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Abstract: What is a cyclical history? Why does humanity seem doomed to repeat the same
mistakes over and over again? Are we doomed to this machine called fate? What is a soul, and
how do | express it? Predicting what futures may lay ahead for humanity if we continue on some
popular cultural paths, a body of twentieth century authors has created literary experiments
designed to test the limits of human imagination. Nuclear warfare, artificial intelligence, inter-
galactic travel, and the nature of spirituality itself all come woven together in the texts, which are
profoundly affected by enlightened science, the competitive state of twentieth century politics
and the eighteenth century German philosopher Georg Hegel.

. INTRODUCTION

The concept of a detonating atomic
bomb can be quite unassuming; the image
itself can be found on coffee mugs, t-shirts,
and has come to represent in popular cul-
ture a metaphor for when things get com-
pletely out of control, usually in a highly
comic fashion. (Think of the little mush-
room clouds that erupt from the top of
Daffy Duck’s head when he is confounded
by that pernicious Bronx tongued rabbit.) It
is profligate in song and poetry: Inspectah
Deck of the popular group Wu-Tang Clan
colloquially touting his masterful ability to
rhyme as “bombing atomically,l” stretch-
ing the limits of nuclear discourse to de-
scribe his lyrical play and metaphorical
dexterity. It represents the limits of destruc-
tion, and for many, the crowning scientific
achievement of humanity.

From within our little academic blast

bunkers, the ubiquitous symbol of annihi-
lation has the tendency to become a quaint
point of discussion, a postcard from a his-
torically and politically isolated reality. No
matter how trivialized, the foreboding
dome of toxic death elegantly rising up-
wards into the atmosphere, infusing the
biosphere with vast quantities of radioac-
tive poison, has to be taken as seriously as
possible. When considering the natural (de-
sign or form) of the atom, it is one of cohe-
sion and unity, a balance of huge unseen
energies in the most compact of units. To
destroy this article of matter is to rip apart
the fabric of the cosmos and unleash sub-

! Inspectah Deck is the nom de plume of
Staten Island’s Jason Hunter. His lyrical content
on the song “Triumph,” which addresses the im-
portance of song in apocalyptic times, has
helped to propel the album Wu-Tang Forever
(RCA/Loud 1997) to the highest realms of con-
temporary cultural status, selling over half a
million copies in its first week of release.

An avid mountaineer and adventurer, Trevor Doherty is never without some scrap of literature stuffed into his
pockets. Having recently completed his MA in English at the University of Massachusetts Boston, he hopes to
someday become a teacher when his muscles and capacity to make money have been completely worn out. His
most recent short stories and articles can be found in Askew Reviews (14), Bartleby-Snopes, and The Noise.
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lime forces; that once unveiled cannot real-
istically be contained by any invention or
intention of humanity. The science and re-
lated literature of atomic industry is as ter-
rifying as it is beautiful.

Luckily, a dedicated and imaginative
group of literary artists and philosophical
masterminds have stopped to wonder
what forces are at work in our current soci-
ety that could enable the guaranteed de-
struction of all civilization on earth.
Through essays and novels that record the
future history of a civilization felled by self
induced nuclear warfare, these reflective
critics of society are able to thoughtfully ex-
amine not only the society in which we live,
but also what it is about human nature that
could possibly be compelled to recreate such
devastating manifestations of technology
and culture after the terminal blast.

Il. OVERVIEW OF LITERATURE

It is easy to laugh at the conclusion of
Stanley Kubrick’s timeless film Dr.
Strangelove. 2 Indeed, by the time Major T.J.
‘King’ Kong is hooting excitedly while he
rides the warhead into the heart of Asia, the
audience should want the bombs to fall on
the heads of the absorbed political animals
scuttling among various secret government
offices. While this film chronicles one of the
many unique ways in which full scale nu-
clear war can come about the most curious
scene in the film shows the heads of state
trying to figure out how to endure once the
biosphere of earth will be forever altered by
the ominous isotope “Bal thorium G.” (Best
if said aloud in a deep and menacing Soviet
accent.) The dark comedic energy of this
scene gains density as the Western protago-
nists assume that life on earth could be rel-

2 Dr. Strangelove or: How | Learned to Stop
Worrying and Love the Atomic Bomb (1964 Colum-
bia Pictures), based on the novel Red Alert by Pe-
ter George, is widely considered to be one of the
darkest satirical reflections of Cold War politics
and warfare.

atively the same following a world wide
nuclear conflict. The last laugh of the film
isn’t for them so much, as it is the chuckling
relief that comes when the credits roll, the
final lyrical melody ‘We’ll meet again/
Don’t know where, Don’t know when...,”
foreshadowing that if civilization manages
to survive the great war, there is a possibil-
ity that this slapstick drama of interconti-
nental destruction could receive a second
billing.

There exists today a body of literature
known as ‘post nuclear fiction’ that at-
tempts to realistically address what kinds
of issues will face humanity following a
world wide nuclear conflict. Because these
works of fiction tackle the entire history of
our own culture through the lens of futuris-
tic characters, the concept of history itself is
invented as means to construct the plots of
these novels. Frequently investigating how
the adventitious survivors will rise again
from the ashes, these authors investigate
what roles language, recorded history, and
the innate trait of rationality will play in the
reconstitution of civilizations following a
major world wide catastrophe. Unlike an
asteroid the size of Manhattan plunging
into the Hanford Site3, Tokyo, or an earth-
quake tearing China in half, an interconti-
nental nuclear war has the facet of being
human made. Whether or not the survivors
in post nuclear fiction will rebuild to the
point that a second round of nuclear war-
fare is the inevitable outcome is a chilling
question that cannot be so easily swept
from the table of possibilities. We laugh at
the delusions of grandeur harbored by Dr.
Strangelove and his silly compatriots even
though little provision is made by him to
accommodate a realistic and sustainable
plan for civilization once it is razed by fire.
“Mr. President,” hollers a general, “We can-
not have a mineshaft gap!”

3 The largest storehouse of radioactive
waste in the terrestrial western hemisphere:
Hanford, Washington.
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There are a few things that one must
take into consideration when considering
what it takes to build weapons of such awe-
some, god-like, power. First, the population
of earth must reach such a critical mass that
elaborate bodies of government are in place
to manage the affairs and political machi-
nations of humankind. Second, the great
ongoing dialogue of science will have had
to evolve to the point where computers and
technology are available to safely control
the fission of weaponized atoms. For the
authors of many post-nuclear texts, even
the usurpation of human skills by machines
of varying intelligence signifies that tech-
nology probably plays a determining role
in the every day cause and effect of culture
and politics, and thus could enable war by
gradually replacing our evolved instru-
ments of rational decision.

These evolved instruments of the
mind* that suffer the possibility of being re-
placed by machines find their reflection in
externalized ordered forms; thus religion,
the humanist arts, and the concept of a
structured code of morality in a divine uni-
verse are constantly featured as plot de-
vices and character signifiers. Lastly, there
exists around the margins of these two
groups people, who under the guise of ra-
tionality, will seek to employ these weap-
ons for political or social gain, not unlike
Dr. Strangelove yelling “Mein Furher, | can
walk!” as the bombs rain down, simulta-
neously paying homage to his master and
personal interests. What happens next is al-
ready a give-in for authors of post-nuclear
fiction, the beginning of these fictional

4 Hegel and nearly the entire canon of West-
ern philosophy universally define this as the
ability to make rational decisions based on em-
pirically/phenomenologically derived data
from the mind/senses. When something as cat-
astrophic as the total extinction can be made
with a “rational decision,” this faculty of the
mind has come under attack by artists, scientists
and those associated with politics and religion
fervently since the dawn of atomic warfare in
the twentieth century.

worlds is the annihilation of our own.

Patricia Warrick explains how the dis-
covery of nuclear technology not only
raised the stakes of expression in post-nu-
clear fiction, but also redefined the respon-
sibilities of artists to create the bomb as a
cultural and epistemological focal point:
“The explosion of the first atomic bombs in
August of 1945, now recognized as a water-
shed date in man’s history, provoked a
powerful literary response: an outpouring
of holocaust and post holocaust literature
dramatizing the realization that the world
would never be the same. We came to un-
derstand we had been expelled from the
garden of simplicity where we lived before
the fall of the bomb” (Warrick, Cybernetic,
10). Viewers of Dr. Strangelove may chortle
and guffaw at the zany antics of Peter Sell-
ers’ title role of the hamstrung Dr.
Strangelove, but the fusion of the coldly
logical and calculating idealism of the po-
litically allied nuclear physicist not only
serves as an archetypical protagonist in
many of the post nuclear texts, but also a
major catalyst in creative process of post-
nuclear writers. Allusions to Satan fre-
quently accompany this brand of confi-
dence peddlers. | want to focus on two texts
that best represent the artistic possibilities
of this provocative body of literature.

In both Walter Miller’s A Canticle for
Leibowitz (1959) and Russell Hoban’s Rid-
dley Walker (1980), two novels that elegantly
sit atop a substantial body of post nuclear
fiction, the intertwined fates of humanity,
rationality, and technology are explored
through the model of future histories.
These novels most clearly articulate three
fundamental questions thematically re-
lated to the three parameters of nuclear so-
ciety listed above, questing to explore the
nature of humanity and the fate of civiliza-
tion.

The questions that these cyclical post
nuclear fictions pose are best framed by
evoking the Hegelian model of the dialec-
tic. Hegel® writes in Verstand® “Thus under-
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stood the Dialectical principle constitutes
the life and soul of scientific progress, the
dynamic which alone gives immanent con-
nection and necessity to the body of sci-
ence; and, in a word, is seen to constitute
the real and the true, as opposed to the ex-
ternal, exaltation above the finite” (Hegel
95). What Hegel has captured in the lens of
the dialectic is that once a concept can be
handled rationally in the mind, the only
due course of action will be name what it is,
then proceed to deconstruct it into its con-
stituent parts or even prove the opposite.
Vice versa, the continuing dialectic is the
process by which competitive or compli-
mentary ideologies are synthesized in the
rationally cultivated mind. These methods
inform, sometimes unconsciously, the
styles and quarries of the featured texts.

I11. MILLER’S A CANTICLE FOR
LEIBOWITZ

In Canticle, the entire history of the civ-
ilization on Earth that follows our own is
tracked in three independent, but themati-
cally united novellas, forming a neat trilogy

5 Georg Hegel (1770-1831) was a German
philosopher who was profoundly affected by
the French Revolution and the extraordinary fig-
ure of Napoleon. His major work The Phenome-
nology of the Spirit (1807) established him as one
of the most important philosophers of the Euro-
pean enlightenment. Therein, the concept and
method of the dialectic was originated, outlin-
ing the concepts of thesis, antithesis, and synthesis
as the basic modes in which competing histori-
cal ideologies assumed mastery over one anoth-
er through the processes of social and political
discourse.

