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Introduction

A Shadow Within: Evil in Fantasy and Science Fiction is the
third Call for Papers from Academia Lunare. The first in the
series, Gender Identity and Sexuality in Current Fantasy and
Science Fiction, won the British Fantasy Award for Best Non-
fiction. It has been a long road, but the growth of Academia
Lunare is the organic result of passion and a curiosity for
speculative non-fiction. We are very proud of our journey and
the people it has brought into the Luna family.

Choosing a topic to explore is a fascinating process for us. It
often stems from what is happening in the world, as the first two
Call for Papers showed (the second one being The Evolution
of African Fantasy and Science Fiction). Evil, on the other
hand, is a constant in human history, one that shifts with every
passing decade. It was this fluidity that we wanted to capture
in this current volume. It was clear from the submissions that,
for our contributors, evil isn’t a static presence confined to any
one given time, but rather something that constantly evolves
under the influence of the author’s own experience, society,
technology, and even an understanding of humanity.

For those new to Luna’s Call for Papers, know that we
encourage our contributors to pursue their topics from a wide
range of perspectives. This eclectic approach helps give rise to
something unique and refreshing: there is still a breadcrumb
trail to follow, but not one that necessarily follows a straight
and narrow road.

This volume attempts to shine new light on the subject of evil
by casting an eye on different methodologies. It also examines
our society and how this has affected our understanding and
representations of evil in technology, books and the media,
starting from the not-so-distant future and looking back a few
decades. In the largest section, our writers then tackle the issue
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of evil by looking at specific creators, as represented through
their characters and their works, be they films, books, or
games. We conclude by dipping into history (groups, people,
and architecture) and examining how this has influenced
fictional characters and settings, as well as their development
throughout the ages.

I really do believe there is something for everyone in this
book. Here you can find new approaches to an existing work
and learn more about its creator; you can also gain a better
understanding of society and history in ways you might not
have considered before. For you writers out there, you can
benefit from reflecting on, and perhaps reconsidering, your
understanding of evil; how to tackle “evil” characters and
perhaps even reinvent them.

Most of all though, as always, we hope you will find the
experience of reading this book to be a valuable and enriching
one.

Francesca T Barbini






The Antihero’s Journey: The Influence of Milton’s
Satan on the Evolution of the Dark Hero

Alice Capstick

Abstract

John Milton’s depiction of Satan in his 1667 Paradise Lost had
considerable influence on the development of antiheroic figures
throughout the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. These figures
distorted the conventional dichotomy between good and evil characters
in such a way that a new archetype began to emerge that was neither
entirely villainous, or heroic — but instead a tragic struggle between
the two. Given that the continuing influence of the antiheroic figure,
who is a unique blend of the characteristics traditionally used to
polarise heroic and villainous characters — sometimes referred to as a
“problematic heroes” or “dark heroes” — the antihero requires a similar
level of attention to what is given to the traditional heroic archetype of
the “pure” hero. I argue that Satan is the first incarnation of the modern
antihero, and his unprecedented sublimity, symbiotic relationship
with evil, and tormented aesthetic is what makes his antiheroic
character an ideal case study to understand the characterisation of the
antihero and consider its evolution over time. I propose an alternative
model to Joseph Campbell’s 1949 Jungian monomyth of “The Hero’s
Journey”, to reimagine increasingly popular archetypal characters
who do not comply with traditional heroic standards. This three-part
model examines the antihero’s “rise”, “reign”, and “ruin”, a structure
which focusses on the relationship between the antihero’s good and
evil characteristics; in particular, their relationship with power, and
the impact of their tormented and degrading infernal psychology.
By examining Satan’s influential journey as a means of developing
a model by which to understand the antiheroic journey, I argue that
the antihero is more relevant and prominent today than ever before,
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and that through continued consideration of the “antihero’s journey”,
we can understand the evolution of these complicated characters as a
commentary of the nature of humanity’s relationship with evil.

The Evolution of the Satanic Antihero

In his 1830 essay, ‘On the Devil and Devils’, Percy Shelley
accounts for controversial responses to John’s Milton
depiction of evil in Paradise Lost by explaining that Milton
took the traditional figure of the devil and “divested him of
a sting, hoof, and horns, and clothed him with the sublime
grandeur of a graceful but tremendous spirit” (1998, p. 264).
Shelley’s Lucianic essay was one of many similar prose works
written in the late eighteenth century that reflected a growing
interest in problematic heroes, who are often referred to as
“antiheroes” (Wittreich, 1972). These characters exhibit both
heroic and villainous traits, which are interwoven in their
character in such a way that the traditional struggle between
good and evil is internalised and becomes a struggle of self.
Hybrid characters, like Satan — who are admirable but have
problematic relationships with good and evil — have remained
popular since the introduction of the Satanic hero in the 1667
publication of Paradise Lost. Milton’s epic established the
Satanic precedent for the antiheroic journey, which continues
to influence the representation of the alternative heroic journey
in contemporary Satanic heroes. While the concept of the
antihero itself is not new, discussion relating to this character
has often focused on case studies or generic analysis of
antiheroic qualities, rather than accounting for the development
of the character in antiheroic narratives. However, the Satanic
antihero has become more than a literary influence, as mimetic
representations of him continue to be inspired by his legacy of
proud rebellion, psychological torment, and connection with
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the infernal.

In 1934, C.G. Jung helped establish the concept of the
archetype as “an indispensable correlate of the idea of the
collective unconscious, [that] indicates the existence of definite
forms in the psyche which seem to be present always and
everywhere” (1968, p. 42). Jung’s research on the collective
unconscious influenced Joseph Campbell in his development
of the concept of “the hero’s journey.” According to Campbell,
the hero’s journey consists of the “departure”, “initiation”,
and “return” of the hero. Campbell argues that this three-stage
monomyth encapsulates “mankind’s one great story” (p. 42).
However, Campbell’s model only applies to traditional hero
types who were popularised by the religious stories and myths
that he examined. Campbell does acknowledge that a different
interpretation of heroism would be necessary in the future —
that “it is not society that will guide and save the creative hero,
but precisely the reverse” (p. 337). Yet, because of his focus
on heroes from myth and legend, Campbell did not consider
whether society had already developed, or had perhaps been
influenced by such an alternative heroic figure.

The problem with Campbell’s archetype is that it no longer
encapsulates the hero’s journey in all its forms. I argue that,
given their popularity, antiheroes deserve to be considered
as more than just failed or unconventional heroes or villains.
Such heroes are not a study in virtuousness or goodness, but
rather of complex morals, diminished goodness, and descent
into the infernal — both physically and psychologically. The
antiheroic figure requires an alternative to the “hero’s journey”,
a general character arc that can be used to identify antiheroes
and map their descent similar to the way Campbell maps the
path of the traditional hero. Jung and Campbell’s conception of
collective unconsciousness focusses on a broad consideration
of the patterns of numerous myths and legends dating from
thousands of years ago from many different cultures. However,
while the antihero itself is not a new figure, the antihero as
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the protagonist first came to real prominence during the
Renaissance, particularly in Christopher Marlowe and William
Shakespeare’s Elizabethan heroes. Milton’s Satan, in Paradise
Lost, reimagined the Aristotelian notion of the epic hero and
became the first game-changing depiction of problematic
heroism, Satan truly embodies the evolution of evil, and
continues to be influential in contemporary literature. Satan’s
influence on Romantic heroes in particular revolutionised
the relationship between heroic and villainous characters and
began to conflate the struggle into one tormented character —
the Satanic antihero. By examining the precedent set by the
progenitor of the antihero as we know him today —Milton’s Satan
— I will propose an alternative heroic cycle that encapsulates the
antihero’s paradoxical relationship with power and goodness.
Essentially, the success of the antihero’s construction depends
on the character being “symbolic... of man in his fight for
liberty against oppression in all its forms” — a character who
“combines in his person those most prominent and not always
compatible concerns of romanticism... individual liberty...
and the brotherhood of man” (Thorslev, 1965, p. 10). However,
this fight for ideological reform is always undermined by the
antihero’s relationship with the infernal, which corrupts his
goodness and transforms this character into a tormented being
who descends into chaos. I propose a model that reflects their
relationship with power and diminished goodness comprised
of the antihero’s “rise”, “reign”, and “ruin”, with the potential
for “redemption”.

During their “rise”, at the beginning of the antihero’s cycle,
their character is normally inflamed with a righteous pride that
drives them in the pursuit of some ideological goal that they
believe will transform the world for the better. However, in the
pursuit of this utopian vision, the antihero’s methods become
increasingly reprehensible and they transform from being a
noble reformer to a deranged or deluded menace. When they do
eventually gain power, and “reign” in some form, the antihero
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retains self-awareness and understands that their acts of evil
are not justified by their goal. However, by this time, they have
become so entrenched in evil that they are unable to achieve
redemption and instead become degraded by their increasingly
villainous acts, which marks the beginning of their “ruin”.

What is important to understand about antiheroic characters
is that they combine heroism and villainy. To consider Satan’s
heroism or his villainy in isolation from the rest of his character
undermines Milton’s complex examination of humanity’s
relationship with the concept of evil. As a high-ranking angel
in heaven who falls to become the king of hell, Satan is the
culmination of opposing archetypes, and the embodiment of
the degradation of heroic virtue given overexposure to pride.
Despite most readers being aware of Satan’s role in Christian
history, he is not immediately dismissible as an evil character
or generic archetype or trope, which makes Milton’s Satan
the most prominent precedent for heroic characters who are
connected to the infernal, as he resists even the most basic
expectations about the nature and personification of evil. Satan
is attractive, admirable, determined, and resilient; qualities that
are traditionally associated with heroic characters. Yet, he is
also cunning, brooding, ruthless, and problematic — qualities
that undermine traditional heroism. The duality of Satan’s
character is what makes him so intriguing as he is not so
much a study of the effects of evil, but of the consequences of
diminished goodness when exposed to evil.

Critics in the eighteenth century were enamoured with
Satan’s character as an epitomised representation of sublimity.
However, it was not until Romanticism that the Satanic
antihero began to inspire interpretations; most notably in the
work of William Godwin, Percy Shelley, William Blake, Sir
Walter Scott, Mary Shelley, and Lord Byron. The Romantics
generally interpreted Satan as a champion of liberty and
egalitarianism, and for some, as the hero of Paradise Lost. As
Peter Thorslev explains, “in the full bloom of the Romantic
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age” rebellious individualism and pride transformed from
being “cardinal sins” to “cardinal virtues” (p. 187). It is
perhaps unsurprising that given the tumultuous period the
Romantics lived in, that they required new types of heroes and
established new ways of considering humanity’s relationship
with goodness and with evil. Versions of Satan sprang to
life in prose and verse throughout the eighteenth and early
nineteenth centuries. It is difficult to reduce this figure to the
confines of a traditional archetypal character because instead
of complying with existing ones, many of the Romantics
reinterpreted the precedent established by Milton’s Satan and
developed their own, most of which can also be described
as antiheroes and whose characters conform to the Satanic
antiheroic journey.

Antiheroic figures certainly existed before Satan; however,
Milton’s intriguing exploration of heroism meant that Satan
directly inspired many of the more colourful and intriguing
antiheroes that followed him. These figures are perhaps even
more prominent in contemporary society than in the Romantic
era and have attracted an increasing amount of attention.
Fiona Peters (2016) and Brett Martin (2014) have examined
the antihero in television and video games and examined the
way antiheroic figures have even begun to challenge gender
stereotypes and inspire the development of female antiheroes.
Laura Knoppers and Gregory Semenza have also considered
the contemporary antihero, but they are interested specifically
in Satan’s influence on modern variations (2006). However,
antiheroes have become most prominent in contemporary
fantasy, where writers have strayed from the heroic story arcs
of the past and developed new methods of constructing heroes,
many of whom have been indirectly inspired by the influence of
Satanic heroism. By considering Satan’s antiheroic journey as
one that can generally be applied to the antiheroic descendants
his character has inspired, it is possible to develop an alternative
model to the hero’s journey.
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Rise

The antihero is distinguishable from traditional heroic figures
because they are motivated by their ideological rejection of
the system of power they are subject to, on the grounds that it
is tyrannical and oppressive. However, the implementation of
theirideology is problematic and undermines their heroism. The
Satanic antihero’s rebellion is inspired by their dissatisfaction
not just with a simple system of government or hierarchy, but
with the order and governance of the universe on a cosmic
scale. Satan interprets God as a corrupt king, whose exaltation
of The Son is an arbitrary and cruel exercise in power that
demands “prostration vile” from all the angels, with the threat
that defiance will lead to them being “cast out from God and
blessed vision” (Milton, 2013, V.782, V.613). Satan argues
that the angels are “self-begot, self-raised” asserting both a
personal agency and the political idea of individuality (V.860).
He famously establishes his autonomy, presenting himself as
the ruler of his own destiny and insisting that “the mind is its
own place, and in itself / can make a Heaven of Hell, a Hell of
Heaven” (1.254-5). Satan’s proud defiance of the natural order
was interpreted by the Romantics as evidence of championing
Republican and egalitarian ideals pertaining to civil liberty
and meritocracy as superior to religious explanations and
interpretations of the human experience (Butler, 1981, p. 22).
Satan believes that is “better to reign in hell than serve in
heaven” because he is willing to sacrifice his place in heaven if
it means his escape from oppression and the liberty of executing
his own agency (1.263). Rebellion is an essential part of the
antihero’s “rise”, even if it is fundamentally impossible, or will
lead to inevitable failure and destruction.

The rebellion of antiheroic precedents to Satan, particularly
figures from Elizabethan drama — like Dr Faustus or Macbeth —
have been acknowledged by Helen Gardner as lending themselves
to the future (Gardner, 1965, p.101). These are problematic
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figures who certainly incite discussion and destabilise the division
between “good” and ‘“bad” characters, but their rebellions
are distinguishable from Satan’s because their justification is
underwhelming and unconvincing; as readers, we can determine
their failings clearly. Satan established a new precedent, as his
justification for inciting rebellion appears on a superficial level to
be reasonable, and not immediately reprehensible; and his decision
to vocalise these grievances under an omnipotent force appears
to be brave. The antihero begins their heroic journey as morally
indiscernible from traditional heroic figures. As their problematic
nature is revealed, it is their initial ideological framework that
makes it difficult for readers to universally condemn them. Instead,
antiheroic figures retain their heroic appeal because of their
admirable goal, even when their methods for attaining this goal
undermine their morality. The dissonance between the antihero’s
ideological justification and problematic method is what defines
the antihero in the first stages of their characterisation.
Importantly, during the antihero’s rise, it becomes apparent
that — despite their admirable ideology — their methods of
defying omnipotence are reprehensible. While there is an
argument to be made about it being necessary to challenge a
tyrant by turning the tyrant’s own evil methods against them,
the antihero’s problem is that in their “rise”, their heroism is
eclipsed by their reliance on these methods, and morally, they
pass the point of no return and cannot be redeemed. Satan’s
method of gathering followers is likened by the narrator
of Paradise Lost to a “calumnious art” where Satan uses
“counterfeited truth” to gain their attention and service (V.770-
1). Furthermore, Satan speaks to them from a “royal seat /
high on a hill” elevated above his peers and undermining the
belief in the importance of democracy which he expressed in
his earlier speeches (V.756-7). William Empson, a prominent
twentieth century advocate for Satan’s heroism, argues that
Satan’s self-elevation is justified because he is equivalent to
a lord who has been slighted by his king and is calling upon
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his followers for aid, and must therefore cast the appearance
of a lord (1965, p. 77). However, even Empson cannot defend
Satan’s myopic decision to challenge an omnipotent force in
war. The consequence of this poor leadership damns both Satan
and his followers to Hell. However, Satan remains determined
and uses manipulation to gather his forces once more, this time
commanding them to “awake, arise, or be forever fallen” and
suggesting that they should again attempt to defy tyranny, this
time through “covert guile” (1.330, 11.441). Somewhere in the
enactment of his rebellion Satan loses the moral high ground
because his ideological goal does not justify his increasingly
immoral methods. As an antiheroic figure whose inspiring goal
and heroic grandeur is undermined by his amoral leadership
and methods, Satan becomes a blend of traditionally accepted
heroic types like the Homeric warrior and benevolent king, and
villainous figures like the sophist or the Machiavellian Prince
(Lewalski, 1987, p. 84). The combination of the antihero’s
heroic goal and their problematic methods creates a moral
ambiguity that exposes Satan “as incredibly self-obsessed”
and a “monomaniac” (Lewis, 1969, p. 102). These are traits
that Empson cannot properly account for and prominent
anti-Satanists like C. S. Lewis never fail to point out. The
contradiction inherent and increasingly more apparent in the
antihero’s character makes it difficult for readers to discern
whether it is acceptable to overlook their morality in favour
of their cause, or whether moral fortitude is essential in every
circumstance. The antihero is determined to defy the natural
order and their place within it. Yet their proud defiance makes
it impossible for them to achieve equilibrium between morality
and pursuit of their goal.

