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      Introduction


      Thinking the End of the World

    


    
      “Come and see


      Come and see


      The tides will come and go


      Witnessed by no waking eye


      The willows mark the wind


      And all we know for sure


      Amidst this fading light


      We’ll not go home again”1


      Lying in bed, late at night in college in the mid 1980s, I would listen to the airplanes from the Brunswick Naval Air station take off and land. The sound of what seemed to be hundreds of planes flying off on some mission always made me wonder if this was it—were the bombs coming next? And if so was there anything to be done? The TV film The Day After2premiered my freshman year in college and as quaint as it seems now I remember warnings not to watch the film alone, televisions set up in common rooms for communal watching and counselors made available for consultation with students who might be traumatized.3


      It seems as though most of my adult life has involved contemplating the possibility for a world ending event. Every place I have lived since college (Baltimore, Nashville, Portland OR, Charleston SC) has had its own potential for world ending event—could I ride my bike faster than a tidal wave? What would be the best route to escape to the hills? Is there a safe space to be found on the I-95 corridor? (I suspect the answer to that is no.)


      As a political theorist, world ending events have another interest. The apocalyptic event creates the social contract thinker’s state of nature. Such events by their very character are understood to destroy functional government, food distribution, organized medical care and the infrastructure on which we rely for most of what we do. If such an event creates a state of nature, then how might we think about coming together and creating a new social contract after such an event? Postapocalyptic fiction provides a window into that imaginative possibility. These novels focus on the very idea and possibility of starting over, with all of the potential hope and utopian imaginings that starting over implies.4


      The novels addressed in this book express a modern outlook on the end of the world and its aftermath. The adherence to the tradition of the social contract reflects an understanding of both the individual and the nature and limits of the community in which she lives. I have briefly noted that not all postapocalyptic accounts reflect this modern outlook. Some, like the Left Behind series, present a pre-modern outlook, whereas others use the post-

      apocalyptic setting for postmodern explorations.5 Postapocalyptic accounts that reflect the modern view focus on the role of individuals in the recreation of community. The novels examined here take care to emphasize that these communities are based on consent and each of these novels reflects modern political philosophy’s concern with legitimacy.


      The modern character of these novels matters for the way in which the novels frame the political conditions of the account. Further these political conditions are the primary ground of the novels themselves. These are novels that take up the primary query of political philosophy: the deliberation over the conditions under which we would like to live. Now the modern reading of this question focuses on the deliberation over the desirability of the conditions; pre-modern and postmodern accounts shift their emphasis away from desirability to the immutability of the conditions (pre-modern) or the uncertainty of the deliberations (postmodern).


      Postapocalyptic accounts have become increasingly popular. The television show Jericho, depicting life in a small Kansas town after multiple nuclear bombs have exploded in major cities across the United States, was snatched back from cancellation by legions of faithful fans. Multiple films of the last 50 years have presented the visual pyrotechnics of the end.6 The possibility of a Biblical apocalyptic event has gripped the imagination of many Christian fundamentalists with the enormously popular Left Behind series. And as a genre this “survivalist” fiction seems to be attaining a few marks of respectability. In 2007 the Pulitzer Prize was won by Cormac McCarthy for the postapocalyptic The Road (analyzed in the next chapter). Geographer James Howard Kunstler has taken his warnings about peak oil production from The Long Emergency and speculated about life in a small community in the northeastern United States 10 years after the crash in oil production in The World Made by Hand. Beyond these fictional accounts, non-fiction authors are also fascinated. Scholarly analyses of bird flu, global warming, demographic winter, rogue nuclear attacks and even the musings of Alan Weisman’s haunting The World Without Us and popular accounts of living off the grid or trends towards survivalism,7 the contemporary version of the backyard bomb shelter, convince me that we live in an age where thinking about the end has fully suffused the popular culture.


      My interest in apocalyptic events extends beyond the simple act of destruction. Part of wondering if there was anything to be done has meant years of thinking about the aftermath—what happens when the end becomes a new beginning?8 What might this new beginning bring? How new would it really be? Can one start over in a world burned out by nuclear war? What if the event was a large meteor, or a plague, or environmental collapse? What would we bring to a state of nature and how might we think about the social contract? Theoretically the postapocalyptic fiction I examine here takes up the movement from the state of nature to civil society. In doing so the different accounts, like their traditional social contract forebears, emphasize the basic motivations of humans and the differing ways in which we seek to live together peacefully.


      This book analyzes a selection of postapocalyptic novels that focus particularly on the idea of starting over. The book moves from those accounts where there is no point to starting over, to traditional social contract reasoning, to a re-imagination of what the social contract might look like. These novels provide an opportunity to think through two key foundations to the idea of the social contract: who is it that enters into such a contract and what is it that the social contract is supposed to produce? Thus the idea of human nature and the desires that motivate human behavior are on display in these novels. This book provides an overview of the social contract theorizing of Hobbes, Locke, Rousseau and Rawls. The last two chapters focus on Octavia Butler’s Parable series, arguing that only Butler fully confronts the fiction of the social contract in all of its possibilities. Butler, who starts from what might look to be a highly Hobbesian understanding of fear, challenges the genre of postapocalyptic fiction, she disrupts our understanding of who is to be the hero of such an account and she complicates our understanding of security, the condition for flourishing central to all social contract thinkers.


      Starting over produces a radically different mindset than the mindset focused on the cataclysmic ending. Starting over always has the hope of something better; and the blank slate, which is of course not so much blank as it is largely destroyed, of the postapocalypse can open myriad possibilities. Starting over can be the instigation for utopian imagining. The conditions from which the postapocalyptic account starts over is a kind of created state of nature from which and out of which we can think anew about where we are going if “we’ll not go home again.” Starting itself is the premise behind the social contract thinkers’ imaginings about the state of nature. The “starting” of the state of nature theorists is always a backward looking justification for the present. Postapocalyptic fiction, on the other hand, can be a forward looking imagination of what might be (both as a warning and as a utopian impulse).


      The state of nature musings of Hobbes, Locke and Rousseau, produced the idea of the social contract, the centerpiece of modern political philosophy, which still informs our political thinking today: a legitimate government is one based on the consent of the governed. Theoretically the state of nature musings of Hobbes, Locke and Rousseau are less than satisfying. Dependent as they are on inaccurate understandings of the indigenous peoples of the Americas, they are also short on the details of day to day life absent the edifice of government itself. The basic human motivations emerge, but the lives behind those motivations are absent. Postapocalyptic fiction provides a spatial and bodily context for the state of nature. This book argues that the space for twenty-first-century exploration of the state of nature is found in postapocalyptic fiction.


      Postapocalyptic fiction provides flesh to the usual hypothetical imaginings of the state of nature and postapocalyptic fiction is written with an eye not to the academy but to the life of the ordinary reader. First, it works out the imaginative hypothetical of social contract thinkers in rich detail, although with little analysis. While fictional, postapocalyptic novels fill in the details of the state of nature scenario. Hobbes describes what the consequences of living in the state of nature are, but he does not fully describe who lives there or what the details are of their lives. Yes, we know that the inhabitants of the state of nature fear, but without characterization, that fear is simply asserted. In teaching Hobbes I often assign Octavia Butler’s short story “Speech Sounds,” where humans have lost the ability to communicate, precisely because it gives a brief slice of someone’s life in a Hobbesian state of nature. This allows students to understand Hobbes better, and it provides them with the tools to potentially criticize the arguments he makes about human motivations.9 The second advantage to using postapocalyptic fiction to think through the social contract is that it is written with an eye to the reader—the life of an ordinary person on the ground. Postapocalyptic fiction is not written for an academic audience assessing the character of the state of nature and the potential contract that might emerge from it. It is written for a variety of reasons, not least of which might well be to sell books, but as a particular niche of fiction postapocalyptic fiction is often grounded in the day to day.


      I contend that postapocalyptic fiction speaks both to our deepest fears and to our desire to start over again. Postapocalyptic fiction describes our fears (of science and technology, of power and incompetence, of the random and uncontrollable, of extinction and, of course, death) and like the horror genre, the catharsis of seeing total destruction either relieves that fear or awakens a need to act to prevent it. Simultaneously postapocalyptic fiction offers the fantasy of starting over. I would argue that most readers of postapocalyptic fiction think of themselves as survivors of such accounts and they read this fiction as a kind of how-to manual.10 In speaking to our fears postapocalyptic fiction can serve the didactic purpose of warning us away from particular behaviors. Postapocalyptic fiction, as with critical utopia and dystopia11, criticizes where we are now and who and what we might wish to be. Post-

      apocalyptic fiction reconfigures the conditions under which humans live and demands that humans rethink their premises for peaceful living together. Postapocalyptic fiction moves humans from the state of nature through the social contract and to a new civil society.


      Postapocalyptic Fiction: A Genre?


      I define postapocalyptic fiction as any account that takes up how humans start over after the end of life on earth as we understand it. The apocalyptic event or events cause a radical shift in the basic conditions of human life; it does not require the destruction of all humans or even the destruction of all potential conditions of human life. The end may occur either through natural or human made causes, but divinely sanctioned ends are not discussed here. The apocalypse is a term with both a popular and a technical meaning. I use the term in its popular meaning. I am focusing on what Warren Wagar has called “secular eschatology.” Popularly “apocalypse” simply refers to a disastrous, violent and catastrophic end event. Technically “apocalypse,” meaning revelation, refers within the Jewish and Christian context to divine prophecy concerning the end times and the final battle between good and evil (times which are understood differently in each tradition). The Left Behind series is an example of a fictional account of the technical, religious use of the term.12


      James Berger’s idea of the “utterly destabilizing disaster” (22) recognizes that we need not look to fiction to consider the idea of the postapocalypse. However, I look to fiction for both the imagining of what might come and how we might begin again. Fictional postapocalyptic accounts present the useful falsehood that there is a ground—a state of nature—from which we can come together and renegotiate our lives. Octavia Butler’s postapocalyptic accounts challenge the usefulness of this lie and complicate what it means to start over.


      Importantly this is a study of postapocalyptic fiction where the focus is on the starting over. This is the first of a few key distinctions in the genre. Apocalyptic fiction, whether it is secular or religious, tends to focus on the event itself. This trend is clear in films where the primary focus is surviving the event, not surviving the aftermath. I am interested in accounts where the event is the causal precursor to starting over. The novels I am analyzing do more than simply outline a twentieth-century version of the pioneer novel or earlier utopian accounts of island lands discovered elsewhere. What the postapocalyptic novel does is take the social criticism inherent in the apocalyptic text and the utopian impulse of the pioneer novel and outline an origin story ironically appropriate for our current time when the frontier is absent and the possibility of catastrophe seems imminent. There is a kind of fictional realism to the postapocalyptic account because it takes us from where we are now to a place where we can easily imagine being. It then uses that space to think about how it is we really want to live.


