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Анотація:  

Мета дослідження – вийти за межі кордонів жанру антиутопії та 

дослідити зображення дистопічної соціальної системи в творі наукової 

фантастики. Основними методами є герменевтика та компаративний 

аналіз. Наукова новизна. Вперше твір Лі Брекет досліджується в якості 

зразка соціологічного та культурологічного моделювання зі значним 

прогностичним потенціалом. Висновки. В «Сазі про Скейт» Л. Брекет 

зображено не звичайний для антиутопії «острівний» соціум, а цілу планету, 

що передбачає принципово новий рівень складності. Авторка демонструє, 

як зміни в навколишньому середовищі впливають на різні взаємопов’язані 

суспільства. Таке моделювання цивілізації, яка знаходиться «під тиском» 

може розглядатися як імпліцитно-культурологічне дослідження політичної, 

соціальної та культурної динаміки. Важлива етична тема стосується 

деградації найкращих ідеологічних принципів, якщо вони більше не 

відповідають  реальності, яка змінилася. Образ суспільства, в якому 

соціальні програми формують значний прошарок людей, які ніколи не 

працювали, передбачає одну з проблем сучасної цивілізації. Практично в 

усіх зображених в творі соціальних групах розвивається така захисна 

реакція на кризу як пошуки забуття. Брекет показує різні варіанти втечі від 

нестерпного знання про неминучу катастрофу: гедоністичні спроби «жити 

однією хвилиною», тоталітарні релігії тощо. Навіть така інтелектуальна 

діяльність як вивчення історії може перетворитися в нав’язливе занурення у 

минуле як засіб втечі від теперішнього та майбутнього. Таким чином «Книга 

Скейту» може розглядатися як попередження про те, до чого можуть 

привести деякі тенденції, властиві сучасній (кінець ХХ – початок ХХІ ст.) 

цивілізації, що відрізняє її від багатьох антиутопій, чий футуристичний 

антураж маскує схильність описувати вже добре відомі соціальні вади, 

причому у формах, властивих скоріше першій половині ХХ ст., ніж нашим 

дням.  



Ключові слова: антиутопія, наукова фантастика, тоталітаризм, Лі 

Брекет.  

 

Аннотация:  

Цель исследования – выйти за пределы жанровых границ 

антиутопии и исследовать изображение дистопической социальной системы 

в произведении научной фантастики. Основными методами являются 

герменевтика и компаративный анализ. Научная новизна. Впервые 

произведение Ли Брекетт исследуется в качестве образца социологического 

и культурологического моделирования с значительным прогностическим 

потенциалом. Выводы. В «Саге о Скейте» Л. Брекетт изображается не 

обычный для антиутопии «островной» социум, а целая планета, что 

предполагает принципиально иной уровень сложности. Автор 

демонстрирует, как изменения в окружающей среде влияют на различные 

взаимосвязанные сообщества. Такое моделирование цивилизации, 

находящейся «под давлением», может рассматриваться как имплицитно-

культурологическое исследование политической, социальной и культурной 

динамики. Важная этическая тема касается деградации наилучших 

идеологических принципов, если они перестают соответствовать 

изменившейся реальности. Образ общества, в котором социальные 

программы формируют значительный слой людей, которые никогда не 

работали, предугадывает одну из проблем современной цивилизации. 

Практически во всех изображенных в произведении социальных группах 

развивается такая защитная реакция на кризис как поиск забытья. Брекетт 

показывает разные варианты ухода от нестерпимого знания о неизбежной 

катастрофе: гедонистические попытки «жить одной минутой», 

тоталитарные религии и пр. Даже такая интеллектуальная деятельность как 

изучение истории может превратиться в навязчивое погружение в прошлое 

как способ бегства от настоящего и будущего. Таким образом «Сага о 

Скейте» может рассматриваться как предупреждение о том, к чему могут 



привести некоторые тенденции современной (конец ХХ – начало ХХI века) 

цивилизации, что отливает ее от многих антиутопий, чей футуристический 

антураж маскирует склонность описывать уже хорошо изученные 

социальные пороки, причем в формах, свойственным скорее первой 

половине ХХ века, чем нашим дням.    

Ключевые слова: анти-утопия, научная фантастика, тоталитаризм, 

Ли Брекетт 

 

Summary:  

The aim of the research is to go beyond the strict borders of the genre of 

anti-utopia and to study the depiction of dystopic social system in a work of 

science fiction. The main methods are hermeneutics and the comparative 

analysis. The scientific novelty. For the first time Leigh Brackett’s work is 

researched as an example of sociological and culturological modelling with 

considerable prognostic potential. Conclusion. In Brackett’s “The Book of 

Skaith” we see not a typical for anti-utopia “island” society, but a whole planet. 