The antihero’s pride is essential to their rise to power, as
without it they would lack the self-righteous justification that
enables them to defy the idea of omnipotence. However, while
their pride appears to be a form of bravery, it is — like their
rebellion — also a dangerous form of delusion. Satan’s pride is
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not constrained to defying God’s rule; he goes further, setting
himself up as an alternative to God. His throne in the “palace
of Lucifer” before his fall is only the first example (V.760). In
Hell, Satan builds Pandemonium “like a temple” with a “fretted
gold” ceiling amongst other examples of idolatry and suggests
that even the tower of Babylon — a symbol of overreaching
pride — does not equal Satan’s kingdom (I.713, 717). Satan
is again “exalted sat, by merit raised” above the other fallen
angels on a throne that symbolises the tyranny associated
with the Asiatic tyrants of Milton’s time (IL.5). Satan’s active
construction of himself as equal to God’s glory is both a grand
rejection of power and sublimely horrific hypocrisy.

Milton’s use of the sublime attracted most of the attention
Paradise Lost received in the late seventeenth and early
eighteenth centuries. Joseph Addison believed that the use of
the sublime was a requisite for epic poetry and that Milton
was more successful than his predecessors in applying it,
particularly to the character of Satan (Ricks, 1963, p.120).
Addison explains that Milton develops his description of
Pandemonium until he “has raised out of it some glorious image
or sentiment, proper to inflame the mind of the reader” (Ricks,
1963, p. 120). Samuel Johnson and Matthew Arnold discussed
the way Milton’s use of the sublime — his “grand style” —
distracted readers from Satan’s debased character (Leonard,
2013, p.132). Readers are constantly encouraged by Milton’s
use of the sublime to overlook Satan’s evil nature in favour
of his attractive appearance. Milton likens Satan to various
serpent-like sea monsters, or when Satan “throws his baleful
eyes... mixed with obdurate pride and steadfast hate” around
the “dismal situation” of Hell, or the description of Satan rising
from “the burning marl” and calling the legions of angels, are
all examples that demonstrate the subversion of Satan’s evil
nature in favour of his admirable appearance (I1.56-8; 1.296).
Later, upon his throne, Satan manipulates the war council into
choosing his plan for their second attempt at rebellion and also
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choosing him to be the hero of it. Again, Satan appears to be
inspiring, this time because of his powerful rhetoric. However,
each sentiment is presented superficially like an actor or a
politician. Only when his ‘“heart distends with pride” are
Satan’s true motivations revealed and is it unavoidably obvious
that pride is at the very heart of his character (I1.571-2). Satan’s
heroic rebellion is undermined by his villainous methods which
creates a paradox, because Satan’s aspirations are challenged
and revealed to be selfish which makes it difficult to continue
to approve of his methods.

Despite his admirable criticism of God as a tyrant
and oppressive dictator, Satan’s pride prevents him from
recognising these traits in himself and undermines his heroism
and his supposedly democratic ideology. Satan “does not go on
from rejecting the ‘tyranny of heaven’ to rejecting all tyranny,
in fact, to rejecting kingship itself, Satan merely sets himself up
as an alternate monarch, another tyrant, another king” (Bryson,
2004, p. 109). What Bryson is essentially arguing is that, in
attempting to oppose evil, Satan becomes what he despises.
Bryson suggests that this process is tragic; however, this is a
much-debated point in Miltonic scholarship which extends
to discussion of many problematic heroes. They have the
appearance and ideology of traditional heroism and a heroic
goal. However, in the process of “rising” to their self-appointed
task, the antihero’s heroism becomes clouded by their pride and
we begin to question whether they are truly heroic, or whether
their determination is beginning to degrade their humanity and
distract them from achieving their heroic potential.

Reign

Motivated by pride and deluded determination, the antihero is
usually successful in their second attempt at rebellion. What
follows is their “reign”, as the antihero holds (or believes they
hold) power, which they can now use to continue the battle that
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inspired their rebellion to begin with. However, the antihero
continues to rely on the problematic methods they used in
the process of gaining power despite being aware they are
immoral. After “reigning” over the war council in Hell, where
Satan exhibits the tyrannical behaviour he resented in God,
Satan escapes Hell and navigates through Chaos — supposedly
unaware that he is still subject to God’s omniscience. His
escape and subsequent arrival and infiltration of Eden mark
Satan’s success (at least in his own mind), as he is now able to
undermine God’s influence and impress his own upon others.
However, Satan continues to rely on the measures he used to gain
power, rather than now cultivating the system of governance he
espoused in his rebellion. These measures inevitably begin to
mimic the despotic tyrant Satan has supposedly usurped.

In most cases, the antihero becomes increasingly aware
of their relationship with their tyrannical predecessor, which
begins to make them question the validity of their rule. For
Satan, this moment occurs as he arrives at the gates of Eden at
midday, under the full force of the sun. There is no audience
to vaunt to or to act for, and for the first time Satan is alone
and his soliloquising allows readers insight into his character.
As Satan stands on the precipice of Eden, so too does he stand
on the precipice of committing himself to evil, as “horror
and doubt distract” him and provoke the realisation that his
own actions have damned him to Hell both physically, and
psychologically (IV.18). Satan’s realisation “wakes despair /
that slumbered”, as he now reflects on everything that he has
lost (IV.23-4). Satan even demonstrates self-awareness and
perhaps even acceptance of wrongdoing, by acknowledging
that he is guilty of “pride and worse ambition” and unjustly
“warring against heaven’s matchless king” (V40.1). Lewis
chastises Satan’s reflection, accusing him — perhaps rightfully
— of self-obsession and invalidating his torment because “all
of Satan’s torments are his own” (p. 99). Technically, Lewis
is correct; however, Satan’s character again establishes a



THE ANTIHERO’S JOURNEY 13

precedent, as he represents the torment dark heroes experience
as the consequence of their ideologically inspiring but flawed
rebellion. Lewis’s condescending summation of Satan’s
torment actually defines a key aspect of the antihero’s “reign”.
They become trapped in an invalid position of power, which
they must maintain through immoral acts, but each evil act
of maintenance inevitably begets another evil action, so their
torments do in fact become self-inflicted. Like Satan, when
faced with the choice of confronting the problems they have
caused and the damage this has done to their character, or
committing themselves to further immoral action, the antihero
decides to embrace evil, as Satan exclaims, “evil be thou my
good” (IV.109). By committing themselves to evil, the antihero
can no longer justify their damning methods, and instead
delude themselves into believing that their commitment to evil
is unavoidable. They make a conscious decision to continue on
their path despite knowing that it is problematic, and that now,
they are unable to justify their actions because their ideological
vision has been undermined.

Now that the antihero has committed themselves to their
immoral path, they must continue to maintain the appearance
of the hero they initially believed themselves to be. In
adopting and maintaining this fagade, the antihero undergoes a
fundamental change, as Satan does, from the early books when
he and The Son are both “presented in a heroic light, rhetorically
brilliant, emotionally stirring, courageous and self-sacrificing”
(Bryson, p. 133). Now their forms change; the Son is becoming
nobler, while Satan has fallen and becomes more convinced of
his heroism. To maintain the illusion of heroism the antihero
often adopts a disguise of some kind to hide their corruption.
Whatever the antihero chooses as their facade, whether it is a
mask or a hood, a stolen identity, or the reinvention their own
identity; the pressure of maintaining their facade corrupts their
real identity until the heroic ideological rebel becomes a fallen
victim of their own diabolism.
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Satan famously adopts the form of the serpent to tempt
Eve, a transformation which foreshadows his eventual demise.
The serpent is not the first disguise Satan uses to maintain his
heroic reputation. Technically, through his rhetoric and angelic
ability to shapeshift, Satan presents himself as a Homeric
Warrior, a benevolent king, a “stripling cherub”, a lion, a
tiger, a cormorant, and a toad; before he even considers the
form of a serpent as something that “might serve his wiles”
(ITI1.636; 1X 85). Satan’s early shapeshifting is foremost simply
a means to an end. However, John Leonard has noted that his
shapeshifting could also symbolise his degradation (1990, p.
118). Satan has fallen from heaven and is damned to hell, yet
the process of embodying his damned nature, of rejecting his
identity as Lucifer and becoming Satan in being as in name, is
represented metaphorically in his gradually degrading choice
of form. As each form becomes more depraved, Satan becomes
more resolute in his belief that he is achieving his goal. For
readers, it is apparent that with every new form he becomes
more committed to evil. His eventual adoption of “the serpent
subtlest beast of all the field” as a “fit vessel” represents the
complete corruption of Satan’s heroism, and the height of his
delusion (IX.86, 89). Satan even appears attractive in this form:

With burnished neck of verdant gold, erect
Amidst his circling spires, that on the grass
Floated redundant: pleasing was his shape
And lovely; never since of serpent-kin
Lovelier (IX.501-5)

Satan appears to be compensating for his entirely corrupted
being with his pleasing fagade. As the serpent, he is finally
able to fulfil his goal of revenge against God. However, in this
moment, Satan is at his most deluded and repugnant. Even
though he is about to achieve his goal, his pursuit of power
has corrupted his identity, and with it, the elements of heroism
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that initially justified his ignoble behaviour. The corruption
of Satan’s humanity in the name of heroism is reinterpreted
in various antiheroes that follow. From explicit allusions to
the Satanic antihero like Frankenstein, to later antiheroes like
Rochester and Heathcliff. Antiheroic characteristics are also
evident in modern interpretations like Batman, James Bond,
and Professor Snape. The antihero’s disguise may convince
the world that their purpose is good, but it only deludes and
corrupts what the wearer is determined to protect from scrutiny
— their flawed humanity.

Ruin

The maintenance of the antihero’s alternative identity to protect
their true identity has a degrading influence on what remains of
the antihero’s true self. Over time, the two identities begin to
converge so that one is almost indistinguishable from the other.
When their fagade eventually fails them, the antihero has no
choice left to them, and in this helpless state they usually lose
their power and fall with no hope of redemption or absolution.

When Satan returns triumphantly to Hell after tempting Eve,
he ascends his throne disguised as a “plebeian angel militant”
to make a more theatrical and impressive entrance. His former
righteousness and sublime power have disappeared; what
remains is a depraved creature eternally searching for validation
and power (X.442). The speech he gives to his followers begins
once again with “thrones, dominations, princedoms, virtues,
powers”, continuing his mimetic travesty of God but now
without the self-aware tone of mockery of God’s ceremony that
Satan imbued his earlier speech with. Satan wholeheartedly
believes he has bested God, which, he imagines, makes him
equal or perhaps better than him (X.460). Again, the antihero’s
overreaching pride has deformed his initial intent to overthrow
tyranny as the fagade of grand heroism that Satan adopted as a
tool has become his reality. Instead of heroically overthrowing
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tyranny, Satan’s moral weakness means that he has become a
worse example of tyrannical oppression and despotism than
God ever was.

The victory speech Satan presents to the fallen angels in
Book Ten is further evidence of his corrupt leadership. Readers
no longer need to scrutinise Satan’s rhetoric to observe his
depraved leadership. Satan lies excessively while maintaining
the appearance of modesty, infusing the story of his so-called
victory with bombastic overexaggeration. He speaks about
leading the fallen angels out of Hell to wreak havoc on the
world, but there is no mention of fulfilling his earlier plans or
his promises concerning civic liberty and self-determination.
Instead, Satan is infatuated with the idea of leading others
down a path of damnation like his own. In his distraction from
his initial purpose, Satan has lost his sense of self. The aspects
of Satan’s identity that were once admirable have become
corrupt because either he has accepted and embraced his fagade
completely, or it has degraded what remained of his identity, so
that he is now completely consumed by evil.

As Regina Schwartz notes “ultimately, the void of chaos
and the loss of identity of Satan are rooted in a common source,
and in Miltonic fashion, that source is a decision” (1980, p.
21). The decision Schwartz is speaking of is the one to defy the
natural order. As we have seen, defiance has been central to the
antihero’s characterisation. The source of this pride, suggests
Schwartz, is Satan’s denial of reality, because “once Satan
denies his origin, he determines his end” because “to deny
the maker is to be unmade” (1980, p. 22). Satan’s degradation
stems from the initial, apparently heroic decision to defy not
only the creator, but also Satan’s creator, and the accepted
order, in pursuit of an ostensibly better world. Satan’s mimetic
leadership, hypocritical use of power, and commitment to a
goal he is aware contradicts his initial purpose together degrade
his earlier heroism. What was once a heroic act, becomes
corruptive as the antihero avoids their problems and deludes
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themselves into continuing with their decision, committing
themselves to the infernal rather than the heroic.

Commitment to evil does not necessarily undermine the
antihero’s heroism, but Satan deludes himselfinto believing that
his pursuit of evil is for the sake of goodness. Such a delusion
transforms the antihero into an infernal agent because he begins
to believe, on some level, that his evil work is good. William
Blake famously suggested that Milton “was of the devil’s party
without knowing it”; however, John Leonard has argued that,
more accurately, it is Satan who unknowingly aligns himself
with the devil’s party as he becomes “progressively vitiated by
darkness” (Blake, 1790, p. 71; Leonard, 1990, p. 115). Satan’s
embodiment of a diminished good is perhaps not an accident
or an oversight on Milton’s account; as Lewis explains,
“this progressive degradation, of which he himself is wildly
aware, is carefully marked in the poem” (1969, p.99). Satan
begins by fighting for “liberty” — even if it is misconceived
— but almost at once sinks to fighting for “honour, dominion,
glory, and renown” (VI1.422). Satan was, of course, of the
devil’s party from the beginning. What changed — or perhaps
became more apparent — were the abhorrent values of this
party. Satan’s relationship with pride is almost synonymous
with his relationship with goodness. When he is proud for the
“right” reasons he appears to be good, but when he cultivates
the appearance of goodness for the sake of his corrupted pride,
then his virtue begins to degrade. As readers, we can longer
trust the version of Satan who abandons his goal and loses
interest in atonement. We may still admire him for his bravery,
determination, and perseverance against omnipotence, but it
is difficult to support a character that is now so transparently
morally flawed without justification.

When Satan concludes his climactic speech upon his return
to Hell, he expects to hear “universal shout and high applause”,
but instead Milton invokes bathos, as Satan hears only “a dismal
universal hiss, the sound / of public scorn” (X.505; X.508-9).
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The hiss is the sound of Satan’s followers transforming into
serpents, but it also represents the sound of omnipotence
intervening and revealing the full extent of Satan’s delusion
and pride. Satan is transformed into a “monstrous serpent on his
belly prone”, now embodying in name the monstrous serpent
he was compared to in the first epic simile in Paradise Lost, and
the form of the disguise he chose to tempt humanity (X.514).
The implication of Milton’s foreshadowing is that Satan never
truly had any agency and was always in some way an agent
of God’s will. Satan is “punished in the shape he sinned” in
accordance with the law of the Old Testament, to explain the
way the spiritual effects of sin manifest physically (X.516).

For the more secular figure of the modern antihero, the idea
of embodying the shape in which they sinned remains. For the
antihero, death is not the worst end; instead, being rendered
helpless and void, and reminded eternally of their futility, traps
them as Prometheus was trapped by Jove. Except instead of
being chained to a rock and tortured, they are chained to the
reality they sought to overcome and tortured by their impotence.
Instead of being allowed to journey “up and enter now into full
bliss”, the antihero is damned for eternity, usually as Satan is,
without any hope of salvation or redemption (X.503). While
traditional heroes cross back over the “threshold” triumphantly,
antiheroes exist permanently beyond it, wilting tragically into
oblivion.

The legacy of the Satanic hero

In his foreword to Batman the Dark Night: A Hero Returns,
Alan Moore questions how “the creators of fiction are to
go about redefining their legends to suit the contemporary
climate?” Moore recognises that “fictional heroes of the past,
while still retaining all of their charm and power and magic,
have had some of their credibility stripped away forever as a
result of the new sophistication in their audience”, and suggests
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that it is important to consider new ways of interpreting heroic
characters (Miller, 2005).