      I distinguish between the potentially utopian postapocalyptic accounts analyzed here and the largely religious use of the “New Jerusalem” motif where the apocalypse brings about a new life for survivors, “the New Heaven on Earth in which the saved will live eternally with God.”13 The distinction I want to make is not simply one between the religious and the secular. Rather I want to look at accounts that understand the impossibility of the New Jerusalem while still trying to bring about a human made pocket utopia. James Howard Kunstler’s The World Made by Hand reflects in its title (although not in the novel) the kind of postapocalyptic account in which I am interested: a human construct, which recognizes, like the modern political philosopher’s insistence on the artificiality of the state, that communal living and the opportunity for human flourishing, depends on human effort (Kunstler’s text is itself pre-modern, however).14


      End of the world accounts serve multiple purposes. They are both didactic and cathartic. They provide both the voyeuristic satisfaction of terrible violence and the Robinson Crusoe excitement of starting over again. For political philosophy postapocalyptic fiction provides a window into a particular understanding of the social contract. The violence and destruction of the end creates a state of nature. All hierarchies, laws and systems for organizing people have been destroyed. People are seen stripped of the restraints society has imposed upon them and these novels reveal arguments about the potential for human savagery. Yet, in the chaos of the end comes the opportunity for a new beginning. This new beginning provides a space for exploration and examination of all that we have previously taken for granted: political arrangements, gender norms, social practices. Chapters 2, 3 and 4 analyze postapocalyptic accounts that simply reify these old arrangements. Chapters 5, 6 and 7 examine Octavia Butler’s radical rethinking of our expectations and provide a critical space for rethinking what it is to be human.


      Postapocalyptic fiction has taken up the “what if” question by imagining ends based on nuclear war (On the Beach, A Canticle for Leibowitz, Malevil, WarDay, The Last Ship, The Road, The Pesthouse), meteors (Lucifer’s Hammer), earthquakes (The Rift, Wrinkle in the Skin), environmental degradation (Nature’s End), plague (The Postman, The White Plague, The Stand), electro-magnetic pulse (One Second After), some of each (Where Late the Sweet Birds Sang, Gift Upon the Shore, Oryx and Crake, The Year of the Flood) and more nameless abstract collapses (Into the Forest, He, She, It, Parable of the Sower, and Parable of the Talents). Postapocalyptic fiction exists at a genre crossroads between science fiction, horror and utopia/dystopia. Dystopian postapocalyptic accounts can be dystopian because there is no opportunity for starting over (as in On the Beach and The Road,15 analyzed in the next chapter) or dystopian because the apocalyptic event is largely insoluble and the life that emerges from it illustrates a critical dystopia that warns us of where we might be heading.16


      Utopian postapocalyptic fiction uses the destruction of one world to usher in a new and potentially better one. Many postapocalyptic accounts do “conveniently” remove from society those seen to be troublemakers in the world before the event. For example, Chapters 2 and 3 show how the erasure of non-whites and the positive description of female characters who accept patriarchal gender roles act as a kind of secular cleansing. Postapocalyptic fiction can do more than simply play at a reactionary response to twentieth-century social justice movements. These accounts can also analyze the very idea of the state of nature and the kind of contract that emerges from that state: what do we fear, what do we desire, how do we plan to allay those fears and realize those desires, how can human community help us to accomplish these ends.


      There is a familiar trajectory to postapocalyptic fiction, a trajectory that Octavia Butler will disrupt in her own self conscious manipulation of the postapocalyptic genre. Traditionally, the main character (typically a white male) is introduced prior to the apocalyptic event with his problems, issues, loved ones, etc. There is a reason why he is out of town or out of the way or in a safe place the day of the event, so you rarely get to see the event through his or her eyes. Instead the event is witnessed from the perspective of some minor characters who will die dramatically mid-novel. The heroic survivor then goes through a familiar series of steps. First he must reconcile his immediate survival with his need to continue to survive given the water, hailstones, radiation, earthquakes, plague, etc. In the initial movements towards survival—finding food, finding or making shelter, the survivor stumbles upon a companion—usually someone weaker (a child, or a young woman) or sometimes an equal with useful know how (a gardener or a hunter). Once the small group has been established then mere survival starts to move into long term flourishing. They start to find food not simply for one meal, but for the next season. They seek to build a shelter beyond a one night avoid-the-elements contraption. Simultaneous with this move towards long term survival and the beginning of flourishing is the first sign of danger.


      Inherent in all of these accounts is the necessary Other: the groups of people who do not react so well to the cataclysm. These people, who seem to band up far more quickly than our survivors, are bent on continued destruction (despite the total irrationality of this). So roving bands of cannibals terrorizing the countryside emerges as a threat from which our pair of survivors must find escape. Escape can only be found (Hegland’s Into the Forest is an interesting exception here) in forming a larger community. Thus the typical postapocalyptic novel uses the threat to the safety of the small collection of survivors to cement their ties and to push those survivors into a more self consciously organized system. A community is formed, one that can actually fight back against the cannibals. Thus, such postapocalyptic accounts climax in the defeat of the cannibals and end on the note of hope as the small community learns of the existence of other like minded communities across the country from which the country and humanity will rise again.17


      This book examines many of the novels that follow this trajectory. However, I am most interested in the challenges to that traditional script, challenges that complicate the seemingly simple move from the state of nature back to civil society. In Butler’s reworking of the genre we find not only a young, black female protagonist. But we also find cannibals made human and little possibility of escape through a stirring end of the novel battle. Many postapocalyptic accounts follow Hobbesian lines: the state of nature produces a life that is “nasty, brutish and short” and the only way to make life better is to agree to put someone in charge. But postapocalyptic accounts also follow Lockean and Rousseauean scripts, emphasizing property or community over fear. Whether the following of these scripts is intentional or not, certain postapocalyptic accounts nicely fictionalize the theoretical arguments given by Hobbes, Locke and Rousseau on the social contract and the human invention of government.


      Social Contract


      Modern political philosophers famously constructed the idea of the state of nature in order to highlight that the legitimacy of the state rests on the consent of the governed. The only way to theorize legitimacy was to imagine a time and place where there was no government. Ancient and medieval political philosophers believed that the State was natural—that human beings’ natural sociability, or the idea that “man is by nature a political animal” (Aristotle, Politics) meant that legitimacy had little import. If the State simply is, then whether it should be is not a question. One could question the skills or viability of a particular leader, but the idea of the State itself was simply extant. Modern political philosophers, who wanted to question the legitimacy of the State as an idea used the state of nature to claim that the State was a human construct and is not natural. Thus government was framed as an artificial construction based on the desire of the people living in the state of nature to leave that situation.


      Carole Pateman, author of The Sexual Contract, criticizing the limitations of social contract theory, argues that: “The ‘state of nature’ and the ‘original contract’ are powerful political fictions, and their power derives from the fact that they have had purchase on and have helped create the modern world” (Mills and Pateman, 55). Martha Nussbaum (2006, 223) claims “Images of who we are and why we get together do have power in shaping our projects.” The very idea of the social contract, which emerges from the deliberations of people living in a state of nature, is central to our current political life. Thomas Hobbes (1588-1679) argues that the state of nature is a place of justified fear, a “war of all against all” and that we seek to leave it in order to gain bodily security. John Locke (1632-1704) argues that the state of nature is a place where rational and free individuals can attain property through the labor of their bodies, but it is also an inconvenient place given the existence of the lazy and irrational few who steal the fruits of your labor. Jean Jacques Rousseau (1712-1778) claimed that the state of nature initially provided a pure experience for humans who lived peacefully, like animals, until competition drove humans to enslave themselves in the chains of custom and illegitimate government. For Rousseau we consent to enter into the social contract, not for protection of life and property, as with Hobbes and Locke, but rather to gain “civil freedom” and the true fulfillment of humanity.


      All three of these theorists imagine the state of nature with varying degrees of detail and all three reference the indigenous peoples of the Americas as evidence for their particular points of view. These references are both historically inaccurate and colored by both their desire to make a particular point about the natural state of humanity and their racism towards anyone non-European. Anthropologically the story they tell about actual humans living without the institution of the state is unsatisfying at best and unbelievable at worst. If the fiction of the state of nature fails, however, the edifice of modern political philosophy fails as well. Consent is only a legitimate foundation for humans living together if we believe that there is no natural authority. Modern political philosophers reject the usual analogy between the state and the family because they understand that citizens cannot be understood to be permanent children. Hobbes, Locke and Rousseau are all trying to argue against the divine right of kings and in order to do so they must posit that there was once a time when there was no such authority. Thus the existence of political authority stems from an active decision by human beings to come together, give up some of the natural rights that follow from living in a wholly anarchic world and create a new kind of institution: government.


      The state of nature exists for three reasons: it provides a counter argument to the claim that we are by nature political, thus making government a natural institution; it offers a mechanism for seeing humans as they really are, absent the conventions of an artificially constructed rule bound society; and it gives a moment for humans to consider what kind of government they would actually choose to live under. These reasons are crucial for justifying democracy, political equality, a fluid and changing system of rights and the understanding of justice that underscores most of contemporary political thought. However, the state of nature itself, the fiction on which these arguments are based, is not compelling. Postapocalyptic fiction, on the other hand, provides a compelling basis for rethinking the conditions of and thus the response to life in the state of nature. This kind of fiction provides a window into life absent central authority. And as fiction there is room for carefully analyzing the basic motivations of human beings and the impulses that might drive us together to live. As a means for justifying the legitimacy of political ties, these accounts have the advantage of emerging from a world destroyed: thus the characters know, in part, the thing they are trying to create (whereas Hobbes, Locke and Rousseau imagine their inhabitants of the state of nature embarking on something never thought before). But this knowledge does not necessarily ease the path back to a semblance of peaceful living. Thus postapocalyptic accounts are also useful because they illustrate the need both to think creatively when faced with impossible conditions and to avoid the desire to simply recreate what is now destroyed.


      John Rawls’ Theory of Justice (1973) shifted away from the literalism of the state of nature and solved the colonial impulse of Hobbes, Locke and Rousseau with the creation of an imaginary space, entirely hypothetical and abstract, the original position. In the original position we deliberate, behind a veil of ignorance that keeps us from knowing our race, gender, religion, class, to choose principles of justice—the framework of a social contract—to which we would consent. While the original position does not include any claims about the cannibalistic habits of indigenous peoples or any paeans of praise for their one-ness with nature, the original position is also not a place that any of us would recognize, except as an experiment in an episode of the Twilight Zone or some as of yet unwritten cyberpunk novel. The Rawlsian reader can imagine herself not knowing her gender, race, class or religion. But the experience of not knowing is, as critics have all noted, fully embedded in what one does know (it is easy for the white person to not “know” her race, for the man to not “know” his gender, for the wealthy person to not “know” his or her class).