6 “Understanding” A corollary section of He-
gel’s Phenomenology of the Spirit, in which the ba-
sic tenets of the historical dialectic are imagined
and discussed: the apprehension of concepts
and the naming thereof as the first crucial step in
the process of forming dialectical ideologies that
will ultimately be subverted or consumed in the
course of history. Hegel and Miller both allude
to the story of Genesis, where the serpent prom-
ises the knowledge to differentiate between
“good” and “evil” to Eve and society.

“Short lyrical song or melody.”

of visions that span the course of an entire
civilization. The first of these, “Fiat Homo,”
chronicles the early stages of society fol-
lowing a nuclear war, when most people
are illiterate and superstition is rampant,
living in diseased hovels and caves like our
own Western ancestors did as civilization
steadily awakened from the Dark Agesg.
Albert Einstein once quipped that World
War IV would be fought with sticks and
stones, Miller allows civilization following
World War Il to grow a bit further than
Einstein’s imaginative projection.
Beginning with a world plunged into a
primitive state devoid of any government
or technological sophistication, a band of
Judeo-Christian monks in the desert of
Utah, known as “bookleggers,” strives to
keep a tiny flame of literacy and historical
knowledge vital in a world that is darkly il-
literate and culturally barbaric, patrolled
by mythic monsters, ironically called “Fall-
outs,” and mutants alike (Miller Canticle 4).
Brother Francis becomes the main protago-
nist of this moment in history while trying
to build a shelter in order to survive a
Lenten fast in the volatile desert. Prompted
by a strange wanderer named Benjamin,
who casually marks a stone with Hebrew
runes, he accidentally uncovers a bomb
shelter left over from our own time. Sup-
posedly, the remains of a twentieth century
engineer named Leibowitz are entombed

8 The year in which “Fiat Homo” occurs is
supposedly the “Year of Our Lord 3174,” which
would be the approximate equivalent of our
own 1215, the immanence of nuclear war pro-
voking Miller to subtract the 1959 years of civili-
zation that had passed since the first beginning
of Western society. The Year 1215 is a watershed
year in Western civilization, not just for the his-
torical artifacts such as Magna Carta, but also
what it represents to Miller as a reflection of hu-
man history: a time when the Roman Catholic
Church was beginning to establish itself, when
war, disease and superstition are rampant, and
the first lights of the modern rational mind are
beginning to twinkle in the arts, sciences and
humanities for the first time in the West since the
fall of the Roman empire. For Miller, this is
where Canticle really begins.

HUMAN ARCHITECTURE: JOURNAL OF THE SOCIOLOGY OF SELF-KNOWLEDGE, VI, 3, SUMMER 2009



FUTURE HELL: NUCLEAR FICTION IN PURSUIT OF HISTORY 195

within, and the discovery of this crypt and
the texts within prompt the substantiation
of the Abbey and the mission of the monks
to preserve texts and literacy. Brother Fran-
cis must endure a hellish trial to authenti-
cate the documents he has discovered, and
he finds meaning in the illumination of pre-
served texts. The gears of civilization are al-
ready in motion, but the canonization of
Leibowitz ensures the rediscovery of our
technological legacy. The governing body
of the Judeo-Christian church known as
New Rome is astride one of the seedling na-
tion states known as Texarkana, which fos-
ters and represents the secular discourses
of this history.

The second section of the triptych,
“Fiat Lux,” tells the story of the cultural re-
naissance and popularization of mechani-
cal comforts that precipitates a troubled
discourse between the secular and religious
ideologies of the novel. Thon Taddeo, a re-
nowned Texarkanian scholar, is a comedic
reflection of the European humanist schol-
ars such as Galileo, Descartes, and New-
ton®, who propelled our own culture
forward in search of truth and technologi-
cal innovation. He represents the scientific/
political animal who lays the track for the
modern nuclear nation, a humble yet en-
thusiastic model for Dr. Strangelove. An in-
teresting character that will be further
discussed is the Poet, who exists as a liter-
ary consciousness in the novel, and one of
the few characters possessing both artistic
and animalistic qualities as foil to the arche-
type of the rational scientist. In this mo-
ment in history, the monks at the abbey
have managed to build an electric lamp by
extrapolating data from the texts and docu-
ments they have preserved, ennobled by
the legacy of Leibowitz. This astounds

% Through the rediscovery and innovation
upon the classical humanist arts of Rome and
Greece, these three luminaries established the
enlightened Western mind and scientific dis-
courses which enabled the development of
modern civilization.

Thon Taddeo, who feels legitimate profes-
sional and personal insult to have been sur-
passed by the monks, who have been
quietly working without political assis-
tance for centuries. As a secondary plot, the
seeds of the modern nation-state are al-
lowed to bloom. The culture of warring fac-
tions competing for land and influence in
the ravaged North American continent re-
flects the rise of the European nation state
in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries.
Thon Taddeo takes the copies of the “mem-
orabilia” back to his society, reintroducing
the revelations of Einstein, Oppenheimer,
and Bohr®® unto the world.

The third and final installment in this
trilogy of novellas is “Fiat Voluntas Tua,”
wherein Miller envisions a world much like
our own, where nuclear technology has
been rediscovered, travel to the stars is pos-
sible, and humankind is in a perpetual state
of warfare refereed by Orwellian bodies of
government. Civilization has completed
another full cycle, and the only possible ref-
uge from the war torn planet is escape to an
interstellar colony. The main protagonist of
the third novella is Brother Joshua, who
manages to escape Earth moments before
the world’s governments recreate their
own destruction. It is his duty to transport
the preserved texts and history of earth to a
struggling colony, far off in another galaxy.
The few remaining survivors on earth act
out a morality play about assisted suicide
before they are consumed by atomic fire
and the limits of Miller’s vision for human-
ity. It is widely considered to be a landmark
of both popular and science fiction litera-
ture, scoring a Hugo Award in 1961, and a
radio adaptation for National Public Radio
in 1981.

10 Three of the most distinguished atomic
scientists of the modern nuclear age, whose
united work and distinguished research created
the first atomic bombs sewn into the political
and social fabric of history. Texts bearing their
names, among other scientists, are discovered
by Thon Taddeo while rifling through the li-
brary of preserved pre-holocaust texts.
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IV. HOBAN’S RIDDLEY WALKER

Like Miller before him, Hoban in Rid-
dley Walker has imagined our civilization
reduced to its second infancy following
worldwide nuclear conflict. It was the re-
cipient of the Nebula Award in 1981 for be-
ing an outstanding work of imagination.
On the island of England, approximately
two and half millennia in the future; small
semi-nomadic bands of people and loosely
associated families travel among muddy
villages fenced in from wild animals that
roam the land. Riddley’s character is asso-
ciated with packs of wolves that patrol the
wilderness, not only making him an out-
cast and an adventurer who discovers a
powerful secret (Spoiler: The recipe for
gunpowder), but it is the wolves who give
him safe harbor and aid him in his quest to
defeat the tyrannical antagonists of Good-
parley and Orfing; characters who exploit
others and Riddley’s knowledge of gun-
powder for their own personal gain.

In many ways, this is probably what
Einstein had in mind, the technology of
sticks, stones and rudimentary alchemy be-
ing the articles of conflict. What is unique
about Hoban’s style of writing is self evi-
dent when held in the eye,!! as he was an
author of children’s literature for many
years before imagining Riddley Walker in
Canterbury Cathedral in 1974. The inhabit-
ants of the villages are forcibly employed
by the local governing body known as The
Ram to excavate and crudely study the
smashed machinery left over from our con-
temporary civilization. The Ram is able to
govern the people through the discourse of
the puppet show, a mimetic device that au-
thorizes the cultural memory, entertains
children, and maintains a hegemonic dis-
course of power over the enslaved masses
from which Riddley Walker, the title char-

11 see R.D. Mullen’s article “Dialect, Grap-
holect...” for a comprehensive analysis of “Rid-
dleyspeak.”

acter and supposed author of the book,
arises. Goodparley and Orfing are govern-
ment puppeteers who perform for quarter
and tribute in the medieval villages. The
content of the government authorized pup-
pet show is the Eusa play, a collection of
theatrical skits that tell the history of Rid-
dley’s world while harboring encoded reci-
pes for advanced weaponry. The character
of Lissener is found by Riddley in one of
The Ram’s prisons, as the young blind boy
is part of a subversive collective working to
rediscover the technology of a passed civi-
lization. Riddley inherited his literacy from
his father who serves as a record keeper
and interpreter of the Eusa plays, analo-
gous to the monks who work tirelessly at
preserving and translating salvaged texts.
In the wake of his father’s death while
excavating a mangled chunk of machinery,
Riddley must assume the responsibility of
cultural interpreter'? not only to the con-
stituents of his village, but also to us, the
outside readers and champions of his
cause. As in Canticle, these excavators of fa-
miliar twentieth century ruins have my-
thologized our civilization, but do not have
any idea what the unifying principle is that
enables and enlivens the symbols and arti-
facts they discover. Riddley discovers that
in order to preserve life, he must keep his
knowledge a secret while at the same time
surviving in a wilderness full of ferocious
beasts and cunning people. Inventing an al-
ternate puppet show with some puppets he
found while excavating the familiar arti-
facts of the past, Riddley can preserve the
secrets he has uncovered and promote
peace and unity through his own theatre.
His own puppet show, utilizing the charac-
ters of Punch and Judy13, is an attempt to
create an antithetical social discourse that
rejects the content and message of the Eusa

play.

12 Riddleyspeak: “connexion man” (Hoban
53).
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V. MILLER AND HOBAN COMPARED

Both key sets of players, The Monks of
Leibowitz and Riddley Walker, realize in
their historical adventures that making
choices is not only a matter of every day liv-
ing, but that the concepts of soul and imag-
ination have the power to influence history
in a positive fashion. These characters have
a unique sense of the future, and the ideo-
logical battles they fight represent their re-
spective hopes for the fate of humankind.

Ilustration 1

In the following exchange between
Brother Francis and one of his detractors,
Brother Jeris, a fellow monk at the abbey
who serves as a skeptical nuisance to the
faithful Francis, Miller is creating a living
dialectic, two competing ideologies person-
ified in each monk. As Francis is illuminat-

13 Not only is the theatre box one of the old-
est forms of entertainment in Western culture,
the characters of Punch and Judy show are one
of the few puppet shows that have attained ce-
lebrity status through centuries of performance
in both Europe and America. See Illustration 1
“Punch” (Doherty 2009).

ing the pre-flame deluge blueprint that he
had discovered earlier in “Fiat Homo,”
Brother Jeris seems to take genuine satisfac-
tion in proving to Francis that although the
blueprint may be aesthetically pleasing, he
really has no idea what the symbols could
possibly mean. This skepticism embodied
by Brother Jeris is also the chief quality of
Thon Taddeo, who represents in the second
book, “Fiat Lux,” the scientific mind in its
greatest moments of discovery and revela-
tion. Dominic Manganello goes into great
detail on how possessing a skeptical ratio-
nality is the defining quality of characters
like Thon Taddeo, but overlooks this same
quality in characters like Brother Jeris. The
clashing of these values and the choices
that determine the validity of each ideology
is the propellant of history and the motiva-
tor of these great novelistic plots. The com-
ing together of people to exchange ideas
and create a community of discourse is a
crucial point of interest for both authors,
because rationally, how could a cultural di-
alectic occur if no people were present to
form competitive ideological factions? Vir-
tually all of the important debates about
truth and the nature of rationality in Canti-
cle are held within the walls of a monastery.
Riddley makes his most startling revela-
tions in the charred ruins of Canterbury Ca-
thedral. Both authors make it clear that
without people coming together to argue,
debate, or even exchange ideas, no progress
whatsoever would be made in these newly
developed patches of civilization. The
lonely abbey becomes a way station for the
exchange of ideas and cultural inquiry. An
ancient highway (Route 66?) running
through the former desert of Utah is rees-
tablished as a ferociously busy thorough-
fare by the conclusion of the novel. These
locations of cultural conflict and synthesis
tease out the forces that are under scrutiny
by the authors. Miller does not seem com-
pletely at ease with the concept of the ratio-
nal mind, identifying it as a key player in
the evolution of history.
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The dialogue between Francis and Jeris
is fraught with the irony that what they are
unknowingly discussing is the fastest path
to human-made global annihilation, but
they must first go through the motions of
using dialogue and debate to develop a cul-
tural inquiry that will enable that possible
future:

“Perhaps the negation applies
to the “twist.””

