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Good afternoon, ladies and gentlemen.  My name is Jane McCaa and I write science fiction.  There are those at the sniffier end of the literary spectrum who would prefer me to state that as a shameful confession, despite the fact that some of the seminal works of at least the last century fall within that category and – despite huge amounts of evidence to the contrary – there are also those who dismiss s.f. as locked-in-a-room-smelling-of-socks entertainment for boys.  Not so.


There is undoubtedly a large amount of badly-written fantasy and space opera about – but then there is a large amount of badly-written spy stories, chick lit and even literary fiction about, but people don’t get sneered at quite so much for passing a wet Saturday afternoon with it.  So, what are these categories like space opera, you ask?  As a sweeping rule of thumb: if it has swords and dwarves, it’s fantasy; if it has laser swords, it’s space opera; if it has laser guns, it’s mainstream science fiction; if there’s more technology than characters, it’s hard science fiction; if the characters are also psychotic and/or stoned it’s cyberpunk; if there’s not so much about technology but people are really, really miserable, it’s literary science fiction.


I write at the space opera end of mainstream s.f. and I believe it is actually a natural progression from my lifelong academic interests.  In fact, I started writing s.f. before I even knew what it was.  I still have my first book, written as a child, about a girl’s adventures at school with the robot sister built by her father.  In those days I planned the length of each chapter and drew the pictures.  It’s not quite so easy for grown-ups.


I knew about dystopic fiction, if not its technical name – a very British and European form, although now the world isn’t quite such an entertaining place for them the Americans are catching up.  It does suit adolescent angst to read books about a gloomy future, but dystopic fiction has formed the way all of us think and the language in which we think it – you will probably all have read Brave New World and 1984, which I have used to teach people about how to understand the use of language.  How many of you, however, have heard of David Karp’s One, which is described in Abebook’s blurb in a sentence with which I can only concur: “this book should be the third member of the trilogy [with the two books just mentioned] describing early and mid-20th century fears”.  Has any of you heard of Yevgeni Zamyatin’s We, which directly influenced Orwell?  Know it or not, these books are in your lives.  I never comprehended that they all fell in the science fiction category, but was profoundly affected by them.  Of course, I tried to write my own, but in rebellion against the gloom was determined that in my version good would actually win – something I regard as a theological inevitability, even if it doesn’t happen in any one lifetime.  I never finished that particular great effort, but still have it somewhere as well.  It’s all part of the apprenticeship.


In the meantime, I was feeding my mind on my other passions – history, comparative religion and mythology, anthropology, modern and historical travel books, language and languages.  As I child I couldn’t have articulated this beyond just wanting to know – other people, other places, other times.  It all adds up to other worlds, but all those other worlds are just different ways of seeking to understand and explain what it is to be human.


From childhood I never imagined being anything but a Classicist.  I grew up following very clever Classically-educated men and I wanted their knowledge.  As someone who has spent most of her life studying and teaching Classics I would now argue to my last breath that Classics is the best training to prepare all of us for any world, but I’ll limit that particular lecture for today. What is deeply relevant is that the Greeks probably went farther in examining the possibilities of the human mind than any other culture.  Psychologists do not use Greek myths as archetypes and tools for nothing, and you cannot study or teach Greek tragedy without facing really tough questions about human experience, as powerful and relevant now as two and a half thousand years ago.  Of course, all great art is of its own time and for all time.  Actually that’s true of great art and much that is simply entertainment, and it is significant for what I want to say about writing s.f.


There is more to Classics than archetypal myth, of course.  I am also an ancient historian and an archaeologist, and if there’s one thing that makes me as spittingly angry as lawyers too lazy or stupid to realise that pithy, lapidary Latin is easier to use than convoluted explanations in pedestrian English, or people who wantonly refuse to accept that the reason you can’t split an infinitive is that it is all one word, it is the rather more dangerous people who think History can be ignored and Ancient History even more so.  This does actually happen a bit less here in Scotland, where we do understand that the past lives in the present, than in England
- although the behaviour of certain Scottish-educated politicians stands as proof that even we are not perfect.