      One criticism of the way that social contract thinkers imagine the transition from the state of nature to civil society is particularly useful in highlighting the distinction between the accounts of the social contract in chapters 2-4 and those chapters addressing Octavia Butler. Charles Mills, author of The Racial Contract and co-author with Carole Pateman of Contract and Domination, distinguishes between contracts that embody ideal theory, what he calls “mainstream contracts,” and those that confront the non-ideal, what he calls “Domination Contracts.” Mills notes that, “For ideal theory, the project is, starting from ground zero, to map an ideally just society. For non-ideal theory, the project is, starting from an already-existent non-deal unjust society, to prescribe what ideally would be required in the way of rectificatory justice to make it more just” (Mills, 233). Postapocalyptic fiction can pretend to an ideal theory scenario by thinking of the event as creating a blank slate from which to work. But these novels never question the ways in which their recreations of civil society simply mirror more traditional forms of political and social order. Butler’s Parable series, on the other hand, creates a new social world without imagining that the destruction of the old has solved all of the social, economic and political crises of the old.


      The state of nature looks different when we recognize that it is inhabited by all of us—rich and poor, male and female, black and white. Octavia Butler recognizes that it is those at the top of the social and political hierarchies who tend to fall out of favor after the end of the world. But her accounts are not simply attempts at retribution for centuries of subordination. The end of the world is not an excuse to kill off powerful white men (in the way that the Turner Diaries uses the end of the world to kill off women, gays, blacks and Jews). The end of the world reveals the conditions under which we live. And political philosophy recognizes that it is from such conditions that we understand the nature of justice and how we desire to live. In this, postapocalyptic fiction is often a debate between the satisfaction of retribution and the difficult day to day work of starting over.


      This book uses the transition from the state of nature to civil society as the lens through which to examine postapocalyptic fiction. This provides a new approach to postapocalyptic fiction, which in its secular form is already an under-theorized genre. Others who look at postapocalyptic fiction have done so to emphasize its didactic focus (Wagar, Mannix), its theoretical association with the postmodern (Berger, Rosen) and as a subtype of utopian/dystopian literature (Moylan). But there is no sustained analysis of postapocalyptic fiction from the perspective of political theory that focuses on those examples of the genre where starting over is the impetus of the story.


      Overview


      This book analyzes postapocalyptic fiction from the perspective of political theory. My goal is to think through the idea of the state of nature and the social contract and to reveal the ways in which this genre of fiction appeals to our fears and our desire to begin again. Chapter 1 begins with the impossibility of beginning again. Nevil Shute’s On the Beach (1957) and Cormac McCarthy’s The Road (2007) illustrate the conceptual backdrop to the project in that they each refuse any sustained analysis of starting over. Each provides an end that is, I argue, absolute. And so it is against the thought of such finality that the other accounts move forward. The way in which these two novels close off the possibility for human life reveals the underlying premise of postapocalyptic fiction: fear. Despite their obvious differences and the different times on which they reflect, Shute and McCarthy both explore the fear we have not simply of our own deaths, but the potential fear of extermination itself. Shute and McCarthy rule out the possibility of finding security—of creating a civil society that could somehow solve the problem of fear produced after an apocalyptic event. Fear informs the movement from the state of nature like setting of the postapocalypse to civil society. But fear should not simply be understood in Hobbesian terms. Rethinking the social contract means rethinking the idea of fear itself: what do we fear and what would security look like? Beginning with two books that refuse the reader the satisfaction of achieving security (although On the Beach does provide control over your death as a kind of security) illustrates how we think about the idea of a happy ending in a postapocalyptic novel. All of the novels after Chapter 1 have happy endings, yet those endings differ in how they understand the security that the characters all desire.


      Chapters 2, 3 and 4 focus on classic social contract thinkers and their corresponding postapocalyptic fictional counterparts. Chapter 2 discusses Hobbes through Lucifer’s Hammer, written by Larry Niven and Jerry Pournelle, published in 1977, which well represents the use of chaos and violence to justify recourse to traditional authority. Chapter 3 analyzes the Lockean social contract through Pat Frank’s 1959 Alas, Babylon, a post-nuclear account of the survival of one small Florida town. Chapter 4 takes up the Rousseauean postapocalyptic accounts of Robert Merle’s Malevil, published in France in 1972 as compared to the very different, yet still Rousseauean, Into the Forest by Jean Hegland, published in 1998. These three chapters outline a traditional move from the state of nature (produced by the apocalyptic event) to the communal re-organizing that culminates in the creation (or rejection) of a civil society. Each novel follows its social contract guide in how it understands human motivation, the role of fear and the impetus behind joining together to form a civil society.


      After analyzing these fictional accounts that mirror traditional social contract theory I turn to John Rawls to consider his own rejection of the state of nature as the appropriate hypothetical space from which to imagine moving towards civil society. Rawls instead uses the Original Position, a thought experiment limiting the knowledge we have about ourselves that he argues helps produce a choice of just principles. In Chapter 5, I use an Octavia Butler short story that reflects the way in which John Rawls shifts the argument about the movement from the state of nature to civil society to a more abstract hypothetical imagining. Butler’s story “The Book of Martha” (2005) provides a fictional accounting and critique of Rawls’ understanding of the social contract, focusing on the idea of the hypothetical Original Position. This chapter makes the transition away from the traditional postapocalyptic accounts to Butler, the focus of Chapters 6 and 7 and this chapter begins the critique of traditional social contract thinking and the understanding of human nature that emerges from those accounts.


      Chapters 6 and 7 analyze the Parable series, Parable of the Sower (1993) and Parable of the Talents (1998), focusing on vulnerability, the interplay between the desires for security and that of control, and the very idea of endings and new beginnings. The Parable series examines the context of the postapocalyptic landscape and moves from an argument about finding a physical space for security to finding a way of life that might bring about security. The Parable series analyzes security in a world where we recognize our own vulnerability and the vulnerability of those whom we love. Security is only possible when we recognize both the extent to which our security is wrapped up with the security of others whom we love and yet that security only follows our recognition that we cannot control others, even those whom we love. The Parable series then moves from an argument about striving for security to an argument for human flourishing. Butler’s postapocalyptic account pays close attention to both the details of everyday life and to our desire for security. Butler re-imagines the social contract in a context of human vulnerability.


      Notes


      1. Meloy, Colin. “The Island: Come and See.” Lyrics. The Decembrists. Three Stage Music, 2006.


      2. Years later I saw the British TV movie, Threads, which was aired the same year. Threads takes the survivors of the nuclear war out one generation and is a far grimmer representation of the reality of nuclear war. Threads is hauntingly appalling about matters that The Day After never confronts.


      3. I also remember the film as being bleak and fairly horrifying. Last year I showed it to a class of graduating seniors whose response to much of the film was laughter.


      4. Robert Jacobs, “‘There are No Civilians; We Are All At War’: Nuclear War Shelter and Survival Narratives during the Early Cold War,” Journal of American Culture, 30:4 (2007): 401-417. Jacobs discusses Shute’s On the Beach and notes that “In popular culture narratives of survival, the individual was removed from society, isolated, while the grotesque surgery of nuclear warfare was performed” (402). This is the state of nature (one that Jacobs is essentially reading as Hobbesian).


      5. Rosen’s book includes chapters on Alan Moore’s graphic novels, Kurt Vonnegut and Don DeLillo’s White Noise; I would say that A Canticle for Leibowitz and P.C. Jersild’s, After the Flood also fit this post-modern model.


      6. A brief list: Post-nuclear (Mad Max and Terminator series), environmental (Day After Tomorrow), plague (28 days Later), meteors (Deep Impact).


      7. Tom Junod, “The Organic Apocalypse,” Esquire, February 2008; John Paul Flintoff, “Super Stud is Reborn as Mr Doom”, Sunday Times (London), April 8, 2009; The New York Times “Escapes” section (Fridays) has often profiled kinds of homes or energy independence to facilitate living off the grid. Richard Mitchell’s Dancing At Armageddon follows a number of survivalist groups and he uses the language of the social contract to analyze what these groups desire from the end of the world: “They want to express creativity, not achieve control. . . . It is the imaginative work of culture crafting not the artifacts of culture to which survivalists are attracted. Survivalists relish inventing new narratives, new primal means and fundamental meanings by which the world may be known. Survivalists seek to reinterpret the wisdom of science, not obedience to its laws. They want to reformulate the social contract, not the privileges of citizenship” (9-10).


      8. Joseph Dewey would identify these as novels with a “millenialist spirit.” Joseph Dewey, In a Dark Time: The Apocalyptic Temper in the American Novel of the Nuclear Age (West Lafayette, Indiana: Purdue University Press, 1990).


      9. Rye, the protagonist, overcomes her fear and her focus on immediate survival in order to rescue the children who seem to still possess the capacity for speech. Butler hints at here what she further illustrates in the Parable series, that children provide an impetus to a different set of human motivations and a different understanding of security.


      10. I have no way of proving this claim that readers of postapocalyptic fiction tend to think of themselves as surviving such accounts. However, in a Utopia/Dystopia class I did ask students whether or not they either read postapocalyptic fiction or thought about end like catastrophes and there I found that students who thought about it tended to then also think of themselves as surviving. Students who did not read those books or think about the end also presumed that they would die in such an event. James Wesley Rawles has written both a novelistic postapocalyptic account Patriots (2009). He followed this with the literal manual How to Survive the End of the World as We Know It later in 2009. I would distinguish here literal survivalists: those preparing for an end. And people who think of themselves as surviving an event. Not because they are preparing for it, but simply because they think of themselves as a survivor.


      11. Tom Moylan, Scraps of the Untainted Sky (Boulder, Colorado: Westview Press, 2000), 187-194. Critical utopias and dystopias use the genre as a space from which to criticize the author’s own world.


      12. Tim LaHaye’s Left Behind series provides a 13 volume postapocalyptic account where only believing Christians (alive and resurrected) are left to live out a millennial fantasy. The Left Behind series is a pre-modern fantasy. While it is surely as didactic and cathartic as any of the novels I do examine, its worldview is not one where the social contract has any relevant role to play. In political terms the Left Behind series is a medieval enactment, dressed up with airplanes and the internet, which is out to teach submission to divine authority. This is precisely what the social contract thinkers thought of themselves as arguing against. Their focus on the necessity for a social contract to provide a foundation of legitimacy for governmental authority was a response to the claim of authority from above—the divine right of kings.


      13. Elizabeth Rosen, Apocalyptic Transformations: Apocalypse and the Postmodern Imagination (Lanham, Maryland: Lexington Books, 2008): xiv.


