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Come the year 2548, Garvey awakens—only to 
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never left Earth. Even worse, they and a group of 

convicts who recently awoke from their VR prison are 

the only survivors of an apocalyptic event. Earth is 

devastated and yet another calamity is on its way. Can 

these two disparate groups learn to work together to 

survive? Sawyer keeps the stakes climbing ever higher 

as he toggles between the perspectives of his disparate 

cast. A smattering of droll humor breaks up the gloom 

and plot twists aplenty keep the pages flying. Sci-fi 
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Hugo and Nebula Award-winning author Sawyer’s 

latest work is a fast-moving, mind-stretching 

exploration of the nature of personality and 

consciousness; it balances esoteric speculation with 

action and character. James Marchuk, a psychology 

professor at the University of Manitoba, is dismayed to 

realize that he’s missing half a year of memories from 

his college days. It turns out that he was the subject of 

an experiment that converted him from a passive 

nebbish to an active psychopath, until he eventually 

was shifted into a higher state of mind and acquired a 

conscience. Through painful discovery of his own 

vicious past, he confirms that conscience-driven 

humans are a minority, menaced by a large number of 

psychopaths who control zombie-like mobs. Now, 

looking at escalating military tension among Canada, 

the U.S., and Russia, Marchuk fears that psychopathic 

world leaders may be about to destroy humanity. 

Sawyer (Red Planet Blues) is very good at grounding 

the technical speculation in personal conflict, as 

Marchuk’s utilitarian principles struggle with his 

emotional impulses and the political/media references 

keep the story uncomfortably close to present-day 

fears. 
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The wildly thought-provoking first installment of 
Sawyer’s WWW trilogy, serialized in Analog in 
2008 and 2009, explores the origins and emergence 
of consciousness. Blind teen Caitlin Decter gets an 
experimental signal-processing implant that 
inexplicably opens up her vision to the wondrous 
infrastructure of the World Wide Web. Inside the 
Web is a newborn “webmind,” a globe-spanning 
self-contained consciousness that is just becoming 
aware of the outside world. Secondary plot threads 
about a highly intelligent hybrid primate and 
Chinese bloggers battling a repressive government 
extend the motif of expanding awareness. The 
thematic diversity—and profundity—makes this 
one of Sawyer’s strongest works to date. Numerous 
dangling plot threads are an unnecessary pointer to 
the forthcoming books; readers will keep coming 
back for the ideas. (Apr.)
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contemporary audiences, King James–era readers, and Paul’s original
addressees. This poem is much more of a lecture, losing most of the
personal narrative tone found elsewhere in the book, and as such seems
out of place. Yet in the final two stanzas, it gives the resolution needed.
Luthor, in a more introspective move than any of the other narrators,
turns inward to transcend Superman as an independent entity, and
finds his true meaning is in ourselves:

. . . We, the world we read, are Torah.
Superman, the constancy of his concupiscent star,
is less than this. A big red S. A text
we read too lightly.

In the end, the S, which according to Clark was not even a letter
originally, becomes a variable cryptogram, not only for Superman, but
for all the myths, social, political, and religious, that are built on the
concept of the superbeing—from Nazi to savior. If the poems in
Krypton Nights are sometimes obscure, and if the questions they pose

are never satisfactorily answered, perhaps that is as should be. Like the
best prose sf, this book examines the paradoxes that haunt the human
race, and opens doors to greater mysteries. In a broader sense, the text
Luthor refers to is not just Superman, or the three Supermans, but any
text, any ideology, that we read too lightly, accept unquestioningly. In
a recent interview, Dietrich addressed the problem of interpretation:

See, the poems, the “answers,” are only ever questions. All
words make us associate, and in association lies all beauty, all
context, all meaning, all metaphor. What we want to believe,
the “maybe,” is what matters. Not what “is.” Because there
is no is. . . . None of which means the same exact thing to each
of you reading this. Does it mean nothing then? No, it means
everything. Thus “maybe” is the universe. *

Curtis Shumaker lives in Owatonna, Minnesota.