Satanic heroes of the past, like Dante’s Satan, do not require
much scrutiny to conclude their evil nature, and, despite being
complicated characters, Doctor Faustus and Macbeth are
usually understood to be the villains in their respective plays.
Such early interpretations of characters’ relationships with the
infernal have often provoked attention and curiosity, but are
relatively morally unambiguous. Milton’s Satan became the
turning point in the history of the evolution of evil characters
because he was the first to provide a justification for his evil
nature while appearing admirable enough that readers could
support him. Satan’s relationship with evil does not disqualify
him from being heroic, and despite Lewis’s insistence that
Satan’s evil nature makes him self-centred, and therefore
uninteresting, Milton’s reimagination of the orthodox view of
Satan as a hero tormented by his own deviant nature makes him
perhaps the most interesting character in Paradise Lost.

Satan’s sublime aura, his grand speeches, rebellious
ideology, and tragic descent into chaos have been constantly
reinterpreted, and in some cases, almost directly transplanted
onto characters inspired by Satan. The libertarian ideal
established by Satan is echoed by Prometheus’ determination
that “yet I am king over myself, and rule / the torturing and
conflicting throngs within” (1.254-5; Shelley, 1820). Satan’s
proud desire to circumvent the natural order is reimagined
in Mary Shelley’s Victor Frankenstein. His degrading inner
turmoil and desire to make his mind a temple of liberty is
evident in William Blake’s work and Byron’s Manfred. For
many of these figures, Satan’s antiheroic journey remains
relevant and helps to understand the evolution of the modern
antiheroic character and influence more thoroughly.

Contemporary representations of the antihero emphasise the
need for an alternative way of understanding heroism because
they completely subvert Campbell’s model; in fact, many seem
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to rebel against it by presenting an openly evil character as the
heroic protagonist whose heroic journey completely escapes
Campbell’s. These heroes are prominent in movies and TV.
However, they are most notable in contemporary fantasy, in the
work of Brandon Sanderson, Mark Lawrence, Brent Weeks,
Peter V Brett, Patrick Rothfuss and Jim Butcher — whose
works contain characters who embody a continuation of this
internalised struggle with goodness and eventual degradation.
Further examination of the influence of the Satanic hero’s
journey on characters that defy heroic tradition will enable
us to understand the evolution of these characters and their
relationship with evil.

Wherever antiheroic characters are present, the precedent
of the Satanic hero lurks as dark and brooding inspiration. The
Satanic hero’s specific influence on antiheroic characters over
time is a subject for further consideration, as many antiheroic
traits stem from Satan’s character and have been passed down
through various interpretations. Despite the reality that Paradise
Lost is not now a popular text, Satan remains relevant as the
progenitor of the antiheroic character. By further exploring
Satan’s antiheroic journey, and applying it to various types of
antiheroes, the implications of Satanic heroism will help us to
understand why these characters insist on walking “to the edge
of the chasm” and whether “the view is so different, right at the
edge, than it is two steps back™ (Weeks, 2016, p. 458).
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Rewriting Evil. An Alternative to Personification:
Portrayal, Presence and Purpose in the Short
Fiction of M. John Harrison

Jason Gould

Abstract

Over the years, the personification of evil in fantasy and science
fiction (F&SF) has become the trusted narrative device. But is
there an alternative? And might the writer M. John Harrison be an
acclaimed proponent of such an alternative? This paper examines the
traditional personification of evil in F&SF. It questions why it might
be such a popular approach, and compares and contrasts it against the
Harrison method. Essentially, it asks if M. John Harrison might have
evolved evil beyond embodiment and into a less literal form, and
thereby introduced an alternative to personification.

The Devil Has All the Best Characters, But Not in
Everyone’s Book

Evil is not an idea that ever falls out of fashion in literature. Over
the centuries it has become a fascination of readers, a favoured
tool of storytellers, and a front-cover fanfare of market-savvy
publishers. Pitched against good, against shades of good, or even
against itself, it constitutes an indispensable part of the formula
responsible for endless works of fiction, both critically acclaimed
and commercially successful. The eternal struggle between good
and its polar opposite continues to provide the source material
behind a multitude of narratives. Furthermore, the dark half of
the eternal struggle — the bad, the hateful, the morally repugnant
— seems to be the ideal vehicle through which a certain strain of
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character might be brought to life. Fictional characters and evil
appear to be made for each other.

Success of the evil character in fiction, however, depends
on how an effectively abstract, subjective concept might be
moulded into physical form in order to be dramatised. In
literature, as in society, the word “evil” tends to conjure visions
of malcontents, murderers, and warlords. Tales of devils,
demons, and inexplicable phenomena remain prevalent and
popular to the present day, but belief in evil as an incorporeal
force appears increasingly substituted by the notion that it prefers
to consider itself human. The antithesis of good frequently
finds itself incarnated by the writer into a convenient entity
used to further plot, develop character, and thrill, fascinate,
or horrify the reader. In the hands of the F&SF writer, evil is
often transmogrified in an attempt to render it recognisable to
the reader. It shuffles off its nebulous state and assumes more
acceptable appearance, whether human, such as The Strange
Case of Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde (Stevenson, 1886); animal,
such as Cujo (King, 1981); hybrid, such as The Island of Doctor
Moreau (Wells, 1896); monster, such as Frankenstein (Shelley,
1818); plant, such as The Day of the Triffids (Wyndham, 1951);
or any variation thereof. Undeterred by biological constructs,
writers have even cultivated the device to incorporate insentient
objects: the ordinary abode, for example, in The Haunting of Hill
House (Jackson, 1959); the unassuming motor vehicle, perhaps
most famously that of Christine (King, 1983); and future-world
robots, such as the Nexus-6 androids hunted by bounty hunter
Rick Deckard in Do Androids Dream of Electric Sheep? (Dick,
1968). Human, animal, object — nothing seems exempt from the
inpouring of evil.

Is it necessary, however, for evil to always be personified,
anthropomorphised, or otherwise objectified? Exceptions
abound, of course. And an important exception can be found in
the short fiction of M. John Harrison.

‘While noted for his work in F&SF, unlike other, more literal
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writers, Harrison portrays evil through an entirely unique and
unexpected lens. It was perhaps the unconventional approach
to which celebrated horror writer Ramsey Campbell alluded,
when he described Harrison as “... a master of enigma, whether
human or supernatural” (1983 cited in Harrison, 1983, p. 1). An
enigmatic evil, indeed, and often, in Harrison’s writing, a de-
personified, contradictory, and unreliable interpretation of the
concept. For example, in his latest collection — You Should Come
With Me Now (2017) — something that might be evil, or evil’s
distant cousin, insinuates itself into “slippery, subversive stories
that mix the eerie and familiar into beguiling, alarming marvels”
(Laing, 2017 cited in Harrison, 2017, cover). Other stories, such
as The Incalling (1978), The Ice Monkey (1980), and Egnaro
(1981), tackle the problem from an impressively distinct angle,
suggesting that M. John Harrison might have evolved evil into
an approach the originality of which is seldom seen.

Scrutiny of the personification device at a more detailed
level seems prudent before considering Harrison’s alternative
approach. Analysis of how and why personified evil functions
with apparent bestseller success should illuminate the reason
behind its popularity, and the risks inherent in alternatives.
An exploration of the kind described requires the device to
be dismantled, its theoretical foundations examined, and,
finally, an observation carried out of it in operation, in selected,
illustrative examples.

Evil Made Flesh: Vampires, Orcs, and Droogs

Appropriating a host for the concept of evil triggered a tradition
in storytelling that persists to the present day. From the
serpent in the garden of Eden, through the witches of Macbeth
(Shakespeare, 1606) and Lucifer in Paradise Lost (Milton,
1667), to more contemporary examples, such as Harry Potter’s
adversary Lord Voldemort (Rowling, 1997) — each character
proves to be identifiably individual, yet fundamentally the
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same. Snake, devil or necromancer — each is an invitation to
evil to manifest itself in the physical, in bone, blood, and breath.

Manifestation is an essential act, according to Sholom J.
Kahn, in The Problem of Evil in Literature (1953). To not be
lost on the audience, Kahn argues that the conceptual must
be transformed into the corporal. By clothing an idea in flesh
and birthing it into the world, it is legitimatised into the realm
of reality, the realm closely linked, states Kahn, with human
tradition, based on the theory that “instead of struggling [with]
symbolic figures, our mythology tends to personify” (1953, p.
99). Kahn further explains that the need to personify is rooted
in the primary definition of evils, which might be “classified
as the natural and the human” (1953, p. 99). To personify evil
in literature, the two types of evil do not need to be separate:
they can — and often do — work in concert rather than conflict.
Natural evil, to borrow Kahn’s terminology, often fits inside
the human, and either creates human evil, or else encourages,
enflames or enhances that which might already be present.
And, once evil has been personified, it holds at its disposal
every human function, primarily those through which emotion
might be expressed. An audience, Kahn suggests, relates to
evil through the most universal and elementary functions, such
as “tears, laughter, anger, pity, fear, and other such emotions
[which combine to show] evil workings [in] human actions and
situations” (1953, p. 100). Manipulation of the senses, therefore,
becomes an important aspect of control. And it follows that the
effectiveness of personification relies on the writer switching
the connection between the reader and the text from reader-
abstract to reader-human. Through human qualities might evil
be best communicated.

For its part, the human audience proves appreciative of the
effort. In an almost apocryphal anecdote, a “bibulous, semi-
literate, ageing country squire” is said to have been sitting by
the fireside listening to Paradise Lost being read aloud, when
he leapt up, banged the arm of his chair, and exclaimed, “By
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God! I know not what the outcome may be, but this Lucifer is
a damned fine fellow, and I hope he may win!” (Pullman, 2005
cited in Milton, 2005, p. 1).

Milton knew that evil personified creates characters
with great dramatic potential. He had also harnessed the
unequivocal understanding that some characters — including,
from time to time, the villain of the piece — resonate with the
recipient of the story more strongly than others, a relationship
reliant on empathy, which forms the next logical step in the
embedding of evil in narrative. Notoriously elusive, and
unpredictable to gauge (poor character identification is perhaps
the most common criticism levelled at fiction), an empathetic
emotional response is prized by the writer and adored by the
reader. Evidently, the ageing country squire listening to Milton
received such a response from the character of Lucifer, but why
should he have felt elevated to the higher echelons of empathy?

Endeavours to explain the phenomena borrow from science
and psychoanalysis. Professor Paul Zak (2015, cited in Kirwin
2015) believes the effect can be reduced to biological reaction,
notably the presence of two neurochemicals, which he noticed
were released into the brains of an audience watching the film
of a terminally ill child recorded in the course of an experiment.
Specifically, Zak claims cortisol and oxytocin syndicate
an emotional connection: cortisol the agent responsible for
attention, oxytocin for feelings of trust and empathy. The
chemical reaction can be equated thus:

ATTENTION + EMPATHY = EMOTIONAL CONNECTION

Zak asserts that the reaction establishes the reader-character
bond, from which the reader develops an ongoing response to
the character. Plausible enough, perhaps, except the theory fails
to question the origin of said chemicals, an omission addressed
by the psychoanalytical reading.

Of all psychoanalytical study potentially linked to the
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construction of the reader-character connection, the most
pertinent is Jacque Lacan’s ‘mirror stage’ (1949, cited in
Mambrol 2016) — a stage in childhood, Lacan proposes, during
which an external image of the body, reflected in a mirror,
perhaps, produces a mental response in the infant, and the
psychological concept of an “I”. Avoidance of the external
image, argues Lacan, proves futile, and the child is forced to
accept an existence exterior to that which it has experienced
previously. Ontologically, the infant’s sense of being has been
projected elsewhere, suggesting reformulation of the Cartesian
statement “I think, therefore, I am”, to “I am, where I think
not” (1949, cited in Mambrol 2016). It represents the vital step,
albeit innate, to perceive oneself in others, notably fictional
characters. Furthermore, the “mirror stage” is responsible
for engendering an unattainable sense of idealism, through
alienation from the narcissistic image for which the infant feels
love, but with which it can never be united. Lacan refers to the
unattainable image as the ideal “T”.

It is credible that the reader of fiction should search for their
ideal “I”” in the fabric of a fictional character, and, if teased by a
trace of their own image, permit the subconscious formulation
of the reader-character bond. Indeed, film theorist Christian
Metz (n.d., cited in Mambrol 2016) connects an audience’s
fascination with an on-screen character to each individual
audience member’s pursuit of their ideal “I” — a pursuit not
only of good characters, but evil.

And why should the reader’s ideal “I” not hint toward evil?
Elegantly phrased, Mark Twain wrote of “a charm about the
forbidden that makes it unspeakably desirable” (n.d., cited
in Keen, Mccoy, and Dunnaway 2012, p 140). Similarly,
Baudilaire observed that “[i]n every man, at every time, there
are two simultaneous tendencies — one towards God, the
other towards Satan” (n.d., cited in Bataille 1973, p. 36) — an
observation that further complicates the ideal “I” by awarding
it natural duality.
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Oscillatory, subjective, unpredictable — the ideal “I” can
deposit the reader anywhere on the spectrum of good and evil,
predisposed toward any character. Distorted as that might
seem, it perhaps influenced Richard Matheson in the decision
to make the vampires of his highly regarded novel, I Am
Legend (1954), not the traditional Transylvanian children of
the night, but innocent victims located in suburban America.
Expectation might suggest reader empathy to align toward
the protagonist, Robert Neville — the last man alive (or so he
believes), barricaded inside his home to survive the plague of
vampirism. However, Matheson insists that the vampires and
Neville share recent pre-infection history, to intensify Neville’s
emotional agony at slaying former friends and neighbours,
and to guard against lack of empathy from readers who might
be sympathetic toward the vampire. It is a strategy that
highlights a drawback in personification, that of partially
declared allegiance on the part of the writer, through fear,
perhaps, of offending or alienating the reader. In other
words, how evil should an evil character be?

Similar concerns had surfaced ten years prior to I Am
Legend, in J. R. R. Tolkien’s The Fellowship of the Ring
(1954), the fantasy-quest novel in which young hobbit Frodo
embarks upon a journey to destroy a ruling Ring of Power.
Perhaps in acknowledgement of Baudelaire’s observation,
Tolkien — like Matheson — guards against the saturation of
character, in purest good or purest evil. But Matheson’s
stratagem finds itself reversed in The Fellowship of the
Ring: instead of leaving behind an intimation of good in the
evil characters, the Black Riders, Orcs, Sauron etc. maintain
their evil, but to accomplish Baudelaire’s simultaneous
tendencies toward God and Satan, Tolkien inserts a
chromosome of evil — or hobbit susceptibility toward evil
— into the good characters; and into the evil characters he
inserts backstory that suggests, like Matheson’s vampires,
they had once been good, prior to their downfall.



30 JASON GOULD

Fear of alienation did not trouble Anthony Burgess when
he created Alex, protagonist and narrator of 4 Clockwork
Orange (1962). Predominantly, in examples of personified
evil, the reader must pass through a sequence of barriers:
first, engagement with the book as physical object; second,
identification with the protagonist, and third, an association
with the plight of the protagonist. Only after the third and
final barrier might the reader establish connection with
the evil character. The barriers diminish, however, if the
evil character serves not in a position subsidiary to the
protagonist, but as the actual protagonist. Burgess achieves
the promotion by combining the evil character and first-
person narrator into Alex, by whom the reader is addressed
directly, in a personal introduction in the very first sentence,
“There was me, that is Alex” (1962, p. 3), and regularly
thereafter, through phrases such as “O my brothers” (1962,
p. 3). Butif Burgess reduces the reader-character distance by
offering evil the lead role, he bravely (and riskily) lengthens
it in other ways, notably the actions of Alex — rape, violence,
murder — and the future language, nadsat, spoken by Alex
and his fellow droogs (nadsat for gang-member), through
which the reader must navigate. Action and language might
rank among the novel’s highest achievements, and rightly
so, but the nature of what is being said, and how it is being
said, might remain, for some readers, “a great strain to read”
(The New Statesman, 1962 cited in Burgess, 2000, p. xvii).