      14. Kunstler’s own account is wholly reactionary on gender and race and his imagining of a post oil world also includes turning much of the Hudson River valley into a pseudo medieval world of manors and free towns, buxom women and flagons of beer, and the seemingly ubiquitous need to discover new weapons of war. Kunstler’s novel owes more to the medieval imaginings of S.M. Stirling than to any serious rethinking of life after an apocalyptic event. Kunstler’s future is, for him, desirable, and the nice part about it is that it is also inevitable. No action is required to change the course of our nation to avoid the consequences of a drop in oil production—because that drop in oil production will happen no matter what and if (IF) you situate yourself well, you can thrive from it—it will take the collapse of the economy, terrorist acts against cities and pandemic to teach you that “Light follows darkness.” But his title is useful.


      15. Or as in Children of Men, by PD James, or Oryx and Crake, by Margaret Atwood.


      16. Margaret Atwood’s The Handmaid’s Tale, Philip K. Dick’s The Simulacra, Walter Miller’s A Canticle for Leibowitz, P.C. Jersild, After the Flood.


      17. I am not taking up the sub-genre of postapocalyptic fiction: the zombie end. Max Brooks’ World War Z: An Oral History of the Zombie War is only one such example of this ever increasing sub-genre. But I am not interested in the zombie end here.
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      On the Beach and The Road

    


    
      “There’s no hope at all, is there? For any of us?”1


      In the introduction, I argued that postapocalyptic fiction as a genre features certain characteristics: a small group of plucky survivors contend with the chaos that emerges after the end; they learn how to identify friend and foe; they band together and they defeat the new enemy in order to rise again in a new form of society illustrating the victory that emerges out of the ashes of the end. Just as watchers of horror movies know that it is never a good idea to go into the abandoned home so do readers of postapocalyptic fiction know that the unruly group coming over the hill with clubs are likely cannibals. In recognition of the rules of the genre writers of postapocalyptic fiction take care to explain the mechanisms of destruction. As any good science fiction writer will do, authors of postapocalyptic fiction describe plausible ends and in order to do so those ends must be detailed (often through the inclusion of the stock scientist as a main character).2


      Postapocalyptic fiction, as a genre, is didactic: this is what we need to be careful of; this is how we survive such an event. These two teachings are in tension with one another as the real warning is to avoid the event itself. But in the description of people coming together to survive after the end we see the needed tools for our own flourishing now before the end. Whether the warning is about environmental degradation, nuclear weapons or plague, postapocalyptic fiction points out the caution zones we should realize now and how we should act in order to both keep this event from happening and improve our chances of survival if it does happen. This is why so many postapocalyptic accounts read like how-to manuals. This is not to say that such accounts must be devoid of literary content, but the advice is always there.


      The premise of this book is that postapocalyptic fiction provides a terrain for thinking about the social contract. Postapocalyptic fiction is premised on a state of nature: the hypothetical fiction that is the driving force behind the social contract. The apocalyptic end destroys all semblance of organized political life, thus producing the conditions of the state of nature. But in order for the social contract to emerge from the postapocalypse there has to be some thought that life can go on. This is the underlying assumption (and tension) of postapocalyptic fiction. The texts present dangers facing our society and the texts argue about how humans interact with one another, what humans need for survival and what humans need for the development of a future society. These texts all explore what drives human behavior when stripped of the accessories of comfortable living.3


      But what happens when a postapocalyptic account refuses to let humans come together for another try at civil society? How can we use postapocalyptic accounts that do not include a movement out of the state of nature of the end to further define what the conditions are for entering into civil society? The requirements for moving forward become clearer through analysis of those few postapocalyptic accounts where there is no life beyond the lingering deaths of the protagonists. I have chosen two postapocalyptic accounts that will both book-end this project and clarify the requirements for truly starting over. Nevil Shute’s On the Beach, published in 19574 and Cormac McCarthy’s The Road, published in 2007 both set the time period of the works that I examine in later chapters and provide a window into a form of postapocalyptic fiction that denies the possibility of a new social contract. These are still postapocalyptic works because they are set after the apocalyptic event. But they deny the social contract because there is no starting over that is possible after this event. Neither book focuses on the event itself; rather each explores the very meaning of the end of humanity (and in the case of McCarthy the end of all life on earth).


      What is interesting about these two accounts is that they are outliers. In neither account is there any attempt to enter into the social contract or to recreate civil society. Further, even though each book is described as part of the postapocalyptic genre, neither fully embraces the framework of that genre (this is particularly true of McCarthy, as discussed below). On the Beach obviates this possibility of starting over by detailing the death of all human beings from radiation. The Road proves the impossibility of such a movement back to civil society by describing a postapocalyptic world entirely devoid of the conditions for a civil society. The Road describes not simply conditions of scarcity, essential for the potential workings of justice, rather The Road describes a world utterly dead—absent any life beyond the husks of humanity that wander searching for cans of food.


      On the Beach and The Road defy expectations about the genre of postapocalyptic fiction.5 In their refusal to follow the genre’s framework they well illustrate how that framework shapes our thinking about the social contract. Neither account provides any possibility for the state of nature to drive us into civil society. In part because neither fully describes a state of nature: On the Beach is a civil society experiencing societal and human death; The Road goes beyond any understanding of the state of nature into the territory of nightmare. Beginning with these accounts provides an opportunity to illustrate a few key features of postapocalyptic fiction and the kind of post-

      apocalyptic fiction that I think provides the means for rethinking the social contract.


      Social contract thinkers tend to use states of nature that are either hypothetical or far fetched, but their premise is clear: describe humans without the usual accoutrements that civil society provides: safety, law enforcement, a system for deciding grievances, a framework that allows people to do what they choose (within limits). Postapocalyptic accounts strip away each of these and, as in the state of nature, humans have to rethink what is really necessary for survival and for flourishing. The point of the state of nature is to show us why it would be advantageous for us to band together. Part of my interest in beginning with On the Beach and The Road is that these accounts provide the possibility that there is no point, no potential mutual advantage, in banding together. What do accounts that detail the pointlessness of creating civil society tell us about the conditions necessary for entering into a social contract? These conditions are not limited to the possibility of human survival, although the meaning of human survival does matter. Why are we hoping to survive and what are we hoping to survive as? The Road cautions the reader of the difficulties of remaining human after the end—with cannibalism as the ultimate failure of humanity. On the Beach, on the other hand, describes fully human characters who are concerned primarily to go out with the right kind of attitude. Through analysis of the setting, the tone and the conclusions of On the Beach and The Road the requirements, material and human, for civil society are revealed.


      On the Beach was published in 1957 and became a national bestseller in the United States.6 Shute, a British author and aviation engineer, was living in Australia at the time of the publication and the novel is set in Southern Australia, on the outskirts of Melbourne. The novel describes the lives of a handful of Australians and one American as they await the drifting radiation that resulted from a cataclysmic war between Northern hemisphere states. The main character, Peter Holmes is with the Australian navy and he travels with the crew of the last American submarine unit back to the west coast of the United States to view the destruction and to discern whether there are any survivors (there are none). But the main focus of the novel is on the lives of those who know that their lives will be ending soon. There is no thought that anyone will survive this radiation and species death is the specter that underlies the novel. While reviewers responded positively to the book (and the movie, made two years later, directed by Stanley Kramer met with critical praise) the novel has been largely ignored by academics.


      Cormac McCarthy’s The Road, published in 2007, won the Pulitzer Prize for literature in the same year. Set in the Southeastern U.S., The Road follows the travels of an unnamed father and son who struggle to survive years after a presumed nuclear war that has wiped out every living thing other than a few scattered humans. The Road follows a trajectory of increasing nihilism in McCarthy’s work and Shute’s novel seems light-hearted in comparison.


      Within the postapocalyptic genre each of these books is a misfit. On the Beach lacks the usual spirit of know-how that might drive the survivors to push their survival forward. The means to survive longer are certainly there: living in a submarine, scouring the earth for cleaner places or hunkering down underground for a few years7. Instead On the Beach wants to reader to face the end with dignity.8 The Road lacks all of the potential motivations for moving forward. Here the death of everything but for a handful of humans forces the question of suicide (the dignified option in Shute) to the front of the mind. McCarthy refuses to condone suicide and Shute refuses to promote know-how. On that score it seems that McCarthy would somehow be more hopeful. His protagonist has the know-how to keep himself and his son alive years after the world ending event; yet their continued living is nothing beyond a day to day struggle.


      The Setting of the Postapocalypse


      The starkest and most immediate differences between these two books are the radically different worlds of the end. One might imagine that the differences in setting for the postapocalypse might simply be the difference, for example, between the aftermath of a nuclear war vs. the aftermath of a plague. Instead here are two novels that each deal with a world post-nuclear war, and yet each sees that world differently.


      Lieutenant Commander Peter Holmes of the Royal Australian Navy woke soon after dawn. He lay drowsily for a while, lulled by the warm comfort of Mary sleeping beside him, watching the first light of Australian sun upon the cretonne curtains of their room. He knew from the sun’s rays that it was about five o’clock; very soon the light would wake his baby daughter in her cot, and then they would have to get up and start doing things. No need to start before that happened; he could lie a little longer. (1)


      These opening lines of On the Beach do not herald the pain and suffering of the end. Instead we see a character comforted by the presence of his family, awakened by a sunny day. There is no hint here that anything is amiss. There is no sense of urgency. There is no question about anyone’s survival and no expression of any existential dread.


      In the next paragraph we learn that Peter is sunburned from a sailing race, that Christmas has been celebrated with a barbecue with friends and that “He woke happy” not realizing exactly what he was happy about. By the end of the paragraph he remembers that he has an appointment with his Navy commander with the chance for future work. “It meant work anyway. The thought of it had made him happy when he went to sleep, and his happiness had lasted through the night” (2). So the weather is beautiful, the protagonist is surrounded by friends and family and has work that he loves, how exactly is this a postapocalyptic text? Where is the chaos, the breakdown of civil society? How can the skies be sunny? How can Christmas still be celebrated? This does not seem to be a description of the state of nature. There is clearly still order: order in the family, order in the acknowledgment of holidays, order in the existence of a functioning military. Particular characters (usually women) may react badly to the prospect of species death, but in general the novel portrays a functioning society where individuals move through predictable days.


      This is not a novel set in the state of nature. People still go to restaurants and to the movies. There is planning for the future that is marred by uncertainty about the coming radiation, but it is not marred by the uncertainty of political collapse. When Moira and Dwight go to Melbourne for a night on the town they find that:


      Most of the shops had plenty of good stock still in the windows but few were open. The restaurants and cafes were all full, doing a roaring trade; the bars were shut, but the streets were full of drunks. The general effect was one of boisterous and uninhibited lightheartedness, more in the style of 1890 than of 1963. There was no traffic in the wide streets but for the trams, and people swarmed all over the road. . . . As they passed the Regal cinema a man, staggering along in front of them, fell down, paused for a moment upon hands and knees, and rolled dead drunk into the gutter. Nobody paid much attention to him. A policeman, strolling down the pavement, turned him over, examined him casually, and strolled on. (61)


      Even the presence of the drunken man fails to introduce chaos into this scene. The stores have not been looted, police officers still show up on the job and the one portrayed here is clearly unconcerned with inebriated citizens if they are not harming anyone other than themselves. The description of the crowd as possessing “lightheartedness” implies that the end of humanity has finally given everyone the chance to pursue the life each has always wished for (although that seems to include a lot of drunkenness). Moira comments negatively on the presence of the intoxicated people after she and Dwight leave the dance and see that “only the drunks remained, reeling down the pavement aimlessly or lying down to sleep” (64). But her complaint “they should do something about all this. . . . It was never like this before the war” (64), illustrates first an expectation that there is a “they” that might well do “something” and second that she sees no major shift between life before vs. life after the war. If she uses life before the war as a guide to life now, then she clearly does not expect chaos and terror around the corner.