“Ah! Then we would have an
“Untwisted Nothing,” eh?

Have you discovered how to un-
twist nothingness?”

Jeris was becoming preten-
tious in his sarcasm, Francis
thought, and decided to meet it
with a soft answer. “Well, observe
this column of figures, and its
heading: ‘Electronic Parts Num-
bers.” There was once, an art or sci-
ence, called Electronics, which
might belong to both Art and Sci-
ence.”

“Uh huh! Thus settling ‘genus’
and ‘species.” Now as to the ‘differ-
ence,” if | may pursue the line.
What was the subject matter of
electronics?”

“That too is written,” said
Francis, who had searched the
Memorabilia from high to low in
an attempt to find clues which
might make the blueprint slightly
more comprehensible, but to very
small avail. “The Subject matter of
Electronics was the electron,” he
explained.

“So it is written, indeed. | am
impressed. | know so little of these
things. What, pray, was the ‘elec-
tron’?”

“Well, there is one fragmentary
source which alludes to it as a
“Negative Twist of Nothingness.’”

“What! How did they negate
nothingness? Wouldn’t that make
it a somethingness?”

“Not yet,” Francis admitted.

“Well keep at it Brother! How
clever they must have been, those
ancients, to know how to untwist
nothing. Keep at it, and you may
learn how. Then we’d have the
‘electron’ in our midst, wouldn’t
we? Whatever would we do with
it? Put it on the altar in the chapel?
(Miller 77-78)

Ironically, when the arc lamp is re-in-
vented, Brother Jeris’ joking prediction
comes true, as the illuminating apparatus
replaces a crucifix on the wall of the abbey.
This is a dialogue of an empirical nature,
both parties realizing the limits of their
knowledge in regard to the symbols, but
nonetheless striving to make sense of the
patterns and designs featured on the tat-
tered document. The methodology of He-
gel fills in the gaps if you consider that the
argument between the two monks, Francis
and Jeris, is part of a much longer dialogue
that not only spans the length of the book,
but also the entire history of this future civ-
ilization. Miller is deft at weaving petty
skepticism into synthesis with humanity’s
cultural capacity for competitive behavior,
which for the author culminates in the nu-
clear arms race, the cold war, and the final
war. In Hegelian terms, the process of con-
trapuntal conjecture that the monks partic-
ipate in is not featured to simply promote
the comedic irony of accidental discoveries.
Rather, for both Miller and his philosophi-
cal predecessor Hegel, the most subversive
and destructive quality of humanity is that
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of the innate scientific mind which mani-
fests itself in the character of Jeris. The abil-
ity to name things accurately is lampooned,
as this is the first step by which a concept
can enter a cultural discourse. Miller com-
ments in his essay “lLogos, Thanatos,
Agape” that “This is the hereditary eating
of the tree of knowledge of good and evil;
learning how to talk and to think in syllo-
gisms...” (Miller, Beyond Armageddon 14)

Continuity of dialectic structures has a
major impact on the philosophy of histori-
cal causality for Miller, Hegel, and as well
as for Hoban. Miller’s acidic sense of com-
edy causes these two monks to inadvert-
ently discuss exactly what the atomic bomb
is capable of, literally the “untwisting” of
matter. Its analogue can be found in
Hoban’s Eusa story, wherein the character
of Eusa was the mythologized physicist
who had enabled nuclear weaponry
through scientific and linguistic finesse. In
Riddleyspeak, an atom is called “Addom,”
and the symbol of the “little Shynin man”
represents the mass of uranium that can be
pulled apart through atomic fission to pro-
duce a catastrophic explosion. The little
shining man is embodied as the figure of
the shattered crucifix. The play on words
indicates that even the staid symbols of the
Judeo-Christian culture have been modi-
fied to suit the linguistic needs of the fu-
ture. The image of the crucifix, pulled to
pieces, is the metaphor through which Rid-
dley can grasp our concept of atomic fis-
sion. The pulling apart of the shining man
runs parallel to the “untwisting” of matter
described by Brother Jeris. The cyclical na-
ture of Hoban’s text implies that once the
‘Little Shynin Man’ is reassembled, the only
logical conclusion will be to disassemble
him once again, and Riddley is the charac-
ter and representative power in society that
would seek to avoid the reigniting of this
particular fate:

“Eusas off then and the Little Shy-
nin Man comes down hes in 2 peac-
es. He says, “Onlyes way Iwl get to
put to gether is when people pul to
gether.” (Hoban 58)

The image of the atom and the soul is
deftly woven by Hoban in this passage. In
both Canticle and Riddley Walker, the devel-
opment of the bomb is directly tied to con-
flagrations of pride, which is the greatest
sin in the Western Judeo-Christian tradi-
tion, both of which generate the respective
signifiers of Satan and St. Eustace. Like Rid-
dley Walker, Brother Francis is decoding a
text that is reliant upon the reader having a
basic knowledge of science and engineer-
ing; only both sets of characters live in an
age where the discovery of such things is
far off in the future. It is this sort of playful
exchange between the monks that repre-
sents the innate curiosity about the nature
of matter and the ungovernable forces of
the universe. What is important to note is
the structure by which Miller has chosen to
construct the scene; he uses actual dialogue
to show how these monks are developing a
system to rediscover the means their own
destruction. The ignorance of their subject
matter allows them to continue developing
the methods of skeptical discourse without
knowing they are programming the culture
of the future to have a vested interest in the
nature and function of matter.

For the inhabitants of Riddley’s world,
a symposium?* is the means by which peo-
ple come together to unravel the nature of
matter for malicious purposes. In this pas-
sage, Riddley is asking the character of Lis-
sener how he plans to rediscover the
methods of physics and chemistry, the pull-
ing together of data becoming the meta-
phor for scientific discourse:

14 Riddleyspeak: “some poasyum” (Hoban
Glossary).
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Ilustration 2

| said, “How dyou do that kind of
gathering what youre going to do?
Do you all set down and pul datter
or dyou jus think to gether or
what?”

He said, “We do some poasyum.”
(Hoban 107)

Both authors celebrate the gathering of
people to debate and share information,
but are acutely aware that such arenas can
foster competition among ideological bod-
ies of people, and when the subject of in-
quiry is weaponry and the suppression of
others, the stakes go far beyond these dens
of destruction. Perhaps that is why the-
atres, courts, libraries and symposiums
ironically signify the physical locations of
dialectic synthesis in the novels. The dialec-
tic is the most effective and transparent
means by which one can organize history
into a rational evolution of cultural
progress. The revelations of scientific and

cerebral truths through a process of com-
munal discourse is the soul of cultural
progress and the Hegelian dialectic, but to
Riddley Walker and The Monks of Leibow-
itz, realizing that to endure as a species, hu-
mility must triumph over pride, and
diversions to this struggle can be found in
the arts and humanitarian sciences.
Riddley Walker is a young man who is
telling this tale in his own unique tongue,
relating to the reader the choices he must
make when he realizes that technology,
when harnessed by the wicked, can easily
aid in the suppression of humanity by
those in positions of power. Also, through
his development of a primitive literacy,
“Riddleyspeak,” he is able to decode the
Eusa play, and discover the objects of
power sought for by Lissener, Goodparley,
and Orfing. The Eusa play is derived from
the pre-atomic war era, and is the substan-
tive oral tradition maintained in this com-
munity through the aforementioned
puppet shows. Through careful extrapola-
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tion, Riddley unlocks the formula for gun-
powder from these encoded historical
artifacts, the same way Thon Taddeo stands
off the shoulders of ancient giants to fur-
ther his career. The motivator of the antag-
onistic characters is the lust for the power
attained through the development of phys-
ics and chemistry, which can enable devices
and weapons that can perpetuate the sys-
tems of power already in place. Even
though Riddley is the one who is able to in-
terpret the Eusa play, he is not interested in
using his knowledge for political purposes.
The characters of Goodparley and Orfing in
Riddley Walker, who embody this lust for
power through superior science, are the
ideological counterparts to Thon Taddeo.

Thon Taddeo, while making a humanist
case for the rediscovery of mechanical soci-
ety, cannot see the full implications of rees-
tablishing society on a similar track to our
own. In his discourse with the monks in the
era of “Fiat Lux,” he makes it clear that the
society and ambitions he represents has al-
ready made considerable headway into the
natural sciences and other observable phys-
ical properties of matter, as the unseen char-
acter of Esser Shon has already pioneered
the “refrangible properties of light.” The
turgid scholar soon discovers that without
the monks, his discoveries are already old
news (Miller Canticle 212). The monks at the
Abbey of Leibowitz, by preserving literacy
and rational thought, are kindling a force
that will eventually enable minds to build
grand engines of death. David Seed holds
that Miller’s uses of light and dark imagery
represent the thematic crux of Canticle, and
as the title of part two, “Fiat Lux,” lends
weight to Seeds argument. | would venture
to say that technology and the cultural de-
velopment of science is even more central to
the novel’s design and to post-nuclear fic-
tion at large. The relationship between tech-
nology and political power not only ties
Canticle and Riddley Walker together themat-
ically; it also leads to the pointed criticism
of rationality itself.

V1. BROADER IMPLICATIONS OF THE
TwoO STORIES

Both the monks of Leibowitz and Rid-
dley Walker seem ultimately forgiving of
those that simply wish to discover and
learn about the nature of the universe. The
monks welcome anyone who wishes to
study at the abbey in pursuit of greater
truth or enlightenment, but fight against
the dissolution of human life until the con-
clusion of the novel. Under the symbols of
Judeo-Christian culture, they labor thank-
lessly through history in service to human-
ity, only to be consumed by the same fire
that had once visited the earth. Hugh Rank
is quick to point out that Miller can’t help
but find the comedic elements in this sense-
less repetition of flawed judgment. When
the ancient abbey (and much of the world
for that matter) is reduced to rubble at the
conclusion of Canticle, and Brother Joshua
is hurtling towards an unknown fate in the
cosmos, the division of the church and its
related symbols creates a dramatic meta-
phor by which Miller can express his dis-
gust for the aspects of humanity that would
enable a nuclear war.