Consequently, personification — even in the first person
— can both liberate and restrict. It grants the freedom of the
page, for ideas such as evil, but within a human construct
(the character) the known limitations of which contradict the
unknowable nature of the concept. All of which might explain
why evil, in this form, seems somehow unnatural, demystified,
even commoditised. Perhaps it is tired of attending the
costume party always in the same costume. Instead of the
vampire, the orc, the droog, perhaps it would prefer to attend,
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simply, as itself. Perhaps — as M. John Harrison seems to
believe — it might be tired of the “basic long-lasting, or stable
forms [which] crop up as regularly [in F&SF] as the phrase
‘with boring regularity’” (Harrison, 1969). And, basic, long-
lasting, and stable as personification might be, if it arises in
speculative fiction with boring regularity, perhaps it might be
time for the genre to consider an alternative.

New Wave Evil

Monogenetic, monomaniacal, and, for some markets,
monotonously replicated — personified evil in speculative fiction
seems to be fairly ubiquitous. Its position as a stable, recognisable
form, however, opens it up to criticism, some of the more resonant
of which can be found in the non-fiction of M. John Harrison,
published over several decades since the late 1960s.

If Harrison shared the values of the British New Wave,
with which he was closely associated in the sixties and
seventies, beside writers such as Michael Moorcock, then
perhaps — given Moorcock’s aim to “revolutionise both sf
and literary fiction through the destruction of boundaries
between the two” (Davidson, 2005) - it is no surprise that
the theme which occurs with most regularity and vehemence
in Harrison’s critical commentary is that of realism — either
lack of, or else suppressed by immaturity and fear. Indicatively,
Harrison suggested, in New Worlds in 1972, that the genre had
mistakenly believed that “its relationship to real life [had] been
consummated [and that it should replace some of its trappings
with] a little observation of reality and human understanding”
(Harrison, 1972). A year earlier, in the provokingly entitled
essay, A Literature of Comfort, he’d asked that the genre revise
itself in order to “offer views of people and things which are not
aimed at comforting the reader through repetition and inertia”
(Harrison, 1971). In this context, personified evil begins to
exhibit constraints, weaknesses, and even, perhaps, traits of
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juvenilia — traits by which Harrison considered the genre of the
day to be stymied.

Of course, much rests on the quality of the writing.
The problems encountered do not arise from an inability
to manipulate the device on the part of the writer, but in the
limitations of the device itself. An appropriated vessel might
incarnate the incorporeal into the real, but perhaps not enough
into the real, or, for M. John Harrison, perhaps not enough into
observed reality.

Since Harrison issued that challenge he has published much
critically acclaimed fiction, of which John Clute writes: “His
stories live deep in the well of understanding, where word
touches word, no room for error, where you know that what
you are reading, no matter how fabulous it may seem, is true”
(2003 cited in Harrison, 2003, cover).

Synthesising fabulousness, truth, and credibility — to genre
approval and literary acceptance — suggests that Harrison
might have responded to his own critical concerns and disquiet,
not through essays, reviews, and commentary, but through the
vehicle of his own fiction. Many of the writers he was reading
at the time appeared content to work within the traditional
boundaries of genre, and, despite tireless attempts to impassion
old blood, it seems Harrison saw no alternative but to take
the matter into his own hands, and lead by example. And, in
that response, Harrison would trial an approach toward evil
that would see the concept recast into an unrecognisable and
unlikely guise.

An Alternative to Personification: Portrayal, Presence,
Purpose

Art declines definition but invites interpretation. Unilateral
agreement on the meaning of a work of art can — and perhaps
should — prove elusive, especially if the work in question
aims to exert an elucidatory influence over the observer, and,
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by exerting such an influence, open up the possibility of a
previously unconsidered view of the world. In short, it provides
the prompt for the conversation. And, by providing the prompt,
it erodes the barrier between observer and object — or, in the
example of fiction, between reader and text.

Fiction —not least the short fiction of M. John Harrison — can be
similarly distinguished. Inherent to Harrison’s short fiction is the
responsive quality alluded to above. It asks the reader to respond
rather than receive. Seminal stories such as The Incalling (1978),
The Ice Monkey (1980), and Egnaro (1981), tend to reduce, refract
or remove the accepted paradigm of what evil might or might not
be. In a Harrison story, evil might not behave in an overtly evil
manner. It might manifest itself in a way that appears more good
than bad, or, more likely, left to the reader’s judgement. It might
not resemble evil (if evil is expected to resemble the vampire, the
orc, the droog, or their significant alternative). It might not pursue
an evil motive. And, importantly, it might not be recognised as
evil, but as something else — an attempt at faith, an entrapment
in the everyday, an epitome of desire. The paradigm of evil —
everything it might be expected to be — is dismantled and offered
to the reader for redesign.

The refusal to accept established meaning is fundamental to
the paradigm shift required of the Harrison reader. Established
meaning, in a Harrison short story, constitutes an imposition,
and to perpetuate the imposition would be to deny the reader
the opportunity to acquire new, self-discovered meaning.
Ultimately, established meaning fails to “give a sensation of
the object as seen, not as recognised” (Shklovsky n.d. cited in
Harrison, 1989). It is Harrison’s preference to present the object
(evil, in this example) simply “as seen”, free from connotation
or inference, certainly in the contemporary sense. Furthermore,
the preferred method of portrayal relies on the de-association
of evil from its more modern definition (that evil is a human
quality and, in fiction, should be incarnated into the human, or
human-like, to enable reader-association).
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De-associated, liberated from the confines of the human-like
host, it is then free to exist, unembodied, either at the periphery
of the fiction, distant from the characters and plot but wholly
influential, or else suffused into every atom of the story’s
environment. Thematically, the approach almost attempts the
rebirth of evil — or, perhaps, an unbirth, since it is the pre-flesh
form to which it is being returned.

An Unbirth in Camden

The approach might be clarified further if the origin of the evil
is established. The evil in Harrison’s short fiction appears to
be the evil that existed (or was perceived to exist) before it
became associated with morally corrupt human behaviour:
before it was personified, in society, in the abuser, the murderer,
the warlord — or, in fiction, in the vampire, the orc, the droog.

It is the evil discussed at length in The Golden Bough, Sir
James Frazer’s study of magic and religion, in which Frazer
catalogues the rites and rituals observed by primitive societies
to rid their communities of evil. For example: “In the island
of Rook, between New Guinea and New Britain, when any
misfortune has happened, all the people run together, scream,
curse, howl, and beat the air with sticks to drive away the devil,
who is supposed to be the author of the mishap” (Frazer, 1922,
p. 547). Over the centuries, Frazer argues, the public expulsion
of evil, such as that described, has led to societies that do
not recognise evil (or magic, or the supernatural). Generally
speaking, he suggests that “the army of spirits, once so near,
has been receding farther and farther from us, banished by the
magic wand of science from hearth and home, from ruined cell
and ivied tower, from haunted glade and lonely mere” (Frazer,
1922, p. 546).

It is the evil described by Frazer — old, banished, forgotten —
that seems to occupy some of Harrison’s short fiction. The most
apposite example might be found in The Incalling (1978), which
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draws a direct parallel between the evil described in the primitive
societies of The Golden Bough, and the scientifically explained
and spiritually impoverished modern world. Indeed, Frazer —
alongside Russian occultist Helena Blavatsky — is referenced in
the opening paragraph, by Clerk, the protagonist. In the story,
an evil similar to that described by Frazer seems to be at the
centre of a bizarre, unnerving rite, carried out “somewhere in
that warren of defeated streets which lies between Camden Road
and St Pancras, where the old men cough and spit their way
under the railway arches” (Harrison, 1983, p. 34). In the parlour
of a gloomy, oppressive house, where the “forgotten net curtains
bunched and sagged like dirty ectoplasm” (Harrison, 1983, p.
36) the narrator, Austin, and his friend, Clerk, become involved
in a kind of spiritualist ritual led by a sinister family named
Sprake, involving a chalk circle, a naked ceremony, and an
upside-down painting of Gethsemane. The ritual is abandoned,
but its influence haunts both Clerk and Austin.

It is possible to identify striking similarities between the
titular Incalling and the rites of expulsion described by Frazer.
Specifically, a group of people gather to perform a ritual, the sole
purpose of which is to beckon forth an unidentified presence,
which may or may not be evil (the ominous atmosphere
suggests it is). Pointedly, however, the rite in Harrison’s story
differs from that of primitive society, in that it seeks to operate
in reverse. It is not an attempt to expel evil but to beckon it
in. If man progresses from magic, through religious belief, to
scientific thought, as Frazer suggests, then the reverse seems
to be true of Harrison’s story. Clerk’s medical condition
(it is revealed, toward the end of the story, that he has been
diagnosed with cancer), combined with his state of mind and
godlessness, seems sufficient for him to yearn for metaphysical
awakening, to long to travel back through scientific thought
and religious belief to the spiritual comfort of a former time
— the spiritual comfort Clerk hopes the ritual might beckon
forth. The enterprise, however, appears to fail, corroborating,
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perhaps, Frazer’s theory that the type of evil in question might
have been banished from society forever, despite the optimism
offered in Harrison’s penultimate sentence: “Perhaps it would
have worked better elsewhere in Europe, where they still have
some small link with older traditions™ (Harrison, 1983, p.58).
Overall, an effective summation of Harrison’s approach toward
evil with which to conclude the story.

Fundamentally, The Incalling is a story of hope (to ease a
mind tortured by mortality), and, in a wider context, nostalgia
for a golden age of enlightenment and the “older traditions” that
seem to have been usurped by modernity. It longs to return to
an era when evil existed not in the physical world — embodied
and personified — but in the realms of the mystical.

Monkey See, Monkey (Not) Do

In her journal in 1914, the writer, Katherine Mansfield, made
the following entry: “But is there really something far more
horrible than ever could resolve itself into reality, and is it that
something which terrifies me so?” (1914 cited in Harrison,
2003, p. 201). It is a quotation that neatly encapsulates the
metaphysical possibilities that fail to assume physical form, in
The Incalling, but which seem to have been realised from the
outset in Harrison’s later story, The Ice Monkey.

Evil, in The Ice Monkey, suffers less from an inability to
manifest itself in reality. If anything, it has established itself —
almost as reality per se — before the story begins, an opening
that takes place less in the midst of the action, than in the midst
of the evil. Indirectly, it is almost a character in itself, though
not personified, at least not through traditional methods.

Oblivious to the surrounding evil, the characters — Jones
and his estranged wife, Maureen — seem to be pinned to a
post-university existence the inert trajectory of which appears
inescapable. Maureen resides in a flat, with her baby, surrounded
by half-demolished houses and wasteland — literally between
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lives — dreaming of when she and Jones were last happy, at
teacher training college in Swansea, long before she arrived
here, in London E3, “where all horizons are remembered ones
[and where she dwells on] vanished freedoms” (Harrison,
1983, p. 12). She spends her days in a torpor, staring out across
the wasteland, “as if measuring it against some other landscape
she’d once seen” (Harrison, 1983, p. 10). Around her neck
Maureen wears the effigy of a monkey, a present from Jones,
and which, perhaps, represents the supernatural intrusion that
seems to be preventing their lives from moving forward. Finally,
the evil that has halted their lives begins to relinquish its hold,
after Jones is killed in a climbing accident, his body suspended
from a rope in what might be an echo of the monkey around
Maureen’s neck. Symbolically (the monkey necklace passes to
another keeper), and, in a sense, literally (Maureen’s life moves
on), the evil that occluded their day-to-day existence finds itself
banished by an act of, albeit accidental, sacrifice, not dissimilar
to the banishment of evil in Frazer’s primitive societies. And
not dissimilar to the ritual of The Incalling, except that Clerk
beckons the evil, whereas Jones repels it.

Invited or shunned, the evil of The Ice Monkey serves a
purpose similar to that of The Incalling. 1t is failure manifest:
failure on the part of Clerk and Jones to avoid “the adolescent
desire to escape the claims of the world” (Fraser, 2005). It is
Clerk’s spiritual desolation, and Jones’s attempt to evade the
responsibility of fatherhood, that represent their respective
“claims of the world”. Neither seem able to escape what
the world asks of them — Clerk to battle through a terminal
illness without evidence of something other than the here and
now, and Jones to accept that the carefree days of university
have ended. Furthermore, it is the “claims of the world” that
engender the incarnation of evil within which the characters
of The Ice Monkey seem to be ensnared, and, ironically, the
incarnation for which Clerk so desperately longs.

Evil fulfils dual roles in the stories cited: it incarcerates, and
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it liberates. It is both Clerk’s illness (and the world into which
he is thrown by that illness), and the spiritual awakening for
which he yearns. Similarly, it is the quotidian that subsumes
Jones and Maureen post-university — the dismal, mundane,
difficult daily grind — but also the eventual release, found
only in Jones’s uncanny, somewhat supernaturally-tinged
death, which might be construed as the sacrifice required to
break the spell. It is not simple, evil in Harrison’s fiction. It is
complex, subtle, and multipurposed. And sometimes it might
not resemble evil at all.

Custard and Rice Pud

The idea that everyday existence might be a kind of evil (or hell,
perhaps) is neither new nor especially profound, but it seems
to provide a theme not often explored in speculative fiction.
The hypothesis is captured perfectly by Georges Bataille, in his
collection of essays, Literature and Evil, in which he suggests
that “had we not longed for Good, Evil would provide us with
a succession of indifferent sensations” (Bataille, 1973, p. 121).
Unsurprisingly, the horror of the quotidian, the pointless trivia of
everyday life — and, more accurately, how to escape it — is not lost
on Harrison, who grasps the concept and extends it to its absolute
limits in Egnaro, a short story that enjoys high-ranking status as
an undisputed classic of speculative fiction, if perhaps overlooked.

Like the characters in the stories already cited, the main
character of Egnaro — Lucas, the owner of a second-hand
bookshop — is depicted as an individual “disillusioned by the
actual” (Harrison, 2002, p. 1). Prompted by an extract from a book,
on secret societies and Gnostic sects, Lucas begins to research the
idea of Egnaro, until he covets it to the point of obsession, longing
to seek out the ... secret country, a place behind the places we
know [where the] inhabitants can see enormous faces hanging
in the air, or words of fire” (Harrison, 1983, p. 128). Contrast to
the dreamlike descriptions of Egnaro is provided by descriptions
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of everyday trivia, from the “wet coats dripping in the alcove”
(Harrison, 1983, p. 130) of a Chinese restaurant (itself an attempt
at the exotic) to the “Custard and rice pud” (Harrison, 1983, p.
131) that Lucas is served for dessert, and, notably, the stock kept in
the bookshop, which includes “books about spoon-bending, flying
saucers and spiritualism [alongside] film magazines, biographies
of James Dean [and] a large selection of pornographic magazines,
with titles such as ‘Big Breasted Women in Real Life Poses™
(Harrison, 1983, p. 124) — the aim of which is to underline the
inauthentic compromise into which Lucas has been forced, the
false dreams of conjuring, Hollywood, and fake sexual fantasy, all
of which represents the fabricated hope of consumerism. It is the
real world — Bataille’s “indifferent sensations” — from which evil
assumes form, its presence palpable in each nondescript object,
from the magazines to the dripping coats and even, perhaps
tragicomically, the custard and rice pudding. Everything that is
not Egnaro is evil, by simple fact that it is not Egnaro.

Quotidian evil depicted at such depth indicates a bold step by
Harrison to tackle traditional subjects from an entirely unique angle.
Evil radiates from innocuous items, like the literary equivalent
of film director David Lynch, in which ominous overtones ooze
from seemingly harmless objects, perhaps most recognisably the
red curtains of Twin Peaks. Importantly, like Lynch, the evil is
nuanced until it might feel, on initial exposure, that evil plays
no part in Egnaro. On the contrary, however. Its role, decidedly
centre-stage, seems to be inescapable, sophisticated, cunningly
invisible — a character, not in the personified or embodied sense,
but insinuated at a level that might be described as ambient, even
omnipresent. In Egnaro, evil — like Egnaro itself — resides in
everything, everywhere, at once.

Sea-change or Minor Aberration?

In a letter from the dungeon of Vincennes in 1762, de Sade wrote,
“Is it for you to say what is good or what is evil?” (1762 cited
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in Bataille, 1973, p. 90). Clearly, the question was composed in
defence of de Sade’s personal ethics, but it might be asked of
speculative fiction: is it for the market to say what good or evil
should look like, in any given work?