      Even when the submarine crew witnesses cities of the dead in their travels to the Western coast of the United States, the settings are those of sunny days “exactly as it would have looked on a Sunday or a holiday” (71). These dead cities are described like movie sets prior to the entrance of any actors. “Through the periscope they could see streets of shops shaded with palm trees, a hospital, and trim villas of one storey raised on posts above the ground; there were cars parked in the street and one or two flags flying” (71). Everything looks normal, and beyond that pleasant, attractive, cute and functioning. There may be no humans, but there is everything that humanity has created, left neat and clean for someone to find and admire.


      Likewise, in Edmonds, Washington, outside of Seattle one of the men, who is from Edmonds, declares “It all looks just the same” (165). He jumps ship and is last seen fishing in Puget Sound. While he does recount finding his parents and his girlfriend dead, he reiterates “Apart from that, everything is pretty much the way it always was” (178). This same “the way it always was” attitude is maintained until the end when Moira drives south to watch Dwight’s submarine go out to sea to be sunk, “a bareheaded, white-faced girl in a bright crimson costume, slightly intoxicated, driving a big car at speed” (278). The scene is only marred by Moira’s radiation sickness. But it too is referred to obliquely: “somewhere before Corrio a spasm shook her suddenly, so that she had to stop and retire into the bushes; she came out a quarter of an hour later, white as a sheet, and took a long drink of brandy” (278). The reader knows Moira is sick, but little space is spent on describing hers (or anyone else’s) radiation sickness beyond tiredness and trips to the bathroom.


      At the end we have one suicide that can represent all the others—Moira, in her red pantsuit, drinking brandy, taking the cyanide pills prescribed to everyone so that their end would be as comfortable as possible. The only gesture towards the death of everyone is the overcast sky—the first not sunny day in the whole book. The end of humanity is set in sunny Australia where people go to the beach, sail boats, race cars, drink brandy (often to excess) and forthrightly face up to their imminent deaths. The death of humanity is organized and the fear that this story induces in the reader (discussed in greater detail in the following section) is only a fear of death.


      The setting for The Road reminds the reader of the subject matter on every page. There is no chance that you might forget that the world has effectively ended through a description of a sunny day. Here the end of the world is associated with grey skies, ash, dead trees, cold rain and constant discomfort for its characters. Here the state of what I would call un-nature is in full bloom—there is no functioning government, no functioning economy, no functioning military. In fact there is seemingly nothing other than a few scattered humans, some of whom have been organized by bands of fanatic cannibals. Fear is everywhere: fear of starvation, of cold, of cannibals, of pain, of abandonment.


      When he woke in the woods in the dark and the cold of the night he’d reach out to touch the child sleeping beside him. Nights dark beyond darkness and the days more gray each one than what had gone before. Like the onset of some cold glaucoma dimming away the world. (3)


      We see a man and a child. The man reminds himself, perhaps reassures himself, of the child’s presence. The darkness is complete—there is no moon, no starlight, no reflected light from the city. And that darkness extends into the daytime with increasing grayness. Something is covering the world in a gray film, one that will obscure the world until its few inhabitants are blinded to it.


      The Road opens in a dark, cold, unknown place. The man and the boy are cold, covered in “stinking robes and blankets.” The man still dreams, but his dream of the boy leading him into a cave that houses some nameless, moaning beast of the deep is not a recollection of better days. There is no escape in dreams. “With the first gray light he rose and left the boy sleeping and walked out to the road and squatted and studied the country to the south. Barren, silent, godless. He thought the month was October but he wasn’t sure. He hadn’t kept a calendar for years. They were moving south. There’d be no surviving another winter here” (4). The man is uncertain of the date; he has not kept a calendar and clearly others around him are not reminding him of the month. His refusal to keep a calendar is not the idiosyncrasy of one choosing his own seasonal plan. Rather we realize that one cannot keep a calendar when survival is the issue. The man and the child are on the move, in search of a better place to be, not because they know of anything better in the south, but simply because there is no way to stay where they are and survive. This is not a world of Christmas and sailing and sunburns and the happy anticipation of a job needing to be done. This is an unknown dark world, one with “stinking robes” “soft ash” and “dead trees.”


      The man and the boy start out on the road, pushing a shopping cart and each wearing a knapsack “in case they had to abandon the cart and run for it” (5). The danger is in being seen and being caught. Every road must be observed for movement, for smoke, for footsteps. The countryside through which they move is largely dead. “Charred and limbless trunks of trees stretching away on every side. Ash moving over the road and the sagging hands of blind wire strung from the blackened lightpoles whining thinly in the wind” (7). The ash is everywhere from a nameless fire that must have consumed everything living in its path. But buildings are strangely present, burned perhaps, but usually intact. “Tall clapboard houses. Machinerolled metal roofs. A log barn in a field with an advertisement in faded ten-foot letters across the roofslope. See Rock City” (18). Whatever happened to this world it is living organisms that bore the brunt of its attack. Roads may be buckled and wires sagging, buildings partially burnt. But the weeds fall “to dust,” the trees are lifeless burnt trunks, the skies are empty, the rivers “turned slowly in a gray foam” (25).


      The artifacts of the world in which we live have little meaning for the boy who was born as the bombs fell. Buildings might mean food, but they are as likely to mean danger, potential ambush, the horror of “naked people, male and female, all trying to hide, shielding their faces with their hands. On the mattress lay a man with his legs gone to the hip and the stumps of them blackened and burnt. The smell was hideous” (93). This basement housing the prisoners of a group of cannibals clarifies that there is no safety to be had in the remnants of human artifice. Nor is there security in numbers. Those that work together do so to destroy the few humans left. “An army in tennis shoes, tramping. Carrying three-foot lengths of pipe with leather wrappings. Lanyards at the wrist. . . . They clanked past, marching with a swaying gait like wind-up toys. . . . Behind them came wagons drawn by slaves in harness and piled with goods of war and after that the women, perhaps a dozen in number, some of them pregnant, and lastly a supplementary consort of catamites illclothed against the cold and fitted in dog collars and yoked to each other” (77-78). These groups represent the consequences of working in concert—how can one trust in others when the only people working together do so to rape, enslave and eat their fellow survivors? That the boy should therefore mistrust all other humans surely makes sense. And that the boy still wants to help those that he finds (particularly the very young and the old) is a sign of his inherent goodness. But there is something terribly off in the above description. What can be the spoils of war that these bearded men have discovered? Is it really believable that when the world is utterly destroyed and the few survivors left after years of living in a wholly dead landscape would still continue to enslave and impregnate others? Frankly is it worth the effort to collect the vestiges of human artifice when death is imminent? This is one of the places where McCarthy’s own tendency towards violence revealing the only meaning in the world rings false. Isn’t the violence of the bombs enough? The violence of the landscape? Perhaps even the violence of the single cannibal?9


      There is no potential safety in numbers, no potential hideout in the woods, no way to hide away in some valley far from prying eyes.10 Security, which is essentially absent, can only be glimpsed in continuing to move down the road, in the luck of a found cache of food, or the discovery of a cistern of water untouched by the ever present ash. The landscape is still recognizable to the man, but for the reader and the boy it is a largely interchangeable description of “trunks that stood stripped and burntlooking” (83), a land that “was gullied and eroded and barren” (149), and the constant ash, rain and snow.


      The Road is set in a dead world. It is largely empty, but still fraught with danger. It is burned out, yet filled with the remnants of supermarkets, highways, bridges and cars. On the Beach cannot really be describing a state of nature because its inhabitants clearly live in a fully functioning civil society. But neither is The Road a description of the state of nature, for there is no nature here. All that is left in The Road are the vestiges of what the protagonists of On the Beach enjoy: the clubs, the comfortable houses, the stores. It is not simply the case that government is absent from the world of The Road, the very idea of government is impossible. The boy knows nothing of a world where one could rely on something beyond the man to provide anything. Neither does the boy know a world where through one’s individual effort one could carve out a space to live and a means to survive, not just to tomorrow, but to the next season. So here too the setting betrays any claims to the state of nature.


      There is no nature here; there is no material from which one could build a functioning society. When social contract thinkers use the state of nature they are describing a setting from which one could move forward. But there is no future here. Even at the end of the novel when the boy goes with a group of friendly others who have been following him, awaiting the father’s death, we get little sense that they will be able to do anything other than repeat the life the boy has had with the father, albeit perhaps more effectively.


      The novel ends with a description of nature as it was: “once there were brook trout in the streams in the mountains. . . . On their backs were vermiculate patterns that were maps of the world in its becoming. Maps and mazes. Of a thing which could not be put back. Not be made right again” (241). Nature has ended, humans remain; but they cannot live for long. The setting of The Road is as dead and grim as the setting of On the Beach is sunny and bright. Yet each tells the end of humanity and while their settings differ their tones parallel one another.


      Tone


      The Road has none of the “lighthearted” moments that feature so prominently in On the Beach. Yet each novel presents characters who try and get the proper attitude toward the end in order to get by, day to day. Each is trying to ask what it means to go on living when life has become physically pointless. The Road takes a metaphysical turn that On the Beach cannot match. But each is struggling to find some meaning for human existence. One way the novels exhibit this struggle is in the references to what has happened. How much does the reader learn early on? What kind of certainty does the reader get about what happened? And how do the characters themselves understand what the end of the world means?


      Neither novel is presented as a subject matter surprise. The fly leaf of each identifies it clearly as postapocalyptic11 (despite my own contention that neither fits the genre). So the introduction of the idea that something is terribly wrong is not going to come as a surprise to the reader. But how each introduces the wrongness reflects the tone that each novel takes on the end of the world. In the opening pages of On the Beach in between descriptions of Peter’s sunburn and his happiness at getting another posting he considers that, “in the circumstance of the time he had almost given up hope of ever working again” (2). This is the first clue that something about the times is not quite right. What are these circumstances? They are clearly not simply particular to him, being “of the time”—so what kind of circumstances “of the time” would cause him to lose “hope of ever working again”?


