shows, is almost always present in some form in his Banks' fiction, always to be criticized, always to be ridiculed. Of course, religion is but a consequence, what is ultimately criticized and ridiculed is Man himself. All of his endeavors are bound to failure: for Man, on the “side of life”, kills; Man, on the side of democracy, imprisons; Man, on the side of free speech, censors; Man, on the side of religious freedom, proselytizes. The only seemingly good human being comes from the Culture, and this human being is not humane anymore.



2.3.2 Grasping the future In Consider Phlebas' loose sequel, Look to Windward, the already-mentioned Mahrai Ziller and Kabe Ischloear, alien beings born outside the Culture but who are living in one of its habitats, constantly debate together about the Culture. This culture that welcomed them is nearly
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their only subject of discussion with the problems of dying, of backing-up, of having no religion, of having no point in life but having fun, and of course the problems of sentient artificial beings. This need to debate about the Culture is shared by nearly all characters of Banks’ Culture novels, as people outside of it often feel that there is something not quite right with it. Its altruistic stance towards the whole universe hides something, many of them feel. Quickly, though, this is derided as nay-saying, and the readers are left with an uneasy sensation as the arguments of the Culture's critics were never really answered to. The constant discussions between Ziller and Kabe, those ethical “fights” that the Culture citizens never “win” (as they simply drop out of the discussions), are seemingly enjoyed by the Culture citizens: “‘I think they enjoy it’ Kabe said. [...] ‘We help to define them. They like that. [...] [W]e give them an alien standard to calibrate themselves against.’” 108 As Kabe and Ziller are the characters that most resemble Earth's humans, serving the exploratory mode role that is necessary to present a science-fictional world, the above-quotation could be rephrased thusly: “We help to define them. They like that. We give them a human standard to calibrate themselves against”. Indeed, the alien beings Ziller and Kabe are the much-needed human part of the novel, to which the posthuman is compared. The outside view they give on the Culture is then an inside view, a preview, given from the human perspective. To put it differently, the exorbitant method is not only used on today's society, it is also used so as to study the future. The gazing goes on both sides, and if the future is looking at the present, the opposite is also true: there is an attempt by the humane elements (the aliens) to lasso back the exorbitant in the “clôture” 109 so as to make it graspable by the all-too-human readers of the Culture novels.



108 Iain M. Banks, Look to Windward, p 110. 109 Jacques Derrida, De la grammatologie, p 232.
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2.4 Critiquing the critique 2.4.1 A perfect society This way of setting the viewpoint outside of the Culture but constantly directed to the Culture has another effect: it gives to the readers the impression that it is untouchable and unmovable. It is impossible to find a truly complete description of it, or to have someone or something from the Culture describe it as it is. What is more, outside critics can never get a real grasp on it, as they can never bring it to discuss and argument with them: the Culture is above it all. It also wins bigger conflicts all the time and so, to dare attack it on any level would be just like a common man trying to hide the sun with his thumb or fighting a mountain with a wooden sword. It is doomed with failure, the Culture simply is and will be, and will one day encompass everything. Seen from the other side, what the Culture shows is that science and technology will threaten the liberal humanist subject through a fiction of a far-future, that can only be linked with today's present. If the actual future is a consequence of the present, Banks' science fiction is the study of possible consequences that are derived from the present. In Banks novels, not only is the Culture inevitable, it is also actively spread. And smugly at that: Some of the Culture's more self-congratulatingly clever Minds (not in itself an underpopulated category), patently with far too much time on their platters, had come up with the shiny new theory that the Culture was not just in itself completely spiffing and marvellous and a credit to all concerned, it somehow represented a sort of climactic stage for all civilisations, or at least for all those which chose to avoid heading straight for Sublimation as soon as technologically possible (Sublimation meant your whole civilisation waved farewell to the matter-based universe pretty much altogether, opting for a sort of honorary godhood). Avoid self-destruction, recognise - and renounce - money for the impoverishing ration system it really was, become a bunch of interfering, do-gooding busybodies, resist the siren call of selfish self-promotion that was Subliming and free your conscious machines to do what they did best essentially, running everything - and there you were; millennia of smug self-regard stretched before you, no matter what species you had started out from.110



Several things are noteworthy in this quotation. First, the narrator is obviously breaking the fourth wall and the satirical voice of the biased implied author is clearly heard. The humor is clear in the first sentence. Minds certainly do not have “platters”, and they always have plenty of “time”. And what about the use of the extremely old-fashioned adjective “spiffing”? The satire is clear, and the humor dark: This “bunch of do-gooding busybodies”, is a bunch of super110 Iain M. Banks, Matter, p 326-327.



David Creuze



2. Banks' world – 2.4.1 A perfect society



45



intelligent “conscious machines” that are “running everything”. Striking to see such an important facet of the Culture ridiculed by the implied author. But is it truly being ridiculed? One can also read in this extract an important programmatic proposition on the nature of money: it should be renounced as “the impoverishing ration system it really” is. Lost as it is in the middle of the quotation, surrounded by funny comments on the Minds, readers could tend to take this proposition lightly. The reverse happens: the seriousness of this proposition contaminates the statements about the Culture Minds, which are slightly grudgingly accepted as facts. Minds indeed are the best at running things and human beings are worthless as the administrators of their lives. The irony used by the implied narrator is a smokescreen, it tries to hide its unease. One last comment: to say that the Culture is actually “smug” is a lie, the Minds are never anything else that extremely focused on making things right and, when (very rarely) things get wrong, they recognize the fact right away and put all their powers in the solving of the problems. It is strangely ironic, as, reading a quotation which at first glance seems to lightly and funnily play down the Minds' despotism, readers would tend to expect dystopian outcomes. 111 However, never does it materialize in Banks' science fiction. Civilizations that could be defined as being dystopias do exist in his universe, but the Culture is not one of them. Time and again, it is being cast into the “good guys” role and even when it looks like it may be doing rather evil stuff such as corrupting politicians or even murdering them (the “do-gooding busybodies” part), it always has a good excuse: it will save more people in the long-term than it hurt in the shortterm, their most of the time horribly described deaths is just a detail. The reason why the Culture is not dystopian is that all these terrible facts are easily accepted as necessary by the readers. The political murders, the corruption, the demotion of human beings from free agents to smart pets, it is all seen as being the best possible outcome. One natural conclusion comes: if it is hard to like the Culture, it is even harder to hate it. Each novel is a new attack on the Culture's way of life, but each novel is also the Culture winning and showing that it was right all along. It is interesting to think again about the epigraphs of both Consider Phlebas and Look to Windward here: Gentile or Jew O you who turn the wheel and look to windward, 111 One should also note that this quotation comes from the eighth novel from the Culture, Matter. Readers have had plenty of time to see by themselves that the Culture indeed is perfect, that the Culture is never presented as being dystopian.
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Consider Phlebas, who was once handsome and tall as you. – T.S. Eliot, “The Waste Land”, IV112



This is clearly a warning against vanity and pride, but the question of just who is warned is somewhat problematic. To answer that it is the Culture seems at first glance to be the obvious choice, for the Culture is “handsome”, is “tall” and is never anything other that terribly arrogant. In Consider Phlebas, the character Horza is more an anti-hero than a superhero. If he does have amazing powers (he can regenerate his body, he can spit poison or change his appearance at will) he is no match against the whole of the Culture and his tale is one of constant failures. One common saying in Banks' fictional universe is “Don't fuck with the Culture” 113 and it is true that, in the end, it never loses. Sometimes it does fail though, temporarily at least, like in Look to Windward. Most of the plot revolves around a planned suicide attack by the Chelgrians (an alien race somewhat similar to the Idirans) against the Culture; an attack that could kill billions of people in one go. To cut a long story short, this attack is the vengeance of the Chelgrians, after the (supposedly altruistic) political interventionism by the Culture provoked a civil war. It is then easy to see the warning against vanity aimed to the Culture, the self-proclaimed moral authority of Banks' fictional universe. But, as always, the Culture wins and the people responsible for the planning of the impossible attacks die, again, horrible deaths. The fact is that the Culture does not try to “turn the wheel” of Fate so that it conforms to its ideals, the Culture is not facing “windward”; it is the wind of change that unsettle everything on its passage. The warnings in the epigraphs are not addressed to the Culture but to anyone trying to face it, to anyone trying to stop the future from happening.



2.4.2 The gods' opinion In one novella, Banks does use the Culture point of view. There is a twist though, as in “The State of the Art” this point of view is directed to us, to planet Earth. In this story, a Culture space-ship called the Arbitrary is orbiting our world in the year 1977. A recently discovered planet, Earth is to be assessed by the Arbitrary and its pan-human crew. The conclusion of this 112 Iain M. Banks, Look to Windward's epigraph; and Iain M. Banks, Consider Phlebas' epigraph. 113 Examples can be found in Look to Windward: “You know what they say, Huyler. Don't fuck with the Culture. We are about to”, p 583; in The Player of Games: “Mean enough.... But if it ever tries to fuck with the Culture it'll find out what mean really is.”, p 512; and in Surface Detail: “I think we all know the saying: 'Don't fuck with the Culture”, p 748.
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mission needs to answer this question: should the Culture formally establish contact with Earth and give it the chance to join the Culture, or should it be left alone for the time being? The answer the novella gives to that question is that our world is not yet worthy, that the human race needs to be ethically enhanced. In order to go to that conclusion, Earth was thoroughly dissected, its culture digested, its history studied to the full. In other words, a critique of Mankind was made. It is clear both in theme, as was just explained, but also in the form of “The State of the Art”, which is that of a critical essay. It is possible to find in it an introduction and a conclusion, numbered parts and subparts, enlightening titles, and even (quite satirical) footnotes from “The Drone”, a sentient Artificial Intelligence that is in charge of editing and translating into English the narrator's account of what happened on Earth during the Arbitrary's mission. It even has a “problématique”, in a way, which can be summarized in three questions: “Who are we?”; “Who am I?” and finally “Who are you?”. For all their power, the Culture and its citizens still need to ask those questions. In “The State of the Art”, what the critic can see is what he puts in. When one embarks on the signifying quest that is critiquing a work of art, one has to be careful, especially in the open work of Banks. As we read his fiction, we are read back; as we critique, we are critiqued back. The view from outside is also a view from inside the work of art, and the critic needs to be careful, as, in a way, he is judged by who and what he criticizes. A good example from the novella happens after Dervley Linter, one of the crew members of the Arbitrary, is sent to Paris. Linter instantly fell in love with the city, its architecture and its cultural life; but also with its many flaws, its chaos and its dirtiness, its tragedies and the way they are transcended into works of art that can emotionally touch super-humans like Culture citizens. Following all that, Linter decided to stay on the planet, and he even got un-enhanced by the Arbitrary so that he could become more like a genuine Earth human. Diziet Sma, the main character and narrator, was then sent to Paris to talk sense into him, to convince him to stay with the Culture. Before meeting him, she visits the “Île de la Cité” in Paris, and sees an interesting looking triangular park situated behind the Notre-Dame cathedral: I walked into the park, hands in pockets, just wandering, and found some curiously narrow and austere - almost threatening - steps leading down between masses of rough-surfaced white stone. I hesitated, then went down, as though towards the river. I found myself in an enclosed courtyard; the only other exit I could see was down a slope to the water, but that was barred by a jagged
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construction of black steel. I felt uneasy. There was something about the hard geometry of the place that induced a sense of threat, of smallness and vulnerability; those jutting weights of white stone somehow made you think of how delicately crushable human bones were. I seemed to be alone. I stepped, reluctantly inquisitive, into the dark, narrow doorway that led back underneath the sunlit park. It was the memorial to the Deportation. I remember a thousand tiny lights, in rows, down a grilled-off tunnel, a recreated cell, fine words embossed ... but I was in a daze. It's over a century ago now, but I still feel the cold of that place; I speak these words and a chill goes up my back; I edit them on screen and the skin on my arms, calves and flanks goes tight. The effect remains as sharp as it was at the time; the details were as hazy a few hours afterwards as they are now, and as they will be until the day I die.[…] I came out stunned. I was angry at them, then. Angry at them for surprising me, touching me like that. Of course I was angry at their stupidity, their manic barbarity, their unthinking, animal obedience, their appalling cruelty; everything that the memorial evoked... but what really hit me was that these people could create something that spoke so eloquently of their own ghastly actions; that they could fashion a work so humanly redolent of their own inhumanity. I hadn't thought them capable of that, for all the things I'd read and seen, and I didn't like to be surprised.114



Until this moment, it was quite hard for the readers to like Sma. Haughty and arrogant, she hated her stay on Earth, because she thought us barbarous and stupid. The only way to save us from ourselves, for her, would be an instant intervention from the Culture. Nothing seems to be able to redeem us in her eyes. Indeed, it was nearly impossible for the readers to like themselves, as the conclusions from the Arbitrary's crew were all quite true. Earth is a barbarous and cruel place. For a moment, however, the readers and Sma can realize that Mankind sometimes is able to transcend itself and create works as beautifully tragic as the memorial to the Deportation is. For all its power, the Culture does not seem to be able to do that anymore, for a quite simple reason: in order to transcend tragedies, tragedies must occur. Sma's surprise comes in part from the fact that she was feeling superior to us. Far beyond our capabilities, how could we lowly life-forms impact her in any way? To have Earth emotionally touch her is a completely unexpected development. Her surprise is nothing compared to the anger she felt though, as this visit to the Memorial was also a reminder that she was no longer human as we on Earth understand the term. What Sma expected when she came down to assess our planet and its inhabitants was certainly not for herself to be assessed but this is what happened. The mirrors she found on Earth showed her that she was disfigured, that she had something missing. By cutting away their humane part, Culture citizens have been freed from war and hunger, from poverty and sadness, but they also have been freed from the possibility of transcending these hardships into, as in the example above, art. 114 Iain M. Banks, The State of the Art, p 47-48.
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The shock will not last though, and her resolve will get even stronger. Yes, they did transcend in some ways the tragedy that was World War Two, but this did not cure any of the suffering, it did not revive the dead. Yes, maybe Mankind will lose something after it is contacted by the Culture, its soul maybe? But Sma does not believe in the concept of “souls”, and what men and women would be losing if the Culture intervened would be their lives. This conclusion of Sma's critique on Earth may seem hard to accept, but it is difficult to argue against it. For is it not a selfish position to assert that art is more important than death? One could remember Walter Benjamin and the Italian Futurists here: Fiart ars, pereat mundus. If the mémorial for the Déportation is emotionally very “eloquent”, it is also a reminder of the “ghastly actions” of mankind. If it is immensely “touching”, it is also built on top of the bones of millions. The Culture's argument is perfectly summarized in this extract: it is ethically better to live a life in the comfortable shackles that the Culture gives rather than in the freedom of succumbing to the possibly murderous urges of the human soul. The critique of Sma's critique reveals two things. First, it shows that it is quite hard to be a critic, as the episode in the memorial to the Deportation shows. It seems to be obvious, but it does good to be reminded. Second, it shows Sma and the Culture winning in the end, besides it all. A fact which tells us Earth humans that the warnings found in Consider Phlebas and Look to Windward were directed to the readers. The Culture is Fate, is the future as it should be, as it is going to be and as it always has. From the very moment when Man was Man, from the very moment he started to think he could master his environment, Man was doomed with the ultimate realization that he had no special place in the universe. The mastery he gained on anything was only ever temporary. There is no final frontier. This is one of the lessons of science: for all his delusions of grandeur, man never really master anything, especially not his life. What the Culture is telling its readers is that Man does not have the capacity to handle the fire that Prometheus stole from the gods.115 He only burns himself or worse, others and the world. Far better to give it back to those who can truly handle it and then finish the human experiment. If this formulation is rather scary, Banks spends his time showing his readers how it is not that terrible and how it is only the logical outcome for humanity. To slightly alter Walter Benjamin's formulation when he 115 More attention to this specific point will be found in the follow-up to this essay, which will spend time with the more philosophical aspects of human enhancement. Of great interest will be Bernard Stiegler's book La technique et le temps, 1: La faute d'Épiméthée which studies the myth of Prometheus in great detail.
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was writing about the Italian Futurists: Fiat scientia pereat humanitas. Let there be science, even if humanity is to disappear. To put it all differently: the Culture is inevitable.
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3 Banks' Posthuman “Immortality: A toy which people cry for, And on their knees apply for, Dispute, contend and lie for, And if allowed Would be right proud Eternally to die for.” Ambrose Bierce – The Devil's Dictionary



