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places on the map. Today those blank places are pretty well filled up
with broken Coke bottles and rusty beer cans.

Twenty-five years ago television, radar, long-range rockets, and
even atomic bombs were still science fiction gadgets. These frontiers
of knowledge have been spreading out, and are still spreading at what is
known as an exponential rate. The stone axe was a pretty useful new
technological development for several thousand years. Gunpowder held
out for 700. And today, so soon after Hiroshima, the A-bomb is already
obsolete. The science fiction writer has to scratch to keep ahead of
the headlines.

But yet, hard pressed as he may sometimes be for new ideas, we can
find consolation in the fact that larger areas tend to have longer fron-
tiers. The more that is known, the more unknown there is beyond to come
within reach of the searching imagination. There are so many new fron-
tiers coming along that it's hard to keep up with all of them. One ex-
ample that I might mention is the new developments in linguistics and
what is known as metalinguistics. That's a new frontier to me too. It
seems there are differences of opinion between the people in linguistics
and metalinguistics. I don't want to get involved in that. But what
interests me is the idea that what people think, or can think, is pretty
well determined by the structure of the language in which they do their
thinking. The idea of relativity, for instance, is said to be pretty
well built into the Hopi Indian language, but it's so foreign to the
structure of our European languages that a special artificial language
of mathematics had to be invented before such a man as Einstein could
work it out.

I have to admit that it's hard for me to keep up with the science
fiction that's being published. It's possible I missed a story or two.
I don't believe that the possibilities inherent in linguistics and meta-
linguistics have been very well exploited so far in science fiction
stories. It seéms to me that there's probably a possible connection
there between these possibilities and the very interesting series of
articles that Dr. Gotthard Guenther has just had in Astounding®%, in
which he was talking about a new sort of mathematics as a new approach
to cosmology, thgt might abolish distance and bring the stars as close
as we wish. On the fantasy 1level, it seems to me that possibly Horace
Gold might be interested in a story in which a linguist rediscovers an
ancient language that makes magical incantations really work.

And 1I'd like to go one step further with this idea of science fic-
tion and the frontiers. I think it's likely that modern science fiction,
as well as the Kentucky rifle, is indebted to the frontier for the shape
it has taken today. The historian, Walter Prescott Webb, has written a
book called The Great Frontier, in which he tries to interpret modern
history in terms of the effect that the physical frontiers of America
and the other new lands have had on civilization during the past 500
years or so.

It seems that there are differences of opinion among professional
historians, as well as between the people in linguistics and metaling-
uistics. I've been surprised to meet a couple of professional histori-
ans who were a little dubious about Webb. But it seemed to me that what
makes them dubious is that they feel it tends to belittle the accomp-
lishments of the pioneer with his talk of unearned windfalls of wealth.
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"flying saucers.'" Wish fulfillment, perhaps, but surely, even if delus-
ion, a product of this science fiction environment we breathe in every
minute of the day.

So what's keeping young people reading science fiction? What's the
compelling attraction?

It's obviously not the thrill of new inventions. It's not the first
space flight. That's as obsolete as Twenty Thousand Leagues under the
Sea.

I know what it is for me.

It's the grand adventure. It's the lure of other worlds. It's the
wondrous vision of days to come and the land on the other side of the
mountain. It's'escape reading, sure, but escape into something one would
love to be involved in. It's the road away from the humdrum world of
cold reality. It's the inborn human desire for the victory of good over
evil. The glorious trek on the golden road to Samarkand. The crusade
for right against wrong. It's an innate belief in the rightness and
goodness of mankind. A belief that all too often must be sustained
through fantasy as a barrier against the wugly cynicism, shoving and
pushing, and crass commercialism of daily life.

Science fiction fans, and I here include all habitual readers, per-
haps several million of them, are still idealists down deep. That's
where the compulsive attraction lies. Science fiction is the last bul-
wark of idealist literature, of the wondrous vision.

That's the only way you can account for the phenomenal popularity
of Middle Earth and Frodo's marvelous quest. It's not science, not in-
vention, but it is the pure depiction of pure good against pure evil., It
tells of a sacred crusade to right a wrong -- and of victory in that
crusade. The success of the Tolkien trilogy was no accident.

Nor is the continuous success of the novels of Edgar Rice Burroughs
and Andre Nortom -- to mention but two among many -- any accident. Both
writers, in their own ways, carry the same ingredients. Good will tri-
umph, the wondrous vision will be justified.

This is the key to the reading of science fiction today. This is
what really su¥tains science fiction in this epoch. Not smart-aleck
"New Wave" writings -- all stylistic claptrap and downbeat. Not writers
whose desperate ambition is to be mistaken for mainstream writers and
abandon all this childish stuff about idealism to wallow in cynical sat-
ire and hold up distorting mirrors of the world about us.

We all know this world is a frightening place. That's why we read
escape literature. So what do these writers think they are doing?

Fortunately, though they are noisy and self-advertising, their num-
bers are restricted to a little clique. Their novels get published --
fans are tolerant and will take an occasional ugly vision in their
stride. But it's time to suggest that these embittered distortionists
stop trying to persuade everyone else that thelr sick fiction is the
right science fiction. If thev ever succeeded in persuading the majority
of writers to turn out only their ugly satires, their thorny futures of
sadistic societies and TFreudian anti-heroes, you would see how rapidly
the sale of sf would dwindle. There is no nourishment in such visions.
Science fiction cannot survive incarceration in a Coney Island house of
mirrors.
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