Richard Parent
Double Vision: Robert Sawyer’s Utopian Dystopia

*

Robert J. Sawyer’s ambitious new trilogy, The Neanderthal
Parallax, presents a provocative challenge to literary analysis—its
hybridized nature brings together utopian, dystopian, and traditional
sf tropes. Though genre seepage is not a new phenomenon by any
measure, Sawyer’s series shifts tone and emphasis at breakneck speed,
switching between its personalities with Sybil-like suddenness. What
begins as page-turning sf quickly becomes old-school utopia,
abandoning all signs of sf. Soon enough, utopia itself is replaced with
dystopia, and it is almost as if Bellamy’s Julian West, from Looking
Backward, had awakened in 1984, not 2000. For the rest of the
trilogy, Sawyer flashes moments of each of his three modes before our
eyes, never allowing any one of them to become dominant and thus
define the series. Even more intriguing than Sawyer’s deftness at
writing in multiple styles, though, is his ability to make the
Neanderthal gestalt an enjoyable read, no matter how much or how
often each of the traditions interferes with the others. In this article I
will explore the resonance and interference resulting from Sawyer’s
blending of genres and traditions into a single narrative which, I will
argue, gives rise to a revitalized reformation of the utopian tradition.

The Neanderthal Parallax is composed of three novels,
symmetrically titled Hominids, Humans, and Hybrids, describing the
adventures and experiences of Homo neanderthalensis physicist Ponter
Boddit and Homo sapiens geneticist Mary Vaughan. In the first book,
Hominids, Boddit and his man-mate (more on this later) Adikor Huld
inadvertently punched a hole from their world of evolved
Neanderthals to a parallel world of evolved Homo sapiens through a
quantum computing mishap, stranding Boddit on the parallel Earth.
The second book, Humans, continues the parallel-reality exchanges
between Neanderthals and humans, as Boddit has further adventures
in the human world and Vaughan travels to the Neanderthal world.
Throughout, the nascent emotional and sexual relationship between
Boddit and Vaughan grows and deepens.

In Hybrids, Boddit and Vaughan continue their cross-species
romance and decide to use a Neanderthal DNA codon writer to
conceive a child together –- one of the many “hybrids” of the novel’s
title. The cultural differences between Barast and Gliksin (the
Neanderthal terms used throughout the series to designate his and her
respective species), as well as the machinations of the scheming U.S.
government and its secret think tanks, pose a series of obstacles for the
lovers as they struggle to solidify their new relationship. Along the
way, the trilogy’s doubled stranger-in-a-strange-land premise allows
for a potent blend of outsider and insider perspectives on the imagined
world of the Barasts and on our own world.

Speculation, Criticism, Hybridization
As a speculative mode of fiction, sf usually engages in cultural

criticism of some sort. Without a firm, comprehensive sense of the
world as it is, the sf writer is unable to speculate on what might be.
For speculation to function, it must be plausible, which is a function

of the author’s ability to discern trends that are immanent but not yet
fully emergent in contemporary culture. A true sign of the sf author’s
skill, then, is his ability to create plausible worlds, with “plausibility”
being an indication of the correspondence between the author’s
creation—no matter how distant spatially or chronologically—and
the present, and the level of insight the author’s analysis of
contemporary life demonstrates.

In Sawyer’s Neanderthal Parallax, the nova that define the novel
as sf are all introduced via the Barast Earth existing parallel to the more
familiar Gliksin one. Having an entire world to play with—though
much, if not all, of Sawyer’s extrapolations of an evolved Neanderthal
world and its civilization are based on current research into hominid
development and culture—allows Sawyer to depict the fictional
Gliksin world as being indistinguishable from our own. In fact, as in
his earlier novel, Calculating God, Sawyer goes to great lengths to
establish the Gliksin world as not merely a recognizably realistic and
unfantastic setting, but as recognizably our world. By staging the
Gliksin-world scenes at reasonably well-known, extant locations such
as the University of Toronto, York University, and the Sudbury
Neutrino Observatory, and by including a multitude of references to
current papal encyclicals, popular culture, and a wide array of recent
scientific research findings, Sawyer intensifies the reader’s sense that
the world and the time about which she is reading is her own. The
reader is thus led to believe that Sawyer’s criticisms of this narrative
world are meant to be read as criticisms of our world.