3.1 The pharmakon Science fiction, is a genre that, for all its creative energy, is rather conventional in form. Not so much in the postmodern writing of Banks though, in which he often uses but also abuses and satirizes the traditional codes of science fiction. To understand to break the rules, one must know and understand them first though. As such, a brief study of Banks' predecessors is necessary. The way most of them showed their worlds to their readers was interestingly consistent. To explain it, another borrowing must be made from Jacques Derrida: his deconstruction of Plato's Phaedrus in “La pharmacie de Platon”. In Phaedrus, Plato's imagined the myth of the creation of writing. Theuth, god of writing and son of Thammous, king of the gods, comes to his holy father with several new inventions for Man, among these writing. Theuth trusts that it will educate the Egyptians and help them to remember, in his words: “My invention is a recipe (pharmakon) for both memory and wisdom”116. The word between parenthesis, pharmakon, is the Ancient Greek word that was used in the original text. Pharmakon was a problematic word for the translators as not only does it mean recipe or remedy, it also means poison. This last meaning is the one Thammous seems to emphasize in his answer: The fact is that this invention will produce forgetfulness in the souls of those who have learned it because they will not need to exercise their memories […], being able to rely on what is written, using the stimulus of external marks that are alien to themselves […] rather than, from within, their own unaided powers to call things to mind […]. So it is not a remedy for memory, but for reminding, that you have discovered […]. And as for wisdom […], you're equipping your pupils with only a semblance […] of it, not with truth […]. Thanks to you and your invention, your pupils 116 Quoted from Jacques Derrida, “Plato's Pharmacy”, translated by Barbara Johnson, p 75.
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will be widely read without benefit of a teacher's instruction; in consequence, they'll entertain the delusion that they have wide knowledge, while they are, in fact, for the most part incapable of real judgment. They will also be difficult to get on with since they will be men filled with the conceit of wisdom […], not men of wisdom.117



In other words, there is a wager to pay, each coin has its flip-side. If the invention of writing will solve many problems, it will also provoke many new ones. Writing then is neither good nor bad, it all depends on context. If it is good for the spreading of knowledge, it is bad for the individual's personal intelligence growth. This is the way most science fiction functioned, a problem (technological, sociological, political, etc) was solved in such way that new problems were created. One can think of Nineteen-eighty-four, which sees advances in both surveillance technology and linguistics create one of the most oppressive political and societal system ever created in reality or in fiction. After the presentation of this novum,118 what science fiction did was to study the resulting consequences on society. Examples abound, such as in Aldous Huxley's Brave New World which imagined a dystopian future which followed the latest discoveries in genetics and the recent adoption of Fordian mass production in the United States. Another very interesting example of this use of the pharmakon trope can be found in science fiction novel The Dispossessed: An Ambiguous Utopia, by Ursula Leguin.119



3.1.1 Ambiguous utopias This novel is set on the planet Urras and its moon Anarres. The main planet, Urras, looks a lot like a future version of seventies Earth. Two super-powers are fighting a cold war over the planet. One of these, A-Io, is capitalistic and resembles the United States; the other, Thu, is a socialist dictatorship that looks like the Soviet Union. One complication: Anarres, a barren moon with very sparse resources, is the home of the Odonians, who settled on it one hundred and fifty years before the events of the book. The Odonians live in a anarchist-socialist utopia which is 117 Ibid., p 102. 118 Novum, literally “new thing”, is the term used by Darko Suvin to explain how science fiction is driven: “SF is distinguished by the narrative dominance or hegemony of a fictional "novum" (novelty, innovation) validated by cognitive logic” in Darko Suvin, “Science Fiction and the Novum”, p 67. 119 A book which is supposed to in Banks' “top ten science fiction books”, if this “The Culture FAQ” page can be trusted: 
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completely egalitarian, and which follows the teaching of Odo, the philosopher (imaged on Karl Marx) which also inspired Thu. Since the flight of the Odonians from Urras, they have been living in complete isolation. The book is concerned with Shevek, an Odonian scientist who has made an incredible discovery which opens the way for instantaneous communication over any distance. In order to develop his theories, Shevek has to come down on Urras, where he will be the first Odonian to set foot on the planet since they left it. The story is told through his point-of-view, and alternates between chapters on Urras and on Anarres. Shevek's exploration of capitalistic A-Io, on Urras, shows a rich society, full of life and of entertainments; but also full of poor and of oppressed. Same for Thu, which for all its claims at egalitarianism is nothing else but tyrannical. An eccentric view of “a world that [was] our world”, it shows a traditional use of the pharmakon trope, where the something good is balanced with something bad. It is a bit different on Anarres, which seems to have a perfect society. Freed of sexism, racism, individualism, the Odonians of Anarres live in complete solidarity. They are not freed of the poisonous part of the pharmakon though, as if the organization of the “city” is perfect, they also have to make do with nearly nothing. Anarres is a barren place, and famines are frequent. If the flip-side of the coin is not to be found in society, nature balances its perfection: another use of the pharmakon. In her short story “The Ones Who Walk Away From Omelas (Variations on a theme by William James),” Ursula Leguin imagined a perfect city, called Omelas, where people are happy and smart, spiritual but not religious, free-loving but “not simple folk, not dulcet shepherds, noble savages, bland utopians”.120 At several points the narrator breaks the fourth wall and asks to the readers very direct questions, such as if they believe in the town, and then wonders how to convince them. Finally the narrator asks: “Do you believe? Do you accept the festival, the city, the joy? No? Then let me describe one more thing.” 121 This “thing” is the description of what makes the city actually function: a near-dumb child locked-up in a closet, beaten and undernourished. Everyone in the city has to come to see him once in their lives in a sort of twisted pilgrimage. It is somehow the knowledge that there is a miserable child barely surviving in a closet that allows the town to be perfect. As such, it would be a perfect representation of the 120 Ursula Leguin, “The Ones Who Walk Away From Omelas”, in The Wind's Twelve Quarters, p 278. 121 Ibid.
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pharmakon: the terrible state of the child somehow balancing the fact that the town is perfect. However, there is a complication that is to be found in the few questions that the narrator aims at the readers. After describing the child in the closet, it asks, “Now do you believe in them? Are they not more credible?”122 This is where it becomes interesting: as why would it be necessary to ask to the readers whether they believe in the story or not? It very well could be that what the story is doing is questioning the usefulness of the allegory. 123 Rather than asking about the morality of leaving the single suffering for the sake of the many, the story points out the fact that human beings cannot believe that a perfect society is possible, a scapegoat is always necessary. There always must be a flip-side to the coin, it seems, progress cannot be anything else than a pharmakon.



3.1.2 The trace of the pharmakon Leguin leaves the question hanging but Banks, for his part, seems to have shed away this traditional fixture of the genre. If it is often possible to find a potential trace of the poisonous part of the pharmakon, it is very hard to argue for a definite presence. Indeed, how could it even be argued that it is poisonous to posthumans, when readers are only humans? Is it possible for humans to understand posthumans and their motives and their reasons? The trace of the poison seems to lie in the knowledge Banks' posthumans have that they had to shed away something. Sometimes, they feel like they should try to find it back, even though they do not really know if what they have lost is worthy of getting back. Many examples can be found in Banks' science fiction, such as Dervley Linter, who fell in love with how normal human beings lived on Earth in “The State of the Art” and decided to be un-enhanced so that he could live the real experience of a human being; Wrobik Sennkil, who in “A Gift from the Culture” “chose to exercise the freedom the Culture is so proud of bestowing upon its inhabitants by leaving it altogether”124 because it was “dull”125 but also chose to keep the various 122 Ibid. 123 Which is by no means thematically original, as the second part of the short story's title shows. What Leguin is doing is a “variation” upon William James' allegory in his essay The Moral Philosopher and the Moral Life. 124 Iain M. Banks “A Gift from the Culture”, p 6. 125 Ibid.
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enhancements he was born with; or the most ridiculous examples, such as when the whole crew of a Culture spaceship chose to have a common cold, just to see what it was like, in chapter three of The Use of Weapons. Most Culture citizens are very happy of having been born in the Culture though, and not one civilization has ever refused to join the Culture, even if it sometimes happened after dirty manipulation. The wager, the trade-away of this special something in exchange of a Culture life, is always made eagerly. Culture citizens can accept this pharmakon, as for its remedy, a life of easy to obtain pleasures, it is worth to also swallow its poison, the demotion from being an agent to being the spectator of one's life.



Along the novels, readers quickly get the sense that it is impossible to slow down the march of Culture, and also that it is a good thing anyway. But is it ethical to force morality on people? Is it ethical to coerce civilizations into becoming better societies? 126 Is it ethical to impose perfect medicine? It may be that this is where the poisonous part of the pharmakon lies. For instance, the Culture has cured both aging and death. The moral reasons to prevent illnesses or this painful slow death that is growing old are easy to see and nearly everybody would morethan-gladly accept such gifts but, in the Culture, the consequences have become a bit ironic. To prevent death from occurring means to indirectly prevent (new) life from appearing as, without anybody dying, why would anyone in the Culture need to have babies? It is hard to imagine but Culture habitats are nearly completely devoid of children, apart from the few kids that do get born and that are kept in nurseries where they are tended by artificial beings. But is that poisonous? Is that dystopian? The very few kids that do get born are very special, in part because of their rarity, and they are going to be spoiled by most everybody. In short, they are going to be very happy. It could be that the shock readers may feel when they realize the near-absence of children (or of religion, or of heart-wrenching tragic art) in Banks' Culture is only mere sentimentality and that what is important is the disappearance of hardships.



126 The comparison with present day America is of course easy to make. The issue of interventionism will be seen later on, in the last part of this essay
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3.2 Complete control over the body To be born in the Culture means to be endowed with a whole set of genetic enhancements. Banks' posthuman is able to radically transform his body: he can change sex, add limbs, imagination is the only limit. He can “gland” the positive (and, if he wants to, the negative) effects of any drugs at his leisure. He can have a backup of his mind in case of death, which can then be revived into a new body, and he can anyway be biologically immortal if he wishes to. What will be studied in this section is the range of enhancements that Banks' posthuman has at its disposition, and how he copes with it all during his life, from birth to death, and sometimes after.



3.2.1 Sexes and procreation Culture citizens can change sexes when they want, by themselves, without any risks or secondary effects. This sex-change has nothing to do at all with the surgery that is used in our 21st century world by some people, which is more an act of mutilation, a negative act as if it takes away something, whether the penis or the breast, it does not put something back. In a way, the person that is left is neither male or female,127 is someone in-between. In the Culture, when a citizen chooses to change sex, the only necessary thing is an act of will. Simply by thinking the sex change, the process starts and the body modifies itself. After a few weeks, the body will be completely transformed, and will be indistinguishable with someone who was born male or female.128 The human being able to change sex in that way perfectly embodies posthumanity. To be able to actually become the other sex, this can only finish once and for all sexual inequalities. One can only wonder at what happened to the pre-Culture citizens when they gained the possibility to blur, break and destroy the traditional border between Man and Woman, when people gained the possibility of being the other and thus killing it by transforming it into the same.129 127 In biological terms of course, as gender is quite another story. 128 One thing that could hint at the never-changing status of human nature is the fact that if people can change sex, it does not automatically change their sexual identity as in “A Gift from the Culture”, the main character, born a woman, changed sex and was very disappointed when he realized he was still attracted only to men. 129 This particular issue will be studied in details in the follow-up to this work, taking hold on the postmodern science fiction novel Trouble on Triton: An Ambiguous Heterotopia by Samuel R. Delany, which takes place when a changing-sex technology similar to the one in Banks' science fiction matured enough to be available for everybody.
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As in biological terms, the newly transformed Culture citizen will be male or female, he/she will be able to get pregnant. If pregnancy is not something easy and trivial in our lives as Earthlings (and even though many artificial helps are now available, such as artificial insemination), this process is usually considered as natural, at least. It is a completely different story in Banks' posthuman world: It was possible for a Culture female to become pregnant, but then, before the fertilised egg had transferred from her ovary to the womb, begin the slow change to become a man. The fertilised egg did not develop any further, but neither was it necessarily flushed away or reabsorbed. It could be held, contained, put into a kind of suspended animation so that it did not divide any further, but waited, still inside the ovary. That ovary, of course, became a testicle, but - with a bit of cellular finessing and some intricate plumbing - the fertilised egg could remain safe, viable and unchanging in the testicle while that organ did its bit in inseminating the woman who had been a man and whose sperm had done the original fertilising. The man who had been a woman then changed back again. If the woman who had been a man also delayed the development of her fertilised egg, then it was possible to synchronise the growth of the two fetuses and the birth of the babies. To some people in the Culture this - admittedly rather long-winded and time-consuming - process was quite simply the most beautiful and perfect way for two people to express their love for one another. To others it was slightly gross and, well, tacky. 130



The change in mood between the two paragraphs is striking. While in the second one this “long-winded and time-consuming process” is presented as potentially being “the most beautiful and perfect way to express love”, in the first paragraph the process is shown in a very matter-offact and technical way. Rather than showing how some people love in the Culture, like mentioned in the second part, the first presents to its readers the absolute control Culture citizens have on their bodies, completely demystifying the act of birth while on the way. How could readers be able to see this process as being a beautiful way to express love when its description is so cold and technical? Then again, by using the indefinite “to some people” and “to others”, Banks shows that everything exists, that all things and their opposites can be found in an indefinite universe. The world is composed of the whole range of degrees between opposites or, as Heraclitus was quoted to say: “The way up and the way down is one and the same”. 131 Such a philosophy is found exemplified time and again in his novels, and it has also been stated clearly by Banks himself in “A Few Notes about the Culture”: “[i]n summary, we make our own meanings, whether we like it or not”.132 In the book where this part is extracted, Excession, Banks shows to his readers an 130 Iain M. Banks, Excession, p 737-739. 131 Heraclitus, fragment 60, from Philoctetes. 132 Iain M. Banks, “A Few Notes on the Culture”, 
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example of this “most beautiful and perfect way for two people to express love” going wrong. In the book, a “woman who was a man”, a character named Genar-Hofoen, cheated on Dajeil, a pregnant-in-stasis “man who was a woman”. The consequence of Genar-Hofoen's affair was the death of the fetus he/she carried when Dajeil tried to kill him. Much drama ensues, and of course the end of the relationship. The Culture having no laws, the murder attempted by Dajeil was not punished in any other ways than ostracism, and she exiled herself on an Eccentric 133 spaceship called Sleeper Service. There, she froze her pregnancy and kept her baby in her womb for forty years, when the plot of the book starts unfolding.



3.2.2 Technology bordering on the magical One short aside. It all seems very simple there on paper, with one “mind-click” one loads a sort of bio-program which then gives the possibility to make changes to the whole biological setup of the person. Plausibility and realism is a moot point in science fiction, where passes what passes. Yes, some theoreticians have argued that good science fiction is both good fiction and good science but this is only an opinion. Indeed, Iain Banks has once said that what he loved in science fiction was the fact that he was completely free to invent whatever he pleased. He is not tied down to anything, be it history, culture, morality, or the simple need to do researches, such as when he writes his mainstream fiction. As Banks was already quoted to say: Because the Culture is my world, I created it, it’s my train set -- so I make the rules! I’m trying to recreate everything around the various civilisations of the Culture with imagination rather than research -- and that’s a lot easier for me, as I hate doing research.134



Everything comes out of Banks' imagination so why bother asking how it scientifically functions? A simple hint such as the name of a new science, a new invented physics principle will make the readers believe that the whole is coherent. As J.R.R Tolkien explained: What really happens is that the story-maker proves a successful “sub-creator.” He makes a Secondary World which your mind can enter. Inside it, what he relates is “true”: it accords with the laws of that world. You therefore believe it, while you are, as it were, inside. The moment disbelief 133 “Eccentrics” are Minds who chose to exile themselves from the Culture. 134 Interview with Michael Parsons on Wired.co.uk .
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arises, the spell is broken; the magic, or rather art, has failed. You are then out in the Primary World again, looking at the little abortive Secondary World from outside. 135



Besides, as science writer Arthur C. Clarke once said “any sufficiently advanced technology is indistinguishable from magic.”136 It is impossible to argue against the realism of science fiction; as just like it is impossible to argue against an omnipotent God, it is also impossible to argue against a good story-maker. Anyway, however strange it may seem, the idea of total control over one's cells at the atomic level (so as to transform ovaries into testicles for instance) is not that far-fetched an idea, if is taken into account the incredible potential of nanotechnology. The kind of nanomachines needed to alter one's body (for biological sex changes and more) are a few steps ahead of the tumor-aiming nanorobots that were hinted-at in the introduction, but they are by no means inconceivable.



