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What is Jewish science fiction? O n e 
of these b o o k s proc la ims itself as such , 
c o m i n g on Jewish ly throughout . The 
o ther book gives no indication of 
Jewish concern aside from its title and 
its e p i g r a p h — a quota t ion from the 
final passage of the Book of Jonah. 
Ye t some th ing about M a l z b e r g ' s 
novel strikes me as more quintessen-
tially Jewish than all but a few of the 
stories in the Dann an thology . 

That " s o m e t h i n g , " I think, is the 
sense that history mat te rs , that the 
wor ld c h a n g e s , that there can b e cata
c lysm within the h u m a n soul; that , 
finally, the Temple can be des t royed . 
The wor ld , in other words , has the 
capaci ty for change , m o v i n g both to
ward good and toward evi l , as in the 
legend that the Mess iah is born on 
Tisha B ' A v . The Jewish sense of 
change is not s imply hopeful or fear
ful, but rather dialect ical ; it is also at 
the heart of things; " I Wil l Be What I 
Will B e . " 

M o s t of the " J e w i s h science fic
t i o n " in the Dann an tho logy , to the 
cont rary , m a k e s the s ta tement that the 
more things change , the more J ews 
remain the same; whi le the more J ews 
c h a n g e , the more things remain the 
same . Th i s idea is strongest in the 
stories where you would least expect 
to find i t — t h o s e that reach explici t ly 

into the future. There are tales that 
search the soul beyond all change . 
T w o in part icular , more fantasy than 
science fiction, are already well-
k n o w n : I. B . S inge r ' s " J a c h i d and 
J a c h i d a h " and Bernard M a l a m u d ' s 
" T h e J e w b i r d . " If you can ' t locate 
them some o ther w a y , they are proba
bly worth the price of the book. 

But if we turn to the new stories , 
which a re , p resumably , the reason the 
book was put together (and the reason 
it was called " s c i e n c e f i c t i on" ) , there 
is more to learn from than to be stirred 
by . Wi l l iam Tenn m a k e s the " n e w " 
into the easy old, turning Tevye the 
Mi lch iger into Milchik the Venus 
T V - m a n to tell the story " O n V e n u s , 
Have W e Got a R a b b i . " The story is 
f u n n y , and its e c h o e s of S h o l o m 
Ale ichem are pleasant e n o u g h , but 
there is little e l se . F rom the real Tevye 
you get a sense of the real agony of the 
shtetl as it faces the b reakup of its 
whole env i ronment , and of itself. 
From Mr . Milchik on Venus you get a 
funny Halachic q u e s t i o n a b o u t 
whether crea tures called Bulbas w h o 
look like wa lk ing potatoes can be 
J e w s — a n d , of course , a funny 
Halachic answer . But we are taught 
only that nothing changes ; the ques
t ion " W h o is a J e w ? " which has 
haunted J ews for years will still be the 
central quest ion a thousand years 
hence . 

The quest ion is central to several 
o ther stories in this col lect ion. Carol 
Car r tells h o w a Mart ian w h o looks 
like a caul i f lower and performs 
menopausa l rites in Kopchopee tradi
t ion can also be a rabbi . Robert Silver-
be rg , in " T h e Dybbuk of Maze l T o v 
I V , " shows us a mass convers ion of 
the s i x - l i m b e d , g reen- fu r red Kun i -
varu. And Harlan El l ison struggles 
with the quest ion of whether an intel
l igent butterfly can be counted in the 
minyan. W h a t this shows is that n o w , 
in 5 7 3 5 , this issue of W h o is a J ew is 
uppermos t in the minds of these al
legedly sensit ive social an tennae , the 
science fiction wri ters . Th is m a y be 
useful sociology about 5 7 3 5 , but it 
tells us little about 5 8 3 5 or 6735 or , for 
that mat ter , about the deep recesses of 
the soul . 