Sawyer has titled the trilogy The Neanderthal Parallax, a sly
double reference to the books’ doubled settings on the Barast and
Gliksin Earths, as well as an indication of Sawyer’s vision of the
relationship between the utopian and dystopian elements of the
trilogy. “Parallax” refers to the optical maps created through
stereoscopic binocular vision—because our eyes see from slightly
different positions on our heads, the brain is able to combine the two
images into a 3-D representation of the world. Similarly, Sawyer
positions the two Earths, one with strong utopian elements, the other
strongly dystopian, in order to create a more complete, more realistic,
more highly nuanced portrait of both fictional worlds and, at the same
time, of the real world.

Utopia with a Pronounced Brow-Ridge
In traditional utopian narratives, (e.g., More’s Utopia, Bellamy’s

Looking Backwards, Morris’s News From Nowhere), the imperfect
protagonist reaches utopia, is given a tour of the environs and lectured
by a knowledgeable utopian local, and then leaves or is ejected from
the perfection of utopia. Returned to our imperfect world, the
protagonist reports back on what he has seen, presumably to foster
progress toward the more exalted state he has witnessed. In traditional
dystopian fiction, on the other hand, the protagonist is not an outsider
to the imagined world, but is a resident. This makes dystopian
narration not so much travel reportage as the author’s presentation of
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the daily life of a dystopian subject, presumably presented to readers to
prevent degeneration toward the abject state the author has imagined.
In other words, both utopian and dystopian narratives advance an
essentially optimistic vision of humanity. In the utopian mode, the
author’s imagined paradise is presented as achievable by current
peoples, though often only through much long and difficult work
described in the narrative as the already-achieved utopia’s history. Even
dystopian fiction operates on an essentially optimistic premise—though
the protagonist may not be able to escape the dystopian world, the
readers possess the power to effect change and avoid this undesirable
future. Analyzing the form of Sawyer’s optimism in The Neanderthal
Parallax should, therefore, provide a clue as to whether the series is
essentially utopian or dystopian in its worldview.

As the trilogy’s titles suggest, the series focuses on the two parallel
worlds, Barast and Gliksin, and on the eventual hybridization of their
species and cultures. In Sawyer’s formulation, the Barast Earth is a
veritable paradise, environmentally unspoiled, unburdened by
overpopulation, and free of practically all crime and violence. In most
respects, Sawyer’s world of evolved Neanderthals seems an ideal
fulfillment of Ruth Levitas’s pronouncement that “The essence of
utopia seems to be desire—the desire for a different, better way of
being” (181). Levitas’s description is broad enough to include the
traditional utopias as easily as contemporary sf texts, many of which—
like The Neanderthal Parallax—deviate from the classic model of
utopian literature. As Levitas explains, utopia “involves the imagining
of a state of being in which the problems which actually confront us
are removed or resolved, often, but not necessarily, through the
imagining of a state of the world in which the scarcity gap is closed or
the ‘collective problem’ solved” (191). This definition seems an
especially useful one, as it can accommodate the utopian elements in
a non-utopian or hybrid text just as easily as texts whose narrative
structure does nothing but depict a fully actualized utopian state, such
as Book II of Sir Thomas More’s Utopia.

Sawyer’s Neanderthal Parallax approaches both the “scarcity
gap” and the “collective problem” in interesting and culturally
relevant ways. Following current anthropological and paleontological
evidence, Sawyer’s Barasts are strict hunter-gatherers, eschewing
agriculture and the rise of the large cities that agriculture allowed.
Because of the limited sustainability of the hunter-gatherer way of life,
Sawyer portrays his evolved Neanderthals as being forced to avoid
overpopulation through a strict policy of zero population growth.
Additionally, the high-protein, low-carbohydrate diet of hunter-
gatherers closely resembles current diet crazes, such as the Atkins and
South Beach diets. Sawyer seems to take great pleasure in describing
the health benefits gained by the Barasts from their diet, especially
when compared with the high-carb diet of the Gliksins. Sawyer’s
descriptions of the nutritionally utopian elements of the Barast world
are wry and unanticipated pleasures, unusual for the genre.

Though utopia has been understood and depicted in countless
ways, the paradigmatic model metaphorically and literally reflects the
essential elements of Plato’s Republic and Thomas More’s Utopia. As
Laurent Gervereau explains, “Utopia presents itself as the epicenter of
truth” (358), harkening back to both the circular nature of More’s
Island and Plato’s City, as well as their enlightened systems of
government and daily life. Ideal utopian rule prevents the unwanted,
unexpected, and unpleasant from occurring. As the epitome of human
social evolution, further change and progress is not only unnecessary
but completely unwanted in utopia. Any further tampering could only
bring about its diminishment.