      On the Beach continues the juxtaposition of the normal and pleasant with the reminders that all is not right throughout the first chapter. By the end of the chapter you know what happened, although you do not yet know why or what this really means to the protagonists that are simply living their lives. The brief description of “the short, bewildering war” emerges in Peter’s musings about why he does not move his car out of the garage and keep the bicycles, their only mode of transportation, under cover. “The little Morris was the first car he had ever owned, and he courted Mary in it. They had been married in 1961 six months before the war, before he sailed in HMAS Anzac for what they thought would be an indefinite separation. The short, bewildering war that followed, the war of which no history had been written or ever would be written now, that flared all round the Northern Hemisphere and had died away with the last seismic record of explosion on the thirty-seventh day” (3). So we learn there has been a war, one for which “no history . . . ever would be written.” There is little passion in the description; Peter is not angry and he clearly is not identifying with sides. Something about this war makes it different from other wars and this is “bewildering” even to Peter who is in the Navy. We know, because no history of this war will ever be written, that something about this war has changed everything. A few pages later we hear the first of a refrain that becomes more constant as the novel develops “After all, from what they say on the wireless, there’s not so long to go” (6). This comment is initially made by a farmer that Peter goes to for milk. But the question of what it is that there is “not long” to get to is still up in the air. But always coupled with the uncertainty is the commitment to living life as one always had.


      If On the Beach is following the “how-to” guide tendency of postapocalyptic fiction then it is telling you how to face the end of humanity with dignity. There is a certain shame attached to those characters that are unable to handle the end of the world and we are to admire those who are able to both be matter of fact about what cannot be changed and yet still driven to be in the world. The admirable character both acknowledges the fact of the end and does not let that fact change too much how she lives her life now. John Osbourne, the scientist who travels with the American navy to observe the dead cities of North America, insists to Moira “you’ve got to face the facts of life someday.” “One has to try and find out what has happened. It could be that it’s all quite different to what we think. . . . Even if we don’t discover anything good, it’s still discovering things. I don’t think we shall discover anything that’s good, or very hopeful. But even so it’s just fun finding out” (59). Osbourne taps into the human drive to know about the world and even when humanity is in its last weeks, humans will continue to do what satisfies them most deeply.


      Moira drinks her days away, drowning her sorrow about the end in talk of dances and parties. Mary, Peter’s wife, even seems to admire her for this, but the male characters will never be described as being so weak facing the end, even the man drinking his way through the wine cellar at the club is celebrated for his commitment to a goal, not criticized for his drunkenness (a drunkenness that will maintain his body longer then most when the radiation arrives). The one moment when such weakness in a man is revealed, it is also met with distaste. Peter invites the Commander of the U.S. submarine, Dwight Towers, to his home for the weekend and Mary, Peter’s wife, reacts with horror: “They’re never all right. It’s much too painful for them, coming into people’s homes” (20). She recalls “the one who cried,” a nameless man invited to such a party earlier. “He did not care to be reminded of that evening” Peter recalled (21). The embarrassment of facing a man’s emotion over the death of his family is worse, somehow, than the end of the world. The end may be looming, but it is important to simply live life as one has always done. Failing to distract oneself or soldier on seems somehow to be in poor taste: if everyone around you is dying there is something rude about being upset about it. And so Commander Towers is kept busy during his visit so that he will not think too much about his assuredly dead family when faced with Peter’s clearly living one. They plan a weekend of sailing, beach time and the entertainments of the above mentioned drunken Moira, “never a dull moment . . .

      in bed or out of it” Peter muses to his wife, who notes that Moira’s wayward airs are “all on the surface” (22). Ultimately Dwight will teach Moira about how to live life in these last moths of humanity and will thus show his manliness and bring home the message of how one should die.


      Both Moira and Mary learn to face the end through the interventions of men. Peter insists that Moira must be willing to see the end coming for her infant daughter, Jennifer. “It’s the end of everything for all of us,” he said. “We’re going to lose most of the years of life that we’ve looked forward to, and Jennifer’s going to lose all of them. But it doesn’t have to be too painful for her. When things are hopeless, you can make it easy for her. It’s going to take a bit of courage on your part, but you’ve got that” (141). This courage is something that Mary initially lacks; she cries and insists that speaking of death is Peter’s way of trying to get her out of the way so that he can run off with another woman.12 He replies in anger: “Don’t be such a bloody fool. . . .

      If I’m here I’ll have it [radiation sickness] myself. If I’m not here, if you’ve got to face things on your own, it’ll be because I’m dead already. Just think of that and try and get it into your fat head. I’ll be dead” (142). This is the only moment of anger in the novel, and it is important that it happens over Mary’s refusal to do what is right for Jennifer. When the radiation comes Mary must be able to kill Jennifer because Jennifer might last longer through radiation sickness, dying of starvation, perhaps, rather than of the radiation. This is one of the few moments equivalent to The Road in the emotional reality of these postapocalyptic worlds. The desire to do right by one’s child under impossible circumstances underscores the usual insistence that everyone face the end with the proverbial stiff upper lip. Mary clearly learns her lesson and is able to help teach Moira as they discuss Mary’s plans for her garden, plans that Moira scoffs at knowing that Mary will not be around to enjoy them: “Well that’s what I think. I mean I couldn’t bear to—to just stop doing things and do nothing. You might as well die now and get it over” (181).


      Both novels refuse the “get it over with” mentality. While all of the characters in On the Beach do eventually commit suicide, they do so as a way to take control over a death that is wholly inevitable. Rather than resign themselves to the oncoming radiation they will take matters into their own hands, but only after the initial symptoms of radiation sickness. Conversely, the one suicide discussed in The Road is presented as a failure of will and love. The mother of the boy, the wife of the man, has killed herself prior to the opening of the novel. She discusses with the man the futility of the lives they are living and the likelihood that they will be captured, raped and eaten by the roving bands of cannibals. She accuses the man of only living for the child and admits her own inability to do so.


      We’re survivors he told her across the flame of the lamp.


      Survivors? she said.


      Yes.


      What in God’s name are you talking about? We’re not survivors. We’re the walking dead in a horror film. (47)


      If we understand the idea of a survivor to mean something beyond the fact of being alive, then the woman is making the point that many aficionados of postapocalyptic fiction might make. They have built no shelter, they have done nothing to guarantee a food supply (although they have rejected cannibalism), they are unable to do anything other than stumble from can of food to can of food, hoping that the cannibals do not find them first. In such a circumstance suicide seems not simply rational, but even, potentially, right.


      He tries to counter her pessimism, “begging” her and claiming he will “do anything.” But what can he possibly do? There is no plan that will provide them with any sort of security and he even admits to himself that his movement south with his son is not so much a plan for safety as it is simply the need to move somewhere. The woman counters even more strongly: “No, I’m speaking the truth. Sooner or later they will catch us and they will kill us. They will rape me. They’ll rape him. They are going to rape us and kill us and eat us and you wont face it. You’d rather wait for it to happen. But I cant. I cant” (48). Everything that she says rings true. There has been no incident in the novel (nor is there one after she speaks) that challenges her understanding of the world in which they live: they will die and the only possible hope is that they will not be raped and eaten. And so for the woman suicide is the only legitimate response.


      The man used to discuss with the woman the possibility of suicide. “The hundred nights they’d sat up debating the pros and cons of self destruction with the earnestness of philosophers chained to a madhouse wall” (49). But the man will no longer engage. “It’s because it’s here. There’s nothing left to talk about” (48). To which he replies, oddly, “I wouldn’t leave you.” Here is where some authorial direction might help. Is he saying “I wouldn’t leave you”? (Emphasis added). Chastising her because it seems that she is willing to leave? Or is he simply stating that he will not leave, a claim that is not true as he is clearly willing to leave her to figure out this death alone. There is no longer any space for earnest philosophical discussion; the reality in which they live is far from the comparative luxury of Plato’s cave, for there is no way out, no route to the world outside. All they have are the chains of daily survival and the release of death. “I’ve taken a new lover. He can give me what you cannot” (48). Death provides both a release from the constant worry and an end to her physical suffering.


      And yet the novel seems to be saying that there is something more—the relationship between the father and son is their reason for living. The novel implicitly argues that the woman fails in love because she cannot see beyond rape and starvation and being eaten. And yet how far can one admire the love the father has for the son? She is right—he cannot save them. And he will die leaving the son alone to face this dying world. That the son does not encounter cannibals but friends, others who “carry the fire” should not retroactively prove the father right.


      But there is something strange about the relationship between the man and the child if we are to see it as the reason for persisting in this dead world. Neither the father nor the son is ever named. This works to imply a kind of universality of experience. But it does not always succeed. While the baby in On the Beach is named (Jennifer) she is usually referred to as “the baby.” She is almost always only named by her mother—her father continues to refer to her as “the baby” and here we see the hint of what The Road brings home so forcefully: what does it mean to have a child in a world with no future? There are many reasons why the child in The Road may not be named (and of course the father is not named either). They stand in for any father and son. This can be a way of focusing the attention on the pair as the last vestiges of what we understand humanity to be. It is also an indication of the role that names play. There is no need for a name in a world that is ending. Names give particularity and meaning to human life.


      Enough details about the child’s birth are provided later in the book to identify the child as belonging to the man. This is not some truly nameless boy that the man came upon in the chaos of the days after the bombs fell. But knowing that the child really is the father’s offspring does not relieve the sense that the father has little connection with this nameless and ageless child. The father’s refusal to call his son by name belies his repeated claims that the father only lives for the son, “He knew only that the child was his warrant. He said: If he is not the word of God God never spoke” (4). If the child is his “warrant” then it is never certain what this warrant means—a guarantee that his own survival shall mean something? A reason to keep moving south in hopes of finding someplace warmer? A means for the father’s own atonement? The woman recognizes (48) that the man can only live if he can live for the son. But what could this sacrifice possibly mean? He keeps his son alive so that he will know the love he has for the son. That is surely something the son will take with him. But is that sufficient meaning for what will be the short life the son lives?


      On the Beach condones suicide; suicide is a form of love. It reflects the love the parent has for the child. Mary will assist in Jennifer’s suicide and John Osbourne’s mother commits suicide so that her own son does not have to worry too much about her at the end. She writes a note: “It’s quite absurd that I should spoil the last days of your life by hanging on to mine, since it is such a burden to me now” (258). The idea that one should not become a burden to another runs throughout On the Beach and the reader is to admire John’s mother just as they admire Moira for not pressuring Dwight to have an affair with her and to admire Mary for finally facing up to the end (although she continues to talk about how much they will enjoy the garden next summer). The characters are interconnected and each shares concerns with the others about the coming radiation and how people are doing. Yet no one ever really complains. When asked whether one is sick the usual response is to minimize one’s pain.


      This is a highly civilized depiction of the end of humanity, whereas The Road maintains only dregs of this civilized stance. The boy seems to have learned the conventions of familial love naturally and he strives to keep his father from knowing his pain. In many of their exchanges the boy speaks with more maturity and more awareness of the potential pain that he gives his father (the boy is speaking second).