The image of the shattered crucifix best
represents the world in which Riddley in-
habits: where civilization, history, language,
and matter itself have been torn apart (via
nuclear weaponry) and the survivors are
left to reassemble the pieces. His projections
of peaceful future through the alternate
Punch and Judy show is his attempt to route
the future of humanity away from re-shat-
tering the crucifix. Both the Punch and Judy
show and the Judeo-Christian ideologies
represent the thematic foils to scientific cul-
ture. It is the rationality of science that in-
vites humanity to peel away the layers of
nature to reveal the unseen forces that moti-
vate the universe. Both Hoban and Miller
could see that this drive to break apart
something as simple as the atom could only
have disastrous consequences.
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Crucially, when weighing the develop-
ment of the civilized mind over the span of
history, these authors find that when not
critically investigating the secrets of nature,
the only other diversion for humanity is the
arts,*® which can also pry apart nature, but
with considerably less dangerous conse-
quences. This critique of rationality is the
most poignant statement that many works
of post nuclear fiction can make, because
novels that utilize alternate histories to crit-
ically examine our culture take into account
that the deployment of a nuclear arsenal is
often done with the rational logic that de-
fines the absurdly comic, yet manic surviv-
alism of Dr. Strangelove. Dominic
Manganello points out that this view of hu-
man nature is central to understanding the
competing factions across Miller’s history,
and that it is Thon Taddeo who represents
the synthesis of brains and ambition clash-
ing against the humility and crafts of the
monks. Thon Taddeo is in the unique posi-
tion to use his knowledge of history to af-
fect the future of humanity, but is not
reflexive to realize that his discoveries en-
sure a future marked by the flames and
flashes of nuclear war.

Even though they differ stylistically,
the reflexive characters present in both sto-
ries work tirelessly to decipher an en-
crypted history from a civilization they
know has passed. To say that one is reflex-
ive in the context of the Hegelian philoso-
phy and nuclear fiction means that the
reader or character must possess knowl-
edge of the larger dialectic in which they
participate. In both novels, reading is fun-
damental as a precursor to modern civiliza-
tion, but the absence of a contextualizing
culture that would have been built around

15 Apart: Sex is moot point in both novels, as
Riddley is twelve years old, and the cloistered
halls of Leibowitz do not feature any women as
protagonist characters. When mentioned at all,
conjugation is only featured as a passing refer-
ence to motherhood or as a functional compo-
nent of survival.

the memorabilia in Canticle, and the fact
that the Eusa play has been programmed as
a children’s play in Riddley Walker illus-
trates how much these characters must
struggle with the interpretation of their
own historical legacies. That Riddley Walker
is a personal journal by the title character,
in which Riddley reveals knowledge that
his actions will determine the course of his-
tory, imbues him with a historical con-
sciousness and the power of will to use the
knowledge of history to his benefit.

Whereas Miller is a determinist about
the fate of civilization, his novel depicting
the rediscovery and employment of nuclear
technology as a weapon, Hoban holds out
hope that Riddley’s invention of a new
Punch and Judy show (literally a new his-
torical and cultural dialogue) will be the
antithetical dialogue to the Eusa show:
which for Riddley, only holds the promise
of death. For Miller, the philosophical te-
nets of the Christian church represent the
antithesis to the calculating secular forces
manifest in Thon Taddeo, making a satiri-
cal reflection of the competition between
the scientific and religious ideologies over
the course of history. Each of these novels,
possessing  dialectical ~structures, de-
manded of the artists unique forms in
which to be expressed. This crucial differ-
ence in perspective is best manifest in the
way in which each novel is narrated. In
Canticle, Miller employs an omniscient per-
spective to tell the story of this entire civili-
zation, demonstrating that the inevitable
cycles of history are propelled by innately
destructive characters in historical compe-
tition with innately peaceful characters.
The model of the morality play, as the clas-
sic arena in which these truths are tested, is
frequently toyed with by Miller.

On the other hand, Hoban offers more
hope for the future of humanity, telling the
story of Riddley Walker through the first per-
son narrative of the title character. Not only
does Riddley invent himself through lan-
guage, the reader also has direct access into
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the mind of a person who can foresee the
corrupting influences of secular science
coupled with political ambition. The fact
that Riddley makes it known that his jour-
nal is written after all of these events have
transpired illustrates to the reader that this
character is sensitive to the concept of his-
tory and the importance of this journal as a
historical artifact. When Riddley explicitly
says “May be a nother 100 years and kids
will sing a rime of Riddley Walker and Abel
Goodparley with ther circle game,” thisis a
self-reflexive act of consciousness and
proof that he is aware of a larger scheme at
play in the universe, and that possibly the
journal of his adventures will someday be
as common as the Eusa play (Hoban 115).
When Riddley casually remarks “Iwl write
it down here,” at several points in the story,
he is actively pursuing not just his own lit-
eracy for the sake of reading and writing,
he is hoping that his work will enter the re-
corded dialectic and have a positive impact
upon the future. Note that in the alien con-
text of Riddleyspeak, the part of speech:
“write it down here” has endured relatively
intact, its concreteness and familiarity sug-
gesting severe relevance to the reader
(Hoban 81). The monks and several charac-
ters in Canticle have flashing moments of
this reflexive consciousness, but are
drowned out by the deafening march of
civilization all around them.

The reflexive character of Benjamin, the
mysterious Hebrew speaking hermit who
is the only character consistently presentin
each stage of Miller’s future history, serves
as the only character who really knows the
full history of the human race, believing the
coming of the messiah is the only thing that
could derail the march of cultural progress.
When the ragged, loincloth bedraggled
hermit confronts the scientific protagonist
Thon Taddeo at the conclusion of “Fiat
Lux,” by demanding to know “Are you
Him?” he is wondering if Thon Taddeo is
the one who can truly redeem the human
race from the endless dialectic cycles of cul-

tural growth and near extinction (Miller,
Canticle 216). The one moment in Miller’s
novel when a non-supernatural16 character
possesses reflexive knowledge about His-
tory is when an Abbot in “Fiat Lux” muses
to himself that Thon Taddeo can only redis-
cover the technology that he has been toil-
ing to discover. “He’s finding out that some
of his discoveries are only rediscoveries,
and it leaves a bitter taste” (Miller, Canticle
209).

VIl. CONTEXTUALIZING MILLER
AND HOBAN IN HEGEL AND OTHER
LITERATURE

The first Hegelian question (of the
three mentioned in section Il) addresses the
faculties of human rationality, and whether
this unique ability simultaneously raises
man out of the primordial forests, but also
dooms him to his own termination. Both
novels are generally accepted as being ‘cy-
clical’ in nature, in that humanity will surge
and recede along cycles of growth and de-
cline. David Seed, in his “Recycling the
Texts of the Culture,” describes Miller’s
method of cyclical history in determinist
terms: “The grimmest implication of repeti-
tion in the novel is the suggestion that his-
tory consists of a cyclical script
determining human behavior from era to
era” (Seed Extrapolation 269). It strikes me
that both Miller and Hoban had at least cre-
ated the hope that their heroes would find
a way to escape these endless cycles of his-
tory. In Miller’s text, the competing dis-
courses of the positive religious and
negatively secular embody the historical

16 The reason for Benjamin’s longevity is
never fully revealed by Miller, but Lewis Fried
contends that Benjamin is a reflection of the ar-
chetypical wandering Jew, commonly found in
many thematically religious texts that deal with
the Diaspora and its related literature. The Poet
muses in “Fiat Lux” that perhaps the consump-
tion of an irradiated blue headed goat’s milk is
the secret to eternal life.
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evolution of this civilization, while in Rid-
dley Walker; Riddley is an activist against
the rise of politically malicious power. Each
new cycle of civilization in Miller and
Hoban’s visions starts from the beginning
with a terrible nuclear flash, the essential
feature of post-nuclear fiction and realisti-
cally the only power within humankind’s
reach of wiping the slate of civilization
clean in one fell swoop.

The second explores the transitory na-
ture of language, and how the false sense of
power that arises from ‘naming’ only puts
a wedge between exterior reality and the
interior psychological dialogues of human-
ity. The narrator of “Fiat Voluntas Tua” says
that “To communicate a fact always seemed
to lend it fuller existence,” implying that
once information is encoded into language,
it assumes a denser meaning in the public
sphere, and it is the dual quality of lan-
guage to obscure as much as it may clarify
that incenses Miller (Miller Canticle 260).
Naming and words in general are symbols
of power to both authors, who understand
that how we understand history is through
language and organized methods of histor-
ical knowledge.

The third question tackles the complex-
ity of cyclical history, and whether through
the union of rational innovation and lan-
guage systems, the cultural consciousness
of humanity could hypothetically extend
forever. This third question has an ancillary
inquiry, because one of the tenets of the He-
gelian dialectic is that so long as there is an
ongoing clash of values, the minds that en-
tertain them will be present to prolong
them.

The concept of man being permanently
doomed to recycle his own annihilation so
long as the cultural consciousness of hu-
manity remains vital is a haunting theme
familiar to writers of cyclical histories. Olaf
Stapledon penned the first major cyclical
novel of the future, Last and First Men
(1930), wherein the future history of human
consciousness is extended over billions of

years, waxing and waning along cycles of
growth and technological evolution. He ac-
knowledged in another work, Philosophy
and Living, the debt that fiction authors of
cyclical histories owe to the 18th century
German philosopher Georg Hegel: “For the
understanding of history, then, we must
detect in the culture of a people at a given
time the conditions in virtue of which that
culture must presently be thrown into logi-
cal conflict with itself, and we must watch
this conflict give birth to a new form of cul-
ture in which the conflict is resolved in a
new synthesis...” (Stapledon 305). In Last
and First Men, the first overhaul of history
comes in the form of nuclear war on earth,
the survivors in a Darwinian fashion rees-
tablishing civilization and then spreading
outward into the cosmos as new biological
and technological adaptations enable the
outward growth of humanity into the cos-
mos. The key word in this passage is synthe-
sis, the terminal action of the historical
dialectic: when all of the competing ideo-
logical discourses over history have been
swallowed up by one another and the pro-
cess begins again. It is a pre-atomic era
form of the concept of heat death.!’
Stapledon aptly summarizes the dia-
lectic in Philosophy and Living as: “The con-
dition of culture at any time, he says,
contains within itself contradictions; and as
the contradictory elements grow in
strength the spirit suffers internal conflict,
until at last a new condition emerges in
which both the conflicting components are
transformed and harmonized” (Stapledon
Philosophy 305). For Hegel, synthesis is the
soul of the dialectic, and this melding of
values, prejudices, or competitive bodies

17 Heat Death: An era in the projected histo-
ry of the universe in which all of the stored fuels
and energies found in stars, and other natural
phenomenon of the cosmos, achieve equilibri-
um and no kinetic forces are at work to continue
the expansion and modulation of space. The es-
sential feature of Hegelian synthesis is reaching
an equilibrium or compromise among compet-
ing forces or ideologies.
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over time constitutes the inevitable march
of culture and history. Themes of fusion
and unification constantly signify the atti-
tudes of the peaceful characters: being at
one with God’s will is the ultimate achieve-
ment for the monks, and the unity of the re-
built image of the crucifix is the
metaphorical goal of Riddley Walker.