Sawyer’s Barast world can be interpreted as an attempt to portray
what Gervereau describes as the utopian “end of time” in the most
positive possible light (360). Though birth rates must be firmly
regulated, couples do not exist in a state of continued procreative
frustration. Instead of imposing birth control technology upon
themselves, the Barasts in Sawyer’s novels have reconfigured their
social arrangement to maximize personal and emotional satisfaction,
while preventing unwanted pregnancy. They achieve this through a
system of universal bisexuality and enforced gender-segregation. For
four days out of each month, “Two become One” on the Barast world,
and opposite-sex couples freely cohabitate and have sex—each female
Barast with her “man-mate,” and each male with his “woman-mate.”

The remaining days of each month, female Barasts live in the city
centers, and male Barasts live in the outlying suburban rims. During
this time, each Barast lives and has sex with his or her same-sex man-
mate or woman-mate. As the female Barasts all live in close proximity
in the city centers, their menstrual cycles are uniform and
synchronized. This allows for the calculation of optimal times to
schedule Two-becoming-One to prevent pregnancy. Only once in
each decade is Two-becoming-One scheduled to occur at a fertile
period, thus giving rise to the next generation of Barasts.

As a model for optimism, Sawyer’s Barast world presents a
utopian situation that has no real connection to our own worldview or
lifestyle philosophies. No matter how enlightened we poor Gliksins
become, we cannot achieve the Barast ideal without a radical
reconfiguration of our sexual identities and relationships, a nearly
complete rejection of the current mode of food production and
consumption and a mass extinction of humanity (there are only 185
million Barasts on their entire globe, compared with the 6 billion
humans on earth now). Of these, the first two might be considered par
for the course in utopian thought, but the requirements of the last
point make this solution unworkable and of questionable morality.

Dystopia in Our Own Backyard
In contrast to the idyllic Barast world, Sawyer’s Gliksin Earth is

depicted as being overcrowded, polluted, chaotic, prone to warfare, and
filled with powerful individuals and governments twisted by perverse
dreams of conquest, entitlement, and the accumulation of power and
resources. In other words, it is easily recognizable as a mimetic
representation of the real world. Sawyer’s Gliksin Earth is replete with
dystopian elements. For instance, on Gliksin Earth, unlike on the non-
violent Barast Earth, women are not safe. Book One of the trilogy
quickly introduces this theme through a major plot point: the rape of
Mary Vaughan by an unknown assailant. Vaughan’s reactions to the
violation propel her into the trilogy’s parallel worlds plot and motivate
her willingness to consider an emotional relationship with Boddit. As
the series progresses, we see that Vaughan’s attacker has no plans to stop
and rapes the female chair of Vaughan’s department at York University.
In his exploration of the Gliksin Earth, Ponter Boddit’s prodigious
olfactory sensitivity is a torment to him, assaulted by the ever-present
stench of pollution that we have learned to ignore. Used to the low
Barast population density, Boddit is appalled at the deprivations that
poverty imposes on so many Gliksins. Attempting to foil the first Barast
diplomatic mission to the Gliksin United Nations, a religious
fundamentalist attempts to assassinate the visiting Barasts. And as if
adding insult to injury, the U.S. government plans ways of eradicating
the Barasts so that the U.S. can colonize and control the unspoiled
environment of the Barast Earth. Add to these large-scale issues the
multitude of small observations Sawyer includes on the daily indignities,
wrongs, and prejudices Gliksins must both perpetuate and endure, and
the dystopian portrait of the Gliksin Earth—our Earth—is devastating.

In his book Scraps of the Untainted Sky, Tom Moylan summarizes
the traditional dystopian plot as following the “everyday lives of
everyday people.” He explains that “The story line then develops
around that alienated protagonist as she or he begins to recognize the
situation for what it really is and thus to trace the relationship between
individual experience and the operation of the entire system” (xiii). In
the case of The Neanderthal Parallax, Mary Vaughan’s journey to
dystopian awareness begins with her rape and continues throughout
the trilogy as she discusses, and is often forced to defend, the
unpleasant aspects of her world. Put into sharp contrast by Boddit’s
descriptions of, as well as her own experiences in, the Barast world, the
dystopian nature of the Gliksin world becomes an inescapable
conclusion for Vaughan. Traditional dystopian narratives such as this
one support Mark Rose’s conclusion that “The issue in these
narratives, then, is ultimately one of opposed points of view, and thus
the dystopia . . . readily becomes a drama of consciousness” (167). This
is doubly true in Sawyer’s Neanderthal Parallax, as the plot follows
both Mary Vaughan’s evolving awareness and consciousness of her
position in both worlds, as well as the phenomenon of consciousness
as it developed, evolved, and is still being manipulated on both worlds.