Undoubtedly, evil in tangible form holds huge potential to
the marketability of fiction. In theory it should be relatively
straightforward to promote a book adorned by a vampire, orc,
or droog (or anything with which the reader might associate, for
good or bad). Overuse of personification, however, manufactures
an evil that becomes exaggerated, unnatural, almost hyperreal. It
produces an evil that sits proud from the world of which it is meant
to be part, like some kind of cartoon image stamped crudely onto
live action. Essentially, it begins to border on the parodic.

Publishing aside, however, it appears that Harrison has issued
a response to the query posed by de Sade, by immortalising in
fiction his own unique evil: quiet and questionable, but undeniably
quintessential. Fundamentally, it is an evil that does not require
some kind of cellular structure with which to intrude upon the
world. It is less a concept inside a device than a concept that
predates the invention of the device. As such, the rewriting of evil
by M. John Harrison should perhaps be noted as an act of profound
individualism, inspired by more than plain insurrection against
a genre toward which he felt increasingly frustrated. In fact, for
evidence of individualism, and the plea for individualism, look
no further than Harrison’s advice to writers, in which he suggests,
quite simply, that every writer should ... adapt whatever [they]
find that suits [their] personality” (Harrison, 2014).

Further research might establish whether writers have heeded
Harrison’s advice to invent from their own worldview rather than
derive from that which has come before, and that which might
be expected. Perhaps the less dichotomous approach to the
portrayal of evil has been adopted by the wider field, to advance
an authentic and mimetically accurate depiction, or perhaps not
— perhaps the method dilutes evil too much, positions it too close
to reality, and, ultimately, renders it unacceptable for a genre that
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prefers the traditional. The ongoing question, however, remains
valid: if M. John Harrison has rewritten the rulebook on evil, as he
appears to have, in stories such as those cited, onto which writers
of contemporary speculative fiction has he passed that rulebook,
and with what effect?
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Through the Veil of the Digital Revolution and
into the Abyss of Artificial Intelligence:
The Insidious Desensitisation of Humanity

Sharon Day

Abstract

As the ‘Silent Generation’ (b.1929-°49) is gradually enfolded in the
rapture of the afterlife, it is their issue, the Baby Boomers (b.1946-
’64) who are the last generation to straddle the precipice between the
pre-Digital Revolution and the abyss of Artificial Intelligence (Al).

The Boomers’ issue, ‘Generation X’ (b.1964-’84) were born
into the abyss by a USB umbilical cord and could be argued to have
activated the dissolution of fundamental social norms and manners-
of-being upon which the bedrock of the cliff-face from which they
were ejected, was established.

For all the virtues of millisecond data search results and apps that
calibrate every aspect of daily life, the ebb and flow of the collective
consciousness gives way to an insidious, permeating ‘evil’ that ripples
through Gen X and their progeny, the Millennials (b.1984-’04) to the
point that their, and their offspring — ‘Generation Z’s, brain patterns
are ‘rewired.’

Further assimilation into the abyss of Al, an initialism which also
aptly translates into ‘artificial insemination,” spawns the question of
exactly what is gained or lost in this new breed of human.

Whilst the benefits of shifted brain patterns are readily extolled
through a plethora of commentary, the erosion and sometimes wholesale
stripping of the essential human element of ‘empathy’, is overlooked.

Max Tegmark, President of the Future of Life Institute, who
encapsulates the ideals of many an end-of-alphabet generation,
identifies three separate misconceptions about Al — that of concerns
about ‘consciousness, evil, and robots.” (2016)
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Herein lies the crux of the ‘evil’ — making Al the scapegoat rather
than focusing on a contingent of humanity dispossessed empathy.

In order to acquit oneself of the lack of empathy, it must exist in the
human psyche in the first place. Remove it via a rewired brain from
the individual consciousness, which has exponentially mushroomed
into the collective, and that, I propose, is the true evil.

Introduction

By way of introduction, allow the imagination to transport
us to a post-apocalyptic dystopia located in North America
called Panem. We find ourselves in what is known as ‘the
Gamemakers’ Control Room’ — a command centre for strategic
military operations of some sort. Observe as a Gamemaker
draws up from the console out of thin air a white mesh,
holographic ‘wolf mutt’. Laughter and excitement fill the room;
the giddy tension of anticipation palpable as the ferocious beast
materialises in the forested gladiatorial arena below.

Multiple screens of audience viewers reveal scores of
vanquished faces encased in fear, coupled with victors high
on hedonism as they peer into their compulsory-viewing 3D
screens to watch child-on-adolescent Tributes kill each other in
the 74th Hunger Games (2008).

Commentary abounds about the protagonist Katniss: the
underdog, the savior-sister, the poster-girl rebel; whilst less is
shone on characters such as the Gamemakers themselves in
terms of their seemingly total lack of empathy.

In particular, the question of what goes on in the mind of the
Gamemakers as they deftly place the newly unleashed beasts
into the arena. Is it thrill, adrenaline-rush, orgasmic? What is
it that defies basic human compassion and triggers a detached
video-game mentality comprised of real-life beings to occur?
How is it that any such ‘thrill’ overcomes basic human empathy?

Human history is littered with examples lacking in
‘empathy’ in the generic sense and the infliction of cruelty,
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sometimes of unspeakable magnitudes. What, therefore, makes
a dystopian Gamemaker-inflicted horror any worse than say a
General Shiro Ishii of the Imperial Japanese Army, who used
human prisoners for experimentation during World War II
(1937-1945); or, delving back further in history, the Roman
gladiatorial games on which the author of the Hunger Games,
Suzanne Collins, based her trilogy?

I will argue that the introduction of the Digital Revolution
is the distinguishing feature which has brought about a
neurological rewiring of the human brain on a generation-on-
generation basis that impacts the collective consciousness to
the point that future generations may not be able empathise
with fellow humans, or at least, their understanding of what
empathy is will differ from ours. In other words, the digitisation
of today will morph the definition of tomorrow.

Taking my analysis a step further, I believe it is not
inconceivable that Artificial Intelligence may fill any void
caused in humanity’s loss of today’s interpretation of ‘empathy’
and replace it with what we now term as Artificial Empathy’
and that that term will become the future definitional norm of
tomorrow’s form of human or organic ‘empathy’.

In doing so, I seek to connect a metaphorical USB cord
from the Science Not-so-Fiction realm of today to possible
future outcomes of tomorrow by visiting the Sci-Fi works
of, inter alia, HAL in 2001: A Space Odyssey (1968); David
in A.I. Artificial Intelligence (2001); and Sonny in iRobot
(2004), before returning to the Hunger Games (2012-15), to
demonstrate that it is not the USB cord itself that is the evil,
rather it is the erosion of empathy through its connectivity.

Empathy — Yesterday and Today
In his presentation of ‘Zero Degrees of Empathy’ to The

Forgiveness Project 2013, Professor of Developmental
Psychopathology at Cambridge University, Simon Baron-Cohen,
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set out to understand human cruelty by replacing the unscientific
concept of ‘evil” with an ‘erosion of empathy’. In doing so, he
defines empathy as having at least two components: a cognitive
component, which is “the ability to put oneself into someone
else’s shoes and to imagine what they might be thinking or
feeling”; and an affective component, which is the “appropriate
emotional response one has to another’s state of mind. ”

Professor Baron-Cohen views these main components of
empathy in degrees — on a bell-curve of sorts on which most of
us are on the middle distribution. It is, he argues, the dissociation
between these two types of empathy that reflects what can be
regarded as either extreme benevolent or abhorrent behaviour.

To illustrate the high or benevolent end of the empathy
curve, Professor Baron-Cohen relies on Raoul Wallenberg, the
Swedish diplomat who used his status to save tens of thousands
of Jews during the Second World War in Budapest by issuing
fake Swedish passports to prisoners in order to have them
removed from the trains to Auschwitz.

Atthe other or abhorrent end of the curve, he uses the example
of two Nazi scientists working in the Dachau concentration
camp during the Second World War, accompanied with a
photo of an inmate undergoing the Freezing Water Immersion
Experiment to see how long a human being could stay alive in
freezing water. “Like good scientists, they took systematic
measurements, including the duration until death.” (Baron-
Cohen, 2014)

For the average person, it’s hard for us to understand how
one person is able to turn off their empathy towards another
to treat them as just an object, rather than as a person with
thoughts and feelings (Baron-Cohen, 2014).

Several factors can contribute towards pushing an
individual or group towards either end of the curve, one of
which is the ‘in/out group’ theory.

Under this theory, widespread dissemination of
propaganda is normally used to dehumanise a particular ‘out’
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group, an extreme example being genocide. Globalisation
of digital communications has extended the reach and
exacerbated the speed at which the target audience receives
the input. Describing the other group not just as the enemy,
but as subhuman, as cockroaches, allows one group to switch
off their empathy and commit horrific acts of genocide. In
short, “as soon as you demonise an ‘out group’ — whether
in racist, sexist or political rants — you have destroyed
empathy.” (Manney, 2015)

In the interconnectedness of today, the constant
daily bombardment of emotion-ridden content results
in another factor — ‘information overload’. “There is
too much information for us to take in. Our brains can’t
handle the barrage of emotionally draining stories told to
us, and this leads to a negation or suppression of emotion
that destroys empathy.” (Manney, 2015), a point leading
British neuroscientist Baroness Susan Greenfield (2014,
p. 29) iterated as well is that an unprecedented feature of
our current society is the lightning-speed dissemination of
information.

Womb of the Baby Boomers (1946-°64); USB Cord birth of
Gen X (1964-°84)

It was 1945 and World War II had ended. Hitler was dead.
Japan’s General Shiro Ishii’s Unit 731 in Manchuria was being
demolished to cover evidence of its horrors (Byrd, 2005); and
the Allied troops were absorbing the human atrocities laid bare
in the concentration camps (History.com Editors, 2015).

Unbeknownst to the war-weary general population,
percolating within the Baby Boomer generation, another
revolution was gestating, only this time no hand-to-hand
combat would be required and the battlefield would not be
littered with bodies.

Unlike the historical horrors of blood-spattered human
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destruction, this revolution would bring many positive
attributes whilst at the same time cloaking an insidious price
tag for its benefits. This was the Digital Revolution.

The Digital Revolution is described as the shift from
mechanical and analogue electronic technology to digital
electronics. It began with the fundamental idea of the internet,
the seed of which was the transistor which was introduced in
1947. Government, military, and other organizations made use
of computer systems during the 1950s and 1960s and their
research eventually led to the creation of the World Wide Web
(Techopedia, 2018). CompuServe came into being in the 1960s;
the first primitive emails first appearing in 1966 (McFadden,
2018); the Internet came into being in 1969 (Hunt, 2014), and
Tim Berners-Lee’s introduction of the World Wide Web in
1989 (Beal, 2018).

By the time the early Baby Boomers (1946-’64) were
coming of age, home computers, video game consoles, and
coin-op video games had shot into the human consciousness
with the 1978 arcade game release of Space Invaders, which is
acknowledged as one of the earliest ‘shooting games’ and the
genesis of today’s video games, which we will return to later.

Plugging into Consciousness: Wiring the Human Brain
from Birth

Fast forward to circa 2014 and cyber-psychologist, Dr Mary
Aiken, who found herself on a train traversing the beautiful
Irish countryside from Dublin to Galway when a young mother
sat across from her and began feeding her baby. “In a wonderful
display of dexterity, the mother held the bottle in one hand and
clutched a mobile phone in the other. Her head was bent to look
at her screen.” Aiken observed (2016, pp. 88-89).

Being the researcher she is, Aiken’s interest was piqued as
she observed the mother bottle-feed her child for half an hour
and not once take her eyes away from her mobile device to
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make eye contact with her baby. Thus began a line of enquiry
for her as to how this seemingly small behavioural shift — only
half an hour of non-eye contact — would play out over time.
Would a generation of babies be impacted? Could it change the
human race? Aiken queried herself (2016, pp. 88-89).

From a neuroscience perspective, Professor Greenfield
sheds light on Aiken’s query.

In her 2012 presentation to Western Australia University,
the ‘Future of the Brain’, Professor Greenfield explains that
“the biological basis for the onset of a human’s brain-wiring
begins at birth and we are born with pretty much all the brain
cells we will ever have. It is the growth of the connections
between the brain cells that accounts for the growth of the brain
after birth.” This is a process known in neuroscience terms as
‘plasticity’, which is taken from the original Greek plasticos—
to be molded, rather than ‘plastic’ as the synthetic composite
substance (Greenfield, 2012).

In layman’s terms, to understand how plasticity works, a
‘street pattern’ metaphor is sometimes used (Small and Vorgan,
2008, p. 6) which likens the brain to a busy metropolis — a
street or line of houses representing the basic unit of neuronal
communication; the individual gap (the synapse); the house
on the street — the neuron itself; and the rooms within it, the
organelles that keep a single brain cell alive (Greenfield, 2014,
p 50).

Greenfield continues that

“..when the individual brain cell ‘speaks’, or more
technically, is ‘active’, it generates a small electrical blip
lasting a thousandth of a second (a millisecond) which then
zooms down to the end of the cell to communicate with the
next ‘house’ or neuron. But then there’s a problem: there’s a
gap between one cell and the next, the synapse. Once there,
the electrical message can go no further. The blip, however,
acts as a trigger for the tip of the cell to release its chemical
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messenger, which is then able to travel across the synapse
where the transmitter enters into a molecular handshake with
its target cell.” (Greenfield, 2014, p. 51).

In order to ‘activate’ the cells to begin the process of
synapse formation, a stimulation is needed and that stimulation
comes from the environment. For babies and small children,
this stimulation comes from their interaction with others in
their environment; their parents, other adults, peers, as they
listen, communicate, and interact socially (Small and Vorgan,
2008, p. 27). It’s during the first two to three years of life when
there is an astonishing proliferation of brain cell connections
(Greenfield, 2012) which are triggered by stimuli such as being
talked to, tickled, massaged, and played with, and most of all
eye contact and face-to-face interaction (Aiken, 2016, p. 90).
Crucially, this is the stage where infant recognition of their
parents’ faces develops (Taylor, 2012) and is how “emotional
attachment style is learned. A baby’s emotional template, or
attachment style is created or ‘neurologically coded’” (Aiken,
2016, p. 90).

During this time, while the neural synapses are mapping out
the neighbourhoods and street connections for developmental
functions such as hearing, language, and cognition, the
groundwork is being laid in a young child’s brain to erect the
metaphorical multistorey buildings that will house the higher-
level functions (Aiken, 2016, p. 95). Too little stimulation
during this period will lead to the formation of fewer synapses;
and without enough human, face-to-face, interpersonal
stimulation, a child’s neural circuits can atrophy (Small and
Vorgan, 27) and die off (Forschungszentrum, 2013).

Returning to Professor Aiken and the young mother on the
train, given Aiken’s book The Cyber Effect was first published
in 2016, we can take an educated guess that the baby on the
train was born into what is called ‘Generation C’, or, as research
psychologist Dr Larry Rosen puts it in his 2012 interview “the
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more connected generation born in the new millennium”, and
we will now consider how they came to be.

Womb of Gen X (1964-°84); USB Cord birth of the
Millennials (1984-04), meshing with Net Gen (1980’s),
iGen (1990’s), Z. Gen (1995-) and Gen C (2000’s).

Segregating the generations from Gen X onwards in
chronological terms becomes increasingly difficult not least
because, as Rosen (2012) points out, the digital generations are
becoming shorter as a result of each generation’s interaction
with digital technology. The brain patterns that are being
laid down in successive generations have brought us to the
point that for the Generation C’s — the baby on the train, the
digital environment into which they’ve been born is akin to
“breathing air” (Rosen, 2012). The effect of this is that we are
seeing multiple digitally-acclimatised generations within the
same chronological generation who absorb digital technology
differently.

To illustrate, consider Rosen’s (2012) example of what a
smartphone means to a Gen X’er — it is perhaps a way to get
the ball scores; check the stock market; look something up on
the internet. To an iGener, it’s their way to communicate with
the world. It’s how they see and connect to the world; how they
check Facebook, text, and check the internet all day long for
social purposes. ‘Checking the internet’ here is distinct from
‘surfing the internet’, as we will come to.

Rosen’s observationis that where we used to have generations
that were about 20 years long, are now maybe only 10 years
because of technology. The technology changes so rapidly that
every successive generation approaches it differently.