Synthesis is a fundamental concept for
serious artists working within the larger
science fiction genre, as reflections of it can
be found in many biological, technological,
historically investigative texts. One of the
most nightmarish meditations upon the
concept of synthesis by an author fre-
quently associated with Miller, as a para-
digm of technologically savvy cyclical
science fiction, is Harlan Ellison. His 1967
story “lI Have No Mouth, and | Must
Scream,” (Asimov Machines 233) imagines a
human being trapped within the bowels of
an evil and manipulative machina analyt-
ical®, the two eventually coming to exist in
a horrifying symbiosis, and a psychologi-
cally co-dependent relationship. The Hege-
lian force is strong in these artists.

Hegel lived long before the discovery
of atomic energy, but his concept of the syn-
thesis accurately predicts for the historical
sea change that nuclear conflict promises.
In their novels, both Hoban and Miller have
assumed that all the political, social, and
cultural threads of our own civilization
have synthesized in the process of the dia-
lectic, resulting in a nuclear holocaust. His-
torically speaking, whoever has the largest
sword is able to write history, and since the
stakes have been raised to that of nuclear
annihilation, the final synthesis of all his-
tory is fused with one great intercontinen-
tal exchange of atomic warheads. Hence,
both authors are critical of man’s reliance
on applied technology as a political game
piece.

The influence of high speed computers
in the twentieth century on the philosophy

18 _at. “Thinking Machine.”

of logic, technology supposedly refining ra-
tional processes, apparently enables politi-
cal systems which can build and execute a
nuclear holocaust. Both Hoban and Miller
are living and writing in the age of auto-
mated warfare, a common point of interest
in nuclear fiction, possibly best dramatized
by Mordecai Roshwald’s 1959 novel Level 7,
wherein a subterranean community of sol-
diers, selected for the ability to follow or-
ders, is ordered to create the apocalypse in
the event that their superiors on the surface
are destroyed. The parable of humanity
striving to be like a machine informs these
texts, signifying that only bad can come
from the union of the human and machine.
The theme of humanity as a perfectly ratio-
nal creature acting literally like a computer
is lampooned, but the idea of a post-nuclear
society is not explicitly explored in the con-
text of short novel. What unites this novel
with the work of Hoban and Miller is the
supposed belief that the rationalization of
civilian casualties in the event of a nuclear
war creates an absurdist view of technol-
ogy and a pointed criticism of humanity’s
false reliance upon his machines to endure.
For Miller, writes Gary Herbert, if nuclear
war cannot change the nature of humanity;,
nothing will (Herbert 165).

Hegel’s legacy for twentieth century
writers of science fiction is not just the con-
cept of the dialectic; it is also his warnings
about the intertwining of humanity and the
treachery of rationality. Hegel proposes
that while science is a practical develop-
ment and unique conduit of reason, it can
discover and unleash forces that can con-
sume even itself: “The essential require-
ment for the science of logic is not so much
that the beginning be a pure immediacy,
but rather that the whole of the science be
within itself a circle in which the first is also
the last and the last is also the first” (Hegel
“With What Must Science Begin?” 106). In
other words, technology is the cause of and
solution to all of humanity’s problems, and
Miller and Hoban create their stories as
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meditations upon this familiar axiom of
logic. For Hegel, Stapledon, Miller and
Hoban (listed respectively in order of their
appearance on the cultural scene) the dia-
lectical synthesis can only result in a com-
plete cyclical overhaul of civilization.

Stapledon, who was a philosopher as
well as a popular fiction author, created a
future history that bears the obvious rigor
of the Hegelian influence; the expository
history of Last and First Men is distinctly dif-
ferent from the character-based narratives
of Canticle and Riddley Walker. What sets
Hoban and Miller apart from Stapledon
and from one another philosophically is
how much faith each author has in their
subjects to recreate a world of peace and
cultural prosperity given humanity’s dual
propensity for science and the formation of
competitive nation- states. Miller ends the
history of his future world with the notion
that the only life on earth following the sec-
ond terminal war will be a few buzzards,
sharks, and stray deformed mutants, the
last shred of humanity hurtling in a star-
ship towards an unknown fate in the deep
reaches of space. Hoban is more hopeful,
not promising a cultural overhaul per se,
but still leaving the option open if people
like Riddley cannot thrive in this new
world to compete against the evil ideolo-
gies that exist in characters like Goodparley
and Orfing. Because these novels are con-
textualized as future histories, the impor-
tant concept that mirrors the possibility of
an unbroken dialectic is that it could be
possible for the consciousness of humanity
to have unlimited run in the cosmos.

VIIl. THE ROLE OF TECHNOLOGY

Ironically, the technology that enables
nuclear weapons in Miller’s novel, also af-
fords vehicles of transcendence, allowing
the characters of Brother Joshua and his co-
terie to continue onward carrying the dia-
lectic of nuclear culture even further into

the future. The starship that carries Miller’s
Brother Joshua into the heavens at the con-
clusion of “Fiat Voluntas Tua” is akin to the
crude puppet box that Riddley uses to tran-
scend the social hegemony of the world in
which he lives. Hoban does not give us the
ultimate conclusion of Riddley’s history,
but the promise of transcendence is embod-
ied in Riddley, who will generate a new cul-
tural ideology via his theatre. One has to
hope that his own discourse will prevail in
the Hegelian synthesis of his own future
history. Of course the puppet box is not as
sophisticated as an atomic warhead, but
Riddley is acutely aware of the mentality
that enables the powerful to subvert the
weak through manipulation of information
and technology. In Riddley Walker, mastery
over the Eusa narrative may be helpful in
decoding the chemical nature of gunpow-
der, but it is Riddley who makes it explic-
itly clear that the human mind in a natural
evolution of culture and united effort could
eventually rediscover chemistry and phys-
ics, like the lesser characters of Esser Shon
and Mad Bear in Canticle. Riddley is also
quick to point out that it is simultaneously
his highly developed mind that decodes
the Eusa story and unleashes the dark am-
bitions of those that would exploit him in
search of truth and political gain.

Both survivors, Riddley and Brother
Joshua so to speak, utilize the most sophis-
ticated technology of the day to subvert
their would-be enemies and transcend the
bounds of their respective realities. Riddley
uses the discourse of his own puppet box to
combat the antithetical ideology of the Eusa
play, and the encoded?® science of the “yel-
low stoans” and “1Big 1.” Patricia Warrick

19 «gyifur,” which is known as “yellow
stoans” in the world of Riddley Walker is the
volatile element which has a sickly yellow pallor
and scent, is one of the three essential ingredi-
ents of gunpowder. The “1 Big 1” or “atom
bomb,” is the abstract goal of he characters in
Riddley Walker that seek power. (Hoban, Rid-
dley Walker, included glossary in Kent State Edi-
tion.)
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notes that the archetypical concept of the
transcendence of characters in the course of
their own narratives opens up a never ceas-
ing plethora of universes where the philo-
sophical quandaries of humanity can be
infinitely tested in an infinite number of
computations, creating the parameters for
an unbroken dialectic continually churning
forever into the future. The openness of the
system in terms of what is promised by
these machines is fascinating: be they star-
ships or puppet theatres, the correct tum-
blers are in place to unlock another cycle of
history and possibly many more. The con-
cept that an unbroken strain of dialectic
could exist nearly forever, if not eternally, is
best known as Hegel’s infinite mind. First in-
troduced in his seminal work Phenomenol-
ogy of the Spirit, and explored in Stapeldon’s
Last and First Men, it is further meditated
upon in these two glorious novels.

For Hegel, the dialectic is the process
by which all historical currents of thought
and debate run together and devour one
another, but a curious quandary of logic oc-
curs when this process is extended into the
indefinite future. Cyclical science fiction
takes this concept of an entire history hav-
ing run its course, and envisions the survi-
vors of that cyclical overhaul attempting to
piece together and understand what forces
had created the world in which they live.
Atrtificial intelligence is not just a reflection
of cognitive processes; it is often featured as
the transcendence of the human mind it-
self. This never ending cycle leads the
reader into the third critical issue devel-
oped in these texts. If some remnant of hu-
man consciousness is going to last forever
through the infinite phases of time and
space, why do the alternating patterns of
enlightenment and destruction seem to be
the key staples of human history? That is,
whether or not Hegel’s concept of an infi-
nite mind or infinite consciousness could re-
ally be possible. These fictions create the
right circumstances under which the de-
structive and imaginative potentials of hu-

manity’s mind stretched to infinity can be
tested. As quoted previously, Hegel writes,
“The essential requirement for the science
of logic is not so much that the beginning be
a pure immediacy, but rather that the whole
of the science be within itself a circle in
which the first is also the last and the last is
also the first” (Hegel 106). Simply put, the
nature of cyclical history is dependant on
the development and maintenance of a sci-
entific awareness of the universe, and that
humanity is indebted to this faculty for re-
vealing his role in the greater scheme of the
universe.

In the scheme of these novels, appre-
hension of the scientific mindset not only
enables the awakening of the literary imag-
ination of the characters, but it also fore-
shadows that someday all of the
achievement and revelation that science
can promise will only reveal to humanity
his nature as a creature barely surviving in
a dim corner of a vast universe. When
Joshua leaves earth at the end of the third
section of Canticle it signals the final des-
perate stroke of survival for the human
race. Ironically, the passage to the heavens
is enabled through the same fruits of scien-
tific and political endeavor that enabled
worldwide holocaust. Abbot Zerchi, the
head of the monastery in “Fiat Voluntas
Tua” asks, “Are we chained to the pendu-
lum of our own mad clockwork?” (Miller
Canticle 267).