M. Keith Booker points out the connections between utopia and
dystopia, paranoia and consciousness, glibly noting that “one man’s
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utopia [is] another man’s dystopia” (15). The interconnection between
utopia and dystopia entails the interpenetration of utopia and dystopia
at all points, differentiated only by the subjectivity of perception. This
commingling led Gary Westfahl to coin the neologism “pointopia” to
describe more accurately the conflated states of utopia and dystopia in
most sf texts. For Westfahl, a pointopia “presents a clearly imperfect
society; is a story with an ongoing melodramatic conflict between good
and evil; and is a story where scientific progress and inventions provide
moments of joy and incremental improvements but promise no final
perfection” (229). Westfahl’s pointopias lead not to the establishment
of utopia but rather to a heightened awareness of the factors retarding
such an establishment.

Sawyer adds a welcome complication to his utopian and dystopian
worlds—providing enough information about each to recognize the
incompletely perfect or imperfect nature of each world. In other
words, Sawyer’s Barast Earth contains few but severe dystopian
elements, and his Gliksin world similarly contains a few moments of
goodness and beauty. Thus, The Neanderthal Parallax seems a
excellent example of Westfahl’s notion of pointopia. As we have
already seen, Sawyer’s utopia is out of reach unless we countenance
deliberate depopulation and eliminate 97% of currently living humans.
Sawyer’s dystopia, as well, works to preclude the usual sense of
optimism. Instead of presenting his readers with a relatively
comforting “if this goes on” scenario, Sawyer has gone to great lengths
to force the realization that “this is already going on.” Thus, no
amount of societal correction can avert the dawning of Sawyer’s
dystopia and, simultaneously, even achieving his pointopian utopia
would necessarily entail the creation of dystopian elements.

Sawyer shows us that maintaining the static near-perfection of
civic order and peace of the Barast utopia requires that its members
adhere to strict rules and impose harsh penalties for individuals who
break the laws. The tremendous physical strength of the Barasts makes
them lethal, able to kill with a single punch to the skull. Regulating
against this potential destructiveness is a legal prohibition against
violence that mandates that anyone convicted of violence will be
executed and, to eradicate any genetic predisposition toward violent
behavior, all individuals sharing fifty percent of the criminal’s genetic
code (parents, siblings, and children) are immediately sterilized.

Compounding the dystopian impression, Sawyer achieves Ruth
Levitas’s utopian goal of solving the “collective problem,” the
dilemma of how to exist as an independent individual while remaining
an obedient member of a social collective, through the introduction
of mandatory “companions.” During childhood, each Barast receives
an artificially intelligent computer monitoring device implanted in his
or her forearm. These companions connect the Barasts to the global
information networks, but they also record every action undertaken,
the location, and the spoken and written words of each Barast. These
records in the “Alibi Archives” at the central “Hall of Records” are
kept absolutely private except in case of legal investigation. In this way,
the safety of all Barasts is ensured, as false accusations and mistaken
identities are impossible. It also, however, turns the Barast Earth into
a surveillance state reminiscent of Orwell’s “telescreens,” even if the
Barasts welcome the trade.