But wha t really bothers me is what 
is miss ing . S o m e of the Kabbal is ts 
held that the last possible date to which 
the Holy O n e would wait before send- ' 
ing the M e s s i a h — e v e n if we had done 
nothing to change the world and merit 
his earl ier a r r iva l—is the year 6 0 0 0 of 
the creat ion of the wor ld , the Great 
Shabbas when the Seventh Day be
gins , fulfilling the verse from the 
Psa lms: " t o You a thousand years are 
as a d a y . ' ' But not one of these wri ters 
expec ts the Mess iah in the next 265 
y e a r s — n o r even in a thousand . Not 
one? Wha t kind of col lect ion of twelve 
J ews do we have here a n y w a y ? 

Ano the r note about these an tennae-
of - the-present : all of them imagine 
t h a t J e w i s h n e s s w i l l be d e f i n e d 
a r o u n d its re l ig ious c o m p o n e n t ; in 
all of these " W h o is a J e w " stor ies , 
sheer e thnici ty loses out and the crea
ture in quest ion is accepted because 
he/she/ i t is a rel igiously observant 
J e w . Moreove r , the process of deci
sion is also " r e l i g i o u s " rather than 
ethnic or nat ionalis t , because in most 
of the stories the decis ion is made 
more o r less according to Halachah. 
It is a lso significant that for all these 
wri ters the Diaspora remains more 
permanent than the State of Israel . Not 
a single story takes place in an Israel of 
the future, and in no story is Israel 
even important . In some stories , in 
fact, Israel has been explici t ly de 
stroyed (by Al iens , not by Arabs ) , 
resul t ing in the Third Exi le . It is, these 
wri ters seem to be saying, the myr iad 
forms of religious Juda i sm that carry 
the Jewish people forward. M a y b e , 
and sardonical ly , one might choose to 
see this as a major change from the 
present , for now identification with 
Israel is the only universal mitzvah, 
and no form of rel igious life, nor even 



all the forms put together , c o m m a n d s 
the involvement of most J e w s . 

If this be the message of Jewish 
science f i c t ion—tha t Torah and the 
ga laxy-wide Jewish people will out
live and ou tweigh the part icular form 
that Jewish life has taken in Israel and 
in the suburbs of A m e r i c a — i t would 
be one of the great themes of the 
Jewish imaginat ion . Certa inly great 
J ewish science fiction (even great 
P rophecy , with the L o r d ' s coopera
t ion) could be writ ten about it. But the 
reach of these writers is much lower . 
The i r tone m a k e s clear that they have 
wri t ten about the rel igious tradition 
because it is a r icher source of h u m o r 
than , say, the nat ive Israel is . They 
regard the rel igious tradition as stuck 
at N o w , or even at a century ago . In 
the final analys is , these efforts at 
science fiction are really an exercise in 
nostalgia for the shtetl. Perhaps at 
some unconsc ious level we are be ing 
told that Jewish renewal must c o m e 
from a return to Jewish roots , but that 
ques t ion could be raised (and has 
been) very explici t ly in con tempora ry 
Jewish wri t ing. 

I want to suggest some themes that 
might provide the basis for some au
thentical ly Jewish science fiction: 

Wha t will be the impact of the full 
involvement of w o m e n in Jewish re
l igious life upon theology, prac t ice , 
family, and c o m m u n i t y ? For e x a m p l e , 
wha t would Jewry look like if the Song 
of Songs domina ted Passover the way 
the H a g g a d a h does n o w (or used to)? 

W h a t would be the impact o n 
Juda ism of the ach ievement by secular 
m e a n s of such Mess ian ic p romises as 
s w o r d s - i n t o - p l o w s h a r e s ? W o u l d Ju
da i sm finally d i s in tegra te , or m o v e 
to a new spiritual level? 

If the State of Israel we re des t royed 
but the People of Israel survived, what 
new theologies , ou t looks , holy days , 
forms of c o m m u n a l life, would 
emerge? W o u l d the rabbinate b e c o m e 
vestigial as the pr ies thood d id? 