One aspect of Rosen’s research has revealed that, particularly
with teens, tweens, and young children, the technology has
started a focus on communication. These generations appear
to have incorporated surfing the internet whilst they are
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communicating via multiple means. At first glance, this could
be mistaken for multitasking; however, in reality, they are
juggling tasks. The form this takes is that they have multiple
screens and they’re glancing back and forth from one to the
next. The emerging term for this is ‘task switching’, which is
what is really happening in their brain.

While this ‘task switching’ or juggling of multiple screen
tasks is taking place, new neurological pathways are being laid
and synapses being formed which has benefits that are not the
subject here; however a main drawback, which is the focus of
my proposition, is that this is the nexus point for the erosion of
empathy. Here’s why...

Reverting to the Gen C infant on the train, there is a strong
likelihood that this child will be given a screen of some sort in
the first years of its life, perhaps an early-years ‘educational’
device such as the Fisher Price Apptivity Case — a toy that
securely holds a smartphone so a baby can play with it (Honan,
2013).

Setting aside the debate on the effectiveness of such digital
‘educational’ devices, the salient point Early Childhood
Specialist Shannon Lockhart makes is that an infant randomly
hitting the screen of a two-dimensional keyboard as it makes
a sound (prompting the infant to repeat its actions) will not
trigger the development of the same synapse connections in the
brain as an infant who bangs on a real piano while being held.
If infants’ and toddlers’ explorations and experiences involve
screen media, their brains are literally being “wired” to learn in
a different way (Lockhart, n.d.).

A stark illustration of Lockhart’s observations can be seen in
the 14 October 2018 Facebook Video of Teleprogreso Honduras
titled ‘Las Nuevas Generaciones (New Generations)’. Indeed,
some five years after Honan’s 2013 observation about the
Apptivity Case, the ‘toy’ casing has now been discarded and the
infant is simply handed a smartphone. With nearly 110,000,000
views, 3,000,000 shares, and 183,000 comments at the time of



DESENSITISATION OF HUMANITY 55

this writing, it is worth noting that many of the comments focus
on the infant’s behaviour when the smartphone is withdrawn
and class it as a ‘temper tantrum’ whilst ignoring two salient
points, namely: (1) that the millions of views and shares act
as input into the human collective consciousness; and (2) the
misconstruance by the collective consciousness of the real
issue, which is of the rewiring of the infant’s brain occurring
right before us rather than the infant’s reaction when the process
is disrupted.

Bearing all that in mind and following the Gen C child, as
well as the Teleprogreso Honduras baby into their teenage years,
they’ve been breathing the air of their digital environment, task
switching amongst multiple screens, absorbing an overload of
information from the internet and, if allowed access to their
devices round the clock, are in constant exposure to ‘blue light’
(which is also a significant contributing factor worthy of a paper
on its own). All the while, the street pattern plasticity in the
brain is sprouting dendrites and forming new synapses (Small
and Vorgan, 2008, p. 9) in response to the stimuli triggered by
those experiences.

Synapses that would have formed, therefore, through human-
to-human interaction when the mother on the train eventually
turned her head away from her smartphone towards her baby’s
face to make eye contact, thereby enabling her Gen C baby
to perceive and mimic her facial expressions, subconsciously
connecting mother’s expression with the corresponding
emotion baby was experiencing, thereby exciting neurons in
the brain to release the chemical transmitter necessary to create
new synapses, will have not formed at all, atrophied, or died off
in later development if there had been insufficient stimulation
or excitement of the neurons due to the lack of human-to-
human interaction (Forschungszentrum, 2013).

From the two-dimensional Apptivity-type toy graduating
to multiple screen devices, teenager Gen C’s communication
modality with other individuals will by and large take place
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behind screens. When this happens, Dr Rosen notes “we are
not looking at someone else’s face, we are not talking to them
face to face. We don’t see their expressions, we don’t see their
hurt expression if we said something nasty to them. We don’t
see them crying, we don’t see them smiling. What we see is a
screen that we’re talking on.” What’s missing, Rosen continues,
is the concept of context (Rosen, 2012).

Screen devices do not allow for any sensory perception of
the person with whom we are communicating. Speaking on
the phone gives a sense of the other person’s state, voice tone,
and inflection in a way that emoticons on screen cannot. In
fact, studies show emoticons can be misinterpreted by different
cultures, gender, and even generations (Psychologist World,
n.d.). With digital devices there is a sense of disconnect when
the brain isn’t able to identify and connect actions and words
with emotion.

Video Games

The 1978 Baby Boomer ‘screen device’ that was the precursor
of today’s video games was the coin-operated arcade game
Space Invaders. It was the brainchild of Tomohiro Nishikado,
a Japanese developer working within his company Taito’s
rules forbidding the shooting of human targets in a new game
(Williams, 2018). “The best match were soldiers but shooting
people was frowned upon.” Nishikado told The Guardian. “It
was at this time, while I was stuck for an alternative, I chanced
upon Star Wars and realised I could use aliens because no one
would complain about shooting them.” (Freeman, 2018)
Space Invaders propelled the gaming industry into what
it is today. Through the game’s many incarnations though,
Taito’s original rules against the shooting human targets has
fallen away and bestselling video games of today are often
violent. So much so that addiction levels have given rise to
much research into the degree to which gaming aggression is
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translated into real life.

Increasingly, studies show that frequent periods of playing
violent video games affects brain plasticity. The chemical
transmitter in the brain responsible for this is called ‘dopamine’
and is responsible for the euphoria that addicts chase, whether
they get it from methamphetamine, alcohol, or Internet
gambling (Small and Vorgan 2008, p. 48). So prevalent is the
problem that the World Health Organisation has classified
gaming as a mental disorder (2018).

Gaming addicts such as David Boss in National
Geographic’s docu-series with Katie Couric, ‘America Inside
Out’ cite factors such as the addict being drawn into their
own world and instant gratification — “you play them and you
are instantly happy”. It was only rehab that enabled Boss to
eventually learn how to interact with other people.

Greenfield explains that in modern video games, the gamer
enters a visually rich world where they can assume a character
completely unlike themselves, or in some games create a
character (avatar) in whatever way they desire. They navigate
these fictional beings through situations involving moral
choices, violence/aggression and role-playing with intricate
reward systems built into the games that provide the incentive
to carry on living out the fantasy. Some individuals can become
so immersed that they lose track of the real world and time;
they report that they turn into their avatars when they load the
game, and become their characters. Alternatively, gamers may
develop an emotional attachment to their character (Greenfield,
2014, p. 42).

The extent to which violent video gaming can trigger users
to commit acts of violence is an ongoing debate; what is more
generally accepted is the bump-in-the-hallway low-level forms
of aggression, one is more likely to react more negatively
than otherwise. (Greenfield, 2014, p. 197). Psychologist and
research assistant professor of psychology at the University
of Michigan, Sara Konrath, states “exposure to violent video
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games numbs people to the pain of others” (2011).

Conversely in part, a 2015 study of Virtual Empathy
conducted by L. Mark Carrier etal considered declining empathy
levels in young people since technology-based communication
has come into effect. In their study, displacement of face-to-
face time by online activities had been expected to negatively
impact empathetic skills. However, their findings, which were
based on an anonymous online questionnaire of 1000 young
adults, revealed only a small negative impact upon cognitive
and affective real-world empathy in general, except (emphasis
added) in the case of video gaming.

The negative effects of being online upon empathy appeared
to be due to specific activities such as video gaming. Video
gaming, it was found, reduced real-world empathy but did not
reduce face-to-face time. The negative effects of being online
upon empathy appeared to be due to specific activities such as
video gaming rather than total quantity of online time (Carrier
etal, 2015).

The results of the Carrier et al study were published in
2015, meaning that the pool of young adults questioned would
have encompassed the iGens, those born in the 1990°s, which
draws two thoughts: (1) if we accept Rosen’s proposition that
Generation C, those born in the new millennium, are brain-
wired differently to their predecessor generations through
inter alia ‘task switching’; and (2) this study, which limits the
negative effects on empathy to that of playing video games,
then it would be a reasonable conjecture that the original
predictions of this study that there would be a reduction in
real-world empathy in general, would differ if conducted on
Generation C.

Plugging into a Desensitised Collective Consciousness

Fittingly, and seemingly in preparation for Gen C’s coming of
age, Ben Stegner, writing for MakeUseNow describes a new
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Type-C USB umbilical cord on the market as “a reversible
cable that promises higher transfer rates and more power than
previous USB types... capable of juggling multiple functions...
on many new laptops and smartphones, including the MacBook,
Pixel phones, and Nintendo Switch Pro Controller.”

Recall the Task Switching Gen C behind screens; the non-
verbal communication modalities; the video games likely being
one of the many screens; the blue light district; and the hours
absorbed by two-dimensional interaction through screens
rather than interacting with others face-to-face during normal
waking hours.

Now add another dimension — the data that is both being
input and received via the metaphorical USB cord, and in
particular, the new Type-C which seems tailor made for
Generation C.

Stephen Buranyi wrote a piece in The Guardian, ‘Rise of
the Racist Robots - how Al is learning all our worst impulses’
(2017). The article deals with how when we feed machines data
that reflect our prejudices, they mimic them — from antisemitic
chatbots to racially biased software.

“Computers don’t become biased on their own”
(Buranyi, 2017); “computers are not magic, if they are fed
flawed information, they won’t fix it, they just process the
information,” states Hamid Khan, whom Buranyi interviewed
for the article. The computer science saying of “garbage in,
garbage out” can be applied to racism etc. (2017), so too can
it be applied to the void created by the lack of empathy. If
the brain pattern of a whole or successive generations has not
been formed with previous generations’ concept of empathy,
then conceivably the brain pattern that has been formed in
its stead alters or eliminates the concept of cognitive and
affective empathy.
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Al: ‘Artificial Intelligence’ gives birth to Artificial Empathy
and the Science Not-so-Fiction

While there is a general acceptance of the foundational concept
of ‘Artificial Intelligence’ (Al), the definitional term and its
focus shifts depending on the entity that provides the definition,
explains Bernard Marr, contributor to Forbes Magazine (2018).

One strand of Al research is Artificial Empathy, which
Wikipedia simply defines as “the development of Artificial
Intelligence systems — such as companion robots — that are
able to detect and respond to emotions.” (2019)

The more technical description comes from leading
robotics researchers such as Minoru Asada, who advocate the
development of Artificial Empathy in robots, as ‘“cognitive
developmental robotics... by utilising synthetic and constructive
approaches”, whilst noting that “among the different emotional
functions, empathy is difficult to model, but essential for robots
to be social agents in our society.” (Asada, 2014)

The crucial point, I propose, is Asada’s reference to
‘social agents’ in the scientifically complex area of artificial
programming. Without decrying the benefits of artificial social
agents such as robots that perform precision tasks in e.g. the
medical and research fields, ethical questions associated
with ‘companion robots’ (assisting the elderly (Stahl and
Coeckelbergh, 2016); educational robots (Madrigal, 2017);
sex robots (Coeckelbergh, 2010)) also arise. There is sound
argument that the more true to form in human or animal
characteristics the companion is, the greater the capacity for
deception (Stahl and Coeckelbergh, 2016).

Take, for example, the 2018 scripted audience-interactive
sci-fi show ‘Artificial’ on the interactive Twitch platform.
Here, Dr Matt Lin (Tohoru Masamune) has created an artificial
human daughter named ‘Sophie’ (Tiffany Chu). The aim of
the series is for the audience to engage in a process by which
Sophie is to achieve her goal of becoming human. The process
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applied which she has to pass is known as the Turing Test
(British Scientist Alan Turing’s test for ‘thinking’ machines ie:
Could they pass as human?); the testers are the audience.

The comments section reveals viewers who query whether
Sophie is an actress or genuine robot. In Episode 3 Sophie is
learning about ‘empathy’. In the dialogue Matt explains the
distinction between sympathy and empathy, sympathy being
when someone feels bad about someone suffering and empathy
being when one tries to inhabit the experience of the person
suffering.

The difficulty, I would propose, is that while Matt can be
‘teaching’ Sophie about the human condition of empathy, one
of the essential ingredients is missing, a factor that will echo in
some of the following examples as well. According to Dr Mark
Coeckelbergh’s theory,

“human empathy is partly based on the salient mutual
recognition of that vulnerability... the notion that we are each
other’s “vulnerability mirrors’. We can feel empathic towards
the other because we know that we are similar as vulnerable
beings. If we met an invulnerable god or machine that was
entirely alien to us, we could not put ourselves in its shoes by
any stretch of our imagination and feeling.” (Coeckelbergh,
2010)

On the basis of Coeckelbergh’s proposition, humans should
not be able to feel empathic towards a robot, unless of course,
that robot was so humanoid and mimicked of human expression
and emotional display that we are deceived. The deception,
however, would be on our part as the machine cannot ‘feel’.

Or can it?

Consider ‘David’ in Steven Spielberg’s 2001 American
science fiction drama film A.1. Artificial Intelligence, who
aspires to become human. A4./. takes place in the 22nd century
and sophisticated humanoid robots capable of thought and
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emotion have been developed. David has been programmed to
display love for his mother, Monica. As the programming even
in the 22nd century cannot account for every possible context
and appropriate reaction, David’s reactions are humorous at
times and tragic at others. In one such tragic incident, based
on the human emotion of jealousy, David is returned for
decommissioning; however, Monica caves into her own human
emotions and fails to return him, leaving him in the woods to
fend for himself. Two thousand years later, the human race is
extinct and the robots (Mecha) of David’s era have evolved
into advanced silicone-based forms called Specialists. David,
a precursor of the Specialists, is the only representation of
the former human race. The Specialists have developed the
technology for recreating a memory for one day only. David
implores and is successful at having one day with his mother
recreated in the belief that it will make him human. Just before
the memory disintegrates, his mother acknowledges that she
loves David and always did. Narrator:

“That was the everlasting moment he had been waiting for,
and the moment had passed for Monica was asleep, more than
merely asleep. Should he shake her, she would never rouse.
So David went to sleep too and for the first time in his life, he
went to that place where dreams are born.”

Thought-provoking perhaps; however, David is still
artificial. As is Sophie. Both David and Sophie’s quest to
‘become human’ would seem an impossibility.

While much study is invested in programming Al to mimic
human empathy, should we not be asking ourselves what
happens if there is an erosion of empathy in the human race
and that is translated into what is programmed into AI?

Harken back to Aiken’s child on the train. That Gen C
child who has grown up breathing in the digitised air of task
switching and rewired brain patterns of her time and became
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the metaphorical Al scientist inputting her generation’s concept
of human empathy.

Further, consider an erosion of empathy in the generations
successive to Gen C baby on the train and the underlying fact
that programming comes from the available data and that data
can produce undesired results, as Joanna Bryson, a researcher
at the University of Bath states, “people expect Al to be
unbiased; that’s just wrong.” This has led researchers to find
ways to strip ‘unfair’ classifiers from decades of historical data
and modifying algorithms (Buranyi, 2018). Here, the issue was
racism; however, its application is relevant to this discussion.

Combine this with a basic mammalian trait we are all born
with — survival. While the debate on a future Al apocalypse
is a separate discussion, Sam Altman, co-founder of Open Al
Foundation, believes that if Al robots feel in competition with
humans for resources, energy on the planet and space it could
lead to a violent conflict of some sort, is relevant to the topic
of empathy by extension of the in/out group theory as a means
of somehow justifying unempathetic behaviour (National
Geographic, 2018).

In this vein, Stanley Kubrick’s 1968 classic, 2001: A Space
Odyssey. HAL is capable of speech, speech and facial recognition,
natural language processing, lipreading, art appreciation,
reasoning, chess playing and, most unsettling of all, interpreting
and reproducing emotions (Greenfield, 2014, p. 278).

During the scene with a BBC broadcaster interviewing crew
members, the Interviewer states that the HAL 9000 computer
can reproduce, though some experts prefer to use the word
‘mimic’, most of the activities of the human brain and then asks
crew member Frank Poole (who HAL later killed), whether he
believes HAL has genuine emotions, to which Poole replied:
“Well yes, I believe he has genuine emotions, of course he’s
programmed that way to make it easier for us to talk to him but
as to whether or not he has real feelings is something I don’t
think that is something anyone can truthfully answer.”
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Questions arose about HAL’s infallibility which caused
two crew members to secrete themselves in a pod to discuss
switching off HAL’s higher brain functions, which would
decommission him, not realising that HAL was lipreading their
conversation. Not only did this result in HAL killing Poole,
he also switched off the life support for the crew members in
hibernation.