3.2.3 Children in the Culture The issue of pregnancy in the Culture naturally calls for the childhood issue. If it is not described as traumatic by Banks, to say that it is possible to find very bizarre depictions of kids is an understatement. In Look to Windward, one of the most amazing characters, who seems more bizarre and disturbing than even the scariest and strangest aliens or artificial beings it is possible to find in this novel, is a young six-year-old girl named Chomba. Because people live for so long in the Culture, they do not often have babies and children are a very rare sight. Moreover, because “they tended to stick together in their own peer groups rather than be found distributed throughout the society – there seemed to be even fewer than there really were.”137 This is the first reason why Kabe Ischloear, ambassador and journalist living in the Culture, is more interested by the presence of little Chomba than by what is happening around him. Their discussion starts normally enough, and could even be described as cute, if the readers forgot that Kabe was “a glisteningly black three-and-a-bit-metre-tall pyramidal triped”138 or in other words, one very scary alien. Chomba is sitting on the side of a little pool, her feet dangling in the water, around which long fish are swimming: 135 J.R.R Tolkien, “On Fairy Stories”, p 36. 136 Arthur C. Clarke, Profiles of the Future, p 36. 137 Iain M. Banks, Look to Windward, p 248. 138 Ibid., p 32.
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'It's all right,' the child said to Kabe when she noticed him looking at her. She nodded at the slowly swimming fish. 'They don't bite.' 'Are you sure?' Kabe asked, squatting trefoil to bring his head closer to the child's. She watched this manoeuvre with what looked like wide-eyed fascination, but seemed to think the better of commenting. 'Yes,' she said. 'They don't eat meat.' 'But you have such very tasty-looking little toes,' Kabe said, meaning to be funny but instantly worrying that he might frighten her. She frowned briefly, then hugged herself and snorted with laughter. 'You don't eat people, do you?' 'Not unless I'm terribly hungry,' Kabe told her gravely, and then silently cursed himself again. He was starting to recall why he'd never been very good with children of his own species. She looked uncertain about this, then - after one of those vacant expressions you got used to when people were consulting a neural lace or other implanted device - she smiled. 'You're vegetarians, Homomdans. I just checked.' 'Oh,' he said, surprised. 'Do you have a neural implant?'139



Six-year-old Chomba has one, yes: she has a constant brain connection with her habitat's network, she can call up almost instantly information on any subjects, she can launch programs to order and compute any kinds of data or she can look for the public biographical facts of the people she is talking to. In other words, this six-year-old little thing is far beyond the capabilities of any human beings living on Earth today. She is another perfect representation of the posthuman, this being which has her/his consciousness spread beyond her/his body. For all her cuteness, little Chomba is a lot more than a six-year-old child as simply by thinking, she can have access to the shared knowledge pool of the Culture. Her mind is no longer tied to the physicality of her brain, and is both spread and mixed with the minds of every being, human, alien or even artificial, that is likewise connected to the Cultural network. To have such amazing powers in such a cute little kid makes for an unsettling mix. Even Culture kids have access to resources far beyond the capabilities of twenty-first century human beings.



3.2.4 Customizing the body Born in a world that forgot the meanings of scarcity and hardship, Culture citizens never had the lack of anything and never will, including love, as “every single human in the society had been thoroughly, comprehensively and imaginatively spoiled as a child by virtually everyone around them.”140 Culture citizens can also enjoy a “medicine [that] effectively became perfect 139 Ibid., p 248-250. 140 Ibid., p 248.
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about eight thousand years ago”141 and aging has become something of the past. Except if they want to, people in the Culture never fall sick, and if people in general tend to choose to die around four hundred years old (mostly out of boredom), many do not, and they can, if they wish so, live indefinitely. The Culture's perfect medicine goes far beyond therapy, and the possibilities for enhancement and what can only be called the customization of the body are enormous: Uagen Zlepe, scholar, hung from the left-side sub-ventral foliage of the dirigible behemothaur Yoleus by his prehensile tail and his left hand. He held a glyph-writing tablet with one foot and wrote inside it with his other hand. His remaining leg hung loose, temporarily surplus to requirements. He wore baggy cerise pantaloons (currently rolled up above the knee) secured with a stout pocket-belt, a short black jacket with a stowed cape, chunky mirror-finish ankle-bracelets, a single-chain necklace with four small, dull stones and a tasselled box hat. His skin was light green, he was about two metres standing straight on his hind legs and a little longer measured from nose to tail. 142



Whether Uagen Zlepe is still human or not is besides the point, what he is is set between the commas after his name, before anything else he is what he chose to be, a “scholar”: Uagen had stayed there, observing Yoleus, the other mega fauna and the entire ecology of the airsphere, for thirteen years. He was now thinking about drastically altering both his life expectancy and his shape to suit better the scale of the airsphere and the length of its larger inhabitants' lives. Uagen had been fairly human-basic for most of the ninety years he'd lived in the Culture. His present simian form - plus the use of some Culture technology, though no field-based science, which the mega fauna had a never entirely specified objection to - had seemed a sensible adaption strategy for the airsphere. Recently, however, he had started wondering about being altered to resemble something more like a giant bird, and living for, potentially, a very long time indeed, and possibly indefinitely; long enough, for example, to experience the slow evolution of a behemothaur.143



In other words, he modified his body so that he could be more comfortable in the very strange environment he chose to study: the behemothaurs, enormous intelligent beings that have a life expectancy of millions (if not billions) of years. Those modifications are definitely not a big deal for him, as he thinks he could go a lot further, such as to become biologically immortal. The possibility to dramatically alter one's body or even of living “indefinitely” is open to everybody in the Culture, and is never shown as being something in any ways daunting. It is simply a choice one makes. The enhancement of the body is a frequent theme in science fiction, and especially in 141 Ibid., p 420. 142 Ibid., p 154. 143 Ibid., p 158-159.
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cyberpunk, this subgenre of science fiction that is best represented by the first two trilogies of William Gibson, The Sprawl Trilogy and The Bridge Trilogy. 144 The first novel of the Sprawl Trilogy, Neuromancer, is probably one of the most influential books of the last thirty years in the realm of science fiction. The whole of Gibson's cyberpunk fiction is concerned with the consequences of the growing interconnections of technology and body and mostly the conclusions it gets to are quite negative, as Dani Cavallaro suggests in his study of cyberpunk: [A]ll of Gibson's bodies – those of the powerful and of the disenfranchised alike – are engaged in an ambivalent partnership with medical technologies that prove simultaneously enabling and oppressive. […] [Moreover,] Gibson does not offer one single instance of successful return to the realm of the flesh by any of the characters fortunate enough to be kept marginally alive.” 145



In Gibson's narratives, technology is omnipresent, and just like the Industrial Revolution created wage slavery in the nineteenth century; the technological revolution creates in cyberpunk new tools to control the masses. Even the upgrades that seem “enabling” to the person are first and foremost ways for bosses to shape their pawns in a way oddly similar with present-day companies that insist on offering smartphones to their employees; a poisonous gift if there ever were one, as they can (and so, must) work away from their office. Two characters from Neuromancer, Case and Molly, present something akin to that. Case is a talented hacker, equipped with surgical enhancements which allow him to jack his brain directly into computers. Molly is a kind of mercenary, and has a variety of enhancements such as retractable razor-sharp claws in her fingers and other combat-related upgrades. As Dani Callaro observes: Technological transformations of the body are dictated by ideological and economic imperatives. Neuromancer's Case, for instance, is subjected to enhancing surgery so that he may become an able-bodied pawn in the service of corporational sleaze. Molly seems to have deliberately chosen to have her body prosthetically improved. Yet the concept of free choice is overshadowed by intimations that without her artificial adjuncts she would have no power whatsoever within a social structure that will only accommodate her as a ruthless mercenary. 146



Nothing like that in Banks' Culture. There is, at first glance, nothing oppressive in the human enhancements imagined by Banks in his Culture. First, there are no “disenfranchised” in the Culture and everybody is “powerful”. Second, all the changes that one makes are reversible. Third, to upgrade oneself or not is a real choice, as there are absolutely no economical 144 Coincidence or not, The Bridge is also the title of one of Banks' most interesting mainstream books. If Gibson's trilogy takes place on the San Francisco Bay Bridge, Banks' novel mostly takes place on the Forth Bridge in Scotland. 145 Dani Cavallaro, Cyberpunk and Cyberculture, p 93. 146 Ibid.
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imperatives in the Culture, and it is possible to live a perfectly good life without any enhancements at all. “A perfectly good life” being of course understood as the life lived in the Culture, where humanity has been emasculated and where any conflict has been rendered nonconsequential. Gibson's cyberpunk fiction sees the body as a commodity that can be manipulated like any others; just like in Banks' Culture. The difference is that the only power structures on top of Culture citizens are the nearly infinitely-benevolent Minds, which are also nearly omnipotent. They simply do not need people. That is the key difference between both writers' treatments of technology, and what makes Banks' work so original. The fact is that the human factor, in Banks' Culture, is not that important. Human beings satisfy themselves with being happy, they do not look for anything beyond that.



3.3 What they can do. One of the questions that arises is just how to fill such a seemingly perfect life. How can Culture citizens pretend to a live fulfilling existence when they have easy access to everything that they want and, if they do find a purpose in life, how can they keep it for the whole of their indefinitely long lifetime? The simple answer is that they usually do not, that Culture citizens suffer at one point or another from a sort of generalized ennui. This is the reason why many choose to die at around four hundred years old (with instructions to revive a stored backup in case something interesting happens though, such as the end of universe, most of them would not want to miss seeing such an event) instead of enjoying eternity, literally bored out of their lives.



3.3.1 The never-ending quest for knowledge The Culture knows a lot more than we, twenty-first century human beings. Still, it does David Creuze
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not know everything, and if there is something that may look like a purpose from afar, it is the Culture's thirst for knowledge. Mostly it is exemplified by the Minds, such as in the novel Excession, where the Minds get over-excited when an anomaly, something completely foreign to what they know, appears in the universe: an “Outside Context Problem.” 147 Banks defines the terms in his novel: An Outside Context Problem was the sort of thing most civilisations encountered just once, and which they tended to encounter rather in the same way a sentence encountered a full stop. The usual example given to illustrate an Outside Context Problem was imagining you were a tribe on a largish, fertile island; you’d tamed the land, invented the wheel or writing or whatever, the neighbours were cooperative or enslaved but at any rate peaceful and you were busy raising temples to yourself with all the excess productive capacity you had, you were in a position of nearabsolute power and control which your hallowed ancestors could hardly have dreamed of and the whole situation was just running along nicely like a canoe on wet grass… when suddenly this bristling lump of iron appears sailless and trailing steam in the bay and these guys carrying long funny-looking sticks come ashore and announce you’ve just been discovered, you’re all subjects of the Emperor now, he’s keen on presents called tax and these bright-eyed holy men would like a word with your priests.148



The opening metaphor is striking, and can be understood as an address to the readers. Indeed, by comparing an Outside Context Problem with a full stop, by comparing a civilization with a sentence, Banks is making a point about writing and history. A sentence is a carefully crafted construct, and a full stop is never really surprising. It organizes a discourse by giving the necessary pauses for its understanding but it does not usually add meaning by itself. If OCPs function “rather in the same way”, then they can be seen as tools to help the understanding of the whole. They are the signposts that signal to the readers that something worthy of pondering upon is happening but, as their name indicates, they are “outside of the context”. Added a posteriori, they remind the readers that history is a text, and that, in the best of worlds (at least for Banks) the Culture is the history of the future. To put it differently, the OCP itself should not be given undue importance. What is of interest is what happens inside of the Culture, between the full stops. In the book, this OCP takes the shape of a completely black moon-sized sphere that suddenly appeared close to the Culture's sphere of influence. Beyond the comprehension of anyone and anything in the universe, it is hinted at the end of the book that the sphere could have been sent by something or someone beyond the universe, from a possible parallel universe, which 147 Iain M. Banks, Excession, p 161. 148 Ibid.
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seems to be the only thing that the Minds cannot grasp or understand. The whole of the book shows the Minds as being over-excited by the anomaly. They simply need to know everything, a dent in their alleged perfection would not do. The goal of the Minds is to put to an end the quest for knowledge or rather, to extinguish the unknown. Sometimes, but on their level, normal citizens also show such a similar behavior: they feel the need to become students. A Culture student is of course quite different from a twenty-first century student: first, most of them will be old (if that word can be used for people with the potential for eternal youth) and second, there will be no economical urges to study, it will only be a hobby. Uagen Zlepe, mentioned previously, is one fine example from Look to Windward. He dedicated his life to the study of the behemothaurs Yoleus and Muetenive living in the airsphere Oskendari. [I]n all recorded history – or at least all that he'd been able to access through the notoriously immodest data reservoirs of the Culture - the evolution of a behemothaur had never been recorded. Uagen would give almost anything to be the person who witnessed such a process and came up with those answers, but just the chance of doing so would mean a huge long-term commitment.149



A commitment he is happy to make, until his peace-of-mind is disrupted when he realizes, by chance, that a plot to attack the Culture is under way. Tasked with warning the Culture so that they can prepare, he has to leave his beloved airsphere and his hobby, only to be killed by allies of the plotters just as he leaves the airsphere, his corpse thrown out into the void of space. Still, it seems that Uagen was the only happy character of Look to Windward. At the end of the novel, it is revealed that the airsphere, having completed a “Grand Cycle” (that is, a complete orbit around the center of the galaxy or, in other words, some three hundred millions of years) passed close to the preserved (by the icy-cold void of space) corpse of Uagen. The behemothaurs he was studying millions of years before, Yoleus and Muetenive, who had since evolved into the behemothaur Yoleusenive, “found [him] in the without, […] repaired and reconstructed [his] body and quickened [his] mind-life within said body. ”150 What is going to happen to Uagen is not written, but seeing how amazingly crazy the Culture universe already was at the time of his death, to imagine it three hundred million years after can only dazzle the mind. 149 Iain M. Banks, Look to Windward, p 159-160. 150 Ibid., p 685.
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3.3.2 Spending time Uagen's student way of life is not often taken by Culture citizens though, and if Banks introduces his readers to this character, it is before anything to make them aware of the brewing plot against the Culture, a plot that is organized in the airsphere in which Uagen was studying. Most Culture citizens just seem to have fun with life, they are game-players, artists, they engage in extreme sports, they try to find pastimes. As mentioned previously, it is possible to find in Look to Windward two alien beings called Ziller and Kabe who constantly discuss the ways of life of those people. Most of the encounters the readers have with the Culture are in that novel mediated and commented by these two characters who, despite their crazy physical appearance, most resemble human beings from the twenty-first century—in the moral sense at least. Before describing the Culture citizens themselves, a description of these two characters is necessary. Mahrai Ziller is a musical genius, graced by the Culture of the honorific acronym “Cr”, for “Composer”. He is a Chelgrian, an alien race which evolved from animal predators, a fact that shows clearly in their general attitude towards life, and especially in their religion and political system. Ziller is a political refugee in the Culture, he had decided a few years before the start of Look to Windward's plot to abandon his planet, Chel, and its terribly oppressive caste system. A few years after he left Chel, civil war broke for several months to stop suddenly only when the Culture announced that it was their fault that it had ever started. In short, the Culture had tried to maneuver people into rebelling against the caste system but they had made a mistake: it did not take into account the predatory ancestry of the Chelgrians and quite simply their bloodthirstiness. The result was five billions deaths on the various Chelgrian planets. Because of what happened, Ziller has an ambivalent attitude towards the Culture. He is glad to have found a haven of freedom (and culture) but he is also resentful for their obvious misgivings. Physically, he is three meters long and covered in fur that varied from white around his face to dark brown on his back. He had a predator's build, with large forward-facing eyes set in a big, broad-jawed head. His rear legs were long and powerful; a striped tail, woven about with silver chain, curved between them. Where his distant ancestors would have had two middle-legs, Ziller had a single broad midlimb, partially covered by a dark waistcoat. His arms were much like a human's, though covered in golden fur and ending in broad, six-digit hands more like paws.151



Kabe Ischloear is a Homomdan, “a glisteningly black three-and-a-bit-metre-tall pyramidal 151 Ibid., p 36.
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triped”, as was mentioned before. Not much is known about his race, as Banks never dwelt much on the Homomdans in the various Culture novels. What can be inferred is that they are slightly more advanced than the Culture, both in technology and wisdom. Kabe, for his part, could be described as being an emphatic, calm, open-minded and generally wise character. In the first part of the book's first chapter can be found a commentary made by Kabe about the life expectancy of Culture citizens, and on how the amazing possibility they have to live forever is reduced to only a choice that one makes at some point of his life, and not always based on much thought on the subject: Momentous: they lived or died by whim! A few of their more famous people announced they would live once and die forever, and billions did likewise; then a new trend would start amongst opinion-formers for people to back-up and have their bodies wholly renewed or new ones regrown, or to have their personalities transferred into android replicas or some other more bizarre design, or ... well, anything; there was really no limit, but the point was that people would start doing that sort of thing by the billion, too, just because it had become fashionable.152