Furthermore, as might be imagined, Sawyer’s Gliksin
protagonist, Dr. Mary Vaughan experiences a great deal of trouble
adjusting to the segregated lifestyle of the Barasts. She follows Boddit
to his world, intending to spend time with him in his own
environment. Her unhappiness at learning that she will be required to
live with the females for the majority of each month, however, is
eclipsed by her feelings when she realizes that during this time Boddit
will be living and sleeping with his man-mate, Adikor Huld. If
Sawyer’s resolution of Vaughan’s reservations feels a bit facile, it is
necessary, as the progression of the novels reveals that these books are
more concerned with detailing Mary Vaughan’s development than
Ponter Boddit’s. Vaughan must find a way to adapt herself to the
pointopian Barast world, even as her expectations of a perfect world
are, in her view, cruelly betrayed. Vaughan’s emotional ideals, her
sexual orientation, and her notions of privacy are all violated by Barast
society. A major subplot in the third volume of The Neanderthal
Parallax involves Vaughan’s attempts to reconcile herself to living as
a Barast so that she may establish a life for herself with the Barast she

loves. This does not represent a dystopian element in Barast society,
as much as it demonstrates the subjectivity inherent in delineating
dystopian from utopian. And, of course, the subjective perspective
arises here and is strongly influenced by the stereoscopic resonance of
the two worlds. Boddit sees nothing wrong with his society’s sexual
segregation but admits, after experiencing the lack of regulation and
control on the Gliksin Earth, that sexual liberty is an appealing system.
Similarly, Vaughan is initially repulsed by the easy bisexuality of the
Barasts, but she comes to appreciate its utopian possibilities as
compared with the prejudice and violence homophobia causes on the
Gliksin Earth.

Reading Hybrids/Reading Hybrids
So what is the reader to make of Sawyer’s mix of utopian dystopias

and dystopian utopias, dressed up in sf finery? Reading the books as
straight sf—a reasonable strategy for anyone familiar with Sawyer’s
previous work—yields a frustrating and unsatisfying experience. The
books are simply too full of utopian expository dialogue to be exciting.
Long stretches of time—though logically established through
quarantines, long car and airplane rides, and other periods of stasis—
interrupt the flow of Sawyer’s plots. Sawyer seems to have recognized
this and incorporated tension-filled subplots into each book, as if to
help the reader through the slower bits.

Obviously, the utopian tradition requires these sorts of lengthy
descriptive and “historical” passages, a fact that can make reading the
classic utopian novels difficult for readers accustomed to modern
notions of pacing. But even when read on their own terms as utopian
novels, The Neanderthal Parallax remains somewhat off. The
pointopian nature of both Barast and Gliksin Earths seems to contradict
the utopian project in the novels, as the Barast world explicitly
demonstrates that though it’s better than ours, it is still not perfect. In
this sense, then, the Barast world fails to meet the traditional
requirement for utopia—it is neither perfect nor static, but continues to
struggle with its own problems and eagerly anticipates assimilating
Gliksin technologies and culture. The very progressiveness of the Barast
worldview is mutually exclusive with utopianism. Further, Mary
Vaughan’s solution, her own hybridization of Gliksin and Barast worlds
creates, in her own words, “The very best—of both worlds” (394).
Navigating between the pointopias on each parallel earth, Vaughan
becomes a utopian singularity. Sawyer’s solution to the problem of
utopia, then, is to reject social change altogether, instead advancing a
notion of solipsistic individualism.

On its surface, the most satisfying approach to The Neanderthal
Parallax is as dystopian literature. As I mentioned in my review of
book two of the trilogy (NYRSF 177), Sawyer’s cultural criticism is
consistently astute and biting … and provides readers with definite
pleasures. Reading the first book, Hominids, during a tense visit to
Manhattan during the holiday season, I found myself agreeing with
everything Sawyer wrote about Boddit’s views of the Gliksin world,
laughing aloud at times, so relieved was I to read about someone else
suffering from the same miserable, overcrowded, and filthy conditions
I was forced to endure. However, Sawyer’s resolution of many of the
dystopian themes in the trilogy seems open to charges of reduction and
stereotyping.

Sawyer’s depiction of Gliksin men … for instance … is, with only
one exception, uniformly negative. In The Neanderthal Parallax, the
only good man is Ruben Montego, a Jamaican physician who first
treats Ponter Boddit upon his arrival on the parallel Gliksin Earth.
Aside from Montego, the rest of the Gliksin men in the trilogy are
depicted as rapists driven psychotic by political correctness and
affirmative action, cold-blooded murderers, or government-
sanctioned sociopaths. Sawyer ties his narrative perspective to Mary
Vaughan, whose traumatic rape experience makes her distrust Gliksin
males, which helps to explain the consistently unfavorable descriptions
of Gliksin men and their motives. It also, however, enables an old and
patently offensive stereotype about female sexuality.