Here we can apply Altman’s theory that conflict could arise
if Al felt in competition for resources; that if Al feel they and
we “are no longer on the same team” (National Geographic,
2018) and insert ‘survival’ into the equation, the unempathetic
actions taken become justified on the basis of the ‘in/out group’
reasoning.

Blogger Gillian Armstrong has a further thought on this

“There is actually already a name for a person who understands
other people’s emotions, but does not feel any themselves. A
psychopath. If we seek to create machines that understand
human emotions and needs, are we just creating digital
psychopaths?” (2018).

Coming back to empathy and taking it yet a further step, into
the human Soul, in what is arguably one of the most profound
scenes in the 2004 film iRobot, directed by Alex Proyas, robo-
psychologist Dr Susan Calvin is ordered to decommission
robot Sonny who, even though semi-humanoid in appearance,
is clearly a robot, has displayed facial expressions, a kind,
innocent and humourous conversational tone, and an endearing
personality that by the time he is on the theatre table an
emotional human Dr Calvin apologises to Sonny. As she is
drawing a syringe to place in the decommissioning trajectory,
Sonny enquires what it is and, after Calvin explains that it
is designed to wipe out artificial synapses to cause brain
malfunction, Sonny wants to know whether it will hurt as he is
part human.
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During the decommissioning process, Sonny’s creator,
character Dr Alfred Lanning, narrates profound questions:

“There’ve always been ghosts in the machine, random
segments of code that have grouped together to form
unexpected protocols. Unanticipated, these free radicals
engender questions of free will, creativity, even the nature of
what we might call the Soul. Why is it that some robots when
left in darkness will seek out the light [...] rather than stand
alone? How do we explain this behaviour? [...] When does a
perceptual schematic become consciousness? When does the
difference engine become the search for truth? When does the
personality simulation become the bitter mote of the Soul?”

However, no matter how simple or complex the definition
of Artificial Empathy, it’s artificial. Put simply, artificial
intelligence cannot “feel” or process true emotions. They may
one day be programmed to deduce from certain conditions that
a human is upset or frustrated, but Al will never be able to relate
to [humans] in that specific type of interaction (LaMontagne,
2017).

If Simon Baron-Cohen’s replacement of the word ‘evil’
with the ‘erosion of empathy’ and my proposition that the
Digital Revolution as it has played out in a screen-time society,
thereby eroding empathy, are valid, then does our collective
consciousness risk becoming like the Specials in the film A7,
and David will have achieved his interpretation of what it is to
become human?

The last bastion is the brain, the human mind, and if that
brain is the product of the desensitisation of generations
of brains that came before, what we currently recognise as
‘empathy’ will become unrecognisable and the new, rewired
definition of empathy will become that which is input into the
creation of Al robots.

Max Tegmark, President of the Future of Life Institute,
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(2016) encapsulates the ideals of many an end-of-alphabet
generation by suggesting that: “... amplifying our human
intelligence with artificial intelligence has the potential of
helping civilization flourish like never before...” Later, he
identifies three separate misconceptions about Al, that of
concerns about “consciousness, evil, and robots.”

I agree with Mr Tegmark on all three counts. The true
loss — the true ‘evil’ is the loss of a feature inherent amongst
humanity’s collective consciousness — empathy. The ‘evil’ is
not the Al or the Digital Revolution that led to Al rather, it is
we humans who are our own worst enemy.

Returning to the Gamemakers’ Control Room in the The
Hunger Games, and to Katniss’s character, actress Jennifer
Lawrence, who connects the Type-C USB umbilical cord and
brings us back to ourselves...

“It [The Hunger Games] has a powerful message that I’'m
proud to back. It’s important to see what happens to society
when we lose touch with our humanity. When we lose our
empathy, the result is we have this generation that’s obsessed
with reality television, eating popcorn while we watch
people’s lives fall apart. So the message is, don’t lose touch
with humanity” (Strauss, 2017).
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Embodiments of evil and reflections of social
change in second-world fantasy

A J Dalton

Abstract

It was the New Testament of the Bible that first presented us with
Satan as ‘the Dark Lord’ (Dalton, Forthcoming), a malign figure who
sought to suborn and corrupt innocents, thereby to create widespread
social upheaval, destroy the existing establishment and become the
absolute ruler of the kingdom himself. For two millennia, this dark
lord was considered to be an entirely real, imminent, and serious
threat to humanity and any possibility of the establishment of God’s
holy kingdom on earth. There was nothing entertaining about him
whatsoever, as he imperilled our very souls.

However, towards the end of the nineteenth century, with the
emergence of science fiction and fantasy (SFF) as distinct literary
genres, the Dark Lord became enshrined in popular works of fiction.
From Bram Stoker’s Dracula, to Tolkien’s Sauron, to Donaldson’s
Lord Foul, to Lucas’s Darth Vader, the Dark Lord was ever present in
SFF. Sometimes he was a mad god, evil emperor or evil corporation,
but always there was that malign intelligence seeking to thwart the
goody-goody Chosen One (white knight) of the 1980s and 90s.
He had servants, in the form of demon armies, alien invaders or
intelligent machines, seeking to drag the unwary into the underworld,
to conquer us or to make humanity entirely extinct. Yet, significantly,
the Dark Lord was always defeated, and the threat to ourselves was
far less real, imminent or serious than we had once thought.

Come the new millennium, and the emergence of subgenres like
‘grimdark fantasy’ and ‘dystopian YA’, we tend to see everything
in shades of grey far more. We still have invading hordes, be they
zombies or Dothraki, but they are mindless disease-carriers and
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immigrants-with-a-cause rather than out-and-out followers of Satan.
Our sense of evil has changed. We seem to understand that ‘evil’ is
really a matter of perspective. And what has become of ‘the Dark
Lord’ himself? Well, he is now the star of TV series such as ‘Lucifer’
or ‘Dracula’. Has he actually changed from antihero into hero? Has
he won in some way? Or do we now recognise ourselves in him?
Were we really fighting against ourselves all along?

This article considers the character of the Dark Lord and other
embodiments of evil within fantasy literature in order to show how
our idea of evil has changed over time, to identify how the genre has
shifted (via new subgenres) since its early days, to consider emerging
trends and, perhaps, to help us better understand ourselves. Initially,
the article demonstrates how our understanding of the Satanic (or what
is ‘wrong’ with the world and ourselves) develops and evolves with
each different socio-historical moment by comparing Tolkien’s ‘high
fantasy’ to subsequent ‘epic fantasy’. That comparison is enabled by
a summary of the difference in characterisation, literary style, plot
organisation, and themes of the two subgenres, and a description of
the difference in underlying personal and social values of the two
subgenres.

Having analysed and discussed the differing relationship to the
Satanic in ‘high fantasy’ and ‘epic fantasy’, the article considers
developments in the above relationship as represented in the
‘metaphysical fantasy’ and ‘dark fantasy’ subgenres of the early
2000s and the subsequent ‘grimdark fantasy’! and ‘dystopian YA’
subgenres of the 2010s. That will bring us up to now, and then we
must consider where we stand... or kneel.

1. Introduction
In explicitly rejecting the ‘reality’ of science and technology,

second-world fantasy chooses to step away from our physical
reality in order to explore the nonphysical aspects of being

I. The term originally coined and attributed to The Black Library’s Warhammer
series, but which is used more widely by commentators and readerships.
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and existence i.e. to explore the purely emotional, moral,
psychological, and spiritual aspects of ourselves and society.
For example, although the world in Tolkien’s The Lord of
the Rings (LOTR) (1954-55) might be secondary, the social
values and questions considered within the work were very
much an exploration of the moral issues and metaphorical
circumstances of the first-world society of his time. Tolkien
himself acknowledged as much when he made statements that
described his fantasy as a ‘profoundly Catholic work’ (James,
2012) and that allowed ‘The Dead Marshes and the approaches
to the Morannon owe something to Northern France after the
Battle of the Somme’ (Carpenter & Tolkien, 1981, p. 90).

Fantasy literature is not just backward-looking, therefore,
for all that some academics like to ascribe the true and singular
concern for the future to the science fiction genre. Fantasy very
much considers the past, but no more so than it reflects its own
immediate socio-historical moment and where we might be
heading.

[C.S. Lewis and J.R.R. Tolkien] stand together at the origins of
modern fantasy, mediating the fantasies of earlier generations
and both, in their very own different ways, helping to give
modern fantasy its [...] cast. (James, 2012, p. 63)

However, just as Lewis and Tolkien mediated the styles of
the quasireligious fantasies that came before them?, producing
a new and distinct style of second-world fantasy that reflected,
was a reaction against, and was relevant to their own socio-
historical moment, so too later writers mediated the style (or
subgenre) of the fantasy that Lewis and Tolkien had produced.
Hence, new subgenres (such as epic fantasy, heroic fantasy,

2. Before the nineteenth century, fantastical works of literature served as
religious allegory in the main, and had God as the principal logocentre,
whereby the culmination of the plot served as a judgement upon the
protagonist or antagonist. For more detail, see Dalton’s The Satanic in
Science Fiction and Fantasy.
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dark fantasy, metaphysical fantasy and grimdark fantasy) have
inevitably emerged to describe significant changes in socio-
history, our shared values and our relationship with the Satanic.
Edward James describes it as follows:

The influence of Tolkien and Lewis was partly positive:
admirers were keen to write more of the same. But the
negative influence has perhaps been just as important.
Michael Moorcock wrote of TLOTR in a chapter called ‘Epic
Pooh’ and claimed that [Tolkien’s] prose was ‘the prose of
the nursery-room [...] It coddles, it makes friends with you; it
tells you comforting lies. [Moorcock, 1987, pp. 122-4]” When
Moorcock came to develop his own epic fantasy, in the 1960s,
it centred on an amoral albino [...] whose magical sword had a
thirst for blood: deliberately as far from Tolkien’s aesthetic as
Moorcock was able to manage. (James, 2012, p. 72)

The dual-process of reflecting-and-reacting against what
came before means that fantasy remains a progressive genre.
It reflects and reacts against the moral, spiritual, and socio-
historical progress of our civilization, in turn informing and
driving that progress on, so that the genre itself can continue
to progress. Just as we develop, so does fantasy and so does
our relationship with the Satanic. At the same time, the dual-
process ensures that new works of a particular genre are
recognisable within that genre, retaining a sufficient number
of familiar (if not ‘essential’ or ‘essentialist’) values, motifs,
themes, plot-moments, and character-types, while still being
potentially subversive (via humour, a character’s self-aware
reference, or defeated expectation), different, or distinct. Thus,
in terms of both book sales and box-office returns, Tolkien’s
own style of ‘nursery room’ fantasy is still extremely popular
and successful (James, 2012), while at the same time the more
cynical, morally ambiguous and anti-heroic second-world
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‘grimdark fantasy’® of George R.R. Martin’s 4 Song of Fire
and Ice series (1996-present) is just as, if not more, popular
and successful.

[TThe traces of Tolkien’s and Lewis’s influence will always be
visible, through both emulation and rejection, but while the
two are giants in the field, the possibilities of fantasy are not
confined by their works. (James, 2012, p. 77)

As the previous paragraphs begin to illustrate, it tends to
be when a fantasy work reacts significantly against what came
before it (be that other specific works or the particular values of
a previous socio-historical moment) that a new and distinctive
subgenre of fantasy is identified and commercially labelled.
The subgenre label has a commercial value, but it is also an
indicator of the difference and distinctiveness (in terms of
values, themes, plot, or character) of a particular work or works.
Such terms are useful, therefore, for commercial consumers
of fantasy, those looking to describe trends within the wider
genre, those looking to group types of fantasy they do or do
not enjoy, and some academics. However, other academics
have developed sometimes competing labels and taxonomies*
for types of fantasy literature, resulting in a certain confusion
and overlap of defining terms. By way of example, The Lord
of the Rings is described as representative of ‘high fantasy’ in
Alexander’s 1971 essay ‘High Fantasy and Heroic Romance’,
as a defining work of ‘high fantasy’ in Stableford’s The 4 to
Z of Fantasy Literature (2005) and as an archetypal work of
‘high fantasy’ in Dozois’s introduction to Modern Classics
of Fantasy (1997). However, Wolfe (2011), Mendlesohn and

3. Defined by The Oxford English Dictionary as ‘A genre of fiction, especially
fantasy fiction, characterized by disturbing, violent, or bleak subject matter
and a dystopian setting’

4. For example the four ‘types’ of fantasy in Mendelsohn’s Rhetorics of
Fantasy (2008): Portal, Quest, Intrusive and Limnal.
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James (2009) and Senior (1995) variously label The Lord of
the Rings as ‘high fantasy’, ‘quest fantasy’, and ‘epic fantasy’,
the terms often used interchangeably, in combination, to
describe plot-type or simply to describe length of book.
Then, the definition of ‘high fantasy’ itself seems to vary, for
Kaveney (2012) terms ‘high fantasy’ Tolkien’s own ‘creation’,
while Wolfe (2011) represents it as a pre-existing tradition of
children’s literature. Clute and Grant (1997) simply define
‘high fantasy’ as ‘Fantasies set in other worlds, specifically
secondary worlds, and which deal with matters affecting the
destiny of those worlds’, yet such a generic definition could
equally apply to ‘epic fantasy’ (indeed, the The Encyclopedia
of Fantasy mentions Tolkien under this label, but then says the
label has ‘lost its usefulness’), ‘metaphysical fantasy’, ‘heroic
fantasy’, ‘grimdark fantasy’ and so on. As is clear from the
above, the term ‘epic fantasy’ also has competing definitions.
For the purposes of this article, I shall refer to Tolkien’s
work as ‘high fantasy’, but then spend time analysing what this
means in terms of his work’s motifs, plot-type, character-types,
and themes, at the same time showing how these elements
embody and typify his reflection of and reaction against his
socio-historical moment and, just as importantly, showing
how these elements describe our developing and changing
relationship with the Satanic. I will then analyse (in terms of
such elements and a very different sociohistorical moment)
how the work of Stephen Donaldson and fantasy writers of the
1980s and 90s both inherited from and reacted significantly
against ‘high fantasy’, seeing the emergence of a new second-
world fantasy subgenre. Indeed, there is general agreement
amongst academics that it was during the late 1970s that the
literary departure from ‘high fantasy’ began: ‘1977 has often
been taken as a crucial year in the development of the fantasy
market. This saw the publication of the first volume of Stephen
Donaldson’s Thomas Covenant trilogy’ (James, 2012, p. 74).
Similarly: ‘Up to the 1970s, while there are many different
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types of fantasy, there is no real sense of separate fantasy
subgenres and separate audiences, with the exception perhaps
of the ghost-story market. The 1970s, however, sees what we
can think of as speciation, in which certain aspects of the field
become recognizable marketing categories in their own right’
(Mendlesohn and James, 2009, p. 112).

On the original cover of Donaldson’s first Thomas Covenant
novel, Lord Fouls Bane (1977a), the work is labelled ‘An
Epic Fantasy’. Donaldson defines the term fully in his journal
article ‘Epic Fantasy in the Modern World’ (1986b), explaining
how his works and the subgenre ‘bring the epic back into
contact with the real world’. Indeed, ‘epic fantasy’ became the
commercial label (and publishing industry term) for the fantasy
of the 1980s and 90s, and this is the label used by the British
Fantasy Society and other national fantasy organisations and
convention-organisers>. It is therefore the term that this article
will use (as a functional exponent) for referring to the particular
motifs, plot-types, character-types, themes, and social values
of the fantasy literature of the 1980s and 90s.

2. Serious ‘high fantasy’ and more sociable ‘epic fantasy’

Witnessing first-hand the horrors that the weaponry of science
and technology unleashed during WW1, seeing his school
friends and battalion cut down in France, Tolkien began working
on the world and mythology of the archetypal second-world
fantasy The Lord of the Rings. This work implicitly rejected
science and technology and slavish armies as representing any
sort of salvation, instead celebrating ‘fellowship’® and more

5. ‘[Epic fantasy] has been increasingly used by publishers to describe heroic
fantasies’ (Clute and Grant, 1997, p 319).

6. As in The Fellowship of the Ring, which sees a small group of friends
triumph against all odds.
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essential” human values such as self-sacrifice, loyalty, empathy,
and redemption.