This is something that shocks him: Was that the sort of behaviour one ought to expect from a mature society? Mortality as a life-style choice? Kabe knew the answer his own people would give. It was madness, childishness, disrespectful of oneself and life itself; a kind of heresy. He, however, was not quite so sure, which either meant that he had been here too long, or that he was merely displaying the shockingly promiscuous empathy towards the Culture that had helped bring him here in the first place. 153



This judgment on the Culture definitely sets the tone for most criticisms of the Culture. Its lack of maturity as a society is clear. Indeed, the citizens to which the readers are introduced by Ziller and Kabe all seem to have quite attitudes. Just like Socrates' Philebus, they enjoy the varied pleasures of life, as quite simply they do not have to bother about finding food, or a roof, or money, or most of the things one has to fight for in our world. They are hedonistic and careless, because they can. The Orbital where Ziller and Kabe live on is peopled by around fifty billion beings, but it is enormous, and plenty of places are completely devoid of people. On one occasion, Ziller, Kabe, and one of the avatars of Hub are traveling across the Epsizyr Breaks, “a huge area of semi-wilderness.”154 The avatar is telling them the story of the place where, one day, a citizen



152 Ibid., p 24. 153 Ibid. 154 Ibid., p 345.
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called Bregan Latry decided it would be fun to cover it with “a system of sailing cable cars.” 155 No other reason is given by the avatar, in spite of both Kabe and Ziller's questions. This man simply thought it would be a good idea, and managed after a lot of trouble to cover this area (roughly a thousand kilometers wide and three thousand kilometers long) with pylons linked by cables, thus giving this piece of land its more popular name: Pylon Country. The avatar goes at lengths to explain the whole process to Ziller and Kabe, how if Bregan Latry did find people to help him raise the pylons, he also met a lot of resistance from people who thought that if the area had been designed as wilderness, it should stay like that. It became a race between Latry and his Pylonists against the “Preservationeers […], they had a name by this time; always a bad sign” 156 taking them down. Eventually, people started complaining to the Mind, and several votes took place, with all the time more complaining on who could vote and in what ways, on what exactly to vote, and on other time-wasting non-sense. As the avatar mentions “democracy in action can be an unpretty sight.”157 In the end, the Pylonists got their way though, but if they did cover three million square kilometers with pylons and cable cars, the whole Pylon Country is now nearly unused by people as, if Bregan Latry did not die, he “grew bored with it” 158 and as nobody is taking care of it, the cable cars are now quite dangerous to travel in. As they were designed by a Culture citizen and not by a Mind (who build to last), they are now slowly falling to pieces. Hub could repair them of course, but he “kind of enjoy[s] their gradual entropic decay”.159 This sort of incredibly useless but also amazingly impressive architecture achievement is common in the Culture. With near-infinite resources at their disposal, people have the means to reach very far. The problem is that they are lacking in purposes. How can one last for a life that is potentially eternal? Most Culture citizens do not look for long-term purposes, they only look for cheap (but often grotesquely impressive) thrills and the closer they come to death, the better. One example from Look to Windward is an extreme sport called lava-rafting. This sport consists of cruising down the tunnels full of lava that fill the underground of the as-yet uninhabited continental plates of an Orbital. The tradition on Masaq' Orbital is that people are supposed to lava-raft without any important technological help as “[t]he experience would be more exciting 155 Ibid., p 347. 156 Ibid., p 350. 157 Ibid., p 351. 158 Ibid., p 355. 159 Ibid., p 358.
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and you would come closer to its reality if you used materials that were only just up to the demands being made in it.”160 Of course, the experience is very dangerous, and people do seem to have a terrible time, as Ziller and Kabe mention, after having viewed the recording Kabe had done when he himself tried it. The discussion between the two mostly concerns the many dangers of the sport and how people always seem to ask for more, even when they know that death may come, such as this badly wounded citizen that died, without a back-up of her mind-state, a few days after Kabe's experience. To the question of why do they have to do all that, Kabe proposes that “they feel they have gained something from having pitted themselves against forces much greater than themselves.”161 Ziller is not convinced, and then launches himself in a very harsh critique of the Culture: “The point is,” Ziller said, “that having carefully constructed their paradise from first principles to remove all credible motives for conflict amongst themselves and all natural threats-” He paused and glanced sourly at the sunlight flaring off the gilt border of his seat. “-Well, almost all natural threats, these people then find their lives are so hollow they have to recreate false versions of just the sort of terrors untold generations of their ancestors spent their existences attempting to conquer.” […] “[T]he Culture is so insistent in its utopianism […], [t]hey are like an infant with a toy, demanding it only to throw it away.”162



This quotation can remind readers of Sigmund Freud's Beyond the Pleasure Principle. In this influential work, Freud imagined a counterpart for the pleasure (or life) drive: the death drive. To simplify greatly, life is a trip towards death. On that trip, a human being makes choices according both to the life drive and to the death drive. For Culture citizens it is very different. As Ziller mentions, they have “remove[d] all credible motives for conflict amongst themselves and all natural threats”. The opportunities for confronting oneself with Thanatos then become very rare and so, “they recreate false versions of just the sort of terrors untold generations of their ancestors spent their existences attempting to conquer”. The fact is that Culture citizens are actually playing a game of pretend. Freed from “conflict […] and all natural threats”, they easily suffer from a state of generalized ennui. Playing at being human by confronting themselves with death is just one of their games. This is a rather strange reversal of Freud's principle though, as the death drive is followed so as to fulfill the pleasure drive. It cannot be done in any other way though, as death has been conquered. 160 Ibid., p 189. 161 Ibid., p 200. 162 Ibid., p 204.
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Ziller and Kabe had earlier got the chance to talk with another Culture citizen, Feli Vitrouv, who is an adept of yet another extreme sport, wing-flying, which basically consists of gliding the skies in a pair of large wings attached to the body. Wing-fliers first need to attach themselves to the gas-sacs of a “blimper tree”, which detach themselves from their roots and rise in the skies in a manner unexplained in the book. When asked about the lethal risks of her hobby the young woman answers, quite simply, “That's the whole point.” 163 The discussion that follows starts with what seems to be a sarcastic comment by Ziller, that the point of the sport is “[c]heating death.”164 Feli agrees with that, which was probably not what Ziller expected and so he quickly deviates the discussion, and starts discussing with her what “cheating” means in the Cultural context. There are many ways to cheat in the Culture, and wing-flying is no exception. Feli herself is cheating, as the only thing she likes in wing-flying is one very specific part of the sport: the actual gliding itself. As she says herself, purists would climb the blimper whereas she uses an aircraft to get up there. Others, still more dedicated to wing-flying would not even take public transportation to come to the blimp forests, they would walk there. Finally, 'the real purists, the sky junkies, they live out here in huts and tents and survive off hunting and wild fruits and vegetables. They travel everywhere on foot or by wing and you never see them in town at all. They live for flying; it's a ritual, a ... what do you call it? A sacrament, almost a religion with them.'165



They do not find solace in Ziller's eyes though, as “[the] whole place is a cheat.” 166 In other words, their religion is based on something completely artificial. The place they live in has been constructed out of base elements by a Mind, is maintained by a Mind. The strange blimp trees that form part of their “sacrament” have probably been conceived by a Mind too and the ancestors of those “real purists” themselves have been genetically meddled with, and can be said to have been artificially constructed into being. Finally, most of the wing-fliers are backed-up and if they did die, they could be revived without a hassle. If nothing is authentic, why trouble then? Feli gives no answers to that question, and she closes the discussion by literally flying away. Later on, while Ziller is blaming the Culture as a whole for their immaturity, Kabe remarks: 163 Ibid., p 90. 164 Ibid., p 94. 165 Ibid., p 100. 166 Ibid., p 102.
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'Very few do nothing but take part in these extreme pastimes. Most have otherwise fairly normal lives. […] They socialise, they have work-hobbies, they play in more gentle forms, they read or watch screen, they go to entertainments. They sit around grinning in one of their glanded drug states, they study, they spend time traveling-'167



It is at this point that Ziller gives his harshest critique: “They spend time. That's just it,” 168 until the end of their lives. When Ziller says that Culture citizens are “cheating death” he is not completely right, it seems that what Culture citizens actually are doing is cheating life. Filled with absolutely no sense of purpose, be it religious or even societal, they are in a sort of existentialist hell where the tools for total freedom are all seemingly available, but none of them offer any sense of fulfillment or even of short-term achievement. They are able to choose everything, they are even able to choose to have their freedom impaired, if they feel that they have too much of it. The amount of chaos and randomness in their lives becomes just a set variable adjustable to one's desire and so, it disappears. Told in such a way, it looks like quite a negative picture of the Culture, but it has to be remembered that the point-of-views given are very much subjective to Ziller and Kabe. If there is a break between the human and the posthuman, it goes without saying that the human (ironically represented in Look to Windward by two aliens) is going to feel threatened by the immensely more powerful posthuman. A reminder that Philebus may have stayed silent for a reason. At first reading, readers may feel in some ways threatened or even insulted by this posthuman who does not seem to care to reveal himself to the seemingly lesser beings that are Ziller, Kabe, and the readers. The fact is that he has nothing else to reveal: a Culture citizen does not really have anything else to do than playing games. The feeling one gets after the reading can be one of jealousy then, and it is very much implied in the whole book that if Ziller and Kabe (and as such, the readers) had been given the same capabilities as Culture citizens, they (and we) would use them in a more proper mature manner. For the threat they and the readers feel come from the fact that the Culture's way of life stays an unattainable fantasy, as they are much too attached to their own traditional conceptions of being and living.



167 Ibid., p 201. 168 Ibid., p 202.
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3.3.3 The aesthetic of the spectacular Those various examples on what Culture citizens can do also show something else of great importance thematically, of course, but also in aesthetic terms. Iain Banks the man is a lover of strong emotions and experiences. His mainstream novels, often autobiographical to some extent, frequently present the readers with excessive characters who drink too much, smoke too much (and not only tobacco), snort cocaine and take great pleasure in driving fast and expensive sport cars.169 The way in which Banks depicts these aesthetic tastes in his science fiction novels can only be categorized as “extravagant”. As Christopher Palmer writes: Banks's sf novels sometimes read like inventive attempts to outdo recent action films. […] [T]he point of reference and emulation for Banks is films, or even videos and video games. […] [It] offers a cocktail (with appropriately witty names) of destruction, decadence, nihilism, sadism, playfulness and irresponsibility, verve and juvenility. 170



The previous examples showed all that perfectly, and they are by no means rare in Banks' science fiction. For instance, the “Orbitals”, those giant artificial habitats that can house several billions of people, are impressive enough by themselves, but when it is decided that they have to be evacuated and then destroyed, all hell breaks loose. It is already hard to imagine for us Earth dwellers a construction bigger than a planet, better than a planet in many ways (as on it, everything is controlled, there are no storms, no tsunamis, no blizzards, no earthquakes—unless people actually desire a degree of randomness and danger of course). To see it being destroyed with the lush of details Banks puts in his writing is overwhelming: A line of that energy, plucked from nowhere and sliced across the face of the three-dimensional universe, was down there: on and inside the Orbital, boiling the Circlesea, melting the two thousand kilometres of transparent wall, annihilating the base material itself, straight across its thirty-five-thousand-kilometre breadth. Vavatch, that fourteen million kilometre hoop, was starting to uncoil. A chain, it had been cut. There was nothing left now to hold it together; its own spin, the source of both its day-night cycle and its artificial gravity, was now the very force tearing it all apart. At about one hundred and thirty kilometres per second, Vavatch was throwing itself into outer space, unwinding like a released spring. The livid line of fire appeared again, and again, and again, working its way methodically round the Orbital from where the original burst had struck, neatly parcelling the entire Orbital into squares, thirty-five thousand kilometres to a side, each containing a sandwich of trillions upon trillions of tonnes of ultradense base material, water, land and air. Vavatch was turning white. First the gridfire seared the water into a border of clouds; then the outrushing air, spilling from each immense flat square like heavy fumes off a table, turned its load of water vapour to ice. The ocean itself, no longer held by the spin force, was shifting, spilling with 169 Iain Banks' The Bridge is a perfect example. Also his non-fiction book about whiskey Raw Spirit. 170 Christopher Palmer, “Galactic Empires and Contemporary Extravaganza”, in Science Fiction Studies, Volume 26 p 78.
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infinite slowness over one edge of every plate of ruptured base material, becoming ice and swirling away into space. The precise, brilliant line of fire marched on, going back in reverse-spin direction, neatly dissecting the still curved, still spinning sections of the Orbital with its sudden, lethal flashes of light—light from outside the normal fabric of reality. Horza remembered what Jandraligeli had called it, back when Lenipobra had been enthusing about the destruction. “The weaponry of the end of the universe”171



Banks science fiction novels are full of such excessive tableaux where violence and drama are at their maximum and beyond. They also reveal one of Banks' writing strategies for descriptions, which combines the subliming of objects with their reduction to manageability. An Orbital, as was described before, is basically a gigantic ring which has its inner side inhabited and which orbits a star. This outrageous object Banks describes by coldly laying out its physical measures: “the two thousand kilometres of transparent wall”, “its thirty-five-thousand-kilometre breadth”, or “trillions upon trillions of tonnes of ultradense base material”. Hard to convey an image of grandeur with only cold facts and big numbers though, and so Banks needs to compare what is being destroyed, something more than a planet, with baser objects. The Orbital Vavatch becomes a “fourteen million kilometre hoop […] starting to uncoil”, it becomes “a chain [which has] been cut”, it becomes “a realeased spring” unwinding “at about one hundred and thirty kilometres per second.” This produces a double effect on the readers, as if they are unable to imagine properly a construction that is millions of kilometers wide, they know perfectly well what is a spring, a chain or a hoop. Able to hold these objects in their hands, able to tear them apart or crush them with one tightening of muscles, they realize when they superimpose the magnitude that Banks gives to these objects that the Culture, similarly, only has to flex a muscle to destroy the habitat of billions of people. When confronted with such descriptions, the readers are getting on a roller-coaster of emotions and visions on the universe which can only end with the realization that they are next to nothing when compared with the grand scheme of things. Indeed, when confronted with such “weaponry”, they can only feel that “the end of the universe” is near. At the same time as getting such a depiction of destruction readers can find in this extract one of the rare times in Banks' science fiction when technology really feels present: These aspects of Banks's sf also, however, suggest the links between technology, destruction, waste, and expenditure. It appears that to reveal the marvelous complexity of technology—its size, 171 Iain M. Banks, Consider Phlebas, p 560-562.
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its complexity of an almost astronomical kind, as of millions of subsystems interacting with millions of other subsystems—is to destroy it. In Banks's sf it only reveals itself when it is being destroyed. Nor is there much in the way of side effect or environmental degradation. Destruction usually leaves a picturesque mess or haunting desolation. This lack of consequences perhaps reflects the aesthetic of the spectacular. When technology operates "normally" its workings are hidden, effortless, and as if magical—an exaggeration of the everyday experience of technology172



Destruction is not that negative a thing then, and could be easily equated to deconstruction. Indeed, if it is possible to find quite impressive imagery of destruction, the actual tool of this destruction is described as a “line of […] energy”, as “working its way methodically”, as “neatly parcelling”, as being “precise” and relentless. By deconstructing his Orbital, Banks shows the small pieces that had composed it and more importantly shows who (or rather, what) had made it. Worse, even if the scope of the Orbital's destruction is terribly impressive, everything is so controlled that it looks more like an extreme fireworks show than the end of a world, as is made clear in this next quotation: Vavatch was now a swollen and spiralled disc of flashing, glittering splinters, expanding very slowly against the distant stars like a ring of bright dust. The glinting, sparkling centre made it look like some huge, lidless and unblinking eye. The screen flashed one final time. No single points of light could be made out this time. It was as though the whole now vague but bloated image of the shattered circular world glowed with some internal heat, making a torus-shaped cloud out of it, a halo of white light with a fading iris at its centre. Then the show was over, and only the sun lit up the slowly blooming nimbus of the annihilated world.173



For the Minds in charge of its destruction, and as “the lidless and unblinking eye” symbolizes perfectly, it was just a show. Indeed, a neutral habitat in the war between the Idirans and the Culture, Vavatch was however situated inside of the war-zone. If the agreement between the two opposing forces was at first to leave the place alone, the Idirans changed their minds and “announced they were going to take Vavatch over after all, though only nominally; no military presence. The Culture said they weren't having this, both sides refused to abandon their precious principles, and the Culture said, "OK, if you won't back down we're going to blow the place away before you get there." And that's what's happening. Before the Idiran battle fleets arrive the Culture's going to evacuate the whole damn O and then blast it.' 174



This destructive act is then a constructive act, it is a demonstration of power. An illustration of the popular saying175 “Don't fuck with the Culture”, and of the warning found in the epigraphs of Look to Windward and Consider Phlebas. For the Culture, it is a gesture of 172 Christopher Palmer, “Galactic Empires and Contemporary Extravaganza”, p 78-79. 173 Iain M. Banks, Consider Phlebas, p 564. 174 Ibid., p 118. 175 At least in the Culture universe.
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intimidation, a flex of its enormous muscle. If the Culture can allow itself to destroy such an enormous place, it means it can build many more relatively effortlessly, and it also means the Idirans do not stand a chance. One can also read in this long quotation another kind of show, one given by Iain M. Banks the writer. Indeed, it is also a spectacle of literary showmanship, the guts of his aesthetic endeavor are widely opened to the world and presented as they are. In this quotation, if the Orbital is literally deconstructed and Banks' writing is literarily deconstructed, both deconstructions are turned into a spectacle.