The abbot is trying to rationalize why
the civilization in which he lives seems pro-
grammed like a clock (or a computer for
that matter) to repeat the sins of the pre-
deluge civilization. He is also looking far
into the future of his kind and seeing, as
Miller does, that humankind is ultimately
doomed. It would be hard to believe Rid-
dley Walker holding such a pessimistic
view considering that it is his activist per-
sonality that attempts to wean the infant
civilization off of the Eusa play and the im-
plications of destruction it promises. It is
the natural faculty of humanity to wonder
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about, investigate, and record what history
had begat the present. The deciphering of
the mysterious memorabilia is Miller’s way
of articulating this process, just as Riddley
Walker’s extrapolation of the Eusa play
represents an anthropological investigation
of the oral history of a future lain to waste
by nuclear war. To give weight to this pro-
cess as an anthropological method Hegel
writes:

It would be truer to say that Dialec-
tic gives expression to a law which
is felt in all other grades of con-
sciousness, and in general experi-
ence. Everything that surrounds us
may be viewed as an instance of
the Dialectic. We are aware that ev-
erything finite, instead of being sta-
ble and ultimate, is rather
changeable and transient; and this
is exactly what we mean by that Di-
alectic of the finite, by which the fi-
nite, as implicitly other that what it
is, is forced beyond its own imme-
diate or natural being to turn sud-
denly into its opposite. (Hegel,
Phenomenology of the Spirit 97)

The Hegelian dialectic at play in the
imaginations of Hoban and Miller creates
the necessity to present antithetical sym-
bols to humanity in these novels. In both
Canticle and Riddley Walker, the knowledge
of computer technology enabling the
downfall of humanity is profligate in sym-
bol and plot action. Computer technology;,
like its cousin atomic science, was un-
known to Hegel, and it was only in its pri-
mordial infancy when Stapledon was
penning his major works, but the idea that
computers could not only replace, but also
repress, humanity was central to both
Hoban and Miller’s visions of the future.
Each foresaw that when humanity came
into competition with its machines in the
fields of logic, rationality and computing
speed, a dialectical process had already be-

gun ensuring a dissolution and synthesis of
both competing forces. Like nuclear weap-
onry, the science of artificial intelligence
has had a profound impact on modern sci-
ence fiction. It is important to note that both
authors toy with the concept of artificial in-
telligence as the ultimate machine: it just so
happens that nuclear weapons have been
perfected first. The inhabitants of these fu-
ture worlds are the product of the union be-
tween humanity and its technology, the
scale of weaponry enabled by computer
technology ensuring a worldwide sea
change for humanity and the role that ma-
chines play in modern society.

Both writers explicitly employ com-
puter terminology to describe the mecha-
nistic nature of humanity, many of the
characters unwittingly employing lan-
guage left over from a technologically su-
perior culture. Riddley Walker often
utilizes a language that is a blatant extrapo-
lation and product of a society dependent
upon technology. The language utilized by
Riddley retains the hallmarks of a language
steeped in technological progress, but is
unconscious of its origins. Akin to Miller’s
character of Brother Francis in Fiat Homo,
Riddley Walker unconsciously says to the
reader of the text “It wer like | jus ben pro-
grammit to go there and get him out”
(Hoban 77). Instead of saying he was fated
or unwittingly drawn to the discovery of
the imprisoned character of Lissener, Rid-
dley explicitly says he was programmed to
find Lissener, just as a machine is pro-
grammed to do any other task. Brother
Francis is characterized by the same ma-
chine like quality, whose mind “machine
like” was drawn to the arch stone which
had been marked by Benjamin (Miller, Can-
ticle, 12). The linguistic union of human and
technological dialogue represents the dia-
lectical synthesis of Hegel’s model of his-
tory. Since it turned out that the technology
and cultural status of the atomic bomb is
what had prevailed to create these new re-
alities, the people who inhabit these post
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nuclear worlds have been synthesized with
the former cultural hegemony of a nuclear
society. R.D. Mullen makes note that when
some people read Riddley Walker, it is an
easy mistake to think that the narrative
voice is arobot or acomputer (Mullen 383).
Hegel’s writings on the genesis of the
dialectic reveal that when a new cultural di-
alogue is born it is the exhaust of the com-
bustion of two ideas in synthesis. Riddley
Walker routinely and unwittingly employs
the language leftover from the dialectical
fusion of atomic technology and human
history. It is no mistake that Riddley says he
is programmed to find Lissener, or that
“counting clevverness” is the process by
which artificial intelligence is enabled, for
his history is that of our own drawn to its
most violent and destructive conclusion via
technology (Hoban 77). Many recycled
shreds of our lost culture are unwittingly
employed by both Riddley and the monks
of Leibowitz who indicate knowledge that
such things as airplanes and televisions
could have existed; it is that they simply
lack the imagination and technology to re-
alize what had brought about such para-
digms of invention. In “Fiat Lux,” Thon
Taddeo is flabbergasted by the concept that
the same illiterate people who live in hov-
els are the descendants of our own superior
culture. The symbols used in each vision of
the future reflect the dynamic nature of
symbols, but it is humanity, like the ma-
chines they create, who are unable to
change from their seemingly innate skill for
organizing and exploiting bodies of knowl-
edge for political purposes. For both au-
thors, humanity itself seems to be most
static aspect history, enabling the cycles of
history. Each cast of characters have no idea
what an airplane or a television is, but both
know that they signify the unquantifiable
imagination of a civilization literally
crushed under the weight of its own inven-
tion. The union of technological aphorisms
and colloquial speech is the synthesis of
our culture and the dialectic of the future.

IX. THE RELEVANCE OF LANGUAGE

Describing the process by which he
had discovered the prison that held the
character Lissener, and planned their sub-
sequent escape, Riddley writes in his jour-
nal: “l tryd to plot the parbeltys of it and
program what to do nex” (78).

Decoding the language of Riddley as
he plots probabilities and programs of ac-
tion, the reader is able to deconstruct and
understand what had occurred in the previ-
ous cycle of history. Hoban, reflecting on
his linguistic experiments in David Dowl-
ing’s Fictions of Nuclear Disaster has stated
“that language carries in it the ghost of a
lost technology... the language we speak is
a whole palimpsest of human effort and
history” (Dowling 201). Looking back on
our own civilization, from the vantage
point of a devastated future, Riddley Walker
suggests that the union of man and ma-
chine has already occurred to create the
world that Riddley inhabits. One must peel
away the strands of the human thesis and
the technological antithesis to see how the
two clashed and produced these fictional
manifestations of the future. It is not diffi-
cult to extrapolate what Riddley calls the
“Master Chaynjis” was the actual event of
nuclear war, the ultimate ‘change’ that
could come to any earth bound civilization.
What is more compelling is Riddley’s criti-
cism of the process that led to the “Master
Chaynijis,” holding that it was not only hu-
man “clevverness” (Hoban 18, ‘rationality’
so to speak) that created the bomb, but also
the plotting of probabilities and program-
ming of artificial intelligence that brought
about such a calamity. The constituent parts
of each culture are smelt together from the
heat of the nuclear holocaust, having fused
both theological and technological strands
into a new cultural dialogue. For Riddley,
who must reconcile his own intelligence
with his cultural history, a conscious move-
ment towards an anti-technological society
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is the only logical plan if one is to avoid an-
other round of “Master Chaynijis.” (Hoban
Glossary).

Because both the worlds of Leibowitz
and Riddley Walker are given the task of in-
venting civilization all over again, they are
empowered through the use and manipula-
tion of symbols and language to describe
not only their history, but their future as
well. In one regard, the symbols of the
Judeo-Christian and Euro-American Cul-
ture have survived partially intact, but
alongside that is the knowledge that there
were once great machines that had brought
about the master changes in history. For the
monks at the Abbey of Leibowitz, the mon-
iker ‘Lucifer’ not only is the nickname of
the atomic bomb, but it also is an evocation
and archetypical symbol of evil that would
enable use of such destructive weapons.
David Seed points out the multiple uses of
the Lucifer symbol: “As usual in this novel
Miller signals such ambiguity by wordplay.
An incautious monk who gets a shock from
the machine exclaims “Lucifer!” By Book
112 the phrase “Lucifer is fallen” has be-
come a coded signal for the detonation of a
nuclear device” (Seed Recycling 262). Since
both novels retroactively hold computer
technology as the science that enabled the
construction of the bomb, smart machines,
thinking machines, and literally the
machina analytica become signifiers for po-
litical power, the spiritual ineptitude that
employs such destructive weapons as de-
vices to leverage human culture, and the
calamitous consequences of replacing hu-
man faculties with computers.

Since the authors of both novels place
each civilization at the very beginning of
their new historical cycles, in a dark age of
reason so to speak, the ambition to redis-
cover science and computing technology
becomes a distinct symbol for the political
machinations that identify the most antag-
onistic characters of each novel. These char-

20 «Fjat Voluntas Tua.”

acters, specifically Thon Taddeo of Canticle,
and Goodparley and Orfing of Riddley
Walker embody the ambitious, yet disquiet-
ing drive to utilize technology, not just for
their own personal advancement. Using
“smart machines” as catalysts for revela-
tion, the technophiles of these novels are
not only solving the puzzles of history, but
also developing a method by which the his-
torical cycles of the past can be repeated.
Patricia Warrick notes that one of the hall-
marks of literature that addresses artificial
intelligence is that problem solving instead
of classic conflict motivates the actions of
the plot (Warrick Cybernetic 161). The signi-
fier of this character trait, as one motivated
to utilize technology to either aid or replace
humanity, could be thematically described
as automata, a thematic foil to the practice of
simulacra that defines the humble heroes of
each novel. For example, the puppet box is
a form cultural mimesis, Riddley Walker by
theatrically simulating cultural dialogues
via Punch and Judy, can both entertain and
educate people about the lessons he has
learned about political ambition and sci-
ence, hopefully putting the future of hu-
manity on a peaceful trend instead of the
violence inherent in the quixotic Eusa dia-
logues. If one considers the monks at the
Abbey of Leibowitz, they too possess a dis-
position towards simulacra; the illuminated
copy of blueprint found in the bomb shelter
by Brother Francis in “Fiat Homo” serves as
the literal example of simulacra in Miller’s
work among others. The fact that the
monks in Canticle consider their work to be
only a reflection of the greater design in the
universe immediately makes it known to
the reader that they are content with their
station in the great chain of being. Even
though the monks in “Fiat Homo” have no
foolproof way to accurately interpret the
preserved or “booklegged” documents
from the past, they are developing a ratio-
nal system in which to tease the truths of
history from out of the charred rubble and
singed documents. The concept that hu-
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mankind was made in the image of god in
the book of Genesis serves as the textual ba-
sis for the characterization of the monks.
However, Brother Francis’ humility and
predilection for simulacra is tested by the
forces of civilization at large.

The main act of “Fiat Homo” is the the-
atrical debate between the Advocatus Di-
aboli and the Promoter Fidei - two
ecclesiastical lawyers who must sift
through the artifacts of Leibowitz uncov-
ered by Brother Francis, and thus deter-
mines whether or not to canonize him as
the martyr to science and the representative
saint of pre-flame deluge civilization. The
process they develop is a perfect model of
the Hegelian dialectic, two opposing ideo-
logical forces clashing to determine some
unified and greater revelatory truth. David
Seed notes: “At every point of its narrative,
A Canticle demonstrates an awareness of
how texts are constituted, circulated, and
validated” (“Two Exemplary Fictions”
260). The validation of Leibowitzian docu-
ments in this ecclesiastical court in a sense
is the validation of the rational process that
monks are developing, the act of validation
allowing for the devouring of one dialogue
by another to produce a new ideology via
the dialectical synthesis. In one regard, the
two lawyers fighting over Brother Francis’
testimony become a personified machina
analytica, a machine specifically designed to
evaluate truth. Later, the machina analytica
becomes the disembodied device that is so
powerful that it supplants human rational-
ity itself as the seat of decision making. In
Miller’s eyes, the only machine capable of
rendering all human discourse on good
and evil useless is the one machine capable
of causing total extinction. Miller is smart
enough not to place the blame on the bomb
itself; that would be about as logical as
blaming the apple for the fall from para-
dise. Instead he holds humanity’s scientific
curiosity accountable for recreating the
doomsday machine.