Sawyer’s depiction of Barasts as being inherently bisexual is an
interesting speculation, and leads to many intriguing consequences and
observations throughout the trilogy. Importantly, though, it also
establishes an immediate conflict with Mary Vaughan’s heterosexuality.
If Vaughan is to form a hybridized life with Boddit, she must adapt
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herself to the Barast sexual dynamic and become bisexual, which she
does, though admittedly only after hundreds of pages of soul-
searching and squeamishness. In a nice glimpse of psychological
depth, Sawyer allows Vaughan to second-guess her attraction to
Boddit, wondering whether her feelings are caused by the fact that he
is a Barast … and therefore not a Gliksin male, like her rapist. But the
fact remains that, after her rape, Vaughan becomes bisexual and lives
most of the time in a lesbian relationship with the Barast who will
eventually become her woman-mate when Two-are-not-One.

Finally, The Neanderthal Parallax is obsessed with the question
of the validity and origin of religious experience, returning to issues
raised in Sawyer’s earlier novel, Calculating God. That book depicted
a lengthy debate between an atheist human paleontologist and an alien
whose race implicitly believes in the existence of God. Throughout
Calculating God, the human and the alien each presents reasons for his
belief or non-belief, and each counters these with scientific or
theological refutations. The debate is only resolved by an Act of God,
the creation of a shield protecting both Earth and the alien home world
from the destructive energy of a new supernova. Both recognize that
only God, or a being indistinguishable from God, could have created
such a shield, and so scientific disbelief is shown to be logically
incompatible with the reality of God’s existence.

In The Neanderthal Parallax, Mary Vaughan and Ponter Boddit
engage in many lengthy discussions of religion, as Vaughan is a
practicing Catholic and Boddit (like all Barasts) is a complete atheist.
In the third novel, Hybrids, Sawyer introduces current scientific
research about a possible neurological basis for religious belief and
experience. The persistence of belief on the Gliksin Earth, and the
complete lack of it on the Barast Earth, Sawyer explains, is caused by
the development of a “god organ” in Gliksin brains during evolution.
Late in Hybrids, fluctuations in the Gliksin Earth’s magnetic field
result in the stimulation of each Gliksin’s god organ, producing a
global outbreak of “religious” visions which are thus revealed to be
merely electromagnetic hallucinations. Like the supernova shield in
Calculating God, the Gliksin “god organ” conclusively settles the
debate over the validity of religious experience and belief, though this
time granting victory to the atheists. The complete reversal of position
from his 2000 novel, Calculating God, to the 2002–2003 time span
of The Neanderthal Parallax, is intriguing, but Sawyer’s reliance on
conclusive proof lacks subtlety. A more nuanced psychological
depiction of Vaughan’s loss of faith, as in Mary Doria Russell’s The
Sparrow, would have been welcome.

Of course, the solution is to read The Neanderthal Parallax as a
hybridized form incorporating utopian traditions, dystopian
traditions, and classic sf in a blend that, though not free from

difficulties, nevertheless manages to remain consistently thought-
provoking and entertaining. In this, Sawyer has succeeded in bringing
the utopian form into the twenty-first century while avoiding the
danger of falling into utopian stagnation and boredom. An excellent
example of this is Kim Stanley Robinson’s Pacific Edge, the utopian
volume of his Three Californias trilogy. Though Pacific Edge is
extremely well-written, the book labors under the burden of the
fundamental problem that utopia—perfection achieved and
maintained through stasis—is boring. Pacific Edge lacks the drama of
the other two books in the series, The Wild Shore and The Gold Coast,
written in the apocalyptic and dystopian modes, respectively. Sawyer,
though, infuses just enough dystopia into The Neanderthal Parallax
to create tension and avoid the sometimes over-sweet tone that afflicts
the utopian tradition. In addition, Sawyer’s addition of traditional sf
elements keeps the books moving along at an enjoyable pace overall.
Sawyer’s Neanderthal Parallax suggests that the utopian mode,
though it lacks the sexiness of dystopian or sf narratives, can bring valid
and valuable insights and perspectives to contemporary literature.
Finally, and perhaps most importantly, the popularity of the series
indicates that current readers are having no trouble navigating the
shifting registers Sawyer employs; They seem to be thoroughly
enjoying his hybrid vision of the modern utopian narrative. *

Richard Parent lives in Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania.
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