      You dont believe me.


      I believe you.


      Okay.


      I always believe you.


      I dont think so.


      Yes I do. I have to. (156)


      The boy’s claim that he has to believe his father is both a gesture towards parental authority, this is part of what keeps the father going, that he is responsible for his son, but it is also a recognition by the boy that he lives through his father’s fantasy that there might be others who do not eat people, that there might be a place where it is warmer, that there might be a place where there is more food.


      We’re going to be okay, aren’t we Papa?


      Yes. We are.


      And nothing bad is going to happen to us.


      That’s right.


      Because we’re carrying the fire.


      Yes. Because we’re carrying the fire. (70)


      The boy recognizes that his father might well lie to him (especially about dying, the father admits “Okay, I might” (86)). But both the boy and the man “has to” live by a certain fantasy of how they could live in this dead world.


      There’s not any crows. Are there?


      No.


      Just in books?


      Yes. Just in books.


      I didnt think so. (133)


      “Do you think there could be fish in the lake?” “No there is nothing in the lake” (17).


      The boy lets his father decide the parameters of what the boy can know. And the boy’s gift to his father is to accept, with little complaint, the father’s version of the world in which they live.


      But while the boy is willing to go along with his father it is not clear to me that the reader should be so willing. The woman is right. The man is living a fantasy and it is a dangerous one.


      The final section outlines what message these novels are trying to impart to their readers. Each novel needs the postapocalyptic setting to impart their message. But the differing tones of the novel lead to two different messages to take from the end of the world.


      Message


      The impact of reading both books back to back is striking. Did Shute think that his subject matter was so appalling that he needed to reassure people that the sun would still shine and gardens would still bloom? Was McCarthy worried that we would not be sufficiently appalled and so he needed to describe a world wholly dead (one that produces a nagging suspicion in the reader—what could possibly have killed everything so completely? Isn’t McCarthy giving human destructive capacity a little too much credit here?). On the other hand the worlds can be described as similar—each includes parents worried about the fate of their children in a world that is in many ways wholly unknowable.


      If postapocalyptic fiction as a genre is didactic, then what kind of teaching emerges from tales of the end of all life as we know it? Yes, these accounts must surely be warnings, but a warning has little impact if there is not a clear sense of what we are being warned about. In both novels nuclear war brings on the end, but neither actually lectures on the dangers of nuclear proliferation (although On the Beach comes close). Each novel is careful to explore the idea of the end and the setting of the end and so perhaps the teaching is a more universal message of how one is to face up to the worst that we can imagine. But if that is the case then why choose an end of the world scenario? Surely there are already plenty of literal genocidal scenarios one could use to instruct readers on how to act when everything falls apart. So there should be reason, beyond death, that the postapocalyptic setting is chosen.


      On the Beach counsels dignity; but it does so in a setting that makes such dignity easy to come by. The Road also counsels a kind of dignity; but this is one almost impossible to achieve. Dignity is connected to the world from which these humans will die. There is no difficulty the characters of On the Beach have to face (absent minor inconveniences, such as the shortage of gasoline) other than their impending deaths. The weather is wonderful, the food is plentiful, the fish are biting and the final grand prix car race offers the opportunity for true amateurs to race and win. Shute’s novel is a strange postapocalyptic account in that it is both a description of the end of human life and a fantasy of a kind of playground for human pursuits in the final days before the end. “In Mary Holmes’ garden the first narcissus bloomed on the first day of August, the day the radio announced, with studied objectivity, cases of radiation sickness in Adelaide and Sydney. The news did not trouble her particularly; all news was bad, like wage demands, strikes, or war, and the wise person paid no attention to it. What was important was that it was a bright, sunny day; her first narcissus was in bloom, and the daffodils behind them were already showing flower buds” (219). The bright sunny days will abound in the years and decades after this end. Thus one of the problems with the end is its utter pointlessness—if the world looks so good after the end then perhaps we can see how good it looks now and strive not to end it?


      Sunny days are wholly absent in The Road. There is no moment where the lives of the father and son are anything other than difficult. Even when they find a cache of food the question of their safety from the roving bands of cannibals always looms. In such a world dignity has an entirely different meaning. In such a world the ethical refusal to eat human flesh becomes the fulcrum on which these survivors spin. “You dont eat people” “No. We dont eat people” (239). This exchange between the boy and the man he finds after his father dies establishes the only lines that need to be known. But there is no hope here that the boy has fallen in with a community of people who can begin again. He is with a group of people who will try and survive without eating other people. But they will all die, some likely at the hands of the cannibals who will certainly live longer. But human beings will die out. Under such conditions the father and son will only try to live another day—each for the other. But the son will have no son to follow him. And the world will, it seems, shrivel up on itself and disappear. If Shute’s readers are struck by the pointlessness of endless sunny days with no humans or dogs or rabbits or cows to enjoy them, then McCarthy’s readers are to see only an ever darkening globe, lifeless and bleak.


      Both The Road and On the Beach share an odd hubris about the end of the world. While each is potentially arguing against the hubris of humans thinking that they cannot bring about an end both authors have produced novels that presume that humanity is the key to life on earth. It is strange that in both accounts all animal life dies even though there is good evidence (e.g. in the ruins of Chernobyl) that many animal species will bounce back after nuclear war. Even the ubiquitous cockroach of post-nuclear scares are absent in both of these books. McCarthy describes a world wholly dead—unrealistically dead—and Shute assures the reader that all life will die out. It is as if each is saying that the one thing you can use to comfort yourself at the end is that at least everything else died out as well. But what a strange message. Life has little pull for either novel.


      “They’ll all go in the end of course. There will be nothing left alive here by the end of next year” (226, On The Beach). “The man watched him. I dont know how many people there are, he said. I dont think there are very many” (205, The Road). What is it that has killed all of the living creatures on earth? Shute’s novel clearly describes a post-nuclear world. McCarthy’s novel gives few answers other than the man watching “distant cities burn” and this one paragraph:


      The clocks stopped at 1:17. A long shear of light and then a series of low concussions. He got up and went to the window. What is it? She said. He didnt answer. He went into the bathroom and threw the lightswitch but the power was already gone. A dull rose glow in the windowglass. he dropped to one knee and raised the lever to stop the tub and then turned on both taps as far as they would go. She was standing in the doorway in her nightwear, clutching the jamb, cradling her belly in one hand. What is it? she said. What is happening?


      I dont know.


      Why are you taking a bath?


      I’m not (45)


      The “long shear of light” implies a nuclear blast and the details that emerge, the father’s cough, the people immolated, Pompeii-like, the death of the birds all are clues to a potential nuclear blast. But this must have been more than one such blast. There is no indication of who set off the bombs, but there is clearly no space that is not burnt and dead. There is no evidence that anyone else exists, that there is anyplace else to be. But there is also no explanation for what kind of nuclear exchange could have created the extent of this wasted landscape. There is something supernatural about the overwhelming death. Just as there is something maddening in the man’s refusal to respond to the light or share with his wife what must have been the utter terror of seeing the end.


      Neither On the Beach nor The Road is interested in the immediate circumstances of the apocalyptic event itself. There are few descriptions of bombs falling or of the immediate circumstances that the bombs produced: the fear, chaos, violence and death. Instead each gives the aftermath of the end, and yet each views that aftermath radically differently. On the Beach portrays a world always sunny with an excess of food and drink. Survival both is and is not the primary problem. There is no question about their immediate survival—there is no threat to them, they live in a land of plenty and the beauty of the surroundings is present in almost every page that describes life outside of Melbourne. But survival is always a question as their death is imminent and everyone knows it. The Road inverts this survival issue: immediate survival is always a problem; the man and the boy are always hungry and never safe. They can never fully rest and never completely relax. But their long term survival (or at least the boy’s) is taken for granted if they can solve the immediate needs. To the reader this is almost nonsensical. There is no chance of long term survival in a world where a handful of humans are the only living entities. There is no chance for living in a world devoid of plants, fish, birds (even their discovery of mushrooms seem to be desiccated mushrooms left from the world before its death). There is no mention of any group working to reseed the soil, or if that is even a possibility. In this The Road is a most confusing combination of pretended hope in the continued language about God, and utter hopelessness in the starkness of the reality that they live.


      On the Beach does include a description of the war that produced the clouds of radiation. The actual account of the war that precedes the opening of the novel is only explained once, briefly, about a third of the way into the book. A war between Russia and China over Russia’s purported desire to take Shanghai as a warm water port begins the war. But the nuclear exchange is described as beginning with a bomb being dropped on Naples, Italy, “by the Albanians” and then the bombing of Tel Aviv. After that Egypt seems to have bombed the United States and England, and then the U.S bombed Russia (thinking Russia had initially bombed the U.S.) and China is described as taking advantage of the use of nuclear bombs to target Russia. This exchange of bombs is discussed by members of the Australian navy, the U.S. navy and a scientist in strikingly dispassionate terms. While the “mistaken” nature of the eventual exchange seems to give them pause, their analysis of what happened is simply that “it’s mighty difficult to stop a war when all the statesmen have been killed” (78). The only explanation for underlying causes is given by the scientist who decries the availability of nuclear materials: “The trouble is, the damn things got too cheap. The original uranium bomb only cost about fifty thousand quid towards the end. Every little pipsqueak country like Albania could have a stockpile of them, and every little country that had that, thought it could defeat the major countries in a surprise attack” (78). War is clearly futile, minor countries are described as irresponsible and the power of the “statesman” to keep things in equilibrium is easily upset once those statesmen are dead. But what kind of warning is this to the reader? Beware the random mistake by the military? Beware cheap uranium?


      Even a facile discussion of the war’s origins is absent in The Road. Other than the one description of the day of the bombs there is no mention of what kind of bombs fell, who dropped them or why. This might produce greater unease in the reader, but I think it reveals McCarthy’s lack of interest in detailing the world into which the father was born. His memories of that world are all wholly personal—there is no attempt to place the political situation that produced this war. The Road’s didactic message is less political than that of On the Beach; it is also less political than most postapocalyptic fiction, a genre that tends towards the warnings of either the personality traits or the political conditions that produce or exacerbate apocalyptic events. On the other hand, The Road uses a fear of this desolation to perhaps awaken in the reader a desire to work against whatever forces might be out to produce it. As an open-ended warning McCarthy may leave more space for human agency to act against such an end. Shute leaves little room for an ordinary reader (one not connected to people in power) to do anything. There is the claim that leaders matter and so we should strive to elect the best leaders we can, but there is also the recognition that once those leaders are out of the way the military wheel will be set in motion and unable to stop. In this sense both are fairly hopeless novels.