3.4 Death in the Culture 3.4.1 Cheap human lives Death in Banks' novels has always had a particular treatment, and to say that it is very present in his writing (in both his mainstream and science fiction) would be an understatement. Consider Phlebas and Look to Windward are exemplary in this aspect, but also at complete odds. As was mentioned previously, Consider Phlebas, for all its use of the action-packed science fiction trope, is not a traditional science fiction story. The main character, Horza, is an anti-hero who, like almost all the characters he meets throughout his quest, dies in a pathetic manner. When Horza, who had already just escaped death, is rescued from the void of space by a spaceship crewed by mercenaries and bounty hunters, he needs to “produce a vacancy”, 176 the ship being overcrowded. The captain then points to someone called “Zallin”, who until now had only be described as “the youth” or “the young man,” 177 for Horza to fight to the death. The description of the fighting that ensues lasts several pages, until Horza has Zallin under his power, ready to break his neck. He makes a last appeal to the captain: 'I won. You can let the kid off next place you stop. Or let me off. I don't want to kill him.' […] 'Then you'll die,' Kraiklyn told him, in a flat, even voice. 'I've no place on this ship for somebody 176 Iain M. Banks, Consider Phlebas, p 86 177 Ibid., p 92.
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who hasn't the taste for a little murder now and again.' Horza looked into Kraiklyn's eyes, over the motionless barrel of the laser pistol. Zallin moaned. The snap echoed round the metal spaces of the hangar like a gunshot. Horza opened his arms without taking his eyes off the mercenary chief's face. Zallin's limp body tumbled slackly to the deck and crumpled under its own weight. Kraiklyn smiled and put the gun back in its holster. It clicked off with a fading whine. 'Welcome aboard the Clear Air Turbulence.' Kraiklyn sighed and stepped over Zallin's body. He walked to the middle of one bulkhead, opened a door and went out, his boots clattering on some steps. Most of the others followed him.178



No ceremonies, no burials for “the youth”, his body will simply be dumped into space: the ship expelled the limp corpse of Zallin. Where it had found a live man in a suit, it left a dead youth in shorts and a tattered shirt, tumbling and freezing while a thin shell of air molecules expanded around the body, like an image of departing life.179



There is no respect, neither for the dead nor for death itself. One by one, the band of mercenaries will see its numbers dwindle, such as the younger member of the band, Lenipobra, who had been briefly mentioned before. Forgetting that his antigravity suit would not function on an Orbital, he stupidly fell to his death: Lenipobra waved. 'See you at the b-bows; ya-hoo!' He vaulted cleanly over the parapet and started to fall towards the deck five storeys below. Horza had opened his mouth to shout, and started forward to grab the youth, but, like the rest of them, he had realised too late what Lenipobra was doing. One second he was there, the next he had leapt over.180



And that is all. No dramatically justified reason for his death, just a fatal lapse of attention. Outside of the Culture sphere of influence, human life is of no great value. 181 The worst treatment is probably for the female mercenary Yalson, who had fallen in love with Horza. Near the end of the book, she tells him that she is pregnant and, surprisingly, Horza does not seem unhappy by the prospect of eventually settling down with her and their child. Yalson's body having been genofixed, she has the same kind of control over it that Culture citizens have, and she could have decided to stop her pregnancy. Seeing Horza's rather positive response, she decides not to, and so starts carrying a new life. This fact will not change her fate however, and just like all the others, she dies. As Christopher Palmer writes: “Yalson is killed in one of the novel's final firefights, but the narrative hasn't time for more than a glance, as it is occupied with the orchestration of the collision of two trains”. The pointless (as the quest fails in the end) noise 178 Ibid., p 99-100 179 Ibid., p 102. 180 Ibid., p 241. 181 Both literally and figuratively. Humans who live outside of the Culture are usually not valued much in their civilizations and Banks does not spend much time evaluating their lives either. This of course reinforces the programmatic nature of the Culture. Humans who live outside of the Culture are wrong.
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and fury of the action is of more importance in the novel than the life of a pregnant woman. It is interesting to note that most readers will pass very quickly over the mention of her death, enthralled as they are by the collision of the trains. Only careful reading and thinking will restore Yalson to her place. The depiction of death in Consider Phlebas always follows a similar process. However big someone is, however important he feels he is, he will die a lonely and pathetic death, just like TS Eliot's Phlebas. This is greatly emphasized by the end of the book, where readers learn that the total number of deaths almost hit the trillion mark, at “851.4 billion (± .3%).”182 How could the life of anybody count when set against such figures? Even worse than these “851.4 billion (± . 3%)” individual tragedies is the fact that huge figures such as these become meaningless. Indeed, as it is commonly said, “The death of one man is a tragedy, the death of millions is a statistic.”183



3.4.2 Parodies of death and resurrection The contrast with how death is represented in Look to Windward is striking. Consider Phlebas mainly takes place outside of the Culture sphere of influence, while Look to Windward is nearly only situated inside of it, showing its readers in what strange manners Culture citizens live their deaths. Like everything else in the lives of Culture citizens, death is also a matter of choice. The possibility of choosing both the date and the manner, of choosing to make death irreversible or setting-up special occasions on which the dead are to be re-awakened, these are just a few possibilities given to Culture citizens that show that death has certainly lost all its mystery. Indeed, if they can have access to a potentially eternal life provided they want to, many people do not take advantage of that possibility: how could they, bored as they are with their lives? This is exactly what happens in Look to Windward. Culture citizen Ilom Dolince is organizing a sort of farewell ritual on a barge going down a river. Also present is an avatar of the Hub and Ziller, who accompanied him to the ceremony, curious (as readers are) to see it. Ilom Dolince lay on his death bed, surrounded by friends and family. The awnings which had covered the aft upper deck of the barge while it had descended the falls had been withdrawn, leaving the bed open to the air. Ilom Dolince sat up, half submerged in floating pillows and lying on a puff mattress that looked, Ziller thought, appropriately like a cumulus cloud. The Chelgrian hung back, at the rear of the crescent of sixty or so people arranged standing or 182 Iain M. Banks, Consider Phlebas, p 977. 183 A quote usually attributed to Stalin.
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sitting round the bed. The avatar went to stand near the old man and took his hand, bending to talk to him. It nodded then beckoned over to Ziller, who pretended not to see, and made a show of being distracted by a gaudy bird flying low over the milky white waters of the river. 184



If may not seem too weird yet, if the fact that the avatar was a machine was forgotten. When Ilom asks Ziller to get closer, it does get a bit strange: 'Cr Ziller, I am privileged to meet you.' The old man shook the Chelgrian's hand. In fact he did not look that old, though his voice sounded weak. His skin was less lined and spotted than that of some humans Ziller had seen, and his head hair had not fallen out, though it had lost its pigment and so appeared white. His handshake was not strong, but Ziller had certainly felt limper ones. 185



To put it differently, what Ziller has in front of him is someone fit, not young by Earth standards but in healthy and good physical condition, who chose to play the part of a dying old man. With all his enhancements, there are no doubts that Ilom would be a lot healthier than most human beings on today's Earth. How could it be possible to take this ceremony seriously then? It is nearly impossible for readers to sympathize with the “dying” or his family as it is all fake. Simulacrums are piled upon simulacrums and Ilom and his family are playing yet another game. This is quite clear to Ziller and the readers, how else can a society which has conquered death could evolve? Death is no longer a necessity and as such it loses all its mystique. The conclusion is clear then, to make sense and evolve in such a world one has to become part of the game, one has to become a simulacrum. Ilom then tries to explain the ceremony to Ziller, but he only makes it worse: 'I am very ready to die, Cr Ziller.' Ilom Dolince smiled. 'I've lived four hundred and fifteen years, sir. I've seen the Chebalyths of Eyske in their Skydark migration, watched field liners sculpt solar flares in the High Nudrun, I've held my own newborn in my hands, flown the caverns of Sart and dived the tube-arches of Lirouthale. I've seen so much, done so much, that even with my neural lace trying to tie my elsewhere memories as seamlessly as it can into what's in my head, I can tell I've lost a lot from in here.' He tapped one temple. 'Not from my memory, but from my personality. And so it's time to change or move on or just stop. I've put a version of me into a group mind in case anybody wants to ask me anything at any time, but really I can't be bothered living any more. At least, not once I've seen Ossuliera City, which I've been saving for this moment.' He smiled at the avatar. 'Maybe I'll come back when the end of the universe happens.' 'You also said you wanted to be revived into an especially nubile cheerleader if Notromg Town ever won the Orbital Cup,' the avatar said solemnly. It nodded and took a breath in through its teeth. 'I'd go with the universe-ending thing, if I were you.' 'So you see, sir?' Ilom Dolince said, his eyes glittering. 'I'm stopping.' 186



Needless to say, Ziller is not convinced. First, the description of why Ilom is ready does 184 Iain M. Banks, Look to Windward, p 523. 185 Ibid. 186 Ibid., p 524.
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not feel anything else than ridiculous. Maybe the list of what he has done and seen could have impressed Ziller, if he knew what he was talking about, but for readers it is only gibberish. To justify the funny names by the necessarily completely unfamiliar nature of the names of alien places and animals is very hard. As was seen before, the scenes, places, landscapes, events that are described in Banks' books are most of the time very impressive to the readers, the destruction of Vavatch being a good example. What happens here is the opposite, as it all sounds fake. Ilom's old age first: to grow old was only a choice, he could have chosen to stay physically fit, to stay alert and biologically young if he wanted to, making the whole scene only a show; but even his past achievements seem fake. How could it be otherwise, when no explanation at all is given to the readers about the “Chebalyths of Eyske” or the “High Nudrun”? No impressive images are created in the readers' imagination, no images at all actually: it falls, deliberately, flat. Even his death is going to be fake, as not only he has uploaded a version of himself in a “group mind” but he has a backup of himself and so can be revived anyway. If Ilom finishes his tirade with a rather impressive image, waking up to see the universe end, the avatar reminds him that he has also given another reason for him to be woken up. If some sports team ever wins the Orbital Cup, Ilom wants to be revived as an “especially nubile cheerleader”. This ceremony is a parody of death and of religious rituals and it can only call up despise on the part of the readers. After some more time, the barge gets to its destination and Ilom gets to see the “Ossuliera city”. He dies, and the avatar (and not a friend, nor a member of his family) closes his eyes. So as people would not be overwhelmed by sadness, another ceremony is due to take place after this one: “A woman called Nisil Tchasole was to be reborn.”187 Ziller does not wait to see it though: The pairing of this rebirth with Ilom Dolince's death was supposed to take some of the sadness out of the man's departure, but Ziller found the very neatness of the pairing trite and contrived. He didn't wait to see this overly neat revival; he jumped ship when it docked, walked around for a while and then took the underground back to Aquime.188



For Ziller, and the readers, there never were any sadness and sense of loss. How could there be when he was only presented with the simulacrum of a death ceremony? It can also be easily predicted that the revival ceremony would have seemed as silly to Ziller as the death ceremony. This is the way in which the Culture treats death however, and why should it do 187 Ibid., p 530. 188 Ibid., p 531.
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otherwise? Culture citizens can die and be reborn in such ways if they want to, they have the technological capabilities to do so, as well as the perceived freedom. How would it be possible to deny it to them? It is however very easy to be offended by it, which is a normal way of reacting. Non-Culture citizens get offended (such as Ziller, as was just seen, but also Kabe, who was shocked by the Culture's lack of maturity regarding death), but the book is organized in such a way that it will shock readers too. The very chapter in which the previous example came from, for instance, was quite properly called “Some ways of dying”, and compares how death is perceived by both the citizens, as was just seen, and the Minds, as will next be seen.



3.4.3 The superior morality of machines Two days after the ceremonies, Hub is retelling the story of its life to Ziller. Once, during the Idiran War (the war pictured in Consider Phlebas), the Mind which now serves as the Hub occupied a warship, which saw its fair dose of active duty. Its time of service included the destruction of three Culture Orbitals, so that they would not fall in the hands of the enemy. Most of their total of “three hundred and ten million”189 inhabitants were evacuated with success, but a small proportion, “three thousand four hundred and ninety-two”190, did not want to leave their homes (or were late for the evacuation) and so died in consequence of the Mind's action. It has to be mentioned that Minds are not bound by Asimov's Three Laws of Robotics: if the death of one human being is necessary, then he or she will die. Minds are sentient though and they are morally conscious of their actions. What the Mind had decided to do to prevent itself from becoming crazy was to record and watch each death: 'It was something I felt I had to do. War can alter your perceptions, change your sense of values. I didn't want to feel that what I was doing was anything other than momentous and horrific; even, in some first principles sense, barbaric. I sent drones, micro-missiles, camera platforms and bugs down to those three Orbitals. I watched each of those people die. Some went in less than the blink of an eye, obliterated by my own energy weapons or annihilated by the warheads I'd Displaced. Some took only a little longer, incinerated by the radiation or torn to pieces by the blast fronts. Some died quite slowly, thrown tumbling into space to cough blood which turned to pink ice in front of their freezing eyes, or found themselves suddenly weightless as the ground fell away beneath their feet and the atmosphere around them lifted off into the vacuum like a tent caught in a gale, so that they gasped their way to death. 'Most of them I could have rescued; the same Displacers I was using to bombard the place could have sucked them off it, and as a last resort my effectors might have plucked their mind-states from 189 Ibid., p 547. 190 Ibid.
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their heads even as their bodies froze or burned around them. There was ample time.' 191



No Culture citizens (or indeed no human beings from today's Earth) could ever do that and hope to stay sane. It takes a Mind, which is after all only a machine, to understand the sanctity of life and, as such, of death. There is no wonder why Hub is glad to be surrounded by fifty billion people, as was mentioned earlier. They are naive concerning their fate and their human status, most of them are not really smart or interesting, but they are alive, and Hub, as well as Minds in general, feel a very acute responsibility for their inhabitants. It is never really explained just why they feel this way for their human guests but it is a fact of the Culture novels that was never proven wrong. It is however necessary to try and go deeper. One hypothesis is that the Minds know perfectly well how powerful they are, and how much they can change things around them. To put it differently, they are not only like gods because of their near-omnipotence but also in the extreme sense of responsibility that they feel towards their charge, the Culture citizens. As it says, Hub “felt [it] had to do” it, it had to find a way to stay sane in the face of an act that was “in some principle sense, barbaric” at the same time as it was necessary. It is, again, a reminder of how far better than humanity the Minds are. To say that “the end justify the means” does not erase the means. It is possible to make a comparison between what Hub did when it recorded those deaths, with what happened in “The State of the Art”, when Sma Diziet was visiting the memorial for Deportation in Paris. In both episodes the Culture citizen is left out, he cannot build or even imagine monuments such as these, and coping with them is very hard. For Banks' posthuman, dying is no longer a part of life because his mind-state has become a commodity that can be copied and mixed with others, that can be backed-up and re-instilled in a cloned body of any shape and any sex. By gaining complete freedom to do whatever he thinks he wants, Banks' posthuman has lost his importance in the universe. A lot worse: he has lost responsibility (and even his moral responsibility) over his fate, which has been translated to the Minds, which are much better equipped to face anything than human beings. But, in the end, there are no problems in that, as the Culture is more than better, it is perfect. 191 Ibid., p 550.
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4 The Culture's language [T]out le champ couvert par le programme cybernétique sera champ d'écriture.192 Jacques Derrida – De la grammatologie



