Past, Present and Future Worlds
Felicity Castagna

Recently | was in conversation with the social researcher, Hilary Cottam whose work involves
running large scale experiments with communities in order to work out how we can live in better,
more cohesive and caring communities. She wanted to know where the utopian fiction was that
envisioned what a better quality of life might look like in the future world. She was trying to look to
fiction for some advice, for a little creative inspiration, she said. | couldn’t think of any novels set in
utopian futures other than a book | had read at school, Edward Bellamy’s Looking Backward, and all
| remember about that was that everyone in that novel liked the same things, had the same things,
seemed to speak in a really similar way. Conversely, | could think of dozens of novels about
dystopian futures I'd read: All works whose primary function is really to look at contemporary
anxieties about how our past and present lives might affect our futures.

Sometimes utopias and dystopias aren’t really that far apart. A dystopian novel like Aldous Huxley’s
Brave New World is actually really similar to a utopian novel like Bellamy’s Looking Backward. In
both stories everything is perfect and complete and everything is taken care of but there is little
creativity, imagination or personal liberty: The stuff of life really. It’s probably why there are so
many more dystopian novels than utopian ones, who wants to read a book about people standing
around being nice and polite, when you can read something where the world collapses in on itself
and there are always some kind of badies to be overcome. Think of Mad Max. It's just so much fun.

When | did my PhD | read a lot of books that explored dystopian Australian future worlds. | read
novels like White or Yellow, arguably the first Australian book ever published, it’s an alarmist
didactic work of fiction in which White Australians are enslaved by Asians after contemporary
governments were not cautious enough about the number of migrant workers they were allowing
into the country. | read other much more contemporary texts like John Marsden’s Tomorrow series,
a collection of novels aimed at young adults in which, an unidentified nation to our north has
invaded, banned local cultural practices and languages and decimated the population.

But I've never really been that interested in those science fiction or fantasy genres that gave birth to
the dystopian novel. I'm actually much more interested in the social realist novel but I’'m also very
interested in researching and writing about nationalism, anxiety, place and its roots in our fears of
immigration and if you are interested in those topics, particularly in Australia, you can’t really get
away from novels about dystopian future worlds in which, depending on the time period, Australia
is invaded by an Asian, a middle eastern country or, in more contemporary work, by displaced
people from all around the globe. There are more than 200 works of Australian fiction that fall into
this category of ‘Invasion Fiction’ according to the researcher Catriona Ross — a sizeable amount for
a country with a relatively short and small publishing history.

Australia is a large underpopulated island ripe for the taking according to the popular imagery of
yesterday, tomorrow, today, probably that of many decades into the future. As the social theorist
Anthony Burke points out in his book, In Fear of Security, our anxiety about our ownership and
sovereignty over our space, since colonial times, is not merely an economic or political problem but
the anchor and contested site of Australian identity. He argues that to worry about security is to be



Australian. ‘Imagined in such terms, security is a practice of exclusion: a practice of identity and
being through exclusion. It’s a way of claiming an indigenous status for the non-indigenous
Australian, as people whose country is being invaded, rather than as people who were the original
invaders.

Here’s the thing though, even though most of the texts | read fall into the sci-fi/fantasy genre they
are also presented as believable and realistic. They feel like social realist texts. One of the things |
realised in reading these books is how close those genres could be, particularly when we are talking
about fears that are deeply rooted in our national psyche. I'd always considered my own work to be
part of the social realist genre but a lot of it probably never really was. All of my books have had
ghosts from the past, present and future walk into the contemporary world, all of my work has
involved characters slipping off, even if only momentarily into fantasy worlds.

The thing is that future worlds, really only ever begin in the past. At the very least the future begins
now in our present imagination. Our current emphasis on border control may not stem from a
literal fear that Australia will be invaded and captured by one specific country (like the Japanese
threat in World War 1l) but it does show that many Australians feel that migration is a threat to their
ownership over their space and their Anglo-Australian core identity. Migration indicates to us the
necessity and the challenge of rethinking the language of home, self and nation; it opens up spaces
at the margins in which ‘being Australian’ can be imagined differently. The positioning of Australia
as a country under threat of invasion simplifies a lot of these complex issues.