W h a t wou ld happen to wor ld Jewry 
if it took on the task of r ising against 
the " a r r o g a n t e m p i r e s " as the Zealots 
did against R o m e — a n d succeeded? 
Or fai led? 

In short , what would the dialectic 
be tween Jewish roots and one or 
another really new world crea te? 

O h wel l . I have read only one story 
anywhere that dea ls well with such 
ques t ions and does it wi thin the forms 
of fiction so that it creates live peop le , 
and shivers the soul in the process . 
Tha t is H u g h N i s s e n s o n ' s " F o r c i n g 
the E n d , " one of the tales in his In the 
Reign of Peace. It poses a lat ter-day 
Yochanan ben Zakkai sneaking his 
way out of a Je rusa lem that is equipped 
with nuclear missi les and is sur
rounded by Sovie t t r o o p s — s n e a k i n g 
his way off to Yavneh to start the 
rabbinical academy again. But this 
t ime he is murde red by r ight-wing 
Israel nat ional is ts . Blackout . Shudder . 
The right ques t ion , cer ta inly . A pity it 
is not in Wandering Stars. 

Barry M a l z b e r g ' s novel is a much 
eer ier story than any of those in 
D a n n ' s an tho logy . S o m e b o d y , about 
fifty years from n o w , is t rying to stage 
a mass reenac tment of the Kennedy 
assassinat ion in Dal las . The cast is 
compr i sed of the inhabi tants of great 
Amer ican cit ies which seem to have 
been walled off into huge concent ra
tion c a m p s . The " d i r e c t o r " of the 
play is a P h . D . cand ida te , and his 
project is a fusion of d r ama with 
exper imenta l h i s t o r y — a kind of con
trolled exper iment intended to under
stand the assass ins , the spectator soci
e ty , and , mos t of al l , the v ic t im. 

Interspersed with the d i rec tor ' s ef
forts to m a k e his cast perform the play 
correct ly are f lashbacks into the minds 
of Kennedy , King , Ma lco lm X and 
George Lincoln Rockwel l jus t before 

they are killed: l i terally, j u s t before the 
m o m e n t of dea th . " T h e destruct ion of 
the t e m p l e " turns out to be a pun , as 
each of these murdered men was shot 
through the head. But Malzbe rg has in 
mind more than that; he treats the 
events of the m i d - 1 9 6 0 ' s as though 
they were the destruct ion of our 
T e m p l e , the shat ter ing of A m e r i c a ' s 
wor ld -v iew, to be compuls ive ly re
lived like Tisha B ' A v . He hints that it 
is these murders , or at least the Ken
nedy murde r , that led to the world of 
barbed-wire sur rounding the cast . He 
gives you n ightmares because he en
ters so fully into the consc iousness of 
the dead , mak ing the reader, not jus t 
the charac te rs , exper ience Tisha 
B ' A v . 

M a l z b e r g ' s ep igraph reminds us 
that G o d sent Jonah to p rophesy 
against N ineveh , " t h a t great c i t y , " in 
o rder to save its " s i x - s c o r e thousand 
persons that cannot discern be tween 
their right and left h a n d — a n d also 
m u c h c a t t l e . " Pe rhaps he hopes that 
his story can he lp br ing Amer ica to 
repentance? It is all left unclear . But 
the b o o k ' s ve ry a m b i g u i t y and its 
under ly ing terror and compuls ion to 
rel ive a p rev ious terror to s o m e d e e p 
purpose strike a Jewish chord , even 
though the au thor never e levates that 
Jewishness to a consc ious level . 

O u r o w n t ragedy lies in the split of 
consc iousness that permits a book of 
explici t ly Jewish science fiction to 
bubble up to tr ivial i ty, while keep ing 
M a l z b e r g ' s Jewishness wel l -h idden, 
even as he p lunges deep to the roots of 
h i s — a n d o u r — n ' s h a m a h . * 
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