4.1 Extreme logocentrism 4.1.1 Bringing Jihad into space The religious Idirans that are to be found in Consider Phlebas find their counterpart in Look to Windward's Chelgrians. The common points are numerous: both races are tripedal, very aggressive, deeply religious and in conflict with the Culture. Both conflicts are also easily compared with what was happening on Earth at the time of the novels' writing. As was mentioned before, both books share the same epigraph, taken from T.S Eliot's The Waste Land. Both books also have a second epigraph, “Idolatry is worse than carnage”, misquoted from the Koran in Consider Phlebas; and “For the Gulf War Veterans” in Look to Windward. Those are clearly invitations from Banks to read his fiction as comments on our world, with an emphasis on religion and Islam. Indeed, the Idirans' war is described as being a Jihad (an Arabian word meaning struggle but which is more often falsely defined as holy crusade by Westerners): The Idirans were already at war, conquering the species they regarded as inferior and subjugating them in a primarily religious empire which was only incidentally a commercial one as well. It was clear to them from the start that their jihad to 'calm, integrate and instruct' these other species and bring them under the direct eye of their God had to continue and expand, or be meaningless.193



There is in the Idiran religion a focus, just like in the majority of the religions of our Earth, on the verb, as can be seen in the next example: [The Idiran] had insisted that the Changer repeat the prayer, too. Horza had protested that it meant nothing to him; not only did the Idiran God clash with his own personal convictions, the prayer itself was in a dead Idiran language he didn't understand. He had been told rather coldly that it was the gesture that mattered. For what the Idirans regarded as essentially an animal (their word for humanoids was best translated as 'biotomaton'), only the behaviour of devotion was required; his heart and mind were of no consequence. 194



In this paragraph, the Idirans' devotion is set on the language itself, on the words of God, 192 Jacques Derrida, De la grammatologie, p 19. 193 Iain M. Banks, Consider Phlebas, p 966. 194 Ibid., p 67.
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even though the language is “dead”. In other words, it is a liturgical language, the one Holy language: the Verb as Truth. Iain Banks the atheist could add: just like Ancient Hebrew is for Jewish people; just like Latin for Catholics; just like Classical Arabic is for Muslims; just like Sanskrit is for Hindus; the list being nearly as long as there are religions on Earth. What happens in Look to Windward is similar in many ways. As was mentioned before, the Culture had tried to maneuver Chelgrians politicians into reforming the caste system of Chel. The results were catastrophic, and the said reforms ultimately provoked a civil war that caused the death of five billion people. If the Culture then confessed, and did do all it could to repair the damage, how could it even be conceivable that such an act, even if it was done with the best intention of the world (as good as forcing democracy and freedom can ever be anyway,) could ever be forgiven? It could not, and the manner in which the Chelgrians tried to retaliate is very interesting. The ways in which their religion functions have to be explained first to understand it. It starts with subliming, this transcending of matter-based existence. As mentioned before, Banks' universe can be described as near-infinite and has been going on, at the time of the Culture, for billions of years. The amount of different civilizations, races, lifeforms, that people or peopled it, is enormous. As such, axioms on how a regular civilization evolve have existed for a very long time. One of those is that a civilization will, late in its evolution, sublime in its entirety out of the material world. This mysterious event is never fully explained in Banks' novels, but what can be inferred is that it is the usual way out of the material universe, the last phase of a civilization. The Chelgrian civilization is an original case because if it did Sublime when it got the technological means to do so, it did so only partially. “About six percent of their civilization”195 sublimed and had then maintained links with the majority part of their civilisation which had not moved on. The links took the form of dreams, manifestations at religious sites (and sporting events, though people tended not to dwell on this), the alteration of supposedly inviolate data deep inside government and clan archives, and the manipulation of certain absolute physical constants within laboratories. A number of long-lost artifacts were recovered, a host of careers were ruined when scandals were revealed and several unexpected and even unlikely scientific breakthroughs occurred. 196



The most amazing development of this partial Subliming came later: What the Chelgrian-Puen, the gone-before, did with their still applicable super powers was to build heaven. They made matter of fact what had until then required an act of faith to believe in. When a 195 Iain M. Banks, Look to Windward, p 295. 196 Ibid.
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Chelgrian died, their Soulkeeper device was the bridge that carried them across to the afterlife. 197



In other words, rather than abandoning their ancient spiritual heaven for the new scientific transcendent state, they decided to build an artificial heaven, that would copy what the ancient texts said. All Chelgrians have a “Soulkeeper device” implanted in their brains, which, at the moment of death, records their mind-state and instantly sends it to the artificially simulated heaven, to live in the bliss or hell imagined by the ancient Chelgrian religious texts. Eventually going to heaven then becomes a fact: when Worosei kisses the bound-to-die Quilan in the prologue of Look to Windward, which depicts an episode of the Chelgrian civil war, she tells him quite simply “I’ll see you in heaven.”198 It gave these two soldiers courage, to be sure, for how would it be possible to be afraid of dying when afterlife is guaranteed? It is not a matter of belief anymore, it simply is science. The catch is: what about when there is a glitch in the system? Ironically, it turns out after the prologue that Quilan survived, and that Worosei died in such a way that her Soulkeeper did not work properly: her soul was not transferred to heaven. Quilan, depressed, is later on contacted by Chelgrian religious authorities who want to use him as their tool of revenge against the Culture, in a suicide attack against the Orbital Masaq'. Their justification: 'The Chelgrian-Puen have told us that the old rules apply.' 'The old rules?' He thought he already knew what was meant. 'They must be avenged.' 'A soul for a soul?' This was the stuff of barbarism, of the old cruel gods. The death of each Chelgrian had to be balanced by the death of an enemy, and until that balance had been achieved the fallen warriors were held from heaven. 199



It is interesting to see that they are embarking on that mission because the Chelgrian-Puen have told them. The fact is that their mode of communication is explicitly described as being vocal. For instance, when Quilan is sent to train himself before his mission, he has the honor of being addressed directly by the Chelgrian-Puen, what they tell him is of no real consequence here, only the way in which it was done: “There had been no sound, just the words ringing in his head.”200 and “[t]he voice was loud, a shout in his head. ”201 What is more, to add emphasis to the loudness of the voice, all of the Chelgrian-Puen's sentences are written in capital letters. 197 Ibid., p 297. 198 Ibid., p 16. 199 Ibid., p 403. 200 Ibid., p 463. 201 Ibid., p 466.
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To put it another way, what drives Quilan to launch himself on a suicide mission that has the potential to kill billions of people, is a voice in his head, and one that talks big. The comparison between believers and psychotics is of course not due to chance. The stories of the Idirans and the Chelgrians are in many ways exaggerations of problems that exist on today's Earth, and as was previously seen, it is very easy to read in Banks' novels a critique of religious fundamentalism, or even religion in general. Indeed, it seems that for Banks, believing in Jesus is just like having an imaginary friend, and then telling everybody that what this imaginary friend is saying is the absolute Truth. It is also quite tempting to say that Banks is putting most of the blame on Islam, especially after reading the epigraphs of Consider Phlebas and Look to Windward, about Jihad and the Gulf War. It would however be an error, as religion is only a constituent of what Banks is attacking; it is important yes, but still only a part of a greater problem. 4.1.2 “Le problème du langage” Both civilizations, the Idiran's and the Chelgrian's, share one important characteristic with each other and with all the civilizations extinct and extant on Earth: they are logocentric civilizations. What this word means for this essay is simple: is logocentric a civilization (or a person) that has a self-asserting attitude towards Truth. The center, which can have several forms, that of a Holy Book (the Koran for example) or a historical ideal (such as Liberal Democracy) is inseparably tied with the logos. This important Greek concept, if it can mean word, can also mean discourse; if it is sometimes equated with Jesus Christ in particular and Christianity in general, 202 it can also be equated with intelligence; if it can mean reason, it means before anything else voice. The problems of logocentrism have been studied at great lengths by Jacques Derrida in De la grammatologie, in which he explained that it is a métaphysique de l'écriture phonétique (par exemple de l'alphabet) qui n'a été en son fond — pour des raisons énigmatiques mais essentielles et inaccessibles à un simple relativisme historique — que l'ethnocentrisme le plus original et le plus puissant, en passe de s'imposer aujourd'hui à la planète, et commandant en un seul et même ordre : 1. le concept de l'écriture […] 2. l'histoire de la métaphysique […] 3. le concept de la science203 202 By no others than former cardinal and current Catholic pope, Benedict XVI. See “Cardinal Ratzinger On Europe's Crisis of Culture”. 203 Jacques Derrida, De la grammatologie, p 11-12.
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The “concept of writing,”204 because writing has always been taken, historically, as the supplement of speaking, always did speaking come first; “the history of (the only) metaphysics”, because philosophical truth has always been considered as coming from the logos; “the concept of science”, because is not science what is logical? The consequences are very important, as it seems that most of the time logocentrism is synonymous with ethnocentrism, and when two or more such centers encounter each other, the result is often conflict. When such logocentric civilizations are given power, there happens what the Chelgrians and Idirans have suffered in Banks' science fiction: a rise to prominence followed by the need to spread their logocentric culture, a terrible crash against the Culture, and finally getting utterly and completely assimilated in it. When Banks writes about the Chelgrians or the Idirans, he does not write about truly alien civilizations. These scary tripedal beings are very close to human beings, they are “reproductions of existing structures in externally altered circumstances,”205 they are instances of intelligent life that are not biologically human, but that still follow the rules of logocentrism. The sciencefictional part of Banks' stories, the posthuman, is to be found in the human shaped Culture citizen. The aliens in his fiction, however crazy looking they are, are definitely modeled on human beings. As such, what Banks does when he uses his allegories for what works (the posthuman Culture citizen) and what does not (the all-too-human aliens), is to present to his readers a potential programme for the future. How it is implemented will be seen in the next part. Jacques Derrida, in De la grammatologie, writes that “le problème du langage n'a sans doute jamais été un problème parmi d'autres” 206 and indeed it is not. Language is the filter of consciousness, which influences and mediates everything. It is the tool used to code the world, but also to decode it: two facts which probably make it the most important thing on Earth. One simple example concerns the very epigraph of Consider Phlebas: “Idolatry is worse than carnage. The Koran, 2: 190.”207 Taken by itself, without too much thinking on its words, this epigraph cannot help but set an anti-Islam tone to the book, and readers cannot help but make a link 204 The translations are taken from Jacques Derrida, Of Grammatology, translated to English by Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak. 205 Raymond Williams, “Tenses of Imagination”, p 122. 206 Jacques Derrida, De la grammatologie, p 15. 207 Iain M. Banks, Consider Phlebas, p 6.
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between the Idirans and fantasied Islamic Jihadists. However, as was mentioned before, the quote is a mistranslation, one among many in N.J. Dawood's translation of the Koran, published in 1956, and which is one of the most popular versions of the holy book in the English language. In his article “Lost in Translation”, Ziauddin Sardar outlines the history of the Koran's translation, and how often it not only lost a lot during the process, but how it also often gained many violent overtones. The examples are numerous, and especially in Dawood's Koran which, Sardar argues, was written with the very specific agenda of denigrating both the Koran in particular and Islam in general.208 It is arguable whether Banks was aware or not of the fact that he was quoting a mistranslation. Even if he was, many readers of Consider Phlebas will not realize, however, and will enter the book with a specific image of what to expect in it. A not-too-honest use of language will have forced them into adopting one specific strategy of reading the novel: to read into the Idirans crazed religious fundamentalists and so, in a reversed process, to read into Muslims scary, ferocious and over-aggressive aliens. This linguistic fraud happens all the time, as the understanding of a word depends on many factors. As this shows, language is far too big a monster to trust unconditionally, as such a trust that can only lead to logocentrism. A logocentrism criticized by Banks in his books, but from which he seems not to be able to escape.



4.2 Man as a programmable machine Iain Banks has mentioned many times how The Culture is his way to address some of the problems humanity will find in the future, that it is his own personal Utopia, or even that it is a secular heaven. It comes to reason that he outlines in his books a specific way forward, a way which will now be studied. An all-important term for the comprehension of Banks' program has to be explained first: cybernetics. It is the science of “control and communications in the animal and machine,”209 as it was defined by one of its modern pioneers Norbert Wiener in his book 208 See “Lost in Translation”, New Statesman, 9 August 2004. 209 Norbert Wiener, Cybernetics, p i.
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Cybernetics, in 1965. The concept had important repercussions on the worlds of science, but also of philosophy. It is not in the scope of this essay to explain cybernetics, only one of its consequences. By studying “control and communications” systems in both machines and animals, cybernetics brings them closer together. Both the reactions of a human being and of a computer can be described in numbers and equations, in words and concepts. The main difference is one of complexity, but the bridge may very well soon be gapped and crossed over by super-intelligent computers. At the same at this happens, better understanding of the human brain will also surely come. When the network of synapses have been completely mapped, and when all the controlling processes of thinking have been understood, it only takes science fiction to make one last comparison between machines and animals: the reprogramming or rewriting of the brain. In Derrida's words: [Q]u'il ait ou non des limites essentielles, tout le champ couvert par le programme cybernétique sera champ d'écriture. A supposer que la théorie de la cybernétique puisse déloger en elle tous les concepts métaphysiques — et jusqu'à ceux d'âme, de vie, de valeur, de choix, de mémoire — qui servaient naguère à opposer la machine à l'homme, elle devra conserver, jusqu'à ce que son appartenance historico-métaphysique se dénonce aussi, la notion d'écriture, de trace, de gramme ou de graphème.210



In other words, and in this specific context, until language itself is dethroned it will be in command.



4.2.1 The Sapir-Whorf theory Language has long been one of the favorite subjects (and, by necessity, object) of science fiction writers, with a special focus on the linguistic relativity theory, also called the Sapir-Whorf theory. It holds that, to summarize greatly, language influences thought. One of the most famous example in science fiction can be found in George Orwell's Nineteen-eighty-four: It is revealed in the course of the novel that the authoritarian “Party” is currently writing a new dictionary, modifying at great lengths English so as to form a new language called “newspeak”. By expunging from its vocabulary words such as “rebellion” or “free”, the goal of the Party is to allow an even more direct control on the population that they already had, by simply deleting out of people's vocabularies and minds the language of revolution. From the appendix to the novel, 210 Jacques Derrida, De la grammatologie, p 19.
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“The Principles of Newspeak”: The purpose of Newspeak was not only to provide a medium of expression for the world-view and mental habits proper to the devotees of Ingsoc, but to make all other modes of thought impossible. […] a thought diverging from the principles of Ingsoc--should be literally unthinkable, at least so far as thought is dependent on words. To give a single example. The word FREE still existed in Newspeak, but it could only be used in such statements as 'This dog is free from lice' or 'This field is free from weeds'. It could not be used in its old sense of 'politically free' or 'intellectually free' since political and intellectual freedom no longer existed even as concepts, and were therefore of necessity nameless.211



Eighteen years later, in 1966, Samuel R. Delany, who “has followed the vocation of […] 'allographer', one who writes the Other,”212 as Damien Broderick characterizes him, published Babel-17, a book that would help revolutionize the world of science fiction. The book is about a poetess and telepath, expert in codes and languages of all sorts, that is tasked by the military to crack open “Babel-17”, a cypher which is heard on radio waves just before, while, and some time after, on the sites of various terrorist attacks, provoked by the mysterious “Invaders”. Wong's skills make her realize that Babel-17 is not a code, but is actually an immensely rich and also very subtle language. The possible ways to signify meaning in this language are more than numerous, and very minor alterations in gesture, accentuation, or pitch have the potential to significantly alter the meaning of a word. At some point of the book, Rydra Wong is captured and sedated, and finally wakes up attached to a chair: Her lids had been half-closed on her eyeballs. She opened them and came up suddenly against a restraining web. It knocked her breath out, and she fell back, turning about to look at the room. No. She didn't "look at the room." She "something at the something." The first something was a tiny vocable that implied an immediate, but passive, perception that could be aural or olfactory as well as visual. The second something was three equally tiny phonemes that blended at different musical pitches: one an indicator that fixed the size of the chamber at roughly twenty-five feet long and cubical, the second identifying the color and probable substance of the walls—some blue metal—while the third was at once a place holder for particles that should denote the room's function when she discovered it, and a sort of grammatical tag by which she could refer to the whole experience with only the one symbol for as long as she needed. All four sounds took less time on her tongue and in her mind than the one clumsy diphthong in 'room'. Babel-17; she had felt it before with other languages, the opening, the widening, the mind forced to sudden growth. But this, this was like the sudden focusing of a lens blurry for years.213



This is one of the first descriptions of the language and it shows very well how complex it is but also how both rich and economical it is. Simply by the blending of phonemes “at different 211 George Orwell, Nineteen-eighty-four, p 372. 212 Damien Broderick, Reading by Starlight, Postmodern Science Fiction, p 119. 213 Samuel R. Delany, Babel-17, p 96.
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musical pitches”, one is able to give the size of something, to indicate its color and substance, or to “denote” a “function”. Delany orchestrates the entrance of Babel-17 perfectly by breaking the fourth wall214 with his “[n]o”. By giving precision on the narration, he is able to give to his readers access to both the power and the strangeness of this Babel-17 that he had imagined, and all of it by keeping the language itself hidden. This perfect language is more than just rich and economical though, as the rest of the quotation shows: She sat up again. Function? What was the room used for? She rose slowly, and the web caught her around the chest. Some sort of infirmary. She looked down at the—not 'webbing', but rather a three particle vowel differential, each particle of which defined one stress of the three-way tie, so that the weakest points in the mesh were identified when the total sound of the differential reached its lowest point. By breaking the threads at these points, she realized, the whole web would unravel. Had she flailed at it, and not named it in this new language, it would have been more than secure enough to hold her. The transition from 'memorized' to 'known' had taken place while she had been— Where had she been? Anticipation, excitement, fear! She pulled her mind back into English. Thinking in Babel-17 was like suddenly seeing the water at the bottom of a well that a moment ago you thought had only gone down a few feet. She reeled with vertigo. 215



Because in the book language directly influences thought and is the tool to literally (and literarily) code, and decode the world (and the book), it is possible to imagine a language that would make someone maybe not smarter, but at least more perceptive. What happens when Wong thinks in Babel-17 is that her environment is perfectly defined not even by the language in general, but by the units of meaning themselves. No wonder Rydra Wong is reeling “with vertigo” as for her, for a minute, seeing was understanding. The mention of having to properly name things in order to control them is very interesting. As she says, if she had not perceived the webbing for what it really was, it would never have allowed her to escape. This is the main power of Babel-17, it is a tool that allows its users to read directly into the fabric of reality. By “looking” around at the world, one is able to clearly see the coding of the universe. It turns out to be at the end of the novel that Babel-17 actually functions like a computer language, as it does not really describe meanings but ascribe functions, and the added possibility of truly seeing is only a sideeffect of this programmatic characteristic. For instance, it is revealed that one of the most important aspects of Babel-17 is that it lacks pronouns, thus erasing individualities. What Babel17 normally does is to turn people into tools, by effectively programming (and so, writing) them into terrorists helping the cause of the Invaders. Only the fact that Wong was a telepath and 214 Which is one of the defining characteristics of Delany's writing. 215 Samuel R. Delany, Babel-17, p 97.