The two lawyers represent the most ba-

sic function of this process of inquiry. That
scientific dialogue and institutional think-
ing will gain enough momentum over gen-
erations of people to redevelop nuclear
weapons is inevitable for Miller. In the co-
medic, yet weighty exchange between the
inquisitor and the young aesthetic Francis,
this method of winnowing away false evi-
dence to validate the truth of the matter at
hand is literally Hegelian dialectic in ac-
tion:

Brother Francis attempted to ex-
plain. The advocatus diaboli inter-
rupted with periodic snorts and
sarcastic queries, and when he was
finished, the advocate raked at his
story with semantic tooth and nail
until Francis himself wondered if
he had really seen the old man or
had imagined the incident. (Miller
93-94)

It is easy to laugh at the terrified monk
confronting these intimidating characters
who would just as soon rip him in half as
they would sit down and politely question
him. What is at stake is not just Brother
Francis’ hide, but whether or not what he
has found is real or just simulacra. This pro-
cess is the infancy of logic, and it is the
nursery of the scientific mind, as the long
term ramifications of this method of reveal-
ing truth has disastrous possibilities pro-
grammed into the later stages of its
evolution. The authenticating of Leibowitz
ultimately taints the legacy of the monks,
who really seem to prefer practicing reflec-
tions of nature via art, instead of inventing
machines which pry open and reveal na-
ture of things. Due to the society that
evolves around them, even the monks are
gradually replaced by machines and autom-
ata.
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X. MACHINES

In a joking twist in “Fiat Voluntas Tua,”
Saint Leibowitz has become the spiritual
benefactor of electrician’s guilds. However,
in reality, the servants of Leibowitz and
Riddley Walker are the dialectic half that
opposes automata, the representative force
of technology and applied science. Nearly
all of the examples of technology in Canticle
represent an automated process replacing
the people who had originally done the job;
the most comical example of this is the
translation machine in the third novella,
“Fiat Voluntas Tua,” where the techniques
of language and textual interpretation pre-
served by the monks over the centuries are
incorporated into a machine that frequently
goes haywire. The automaton of nuclear
technology is associated with moral force
because so much is at stake when it is em-
ployed. Miller ironically uses the monk’s
criticism of the translation machine to ad-
dress the possibility that if artificial intelli-
gence is to gradually replace human
faculties, one is left to wonder when the de-
cision-making faculties of humankind may
be computed in binary code and ferocious
explosions.

Patricia Warrick makes it very clear
that this was a common concern among the
popular canon of science fiction writers
who engaged machines that could possibly
overthrow, destroy, or replace human be-
ings. Walter Miller, in 1953, had written a
short story called “I Made You” in which a
robot trained for tactical warfare on the
moon holds its programmer and com-
manding officer (a human) hostage in a lu-
nar cave, both the hostage and keeper
struggling to find meaning in their relative
positions. The terminus of this line of think-
ing is that machines could eventually re-
place people, having superseded their
creators in areas of logic, reasoning and self
perpetuating technology. The monks in the
Abbey of Leibowitz know that the knowl-

edge of good and evil is a power that
should be left to God alone. A machine that
could usurp humanity’s ability to distin-
guish between good and evil would be the
ultimate finale to the human story. For this
reason, in “Fiat Voluntas Tua,” the abbot of
the monastery rails against the mechanistic
government officials who attempt to coolly
rationalize the death of an irradiated
mother and child.

The replacement of human faculties,
such as compassion and social responsibil-
ities, by literal machines is prefigured in a
comic scene between an Abbot and one of
his clerks. A translating machine in which
the abbey has acquired frequently goes
haywire and ruins the messages that
monks try to send to different appendant
bodies of the church. The hilarious bunch
of mistranslated texts provided by Miller
would not have been possible if the monks
had not relinquished their trade unto the
machine. The fact that the monks, who ap-
parently for centuries found meaning in
copying and studying texts, are being re-
placed by machines, undermines the
monks’ roles as agents of literacy and civi-
lization in the long dark age since the first
round of atomic wars:

“Well, Domne, they say your pre-
decessor was fond of gadgets, and
it is convenient to be able to write
letters in languages you yourself
can’t speak.”

“It is? You mean it would be.
That contraption, listen, Brother,
they claim it thinks. | didn’t believe
it at first. Thought, implying ratio-
nal principle, implying a soul. Can
the principle of a ‘thinking ma-
chine’ -man-made- be a rational
soul? Bah! It seemed a thoroughly
pagan notion at first. But do you
know what?”
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“Father?”

“Nothing could be that per-
verse without premeditation! It
must think! It knows good and evil,
| tell you, and it chose the latter.
Stop that snickering will you? It’s
not funny. The notion isn’t even pa-
gan. Man made the contraption,
but he didn’t make its principle.
They speak of the vegetative prin-
ciple as a soul don’t they? A vege-
table soul? And the animal soul?
Then the rational human soul, and
that’s all they list in the way of in-
carnate vivifying principles, angels
being disembodied. But how do
we know that list is comprehen-
sive? \egetative, animal, rational,
and then what else? That’s what
else, right here. That thing. And it
fell. Get it out of here...” (Miller
252)

Even though the preceding scene is a
comic meditation on the interaction be-
tween man and his wayward toys, the fact
that the monks speculate that the machine
could possibly have a malevolent soul has
profound reverberations for adherents to a
Christian faith. The serious tone of Miller’s
work is filtered through many comical and
ironic characters, such as the two monks
above, who cannot see the bind in which
the machines have their souls and society.
The possibility that a computer that could
think, and that people entrusted with nu-
clear warheads are supposed models of ra-
tional thinking, are also compelling
concepts to Hoban. Nearly all of the charac-
ters in Riddley Walker refer to the people
who enabled the nuclear war as the ‘Puter
Leat.” This set of people and machines that
comprised the “Puter Leat” or computer
elite in contemporary English, are the coun-
terpart to Miller’s machina analytica. The
union of machine with soul in Canticle, and
the mysterious rank holders of the ‘Puter

Leat’ represent a synthesis of humanity and
machine. When Riddley employs language
riddled with signifiers of computer tech-
nology, he is an unwitting cultural byprod-
uct of the dialectic between the soul of
humanity and artificial intelligence. Many
times throughout the novel, Riddley de-
scribes his thought process as pulling data,
programming, and with other technologi-
cal symbols - for example: “l begun to get a
cited then thinking on them things. |
wudve liket to gether with Goodparley
right then and pul datter wyltst my mynd
were running hy like that. Thinking like
that | begun to wish | hadn’t programmit
nothing with Lissener agenst Goodparley”
(156). This quintessential welding of hu-
man thought with mechanical processes is
the result of and is the starting point for all
human cultural conventions in these histo-
ries. This is manifested in the unified sym-
bols of language and technology.

Since the text itself becomes a device by
which Riddley can invent himself, like
Goodparley and Orfing plan to do with
gunpowder, language itself becomes a rep-
resentative system of power. It is made
clear by Riddley that who has the control
over the puppet shows effectively has con-
trol over the every day lives of the people,
notwithstanding the political clout that
would come with being the proprietor of
powerful weapons. The corrupting and
confusing effects that political machina-
tions have upon the evolution and use of
language is evident in the novel, as Riddley
uses his voice to not only criticize those
who had relinquished responsibilities over
to machines, but also to warn any readers
that language can also serve as a veil under
which this process can be hidden. By gener-
ating a personal dialogue in the form of a
journal and a new Punch and Judy show,
Riddley is able to make a stand against the
hegemony of the Eusa play, and also create
for himself a forum in which he can express
his disgust with civilization’s reliance upon
technology. Through the empowerment of
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his own voice, Riddley makes an all out at-
tack on the propensity of humanity to turn
their labor over to machines, because the
machines he discovers can only really
strengthen those that would repress hu-
manity for political gain. Riddley tells the
reader how the previous civilization had
come to ruin by developing machines that
only enhanced their materialism, but also
put into their hands weapons that could de-
stroy others that would wish harm upon
them.

The following passage is a colloquial
history that describes how our contempo-
rary civilization had come to its conclusion,
describing the process by which technol-
ogy can only strengthen the competitive
and paranoid aspects of those in a struggle
to survive and prosper. Pay attention to
how counting machines and computers
seem to be developed solely for the pur-
poses of giving one an upper hand over
one’s neighbor or competitor. This Darwin-
ian programming is a touchy subject for
both authors, who would ultimately prefer
that humanity find peaceful means of shar-
ing natural resources. It is this revelation
that compels Riddley to reject the ways of
Goodparley and Orfing (who represent the
forces that would reestablish this method
of living on a local and futuristically global
scale). Most devastating though is how the
resulting society is incapable of being inde-
pendent from the machines on which they
have come to rely:

Counting counting they wer all the
time. They had iron then and big
fire they had towns of parpety.
They had machines et numbers up.
They fed them numbers and they
fractiont out the Power of things.
They had the Nos. of the rain bow
and the Power of the air and all
workit out with counting which is
how they got boats in the air and
picters on the wind. Counting clev-
erness is what it wer.

When they had all them things and
marvelsome they cudnt sleap realy
they dint have no res. They wer
stressing ther self and straining all
the time with counting. They said,
‘What good is nite its only dark
time it aint no good for nothing
only them as want to sly and sneak
and take our parpety a way.” They
los out of memberment who nit
ewer. They jus wantit day time all
the time and theu wer going to do
it with the Master Chaynijis.
(Hoban 18-19)

The above is a poignant commentary
on the nature of humankind, which even in
eras of enlightenment humanity cannot es-
cape violent impulses and childish behav-
ior, the only ultimate conclusion being
nuclear war. From the Hegelian standpoint,
once the civilization under scrutiny had ad-
vanced to this level of sophistication, the
natural entropy of the dialectic ensures a
cyclical overhaul. Since the input of human
nature into the machine of the dialectic in-
cludes base competitive instincts and scien-
tific innovation, the ultimate fruit of this
union is disaster. Since the stakes are that of
nuclear weapons, the “Master Chaynjis”
can be used to describe the point at which
the previous cycle of civilization had come
to an end and the world in which Riddley
inhabits had been created.