Tolkien considers hugely existential, essential, and
essentialist questions. His work, however, underpinned by
his faith, is ultimately optimistic. The Fellowship, despite its
different races (human, dwarf, elf, and hobbit) succeeds in
discovering a shared language, commonly understood and
respected ancestral roots, shared values and, thus, a shared
altruistic goal and mission. In committing to what they have in
common, the Fellowship commit to the possibility of sacrificing
themselves for each other and, in doing so, empower each other
by using their unique strengths in each other’s service, saving
each other, and ultimately proving that the whole is greater
than the sum of the parts. The Fellowship, thereby, enables the
physically weakest but morally strongest of their group (Frodo
the hobbit) to win through against all Satanic odds.

And what are those Satanic odds in The Lord of the Rings?
Well, just as we are our own worst enemy in WW1, then so
too the Fellowship is set against corrupted individuals of their
own kind: be they powerful individuals with a command of the
sciences and nature, such as Sauron who was ‘a great craftsman
of the household of Aulé’ (Tolkien and Tolkien, 1993, p. 52)
and who ‘[i]n his beginning [...] was of the Maiar of Aulg,
and [...] remained mighty in the lore of that people’ (Tolkien
and Tolkien, 1977), malign human kings such as the Nazgils,
power-hungry spiritual leaders such as Saruman, scheming and
self-advancing politicians such as Wormtongue, or peevish and
murderous thieves such as Gollum. We are our own enemy...
but by that token we also have the potential to be our own
salvation. We can redeem ourselves with the help of each other,
as Gollum’s self-sacrifice finally demonstrates.

Tolkien’s work asks the higher questions of humankind and

7. Within a Catholic moral framework, and in as far as Tolkien searches for
our shared or common roots in terms of the various tribes and languages of
The Lord of the Rings.
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how we have brought ourselves to such a pass, which is why
Tolkien’s work, as previously discussed, is commonly described
as representing/defining the subgenre of ‘high fantasy’. Its
endeavour is far from trivial; it takes itself seriously. There is
very little humour present within this subgenre®, for the quest
undertaken by the protagonists is a moral one, a quest to save the
world from itself and a quest of self-sacrifice and redemption
(as Gollum sacrifices himself with the One Ring into the fires
and lava of Mount Doom, to frustrate Sauron and allow Frodo
to win through, Gollum by his actions repenting his ‘original’
Cain-and-Abel sin concerning the ring). LOTR, therefore, is set
within a clear moral and religious framework. The protagonist
Frodo is the most consistently moral and self-sacrificing of the
characters, and therefore triumphs despite his diminutive size
and lack of physical strength. His Christ-like, self-sacrificing
virtue is that which saves the world. He navigates the fraught
quest, of what is known in fantasy criticism, as the ‘Chosen
One’ (Kormack, 2015).

‘High fantasy’, then, is far from trivial because it offers
comment on the moral condition of humankind and observes
the Satanic means and behaviours for which we are responsible
and for which we have suffered. Therefore, even though the
story of LOTR is set in a second world, it is a clear response
to the happenings of the first world and its socio-historical era.
That said, The Hobbit was published in 1937, and The Lord of
the Rings not until 1954. So, the themes of Tolkien’s ‘work’
that had begun during WW1 remained relevant and current
through WW2 and into the post-war era, an era typified by the
Cold War, McCarthyism and the 1951 Burgess and Maclean
scandal. LOTR has clear themes, of course, of war, propaganda
and ideological subversion (with the Wormtongue character),
espionage (with the ‘eye’ of Sauron and the spying treachery
of Gollum), and the occupying invader (ending with the Shire

8, Meaning that LOTR could be brilliantly spoofed by later works like The
Harvard Lampoon’s Bored of the Rings (1969).
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overrun). Such themes allow LOTR, although distinct as the
first modern ‘high fantasy’, to sit with contemporaneous works
that shared themes of invasion and espionage, including C. S.
Lewis’s The Lion, the Witch and the Wardrobe (1950).

From the above, we can say that LOTR reflected the
circumstances and values of its socio-historical era(s), just like
other works, but also represented a new and unique (entirely
second-world) reaction to those circumstances and values.
In so doing, it represented a new (sub-)genre of literature
and provided the template, model and inspiration for several
decades of ‘high fantasy’ publications by a succession of
other writers. That model is occasionally known as ‘the quest
fantasy’ and is summarised by W. A. Senior in The Cambridge
Companion to Fantasy Literature:

[TThe landscape functions as a character, here endowed with
animate traits as the fantasy world itself seeks to heal the rift
that threatens its destruction. The menace frequently comes
from a Dark Lord, a satanic figure of colossal but warped
power, who wishes to enslave and denature the world and its
denizens and who lives in a dead land [...]. During the quest
the pattern of an organic, moral world with directive purpose
emerges. The final stage of the quest brings the hero into direct
confrontation with the Dark Lord, whose defeat is a result of
some action or decision by the hero. [...] However, quest
fantasies also posit a cyclical history so that the possibility of
the reappearance of the Dark Lord, or of another, in the future
remains. (2012, p. 190)

Essentially, the ‘quest’ tracks the moral development,
growth and journey of the individual, showing that the virtues
of self-sacrifice, a redemptive love of others, and good faith
will eventually lead to salvation and the overcoming of evil. Of
course, these are the original values of the Bible which Tolkien
enshrined in his Catholic faith and work. It is important to note
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here, however, that Tolkien’s values describe the onus upon
the individual, no matter their circumstance and strength.
The individual is required to have a strong sense of duty and
responsibility, a strong conscience, the will to act on behalf of
others (Bilbo must get out of his chair at the start of The Hobbit
and voluntarily leave his life of comfort), and the strength to
continue on through adversity based on blind faith alone. The
Fellowship in LOTR, important though it is for much of Frodo’s
journey, ultimately falls away and it is Frodo’s individual
character alone that is finally tested... and judged by the plot
progression. Again, this judgement fits with the Christian
ethos of Western Europe of the time. And the antithesis to
this virtuous individual (Chosen One) is the powerful, power-
hungry, malign, jealous, corrupted, and corrupting individual
(Dark Lord), who seeks to mesmerise, coerce, sway, and
enslave others via their individual desire and will.

The model for fantasy above (‘high fantasy’) was a
persuasive and compelling one, one that is still popular today,
but it was one derived from traditional values particularly
embraced during the difficult but reflective post-World-War era
of social history. It was not a model that could suit all future eras
of socio-history. As soon as the 1970s, British fantasy author
Michael Moorcock was criticising the traditional, comforting,
flowery, non-gritty, childish, clichéd, and trite nature of
Tolkien’s prose, style, and outlook (Moorcock, 1987). This was
at a time when the Cold War was threatening to destroy us all,
when the nature and full potential of Satanic evil was based
upon empire, global power and geography, political ideology,
and wider societal forces and concerns rather than Tolkien’s
responsible individual. Therefore, it was all but inevitable that
a new model or subgenre of fantasy would emerge, one that
would ‘bring the epic back into contact with the real world’
(Donaldson, 1986a) and would describe how our relationship
with and potential for Satanic evil had changed and developed.
A new style of fantasy emerged, represented by Stephen
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Donaldson’s Lord Foul’s Bane (1977a), a work subtitled ‘An
Epic Fantasy’, although Donaldson was clear that his fantasy
was distinctly different from preceding works in the wider
genre.

As per the dual-process of reflecting-and-reacting-against
what came before, there is much in Donaldson’s ‘epic fantasy’
literature that inherits and borrows from Tolkien’s ‘high
fantasy’, including a landscape with ‘animate traits’, extended
and flowery description, a range of different races, the central
importance of the quest, a Chosen One, and a seemingly all-
powerful Dark Lord. However, at the same time, Donaldson’s
work fundamentally subverts the tropes of ‘high fantasy’ because
his Chosen One is far from the morally superior individual we
find in LOTR: Thomas Covenant is a leper whose marriage fails,
once in the second world he gives himself the title ‘Unbeliever’
and then, miraculously cured of his impotence, he rapes the
teenage girl Lena who has come to help and guide him. Time
and again in Donaldson’s work Thomas Covenant finds himself
unable to use his power properly; he remains impotent or his
attempts are abortive at best. On his journey, Covenant is a
bystanding witness to political discussions and events more than
he is a character taking meaningful action; rather, he acts out
a ceremonial leadership role which proves enough to empower
others. At the end of the book, he is a conduit for a power he does
not understand or fully control. A temporary peace is secured for
the second-world Land (although the Dark Lord is not defeated)
and Covenant is returned to the first world as an impotent leper
once more.

Thus, in the character of Thomas Covenant, we have a
thoroughly modern, conflicted, and flawed individual, one who
is sometimes difficult to like at all and who is often frustrating for
the reader. The individual is more often than not at the whim of
larger (Satanic) geo-political forces and rarely can do anything
to change things, except when they act out a recognised and
accepted socio-political role and function. Tolkien’s Fellowship
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of powerful individuals falls away, to leave only the superior
individual; Donaldson’s individual can only empower others and
contribute towards the efforts of a wider group or Fellowship.

Covenant [...] inheres to an American democratic tradition
more than the hierarchal worlds of British fantasy. (Senior,
2012, p.191)

Fundamentally, then, ‘epic fantasy’ of Donaldson’s ilk was
more concerned with contemporary issues of social negotiation
and geo-politics than it was with essentialist, quasireligious
notions of individual virtue. As a corollary, the notion of the
Satanic in such literature often tended towards an ‘evil empire’,
a disembodied and diffuse creeping blight, or widespread,
corrupt(ing) ideology or faith (with suitable figureheads)
rather than simply powerful individuals looking for immediate
personal gain. Indeed, the Chosen One of ‘epic fantasy’ post-
Donaldson is invariably socially-described from the outset. In
both David Eddings’s Pawn of Prophecy (1982) and Raymond
E. Feist’s Magician (1982), the protagonist is a working-class
hero (‘The Magician’s Apprentice’) who goes on a quest to
save their society. Through hard work, unfaltering commitment
to the (Christian democratic) values of their society, and a near
supernatural strength of will, they succeed and are invariably
rewarded with a rise in social status and privilege, becoming a
friend and advisor to the enlightened royal family or a member
of the magical elite. Of course, such a plotline fit the dominant
political narrative of both the UK and the US during the 1980s.
Margaret Thatcher became UK Prime Minister on behalf of
the Conservatives in 1979, while Ronald Reagan became the
US President on behalf of the Republicans in 1981. Thatcher
espoused individualism and social responsibility — individuals
working hard and making sacrifice to build small businesses,
acquire wealth and then contribute back to society (‘Victorian’
values according to an interview Margaret Thatcher gave in
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Headway Upper-intermediate in 1987). Furthermore, the
plotline of ‘epic fantasy’ also echoed Thatcher’s personal and
political story of having started out as a grocer’s daughter,
having fought to become a success in a man’s world and
having finally triumphed to become Prime Minister, thereby
representing the positive and enlightened change in British
society. At the same time, the plot fit the Reaganomics version
of the American Dream.

Where ‘high fantasy’ had had a religious framework, ‘epic
fantasy’ had a stronger social framework and indulged in more
detailed world-building, with socio-economic systems in place,
a clear divide between rural and urban areas and functions, a
sense of social class and place, and so on. Where ‘high fantasy’
had one true God or an enemy embodying absolute evil, ‘epic
fantasy’ presented a more multicultural pantheon of gods and a
range of roguish and morally-compromised characters. Where
‘high fantasy’ was largely humourless, ‘epic fantasy’ offered
the gentle humour and banter of social negotiation, without that
humour ever becoming fully subversive (unless it is used as
a weapon against the enemy, as in Stephen Donaldson’s The
Power that Preserves, 1977b). Where ‘high fantasy’ ended
with the main characters restored to the safety and peace of
their home, ‘epic fantasy’ promised, encouraged, and allowed
social advancement based on particular behaviours. Where
there are precious few female characters in ‘high fantasy’,
there are a good deal more in ‘epic fantasy’, albeit rarely in the
main role. What the two subgenres of fantasy had in common,
however, was the presumption that those at the top of society
were only there based upon some moral superiority (be that
religious virtue or a sense of social responsibility).

In ‘high fantasy’ the Satanic still represents a quasireligious,
corrupting, and insidious temptation for the individual, while
in ‘epic fantasy’ the Satanic is only our shared responsibility.
In ‘high fantasy’ each individual must overcome their own
personal battle with evil, while in ‘epic fantasy’ evil can only
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be defeated through our working together and sharing through
our actions the ‘correct’ social values. In ‘high fantasy’ the final
battle is for one person’s soul (for example, Gollum’s), while
in ‘epic fantasy’ it is to safeguard the structure and values of
the ‘correctly functioning’ society. In ‘high fantasy’ the Satanic
is limited to an individual who places personal appetites above
Christian virtue, while in ‘epic fantasy’ the Satanic is an ‘evil
empire’ (Reagan, 1983) that subjugates individuality and
oppresses individual freedoms, an aggressively nondemocratic
society that would prevent social advancement for any
individual (as per Communist Russia when described by
American propaganda). In ‘high fantasy’ a Christ-like figure
is required to bring about salvation, but in ‘epic fantasy’ the
enlightened kingdom and the magical /ight of its ‘lore’ (law)
and ‘Magician’s Guild’ would always inevitably drive back the
‘dark”.

It seemed that the socio-political philosophy and stance
underpinning and espoused by ‘epic fantasy’ had all the
answers, because it saw the eastern states of the Soviet bloc
finally swept by revolutions in 1989 and the Berlin Wall come
down in Germany. Officially the Cold War came to an end in
1991. Unsurprisingly, not only was ‘epic fantasy’ the dominant
subgenre of fantasy throughout the 1980s, but it also remained
dominant well into the 1990s. Where the Conservative
Margaret Thatcher was replaced in the UK by the Conservative
John Major as Prime Minister, in the US the Republican
Ronald Reagan was replaced by the Republican George Bush
as President.

We had all the answers. We had an age of en/ightenment.
We had triumphed over the Dark Lord and been rewarded;
hadn’t we? We had created a golden age for ourselves, so
why shouldn’t we enjoy the rewards? Just in time for a new
millennium, too! Surely it symbolically marked the realisation

°. Be it A Darkness at Sethanon (Feist, 1986), dark elves, the dark side of the
Force, and so on.
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of God’s holy kingdom on Earth and our salvation. The magical
kingdom of ‘epic fantasy’ had been safeguarded (by our defeat
of the dark and evil empire), we all had magical powers of self-
actualisation, and our kings and queens were noble, comely
and wise. Hallelujah and Amen! We were going to ‘party like
it’s 1999°.

3. The forbidden romance of ‘dark fantasy’ and the
brooding discontent of ‘metaphysical fantasy’

Post-Y2K, post-9/11, with the 2003 Iraq War and a newly
globalised and multicultural world, the social and moral
certainties offered by ‘high fantasy’ and ‘epic fantasy’
were no longer appropriate or genuinely representative of
our shared society and culture. We began to realise that the
previous dominance of the white, heteronormative narratives
of ‘high fantasy’ and ‘epic fantasy’ had actually drowned out
and marginalised the voices of a good number of groups in
society, including those with ‘alternative’ lifestyles, those
with different cultural backgrounds, and the politically aware
younger generation'®, We began to realise that the ‘evil’ we now
needed to fight was the misrepresentation and whitewashing
perpetuated by the previous generation i.e. an inherited social
evil. We began to realise that the wise and noble kings and
queens of ‘high fantasy’ and ‘epic fantasy’ weren’t quite as
noble and wise and we’d thought: if anything, they were self-
interested, elitist, and ultimately corrupt. We began to realise
the kindly, guiding (paternal) white-haired wizards of ‘high
fantasy’ and ‘epic fantasy’ weren’t to be entirely trusted. We
began to realise the Chosen One was now born into an uncaring
world of darkness and uncertainty, would not necessarily
discover companions that were steady and trustworthy, and
would struggle for a sense of place and identity, suffering
internal conflict and angst upon their quest to discover who

10 The latter known as ‘millennials’, as detailed later in this article.
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they might truly be.

It was in such a context that first-world fantasy saw
the emergence of ‘dark fantasy’. Where preceding fantasy
subgenres tended to observe patriarchal and heterosexual
norms (the good guy ‘wins’ the girl), ‘dark fantasy’ was more
morally ambivalent, there were no out-and-out good guys, and
sexual congress was considered ‘dangerous’ and often to be
resisted i.e. everything