I’'ve been thinking a lot lately of literature’s capacity to point to and demand a more complex
analysis of issues like this. Part of literature’s capacity to speak to the world of the future is by
taking us back to the past. | think, for a writer like me, it would be very difficult to talk about our
anxieties for the world of the future without talking about the world of the past that has shaped the
one we live in now. The past is a complex layered thing that sits always beside our present
imagining of ourselves, always shifting and changing according to the desires and conflicts of our
present culture. Like William Faulkner famously said, ‘The past is never dead. It's not even past.’

Here’s a way of putting all those ideas in real and concreate form: A few streets from where | live is
the mouth of the Parramatta River. It’s the place where early colonial settlers could take their boats
no further as they attempted to find an inland into the interior of NSW. It’s also the place where the
Indigenous Warrior Pemulwuy lead a legendary battle against all those early white invaders, it’s not
so far from Villawood Detention Centre a place where so many refugees and displaced persons
have been held indefinitely after arriving by boat. Generations of new arrivals from the British to
the Italians, to the Lebanese to the Indians have made this place their home. Now it’s ‘Australia’s
Next Great City’ according to the local council’s promotional material. Here in this one place that
forms the backdrop for my last novel, No More Boats, we have the past, present and the future
always in dialogue about what exactly migration means to this country, how we can and can’t live
with each other and how we want to imagine our future selves.

No More Boats is often spoken about in terms of what it says about the present: Some reviewers
say its about the refugee crisis, our anxieties about mass migration, globalization. It is and it isn’t.
My favourite quote from one of the reviews of that novel is: ‘If we need new ways of speaking



novels like this can only help.’ | like that idea that fiction can help us find new ways of speaking, and
inevitably that makes me also wonder if the form of the novel can help us find new ways of
listening. As the writer of many dystopia’s, Ursula Le Guin argues, ‘listening is not a reaction, it is a
connection. Listening to a conversation or a story, we don’t so much respond as join in — become
part of the action. | think, ultimately, this is why fiction is a much better space for exploring the
major political and social issues of our time, not just because, as is often argued, that fiction
humanises debates but because it forces the reader into a conversation. Ideally, in my mind, fiction
that attempts to deal with the defining issues of our time should be fiction that, rather than
screaming its politics at the reader, allows the reader to sit with many different ideas and images
they have to sift through themselves. As Rebecca Solnit and Teju Cole have argued it is the writers
job to ply the darkness, to sit with ambiguity and the vital discomfort of uncertainty: To admit they
have no real answers only many questions. It’s from this place that the writer, they argue can
involve the reader in a kind of endless conversation.

We live in a culture of sound bites, of speaking and screaming rather than listening. We get so used
to hearing things that they have no meaning because we have seen it all before, heard it all before.
So that when the TV tells us again that we are being flooded, inundated, drowned in tsunamis of
human beings just waiting off our shorelines for the moment when we let our guard down and they
can invade, we can’t really recognise it as a future dystopia we have imagined out of our present
anxieties.

Perhaps then the job of the writer is to show the reader how to listen to the world by asking them
to sit in small moments of time in the present and to consider what is there. The kind of writing | do
is often labelled ‘quiet writing’ and certainly there is a restrained quality to it but that doesn’t also
make it deeply political: | write about the streets nearby where there are McMansions and old fibro
shacks and multimillion dollar apartments and housing commission sitting side by side. | write
characters from migrant backgrounds who are frightened of migrants themselves. | write about kids
breakdancing in the parking lots of McDonald’s at night. That’s where a really complex conversation
about who we are and who we will become has to stand: In those ‘ordinary and everyday spaces.’
That’s as utopian as we can ever aim for in our future worlds: a space of listening and speaking, of

conversations that are too complex to every end.
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