      That lack of hope works against one of the common themes of postapocalyptic fiction, which, are often hopeful celebrations of human ingenuity in their detailing of how people start over again. What the postapocalypse creates in each novel is something unique: On the Beach details a fully functioning civil society that happens to be coming to a quiet end. Shute prefaces the novel with the famous lines from T.S. Eliot: “This is the way the world ends. . . . not with a bang but a whimper.” Yet Shute’s novel ends not so much with a whimper as with an imagined Titanic-like soundtrack of “Nearer My God to Thee.” “Whimper” implies the kind of sadness that the characters here do not express. Everyone follows the rules, they all take their suicide pills, and they all die quietly in their own beds or cars. The Road, on the other hand, outlines a wholly broken and dead world. There are not only no rules (something common to postapocalyptic fiction) there is also no nature. There is no material with which one could create a life. No fields to plant, no apples to pick, no shelters to build. The final lines, which recall the beauty of the trout swimming through the water reminds the reader that there are no trout to fish; the conditions for human sustenance are entirely absent.


      These two novels then show through their absence what conditions are needed for a social contract to emerge. A social contract cannot emerge in a functioning society;13 and a social contract cannot emerge from a dead world. When social contract thinkers discuss the state of nature they are describing a set of conditions under which humans will act unencumbered by the restraints and rules of interaction under civil society. Whether through a fear of punishment (Hobbes) or a desire to be seen as the kind of person who obeys the law (Rousseau) we are described as beings that alter our behavior when restricted by rules that we understand to be largely person made. Part of why postapocalyptic fiction is seen to embody the state of nature is this unencumbered quality—the world postapocalypse strips our behavior bare: what would people do if they were not restrained? Clearly the characters of On the Beach are restrained, if not by the law (although it is clear that the law holds sway) then by the customs of “civilized” life. The Director of State Fisheries makes a radio announcement moving the start of the trout season (205), indicating both a fully functioning Department of Fisheries and a people willing to obey such rules. Even the distribution of the suicide pills, neatly packaged in red boxes and available at the corner pharmacy, illustrates a society fully organized.


      It would seem then that The Road shows humans without restraint. And yet here too we see two kinds of humans: the man and boy who are living by some unelucidated code to “carry the fire” and avoid cannibalism and the clearly organized bands of cannibals. The cannibals wear a kind of uniform (red scarves) and march in fairly orderly fashion, followed by “the phalanx following carried spears or lances tasseled with ribbons, the long blades hammered out of trucksprings in some crude forge upcountry. . . . Behind them came wagons drawn by slaves in harness . . . and after that the women, perhaps a dozen in number, some of them pregnant, and lastly a supplementary number of catamites ill clothed against the cold and fitted with dog collars and yoked to each other” (78). This horrific scene, discussed earlier, depicts an organized group. This group has acquired a steady food supply, and has designated societal roles (warrior, slave, and prostitute). Presumably there is a system by which one enters these communities (and the next chapter will discuss such rituals in Lucifer’s Hammer). So here too the parameters of the state of nature are absent.


      Hobbes’ description of the state of nature describes neither the world of On the Beach nor that of The Road:


      In such condition there is no place for industry, because the fruit thereof is uncertain: and consequently no culture of the earth; no navigation, nor use of the commodities that may be imported by sea; no commodious building; no instruments of moving and removing such things as require much force; no knowledge of the face of the earth; no account of time; no arts; no letters; no society; and which is worst of all, continual fear, and danger of violent death; and the life of man, solitary, poor, nasty, brutish, and short. (Leviathan, ch. XIII)


      While “continual fear” may well capture the daily life of the man and boy in The Road it does not reflect the leaders of the band of cannibals. But even here the description of the bearded band of cannibals hardly expresses all of what Hobbes expects us to get out of civil society: “knowledge of the face of the earth,” “art,” “letters” and “an account of time.” So the cannibals are both organized and led, but they also are unable to do what humans do: build, improve, learn. More importantly the world of The Road lacks the material to make “commodities . . . imported by sea.” Hobbes’ description above is one of what human hands make. But in The Road all the survivors can do is to recycle the remnants of human industry. Swords made from trucksprings do not reflect the meaning Hobbes gives to human industry, which involves mastering the natural world. It is clear that Hobbes simply takes for granted the literal fruits of the world as something that must exist for human life to exist.


      Locke and Rousseau make this point even more clearly. Locke describes the abundance of the earth:


      God, who hath given the world to men in common, hath also given them reason to make use of it to the best advantage of life, and convenience. The earth, and all that is therein, is given to men for the support and comfort of their being. And tho’ all the fruits it naturally produces, and beasts it feeds, belong to mankind in common, as they are produced by the spontaneous hand of nature; . . . The fruit, or venison, which nourishes the wild Indian, who knows no enclosure, and is still a tenant in common, must be his, and so his, i.e. a part of him, that another can no longer have any right to it, before it can do him any good for the support of his life. (V, 26, 18)


      Whatever happened the night those bombs fell and destroyed this world, there are no beasts, no fruit, no venison, no means by which to ensure “support” for one’s life. There is no work to be done and thus nothing to own. Locke’s expectation is that humans labor with the world to produce property, but is finding a hidden cache of canned food really labor? There is nothing that the inhabitants of The Road can do to improve the world.


      Rousseau’s description of nature argues even more strongly for the abundant riches that our surroundings offer for our pleasure and improvement.


      While the earth was left to its natural fertility and covered with immense forests, whose trees were never mutilated by the axe, it would present on every side both sustenance and shelter for every species of animal. Men, dispersed up and down among the rest, would observe and imitate their industry, and thus attain even to the instinct of the beasts, with the advantage that, whereas every species of brutes was confined to one particular instinct, man, who perhaps has not any one peculiar to himself, would appropriate them all, and live upon most of those different foods which other animals shared among themselves; and thus would find his subsistence much more easily than any of the rest.


      (Discourse on Origin of Inequality, I: 47-48)


      The beasts, the forests, the foods, The Road has destroyed this abundant earth and presented a fragile and broken world where humans can only fight over the last dredges of what civilization made.


      So clearly the conditions of the state of nature include a natural world that provides the means for sustaining human life. The material out of which a functioning society can be created includes a natural world that can be enjoyed, if not mastered. That material includes human life that can be sustained and that can see a future for itself. Hobbes describes the “equality of hope in the attaining of our ends” (ch. XIII) as one of the reasons why we quarrel, but we should recognize that before the quarrel we have such hope. How can there be any hope (equal or not) of achieving what you desire in a wholly dead world? Even the characters in On the Beach are able to achieve a number of their ends—plant a garden, build a dam, race a car. Their lives may be ending, but they can live those last weeks as humans with plans for a future. But there is no possibility for a “rational life plan” (Rawls) in McCarthy’s world14 and without such a potential plan there is no reason to enter into a social contract to build a just society.


      And so these two postapocalyptic accounts15 defy the expectations of postapocalyptic fiction and reveal the conditions necessary for a new state of nature from which we can see civil society emerge. These two novels do not depict states of nature, they do not outline how we survive the end, and instead they detail how to endure the end and how to die with grace. The following chapters outline the ways in which other, more traditional, post-

      apocalyptic accounts reflect either classic social contract thinker (via Hobbes, Locke, Rousseau, Rawls) or set out new ways of thinking about the state of nature and about the contract that emerges from it.


      Notes


      1. Nevil Shute, On the Beach, (New York: Ballantine Books, 1957), 271.


      2. Lucifer’s Hammer has the amateur astronomer and a scientist who buries the encyclopedia and medical texts for life after the end; Malevil needs no scientists and instead has the Renaissance man who can farm and organize society; even Lauren Oya Olamina of the Parable series has a keen observant eye.


      3. This raises a particularly difficult issue for the utopian accounts that emerge from postapocalyptic events. Is the event itself to be rationalized because the society that emerged from it is clearly better than what was destroyed? Some environmental postapocalyptic works seem quite comfortable simply answering yes. Ernest Callenbach’s Ecotopia (New York: Bantam Doubleday, 1977) is one example. Other accounts, e.g. Marge Piercy and Octavia Butler, wrestle with the desire to both warn and entice. But the enticements of the better society are not dependent on the destruction of all that we now know (unlike Left Behind that not only rationalizes, but wholly defends, the destruction of all we have known).


      4. The novel was serialized in both the LA Times and the Washington Post. In the review in the Washington Post, On the Beach was named “the most important and dramatic novel of the atomic age” qtd. in Peter J. Kuznick, “Prophets of Doom or Voices of Sanity? The Evolving Discourse of Annihilation in the First Decade and a Half of the Nuclear Age,” Journal of Genocide Research (September, 2007): 433.


      5. The Road was reviewed extensively, particularly after winning the Pulitzer prize and being chosen as a book club selection on Oprah. Two reviews also mention On the Beach: Stefan Beck, “A Trackless Waste,” New Criterion 25, (October, 2006), and John Breslin, “From These Ashes,” America 196, (January 29, 2007). Other reviews of The Road include: Philip Connors, “Crenellated Heat,” London Review of Books, (January 25, 2007); James Wood, “Getting to the End,” New Republic, (May 21, 2007); Michael Chabon “After the Apocalypse,” New York Review of Books 54, (February 15, 2007); Shawn Macomber, “Life after Death, Cormac McCarthy’s Postapocalypse Western,” Weekly Standard 12, (February 5, 2007).


      6. The film of On the Beach got far more press than the novel. But the novel was reviewed in Time : “World’s End,” (August 19, 1957), The New Republic (Robert Estabrook, “After Armageddon” (August 12, 1957)) and Maclean’s.


      7. William Brinkley’s The Last Ship recounts a US naval ship and a soviet submarine that travel the oceans in search of an island absent dangerous radiation.


      8. Philip Beidler, “Remembering On the Beach,” War, Literature and the Arts, an International Journal of the Humanities 21 (2009), 370-382. Beidler notes that in both the novel and the film, “one is finally struck by the end at how well the people die both as individuals and as people.” (377).


      9. Compare McCarthy’s horror movie description of the victims of the cannibal to Octavia Butler’s description of the children who have resorted to cannibalism on the road in Parable of the Sower. Which is more horrifying? The very excess of McCarthy’s description pushes it beyond the believable to the merely pornographic while Butler’s spare description chills. This passage is discussed in chapter 6.


      10. This is one of the places where the novel does not ring true—the cannibals are also on foot and it seems strange that one could not just walk out of their territory. Or hide away more effectively—the cannibals are not using technological devices to chase people down, and yet they are always present.


      11. On the Beach uses the phrase “the world after nuclear war,” where The Road uses “postapocalyptic.”


      12. Shute shares with McCarthy an insistence that women cannot handle the end of the world and a persistent belief that they will exhibit only shallowness at the worst of times.


      13. Or at least not without a revolution.


      14. It may well be that the “rational life plan” is absent in most of McCarthy’s fiction, not just in this postapocalyptic world.


      15. There are other accounts that share this totality of an end, Margaret Atwood’s Oryx and Crake and P.D James’ Children of Men.

    

  




End of sample
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