The machina analytica described by
Miller, apart from finding manifestations in
the wayward translation machine, was also
a mythologized machine that was able to
think and analyze at a rate that human ca-
pacities lagged behind, resulting in tech-
nology that led to the atomic bomb. In
Hoban’s novel, “cleverness” is analogous
to the superhuman calculating powers of
the machina analytica. Both novels seem to
strive towards the same insight, that tech-
nology and language are 21onIy superficial
constructions over humanity’s tiny foot-
hold in their own biologically competitive
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niche. When humankind puts their power
of reason (which ironically is the same fac-
ulty that can peacefully alleviate political
and humanitarian strife) and imagination
(the human ability to invent possible sce-
narios of resolution and future history) into
the hands of machines, they have effec-
tively sealed their own fate. How these two
novels differ in the realization of this in-
sight is evident in the varying perspective
of each novel, and also speaks to the ulti-
mate conclusion at the end of each novel.
Whereas Miller feels that humanity is eter-
nally chained to the unseen and determin-
istic gears of the dialectic, in “Fiat Voluntas
Tua” invoking the metaphor of spoiled chil-
dren destroying everything they had cre-
ated, Hoban holds out hope that with the
example of Riddley’s rediscovery of liter-
acy and the invention of a new Punch and
Judy show, human civilization could be
weaned slowly away from the cyclical
trauma of nuclear holocaust. The human
race had apparently developed technology
to the point that it had surpassed the con-
trol of its inventors, humankind develop-
ing machines that were able to replace the
imaginations and consciences of the race at
large. Russell Hoban in an included glos-
sary to Riddley Walker defines ‘Master
Chaynijis’ as “The big transformation; also
means infinity and the mysterious origins
of everything” (Hoban 233). One cannot
help but think how this echoes the Big Bang
Theory, the mysterious origins of our own
universe hidden under countless eons of
cosmic space time. The characters of Rid-
dley Walker do not know what an atomic
bomb is per se, but they are aware that
there once existed people like them who
had evolved in their ‘cleverness’ so that the
powers of the ‘sun,” ‘moon’ and the rest of
the universe had come under their influ-
ence. This of course is only a conflagration

21 The mysterious hypothetical origin of the
universe, in which all of the matter found in the
cosmos was suddenly created and sown out-
wards into space-time.

of pride; the scale of our most advanced
weaponry is tawdry in comparison to the
forces at play in the greater cosmos. What
the above passage explicitly illustrates is
that problems of owning property and
over-consumption of natural resources
brings out the competitive nature of hu-
manity, who like a beast will use any means
necessary to dominate and survive in the
harsh wilderness of the universe, even if
that means blowing everything the race
knows into smithereens.

XI. HUMAN OR BEAST?

The outcome of the mechanical re-
placement of the enlightened mind, begs
the reader to ask, whether or not man is
safer living in a more bestial state. The
aforementioned animal facet of humanity
is reworked in these novels as a positive
force to combat the negative scientific char-
acters. The monks at the abbey of Leibowitz
by the conclusion of the novel have learned
to commune with wolves, and Riddley also
triumphs over the political bodies that
would exploit him by being in league with
lupine accomplices. Both authors use this
intertwining of animal and human natures
as a thematic foil to the symbols of power
manifest in pure and applied science,
which are coolly detached and highly cere-
bral. In Stapeldon’s book, one stage of fu-
ture humanity is imagined as huge
advanced brains existing in storehouses,
humankind existing as collective entities
pure thought, devoid of animalistic quali-
ties that shade the values of these post-nu-
clear characters. The wolf is a unifying
symbol of animal natures in both texts.

When being questioned by the ecclesi-
astical lawyers as to how Brother Francis
has even found the bomb shelter, Brother
Francis explains that he had to build the
shelter in order to protect himself from the
wolf packs that had been threatening his
life?2 (Miller Canticle 68). This is one of the
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most profound instances of the dialectic at
work in Canticle, suggesting that the rabid
civilization brought to life in this novel is
the result of a terrified human struggling to
avoid being eaten by wolves. Since the He-
gelian model of the dialectic must find syn-
thesis in competing bodies over time, there
could only be one logical conclusion to the
respective interests of Brother Francis and
the wolves that would devour him. In “Fiat
Voluntas Tua” Brother Joshua manages to
evade the pesky character of Mrs. Grales by
diverting his attention to some dogs mak-
ing a commotion near the gates of the ab-
bey. “Grryumpf! Brother Joshua repeated,
Rowf! Rowf!” in an exchange with the ca-
nine that trails the likes of the bicephalous
Mrs. Grales, Joshua is inadvertently dem-
onstrating the dialectical synthesis of
wolves and humanity begun in the opening
chapters of the novel.

This relationship between the monks
and the local fauna is developed as Brother
Francis upon his return to the abbey from
his hermitage demonstrates an aptitude for
communing with the wolves of the desert.
Instead of evolving separately, the monks
of Leibowitz have grown in synthesis with
the wolves of the Utah desert. The symbol-
ism of the wolves and God’s flock living in
relative harmony is especially poignantina
world illuminated by Judeo-Christian con-
ventions, where the wolf is usually repre-
sentative of satanic forces culling the pious
herd. Not one iota of irony is lost consider-
ing that is the legacy of Leibowitz that de-
livers the atomic bomb “Lucifer” to the
world once again (Miller Canticle 273).

This identification with beasts is a sym-
bol of humility for the monks, who believe
that all creatures are herded by the will of
God. This acceptance of one’s place in the
great chain of being, so to speak, represents
the rejection of the ambitious scientific per-
sonality of Thon Taddeo, who sees himself

22 see Illustration 2 “The Arch of Brother
Francis” Doherty 2009.

as one whose responsibility is to lift people
from out of their lowly stations and achieve
a higher ecological status through inven-
tion and the cultivation of the cerebral and
technological. Looking down from the win-
dow of a palace in “Fiat Lux,” Thon Taddeo
muses upon a syphilitic peasant labori-
ously wheeling a broken cart from the town
market. “Can you believe that that brute is
the lineal descendant of men who suppos-
edly invented machines that flew, who
traveled to the moon, harnessed the forces
of nature, built machines that could talk
and think?”” (Miller Canticle 128-129). Thon
Taddeo doesn’t fully realize that the same
inventions he is striving to discover were
invented by the same people who had used
these same machines to nearly destroy all
civilization on Earth. For Riddley, who like
awolf must survive in this wild incarnation
of England, the enlightened cultural struc-
ture that represents this elevation above
and away from the beasts is the puppet the-
atre, a machine that is literally dependent
upon the human to function and exist.
One skit in the Eusa play describes
wolves begging Eusa not to employ nuclear
technology, the wolves carting off the sons
of Eusa as punishment for this horrible
deed. It is important to note that the recon-
ciliation and synthesis of human and bes-
tial values within Riddley empowers him
with the survival skills and mindset neces-
sary to triumph over his would be destroy-
ers. His association with the wolf pack
sustains him when he is hungry, lost, and
unsure of his mission. The contraption of
the theatre box may not be as complicated
as the computer technology that birthed
this world, but it represents a distinct sym-
bol that sets humanity apart and possibly
above the lower orders of creatures, just as
the arch that Francis builds in the opening
scene is a technological advantage over his
would be devourers. For the inhabitants of
Miller’s arid desert, evolving in league
with the wolves and creatures of the wild
engenders a similar bestial affinity found in
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Riddley Walker, who constantly identifies
with the ‘big black one with yellow eyes”
during his adventures (Hoban 1). Even the
abbot of “Fiat Lux,” when musing upon his
approaching death thinks that another
“grim dog” will be the one to replace him,
remarking in Latin the familiar phrase Cave
Canem?3 (Miller Canticle 154).

Another character associated with ani-
mals in Miller’s work is The Poet, who in a
comedic fashion is identified with the blue-
headed goats that have evolved in the irra-
diated landscape. Supposedly Benjamin’s
longevity is the consumption of their fetid
milk. In the most climactic scene of “Fiat
Lux,” apart from the lighting of the arc
lamp in the basement of the monastery, the
Poet willingly allows himself to be a
“scapegoat” for all the ills of the world,
mocking the ambition of Thon Taddeo by
suggesting that either he or one of the goats
be held literally responsible for the ma-
chines of death foreshadowed in the imagi-
nation of Thon Taddeo. “They say you are
writing equations that will one day remake
the world. They say a new light is dawning.
If there’s to be light, then somebody will
have to be blamed for the darkness that’s
past. Ah, thence the goat... a sickly jest”
(Miller Canticle 205).

Both authors may be suggesting that
coming to terms with one’s place in an eco-
system may be the single most effective
means of sending humanity off the track of
scientific enlightenment. It is not difficult to
understand that by being in league with an-
imals, humanity could avoid the cultural
destination of nuclear war, living simply
and close to the earth does not create a need
for advanced gadgetry and innovative sci-
ence. Ironically, it is the base Darwinian
competitiveness that enables political rival-
ries and social ambitions of secular charac-
ters. There are no clean cut distinctions, but
for these characters the choice between the
bestial and cerebral is the flashpoint that

23 «“Dog Eat Dog.”

forever propels the cyclical nature of their
histories. In many ways, the two prongs of
simulacra and automata are revealed by the
proximity of characters to their animal na-
tures. The monks and Riddley, by imitating
and employing animal behavior, are reject-
ing the automation and usurpment of sur-
vival by machines.

XIl. FINAL WORD

With all of these things in mind, it is
easy to become overwhelmed by the scope
of the Hegelian dialectic, but it is a clear
sign that in this new millennium, nuclear
war is still considered to be the most devas-
tating fate within easy reach of humankind.

One of the most successful film fran-
chises of the past two decades, The Termina-
tor?, starring the notoriously robotic
Arnold Schwarzenegger, is predicated
upon possibly preventing a nuclear war in-
duced by an artificial intelligence devel-
oped to facilitate political and military
means of cultural advancement. Even in
the new critically acclaimed film, The
Watchmen?®, wherein superhuman charac-
ters battle for the control of civilization, the
most devastating possible conclusion to so-
ciety is still the detonation of a massive nu-
clear warhead. Until a new technology is
discovered that can surpass the force and
grandeur of atomic science for good or evil
purposes, this literature will remain topical
and provocative to any reader that stum-
bles upon it.

One of the most humorous meditations
on the themes of cyclical history, artificial
intelligence, and the violent nature of hu-

24 The Terminator, (1984 Orion Pictures), Ter-
minator Il: Judgment Day (1991 Metro-Goldwyn
Mayer), and Terminator IlI: Rise of the Machines
(2003 Warner Bros.) Dir. James Cameron, Jona-
thon_Mostow.

25 The Watchmen (2009 Fox/Warner Brothers
Pictures and Distribution) directed by Zack Sny-
der, based on the original graphic novel The
Watchmen by Alan Moore and David Gibbons,
DC Comics 1987.
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manity this year come from the popular
musical group Flight of the Conchords,
whose song “The Robot Song (The Humans
are Dead)” is told from the perspectives of
futuristic conscious computers who have
annihilated the human species with poi-
sonous gasses.?8 It seems that the limits of
the human imagination are shrouded in the
fission and fusion of objects invisible to the
eye, and the unweaving of fundamental
concepts as time and history. Very little of
interest can be envisioned in a world de-
void of recognizable things or perspectives,
as these fantastic leaps of imagination are
still limited by the scope of human nature
itself.

Both Canticle and Riddley Walker would
be worthy fodder for any ambitious film-
maker who is able to look past the flashy
technology of the bomb, and focus on the
greater conflicts of spirit and imagination
that seem to haunt the possible futures of
humanity. Possibly the most humanist con-
cept in the entire canon of post-nuclear fic-
tion can best be summed up in the words of
Riddley Walker: “Membering when that
thot come to me: THE ONLYES POWER IS
NO POWER.” (Hoban 197)
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