There is a truism that the past is a distant mirror of our own time.  Not only do events and decisions made a hundred, a thousand, three thousand or many more years ago have a direct impact on and relevance to who we are and how we live now, but there is also the convenient telescope of history.  Distance allows us to see patterns, the laboratory of politics that was Ancient Greece, the savage ambitions and political blindness of Ancient Rome, the spin-doctoring of a Hittite king, the shame culture of warrior societies like the samurai, the Spartans, the Prussians, the arc of empires from expansion to implosion, the predictable path of revolutions.  We learn all these and more from history and in even sharper relief with the distance of ancient history. 


What on earth has that to do with my writing ripping yarns set on other planets?  Everything.


My whole academic life has been devoted to understanding other lives. My specialist interests are in the history of everyday life and the history of religion, indeed I am also a qualified R.E. teacher (let those not sound like soft options, I do hard political and military history just as gleefully).  My work has been learning and teaching what it is to walk in someone else’s shoes, see through someone else’s eyes – and to know that through the most different and distant of cultures, human emotion, experience, drives and desires, abilities and potentials are the same.  The pressures of a culture impose different ways of dealing with and expressing these, but no social or cultural experiment has ever succeeded in changing them.  The Spartans ended up as a tourist attraction caricature of themselves, communism fell, who now talks about kibbutzes?  Each seduced minds in their time, but never changed the human heart.


As with the past, so it is with the future.  They may travel in spaceships, but s.f. characters plot, hate, love and ponder the nature of reality just as men always have. Just as I wanted my students to understand that life in the past was normal, so I seek to project normality into a future setting.


It was the normality of a detective story that actually broke through my understanding of s.f.  I didn’t realise I was already immersed in it, and thought that it was On the Beach-type depressing, or trashy stuff for boys, until I read a murder story – except that the story was by Isaac Azimov, and the investigator was a robot.  It was just a good story, and I saw the wider world and all the good stories waiting.  Just as a good tune is a good tune whether by Bach or the Beatles, a good story is a good story and never mind the supposed genre.  This discovery also opened my mind to the possibilities of wider knowledge.  I now began to see that in actual fact physics is fun – the title of a school book that at the time I found unconvincing.  I realised that astronomy is not frightening but fascinating, inviting and liberating.  The opening of new possibilities of learning to the changing adult mind is also something that has become a lifelong passion – and fiction can be a pathway into knowledge of the past, present and future.

Any good story has to contain something that speaks to you, whether it has pretensions to great and serious literature, or whether it merely aims to be an enjoyable tale told by the fireside, which is my end of the spectrum.
S.f. actually gives greater freedom to speak – it allows you to take an idea, a ‘what if’ into the laboratory and work on it.  A society, or situation, or technology does not have to be possible, although the mere fact of thinking of it in a fictional context can be the start of bringing it to reality for good or ill, it just has, for the purposes of story, to be plausible and consistent within the confines of the book covers. The willing suspension of disbelief is a necessary part of the conspiracy between writer and reader, but there has to be enough normality not to drive disbelief too far.

Ideas that I worked up for my books that seemed quite impossible when first I envisioned them have become the object of real investigation now.  It’s actually quite annoying when your bright ideas get pre-empted by reality at some point between conception and publication, but one can take a bit of comfort from the fact that there are supposedly only seven plots in existence and they’re pretty much all in Homer. 
 S.f. always examines the society in which it is written whether that is 2nd. century Greece (yes, really – the earliest s.f. story of a voyage to the moon was written by the Greek humorist, Lucian), 19th. century France, 20th. century Russia or 21st. century Britain.  But you can play with it, whether to have fun or to be profoundly challenged.  S.f. in these ways fulfils the same role as fairy stories and myths have throughout human experience.
In my Delos books I write about a Homeric society in an interplanetary political context.  The first in the series is a howdunnit (I started with a problem then found out what caused it), the second is a whodunnit (I started with a corpse and a landscape and found out what happened), the third, which is not published yet, is a whydunnit (I started with a spacecraft crash and found out what was going on). The fourth is work in progress.  They’re about politics, ambition, propaganda, love, hate, honour and obligation and plenty of zapping baddies.  
They do say write about what you know – something to which I’ve never wholly subscribed because after all there’s plenty of real life to deal with without having to read about it as well.  I do know, however, that people are capable of extraordinary and ordinary acts of bravery, sacrifice, love, cruelty, betrayal and invention.  They always have been, they always will be.  I study the real ones, I like to add to life’s entertainment by introducing some of my own.  I hope you might like to meet them.  
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