David Creuze



4 The Culture's language – 4.2.1 The Sapir-Whorf theory



91



poetess saved her, her artistic powers (both of listening and singing, in a way, or reading and writing) allowed her to crack open Babel-17. Back to Philebus and back to Plato's idea of the soul as a book, with one question though: who or what was writing it? In Babel-17, the writers of the war language were the “Invaders”, in the Culture: the Minds. Science fiction books that primarily deal with language are far too numerous to count, as this theme is probably the favorite of most science fiction authors.216 It also seems clear that it is the favorite theme of Banks, if we study his top ten list of science fiction novels: 01. The Moon is a Harsh Mistress - Robert Heinlen 02. Tiger! Tiger! - Alfred Bester 03. Hyperion - Dan Simmons 04. Fire Upon The Deep - Vernor Vinge 05. Neuromancer - William Gibson 06. The Dispossessed - Ursula K Le Guin 07. The Muller-Fokker Efect - John Sladek 08. The Pastel City - M John Harrison 09. Stand on Zanzibar - John Brunner 10. Babel-17 - Samuel R Delany217



As was just mentioned, Babel-17 (1962) is directly concerned with the Sapir-Whorf theory, as well as The Dispossessed (1974), which was presented earlier, and which introduced the readers to a sort of communist Utopia where language has been expunged of words that denote possession as a direct way to promote solidarity and the sense of community. Similarly, Heinlen's book The Moon is a Harsh Mistress (1966) is full of invented languages (the computer language LOGLAN having a prominent place) and is actually written in the English dialect of the anarchist inhabitants of the Moon, a variety of English which has excluded articles and most pronouns, and introduced many Russian words in its slang. The actual style of writing of these authors is also of interest, as Banks shows a taste for quite literary writers, who are either experimentalists (Heinlen, Bester, Gibson, Sladek, Delany) but also writers with a very strong awareness of the literary world in general (flagrant examples being Bester's book Tiger! Tiger! which is full of allusions to William Blake, and Simmons' Hyperion which is a homage, a rereading and also a rewriting of John Keat's work, as well as actually having him as a character in the novel). Many other similar points could be made about these ten books, the language theme 216 A very good survey of this theme can be found in Mark Bould's article “Language and Linguistics” in The Routledge Companion to Science Fiction. 217 As published on various websites about Iain Banks, originally published in Arena Magazine.
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being close to omnipresent in these works of art. It stands to reason that they influenced Banks in some ways, and indeed they have, at least when Banks invented the language of the Culture: Marain. If language is not the main theme of the Culture novels, it however is the very base of the Culture. If there are no in-depth explorations of this allegedly perfect language (because it is not logocentric nor culturally bound to any cultures, it is used by many more people than only Culture citizens,) it however is the condition for the Culture's existence.



4.2.2 Writing the Culture Between all the civilizations Iain M. Banks presents in his science fiction, only the Culture is not logocentric (at least as usually understood). How could it be, seeing that it has neither a logos, nor a center? As was briefly summarized before, the Culture sees its origin in the secession of the inhabitants of the space stations and spaceships of some ancient human civilization. Untied to any planet, opened to anybody who wished to joined them and with absolute freedom guaranteed, this pre-Culture attracted many, and it grew considerably both in size and power. Most people in the Culture live in artificial habitats, ranging from small vessels to the previously described Orbitals. They all share a very important characteristic however, all of them are Minds-controlled spaceships. Some of them are immobile spaceships, yes, such as the giant Orbitals which orbit stars, but their immobility is not necessarily permanent as they can be moved when needed, or simply dismantled and reconstructed somewhere else. No homeland, no colonies, each spaceship in the Culture is the Culture. Someone living on the smallest Culture spaceship is as much one of its citizens as someone living on the biggest. Concepts such as capitals or backward provinces cannot exist in the Culture. Race is not a concern either, for that matter: citizenship is a given for all sentient beings in the Culture, be they human, alien, or artificial, such as the drones and the Minds themselves (which means that in the Culture, the very habitat where one lives also is a citizen). Anybody can be a citizen of the Culture, one simply has to be aware of its existence and choose to be one, just as anybody can leave it altogether if he wants to. There can be no real pride in being a part of the Culture then, how could there be when just anybody can be a part of it? Similarly, the logos, for Culture citizens, is replaced by something else. The common
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point between each inhabitant (human, man, alien, drone, Mind) of the Culture is their language, Marain, which “was a synthetic language, designed to be phonetically and philosophically as expressive as the pan-human speech apparatus and the pan-human brain would allow.” 218 It was invented shortly after the people and the machines that would later form the Culture seceded from their various home planets and civilizations. The big difference with any other language is that it was first imagined as a writing system and was devised by the Minds starting with a linguistic blank sheet, yet with the accumulated knowledge of the hundreds of thousands known to those people and machines charged with the language's devising. It had, therefore, no specific links to any of the main languages spoken by the people who came together to make up the Culture as a civilisation, save those statistically likely. 219



This quotation is extracted from “A Few Notes on Marain”, a short article by Banks which explains summarily how this language functions. Before anything else, Marain is described as being a mathematical language, based on a binary system written on nine bits long bytes. These nine bits are usually (the “nonary” system, mostly used by human beings) arranged in a 3x3 dotsgrid, where each dot is either blanked or filled (0 or 1), which gives a total number of permutations of 512 (the result of 29). Complications and/or precisions can be added by increasing the length of the byte. It is clear that it is a language that is out of Derrida's “enclave [mathématique],” and which is free from “l'écriture dite phonétique”. 220 Marain did not come out as a way to write spoken words, it was first invented as a way for artificial intelligences to communicate. Pronunciation of the language by biological beings came later. Several Culture stories mention directly the readers' language, and how hard it was to translate the original much more precise Marain into it. In the already-quoted “The State of the Art”, for instance, the satirical editor of the piece (which is an artificial and sentient drone on roughly the same level of intelligence as a human being) concludes it in this way: Well, thank goodness that's over. I don't mind telling you this has been an extremely difficult translation, not helped at all by Sma's intransigent and at times obstructive attitude. She frequently used Marain expressions it would be impossible to render accurately into English without at least a three-dimensional diagram, and consistently refused to redraft or revise the text to facilitate its translation. I have done my best, but I can take no responsibility for any misunderstanding caused by any part of this communication.221



Quite hard for us human readers not to feel belittled by such a comment, as even their 218 Iain M. Banks, The Player of Games, p 534. 219 Iain Banks, “A Few Notes on Marain”, . 220 Jacques Derrida, De la grammatologie, p 20. 221 Iain M. Banks, “The State of the Art”, p 81.
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language has been enhanced to ungraspable heights. Quotations likes this also serve to show the strangeness and otherness of Marain, doing it all in English of course. It is a feat Banks manages through ironic or satirical pieces like the one quoted above, and never through the writing of a necessarily incomplete Marain invented by Iain Banks himself. This sets Marain very much apart from other invented languages that were used in literature, such as Tolkien and Elvish languages which, as complete as they are, still only come from the brain of a human being. The only way to really show otherness is to hint at it. Another mention of Marain appears in The Player of Games, second novel in the Culture series, which is also narrated and translated by an always satirical artificial drone. After the first chapter of the book, this drone breaks the fourth wall and gives a [l]ittle textual note for you here (bear with me). Those of you unfortunate enough not to be reading or hearing this in Marain may well be using a language without the requisite number or type of personal pronouns, so I'd better explain that bit of the translation. Marain, the Culture's quintessentially wonderful language (so the Culture will tell you), has, as any schoolkid knows, one personal pronoun to cover females, males, in-betweens, neuters, children, drones, Minds, other sentient machines, and every life-form capable of scraping together anything remotely resembling a nervous system and the rudiments of language (or a good excuse for not having either). Naturally, there are ways of specifying a person's sex in Marain, but they're not used in everyday conversation; in the archetypal language-as-moral-weapon-and-proud-of-it, the message is that it's brains that matter, kids; gonads are hardly worth making a distinction over. 222



Another rare quotation about the language, but which proves again the superiority of Marain over Earth languages and, as language is so important, the superiority (in intelligence, perception, expression) of Culture citizens. This quotation shows it perfectly. By showing how any differentiated being with “a nervous system and the rudiments of language” can have a “personal pronoun,” Banks shows how such distinctions, and especially the male/female distinction, are useless in “everyday conversation”. As the drone explains in its own manner “it's brains that matter, kids; gonads are hardly worth making a distinction over.” Only in very specific cases will those specific pronouns be used, protecting people from quick judgments and misconceptions based on sex (or race, or color, or anything else that is differentiating). To put it differently, each being can be its own class of beings. In the anthology The State of the Art can be found the short story “A Gift from the Culture”, which has been mentioned previously. Wrobik, the narrator and main character of the 222 Iain M. Banks, The Player of Games, p 207-208.
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story, is a self-exiled ex-Culture citizen, now living on a planet out of the Culture's sphere of influence and which is a lot less developed, both on terms of technology, but also of human rights, than what can be found in the Culture. The story is not completely clear on how the planet is politically organized, but mentions are made to the very strong military, the brutality of the police, and of the fact that homosexuality is a crime. In other words, the planet Wrobik now lives on is completely dystopian. Wrobik is an unemployed part-time journalist, and a full-time gambler. Full of debts, scared of pain, he is threatened into accepting to do a sort of terrorist act: to shoot down the spaceship of the “Admiral”, on its way back from some victorious battle on a distant planet. The interesting thing is the way in which it is planned, as he has to use a gun that comes from the Culture, and can only be used by a Culture citizen. Why it is on this backwater planet is not clear, and the narrator cannot decide whether it was stolen in some ways or if the Culture itself is behind the planned murder. Indeed, as was mentioned before, the Culture (or rather, the Culture Minds) is not above assassination or heavy maneuvering of some lower nation's politics. One of the most interesting things is the fact that the gun is talking to Wrobik: 'The gun talked on. It used Marain, of course; the Culture's language. I hadn't heard that spoken for nearly eight standard years, and hearing it now I felt sad and foolish. My birthright; my people, my language.' […] 'Eight years in exile, lost to the Culture, never hearing that silky, subtle, complexly simple language, and now when I do hear Marain, it's from a gun, telling me how to fire it so I can kill… what? Hundreds of people? Maybe thousands; it will depend on where the ship falls, whether it explodes (could primitive starships explode? I had no idea; that was never my field).'223



And why not? Marain is not only the language of the people, it is also the language of the machines, and especially of the artificial Minds. However, seeing as they are infinitely more intelligent than the people, they are the true masters of Marain, and as such of the Culture. In that case, Wrobik is the tool, and the gun the master. One example: it is certain that if Wrobik asked the gun, it could answer all his questions on the damage he will make if he fired it. In Banks' words, from his short essay on Marain: It should be noted that while Marain was designed to be as quintessentially clear, concise and unambiguous a language as it is within the wit of human and machine to devise - and is, like the best games, essentially very simple but offering almost infinite possibilities - experience has proved that the judicious dropping of buffer bits and the use of varying byte-lengths, usually without the relevant notification of those mathematical or other pattern, though just as often not, plus the equally unflagged, abrupt and sporadic switching to entirely alien binary codes (Morse 223 Ibid.
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code being a perfect example) thankfully enables the Culture Minds fully to indulge their seemingly congenital predilection of unnecessary obfuscation, willful contrariness and the fluent generation of utter and profound confusion in others.224



The most interesting sentence here is “thankfully [added emphasis] enables the Culture Minds to indulge their seemingly congenital predilection of unnecessary obfuscation, willful contrariness and the fluent generation of utter and profound confusion in others”. Banks realizes that a mathematical language as perfect as Marain may seem cold and lifeless, but nobody has to worry, as “the Culture Minds” know how to use it so as to deceive “others”. Wrobik is probably one of its victims (and he knows it), just like all the other Culture citizens (and they know it too). If they are tolerated and even liked by some Minds, still Culture citizens are at best more like very smart pets and at worst are just like pawns. Always, without any exception in the Culture novels, the Minds are superior to Culture citizens, chained as they are to to a language they cannot hope to grasp in its entirety. By controlling the environment, the genetic markup of its citizens and the language, the Minds utterly control the Culture. The way it functions is simple, and similar in these three domains. The Minds offer a vast sandbox for the Culture citizens to play in: artificial habitats which can be modeled to their desires, a body which they can customize at will, and a perfect language; but the Minds are the masters of it all, and the freedom Culture citizens enjoy is relative, as it is necessarily kept to the confines of the Culture. Even if they are free to flee the Culture when they want, Iain Banks makes it clear that such escapes are always bound to failure. Examples abound: Wrobik in the above-mentioned “A Gift from the Culture”, Dervey Linter in “The State of the Art” who fell in love with Earth and asked the Abritrary to transform his body into one resembling most the body of an inhabitant of Earth, found religion, and then got murdered by a common thug in New York City.



4.2.3 Machined peace Not only Culture citizens are concerned by the Culture, the whole universe is, as [t]he only desire the Culture could not satisfy from within itself was one common to both the descendants of its original human stock and the machines they had (at however great a remove) 224 Iain Banks, “A Few Notes on Marain”, .
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brought into being: the urge not to feel useless. The Culture's sole justification for the relatively unworried, hedonistic life its population enjoyed was its good works; the secular evangelism of the Contact Section, not simply finding, cataloguing, investigating and analysing other, less advanced civilisations but—where the circumstances appeared to Contact to justify so doing—actually interfering (overtly or covertly) in the historical processes of those other cultures. 225



And The implication [of subliming] was that the very ideas, the actual concepts of good, of fairness and of justice just ceased to matter once one had gone for sublimation, no matter how creditable, progressive and unselfish one's behaviour had been as a species pre-sublimation. In a curiously puritanical way for a society seemingly so hell-bent on the ruthless pursuit of pleasure, the Culture thought this was itself wrong, and so decided to attempt to accomplish what the gods, it seemed, could not be bothered with; discovering, judging and encouraging - or discouraging - the behaviour of those to whom its own powers were scarcely less than those of a deity. Its own Elderhood would come eventually, it had no doubt, but it would be damned if it would let that happen until it had grown tired of doing (what it hoped was good.)226



It is hard not to think of the United States of America and their perceived policing of the world. Most of the wars (be they overt, like in Afghanistan; covert, like in Chile or, at first, in Vietnam; or cold, against Soviet Russia) that the country fought found their justification in the need to spread liberal democracy. The banner America has publicly brandished to go to war has nearly always been the banner of its democratic values, counterpart to the Culture's “good works”. Banks' attitude towards this problem seems ambivalent as, if he does write about interventionism going wrong in Look to Windward, with political meddling eventually starting a bloody civil war in the distant planets composing the Chelgrian civilization—a clear attack on the USA and their policing of the world—he also writes about how the Culture winning is always the more profitable move. It is hard to reconcile this fact with what happens in Banks' own life. In 2004, for example, he famously tore his passport in four and sent the pieces to the then Prime Minister of the United Kingdom, Tony Blair, in protest against the war in Iraq, this perfect symbol of interventionism. Iain Banks is also in favor of independence for Scotland. Why then would he present his “personal Utopia” in the form of the Culture? For what the Culture wants to do is basically convert the whole universe into itsel: the epitome of interventionism. The once very proud Idirans of Consider Phlebas, for example, are reduced to just another race that composes the Culture and gone is their traditional religion and their antique heritage. It seems that what is attacked in the Culture novels is not so much interventionism but 225 Iain M. Banks, Consider Phlebas, p 963. 226 Iain M. Banks, Excession, p 183-184.
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who or what is intervening. Humanity is weak and twisted, Banks keeps showing in his novels, but the Minds are perfectly rational and also perfectly ethical. When the Culture politically meddles into another society, it is truly because they want it to get better. Freedom from violent oppression is their ultimate goal, it is not just a smokescreen to hide greed or some demagogic attempt at vote-catching, as many people think were the case with George W. Bush's war against Iraq. Criminologist Ronnie Lippens, in his study of Banks' The Player of Games, shows how peace is given a machinistic treatment in Banks' book, and coins a very interesting neologism to describe what happens in it: “Imachinations of peace.” 227 This title matches perfectly what seems to happen in the Culture. What the Minds (and so, the Culture as a whole,) are doing is selfreplicating until the whole universe is filled with themselves. That would bring peace of a sort yes, but also complete stasis. A stasis that is not equated to death, but rather to a life set on pause, indefinitely: a freezing of change. Or rather, a spreading, everywhere, of ultimate peace. A peace coming from the other and as such it seems very dubious, but, as Ronnie Lippens explains, Peace always comes with a machine. […] Peace just doesn't seem to grow naturally. It has to be brought in, from somewhere. […] Machines bring closure, specificity, purpose, direction, and limits. They bring us order. They reduce openness and speed. […] Here's how peace appears: as slowness, as tamed force, as frozen movement, as specified order, as closed openness, as purpose.228



This unnatural and cold peace is the best hope for mankind, Banks writes in his science fiction. Left on his own, humanity will die away, something “has to be brought in, from somewhere”: the Minds. So as to preserve life, Machines must come and rationalize it, must come and transform the chaos of existence into order. There is a problem however, as if “peace always comes with a machine” can mean the emergence of the Minds in a civilization for instance, ushering an era of post-scarcity, it can also mean the imposition of peace by arms. As Paul Virilio noted when he wrote about the First Gulf War: [T]his overexposed war assumes the traditional aspects of the divine, so much so that on one side is the mystical fundamentalism and Saddam Hussain's call for a holy war, while on the side of the allies, we see a sort of technical fundamentalism, a call to pure war, with the support of sophisticated materiel (cruise missiles, smart bombs, etc.) that allows confrontation with the enemy almost without touching, as if by nothing less than a miracle.229 227 Ronnie Lippens, Imachinations of Peace: Scientifications of Peace in Iain M. Banks's The Player of Games, p 135. 228 Ibid., p 141-142. 229 Paul Virilio, Desert Screen: War at the Speed of Light , p 47.
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This is exactly what takes place in the wars fought by the Culture. Never are any citizens implicated in them, the wars are fought by constructed objects powered by artificial intelligences. The only sentient beings that are present in fighting are, sometimes, the Minds. However, if the means are roughly similar, only the Culture has the infinite powers to impose the Pax Cultura on the universe, as opposed to to any current societies on Earth. That it is a good thing or a bad thing is besides the point: the Culture is inescapable.
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5 Conclusion Nam Sibyllam quidem Cumis ego ipse oculis meis vidi in ampulla pendere, et cum illi pueri dicerent: Sibylla ti theleis; respondebat illa: apothanein thelo. 230 Petronius – The Satyricon and Epigraph to TS Eliot's The Waste Land.



5.1 Pessimism and Lucidity Such is Banks' posthuman, capable of much, but immature. Potentially full of knowledge, but too busy enjoying himself to bother about using it. Apparently freer (free from hunger, from poverty, from stupidity, from loneliness, at least) than any human being on today's Earth, he is ultimately forever leashed to the Minds, and thus, to the Culture. How can this be Banks' “personal utopia”, how can this be how he wishes mankind to end up, as he has said so many times? Banks' posthuman, as was seen during the course of this dissertation, may never be presented in a negative light in the novels, but neither is he ever presented under a positive light. Hedonistic and care-free, only considered a priori to be morally and ethically the best, he never explains himself or exposes his goals, and seems to only show the insignificant aspects of his incredible life. He does not have any consciousness of his own, and his near-gods, the Minds, are responsible for everything. However, the silliness that the readers perceive actually shows that Banks' posthuman is perfect: he never has any serious problems. Indeed, Banks' posthuman cannot have anyconcerns, because everything has been already set up for him by the Minds. The life of a Culture citizen is the dreamed life of Iain Banks and most transhumanists though, as was mentioned in the introduction. It is, as scientist Eliezer Yudkowsky was quoted to say before, “as close as science fiction has ever gotten to describing a real utopia. It's the society […] transhumanists would build, given full rein”231. To summarize greatly, the Culture is a deeply optimistic potential future, if, and only if, 230 “I have seen with my own eyes the Sibyl hanging in a jar, and when the boys asked her 'What do you want?' She answered, 'I want to die.'” 231 Eliezer Yudkowsky's website, Bookshelf – Books of future shock. .
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readers can share and accept the very pessimistic outlook that Banks has on life and humanity. For this is also revealed by the depiction of the Culture's citizens' nonchalance: they do not do anything big because they are small, fate has nothing in store for them. In the Culture, human beings were put back in their place, which however was made perfectly comfortable for them. Banks' posthuman is not only perfect for Banks' posthuman in particular, it is perfect for life and the universe in general. Indeed, the way the Culture is set-up (Marain being its main programming tool) is what saves it from imploding on itself or exploding out against all the other cultures of Banks' universe. If the Culture had been logocentric, it is certain (as the examples of the Idirans or the Chelgrians show) that the universe would be a constant battlefield, until all life disappears. Humanity is terrible, both for itself and the others, better to give it pretty toys such as immortality or the possibility to change sex, and leave the affairs of the world to those which really understand it or, at least, will not destroy it in the end: the artificial Minds. In his novels, Banks is showing an extrapolation of the human and of the posthuman which seems deeply pessimistic however, it starts from a very lucid appreciation of the probable future. Indeed, for many critics of the posthuman, including one of the most prominent, N. Katherine Hayles, Banks' idea of the posthuman is not that far from what he could become in reality. In her book How we became Posthuman: Virtual Bodies in Cybernetics, Literature, and Informatics, she explains that the posthuman is likely to be seen as antihuman because it envisions the conscious mind as a small subsystem running its program of self-construction and self-assurance while remaining ignorant of the actual dynamics of complex systems. But the posthuman does not really mean the end of humanity. It signals instead the end of a certain conception of the human, a conception that may have applied, at best, to that fraction of humanity who had the wealth, power, and leisure to conceptualize themselves as autonomous beings exercising their will through individual agency and choice.232



Banks' readers mostly come from this particular “fraction of humanity” who have been brought up with the ideals of Humanism, with this idea that Man has a special place in Nature. What Banks shows in his books is that this liberal humanist subject, this being who knows he has the power of agency over the world, who knows he is in the right by himself and for himself, never actually existed and has always been only an illusion. As was seen during the course of this dissertation, Banks' posthuman is beyond even such a description of the posthuman as being a 232 N. Katherine Hayles, How we became Posthuman: Virtual Bodies in Cybernetics, Literature, and Informatics, p 286.
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part of a greater technological whole, but the “conscious mind as a small subsystem” describes very well the Culture citizens and their relationships with the Minds. The human will not be emasculated into the posthuman, because there is nothing to emasculate him from. This is what Banks shows (or Asimov far before him), humanity only had the delusion that it had a say in the world's affairs, the posthuman knows he does not. Good or bad, this is the state of affairs in Banks' world. On such a pessimistic realization about humanity, Banks imagined the best possible outcome: the Culture. Even if his posthuman only has an illusion of free choice, he does not seem unhappy, and the actual range of choices he can make, if ultimately limited to what the Minds decide, is very impressive. It has to be taken into consideration that the fiction of Iain Banks is not limited to a study of the posthuman. Issues of language, of being in the philosophical sense, of the technical and the political are also of great importance. As well as writing about the posthuman's condition in his future environment, Banks is making in his novels a clear description of the postmodern condition. As Robert Duggan explains in his essay “Iain M. Banks, postmodernism and the Gulf War”, the way Banks presents the Culture is similar to the way thinkers such as Paul Virilio, Slavoj Zizek or Jean Baudrillard theorize the postmodern condition. As examples, Duggan gives first Zizek: The deadlock of today's Last Men, 'postmodern' individuals who reject all 'higher' goals as terrorist and dedicate their life to survival, to a life filled with more and more refined and artificially excited/aroused minor pleasures233



And then Baudrillard: We are, as a result, in the relentless situation of receiving, always receiving. Not now from God or nature, but through a technical system of generalized exchange and general gratification. Everything is potentially given to us, and we are entitled to everything, like it or not. We are in the situation of slaves who have been allowed to live, and are bound by a debt that cannot be repaid... Then to this positive transference there inevitably comes a response in the form of a negative countertransference, a violent abreaction to this captive life, to this protected existence, to this saturation of existence.234



It is nearly uncanny to see how well these few lines fit the condition of Banks' posthuman, which life consists of having artificial pleasures (as depicted in the wing-flying episode in Look to Windward) distributed by “a technical system”, the Minds. The unease readers may feel when 233 Slavoj Zizek, Welcome to the Desert of the Real, p 88. 234 Jean Baudrillard, The Spirit of Terrorism, p 102-103.
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confronted with the Culture may be this “form of a negative countertransference, a violent abreaction to this captive life, to this protected existence, to this saturation of existence” that Baudrillard imagines we feel in this postmodern world we live in. Banks' Culture is not only fiction then, it is also theory and, in many ways, a manifest. The Culture novels give “Banks' personal utopia”, what he hopes humanity will become in the future. What has been seen in this dissertation has first been the posthuman himself, the result of the application of Banks' manifest. It would however needed to study in greater detail the road to that posthuman, which path should be taken by humanity, in Banks' opinion, so as not to die out. A very interesting book for such an endeavor would be Banks' novel Inversions, which is an official “Culture Novel” only because the jacket of the book mentions so. At first glance, this book may read like a fantasy novel such as The Lord of the Rings. This novel is set on a planet orbiting two stars, full of mysteriously-named kingdoms which are roughly on the same technological level which was found during the European Middle Ages. The novel tells the story of two persons, which could (but maybe are not) be ex-Culture citizens that will try to change the course of history for this planet so as to make it ethically (and politically) better. In order to survive, humanity will have to change, the novel Inversions, as well as the previously mentioned novella “The State of the Art”, make it clear. That “we make our own meanings”, as Banks writes in “A Few Notes about the Culture”, has to be a definite fact for everybody and the historical logos have to be abandoned. Enlightened by works such as George Orwell's Nineteen Eighty Four or Samuel R. Delany's Babel-17, Banks presents in his novels a universe entirely coded by language. Specifying everything, language cannot help but be the most important constituent of the world. It can be a dangerous weapon though, as Consider Phlebas and Look to Windward show clearly. In these novels can be found two civilizations that use and abuse language (in their cases, religious language) to launch a war in the first book, and to justify terrorism in the second. To solve the problem of language Banks imagined in his novels the language Marain. Invented by artificial intelligences and originating from writing, it appears to be softly programming its users into behaving morally, at the same time as it is enriching their range of expression as well as of perception. To put it differently, the whole experience of being is experienced by and through language. For Culture citizens it is through the perfect language Marain, which by its very
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conception directs its users to be ethically better persons; for everybody else it is through the naturally evolved but constantly abused and distorted languages of the world. Beyond this discussion of far future linguistic prowess, Iain Banks is also advocating for a deeper recognition of the powers of language and, as such, of literary writing. Literature has always put to paper what happened in the world but as it is also read, it has in many ways informed the world. Science fiction in particular, as was mentioned in the introduction, has always had both a visionary status as well as being a great laboratory of ideas for scientists to pick. After a reading of Banks' science fiction, it may seem a scary prospect. The loss of agency on the world, the taking-over of power by the artificial intelligences, these are only two examples of worrying developments that Banks extrapolates from the present. It remains to be seen if Banks' vision for the future will come to pass, but to have his very ambiguous Utopia be the model for the society many influential scientists want to build is worrying to say the least. It shows very well the power of language and the failings of many. Banks' use of the word “culture” with a capital letter to represent his “personal Utopia” is of course not innocent, and comes from a similar idea. What is all powerful in Banks' science-fictional universe is, as was just said, language and how the Culture uses it. First by writing the Culture citizens into behaving, but also by the Minds' expert use of this superior language. Expert at communication in its ugliest form, that is to say a sort propaganda that does not say its name, the Culture can only remind readers of this other great culturally hegemonizing monster: the United States of America. It is strangely ironical to see how Iain Banks seems to have himself been a victim of language and culture, he who tries to reveal its dangers in his novels. Indeed, as was mentioned several times during the course of this dissertation, Banks' launch into the Culture, his first science fiction novel Consider Phlebas, starts with the famous mis-translation from the Koran, “Idolatry is worse than carnage.” Another example showing the power of language, and how literary studies can help achieving a better understanding of the world.
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5.2 The Future Many parts of this dissertation have been enlightened by Jacques Derrida's work. Concepts such as the pharmakon, the exorbitant method or his arguments about logocentrism and language are all very important for a complete understanding of science fiction. Not only that, but it can be argued that Iain Banks is having in his work a kind of dialogue with Jacques Derrida, by trying to apply or subvert his concepts. Some possible examples are the mention of Phlebas/Philebus, or what seems to be an application of some of Derrida's ideas in the invention of Marain, this decentered and logosless language. To put it differently, if Derrida's work reads Banks', Banks' work also reads Derrida's, and sheds on it a different light than what traditional critical thinkers would. Examples include the rewriting of Plato's Philebus enlightened by TS Eliot's The Waste Land, Banks' original way of using the pharmakon's motif, or his exorbitant treatment of logocentrism, to say nothing about the transition from human to posthuman. To read and write Derrida's work into science fiction should not be surprising, as is not Jacques Derrida concerned with the “à-venir”? The science fiction author who probably inspired Iain M. Banks the most is the already mentioned Samuel R. Delany who without possible doubt is the science fiction writer with the greatest awareness of Jacques Derrida, post-structuralism, and postmodernism. Since the publishing of Trouble in Triton: An Ambiguous Heterotopia in 1973, almost all of the chapters from nearly each of his novels hasve used epigraphs taken from post-structuralists thinkers such as Julie Kristeva or Michel Foucault. The critical thinker whose presence is felt the most in his fiction is Jacques Derrida though. It is striking when reading the stories that compose his Return to Nevèrÿon cycle, which depict many Derridean concepts in a prehistorical setting. It can be said that the theme of these stories is the invention of humanity, seeing how it gives to its readers representations of the invention of writing, of commerce, of sexuality or discussions about storytelling, and even about différance and relativism. These stories are full of thinkers (or rather, of critics,) that question the world around them and where it is leading to. The consequences of the introduction in their societies of the concepts of money or of writing are constantly debated. What is of utmost importance in the Return to Nevèrÿon series, and why the comparison with Banks' science fiction is so evident, is the fact that what is treated through his fiction/theory is the transition. From prehuman to human in Delany's fiction, from human to posthuman in Banks'. By David Creuze
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putting fiction and theory closer together in such a way, one does not blur the borders, one expands them. Both Jacques Derrida and Samuel R. Delany will have a more prominent place in our next project, which will starts its study of “human enhancement” from the beginning. A history of the progress of humanity will be hinted-at, using Delany's Return to Nevèrÿon as the fictional starting-point. Philosophy will have an important place, and the works of Bernard Stiegler and André Leroi-Gourhan about the origins of science and of humanity will be studied extensively. The goal of this coming work, as fiction indeed drives science, 235 will be to study how postmodern science fiction can directly inform the ethics of science.



235 See for instance How Science Drives Fiction and Fiction Drives Science, by Mark Brake, for a study of the interconnections between science and fiction.
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