This implies a whole new level of complexity. The author shows how the changes 

in environment influence different interconnected societies. This modelling of 

civilization under pressure can be seen as an implicitly-culturological study of 

political, social and cultural dynamics. An important ethical topic concerns the 

degradation of the best ideological principles if they are not adapted to the 

changing reality. The image of society where social programs breed a 

considerable strata of people who never worked is disturbingly relevant. In almost 

all depicted social groups develops such a protective reaction on the crisis, as the 

search for oblivion. Brackett shows different variants of escaping from the 

unbearable knowledge of the impending catastrophe: hedonistic attempts of 

“living in a moment”, totalitarian religions etc. Even such intellectual activity as 

studying history can become an obsessive immersion in the past as a way of 

escaping the present. That is why “The Book of Skaith” can be viewed as a 

warning about the consequences of some tendencies of the contemporary (late ХХ 



– early ХХI ct.) civilization. In this it differs from many anti-utopias, whose 

futuristic entourage masks the habit of depiction the already well-known social 

ills, and in the forms more typical for the first half of the XX ct., than for our own 

days.    

Key words: anti-utopia, science fiction, totalitarianism, Leigh Brackett 

 

The relevance of the theme. One of the functions of literature is modelling 

possible scenarios of social behavior. Sometimes they can become early-warning 

systems, singling out the negative tendencies that can cause problems in real life. 

The genre of anti-utopia is often seen in this context. However, many examples 

of this genre just describe variants of a totalitarian society of the first half of XX 

ct. and fail to define principally new problems. This considerably reduces the 

prognostic potential. Moreover, the dystopic society is usually shown as a 

relatively small one, often lacking history. “The Book of Skaith” by Leigh 

Brackett is an example of a more complex approach to the theme.  

The analysis of the literature. The modelling of social and political 

situation – both in fiction and in theoretical works – was in the focus of attention 

of many thinkers. We can find thoughts about utopia and anti-utopia in correlation 

with the ideology and social practice in works of K. Mannheim, H. Marcuse, and 

P. Ricoeur. Ukrainian thinkers, such as Lesya Ukrainka, also payed attention to the 

theme in wide political and cultural context. O. Zabuzhko notices that works of I. 

Franko “…already include in the compact form all the complex of critical ideas 

that would be later developed in the fiction in the genre of anti-utopia… : the total 

state control over a person, including the “statification” of the private life… the 

emergence of a new ruling caste… and as a result the complete social stagnation, 

accompanied by the ruthless oppression of the least attempts to change the status-

quo (hence the permanent “inner war”) [2, 128]. The study of depiction of 

totalitarian practices in the genre of anti-utopia continues in the works of 

D. Martynov [3], A. Prykhodko [4], M. Shadurskiy [5], N. Voityna [1] and others.  



The aim of the research is to go beyond the strict borders of the genre of 

anti-utopia and to study the depiction of dystopic social system in a work of 

science fiction.  The methodology. The main methods are hermeneutics and the 

comparative analysis. The scientific novelty. For the first time Leigh Brackett’s 

work is researched as a sociological and culturological study with considerable 

prognostic potential. 

The main material. The genre of literary utopia has such a long history, 

that it is difficult to find its beginning. Myths represent three main location of a 

blessed land: one spatial and two temporal. If the ideal is placed in time, it could 

be: 1) the first times of creation, when everything was still unsullied; 2) the final 

state of grace. In advanced religions, such as Christianity, we find both Eden at 

the beginning and New Jerusalem at the end. If the ideal is placed in space, we 

usually find some kind of Islands of the Blessed, that are difficult – but still 

possible – to reach.  

The literary utopia often looks like a kind of reversion, reaching for more 

ancient – partly historical, partly mythical – way of life. Namely, Plato’s “ideal 

state” is modeled not on the Egyptian social system (as it is often misinterpreted), 

but on the archaic Indo-European three-level stratification, still used in India in 

much more complicated variant. At the same time, Plato introduces the innovative 

conception that the ideal state can be made. Its social order is not dictated by gods 

or even by custom – on the contrary, the mythology should be consciously 

invented to bless the rationally invented new order. In this first theoretically 

grounded utopia, we already find contradictions. The first of them concerns 

opinions: what is ideal for one person is not ideal for another. The second concerns 

aims and means: is it possible to force person (or society) to be happy? Both 

contradictions are present in the majority of later utopias.  

Re-thinking and re-evaluation can lead to the statement that Plato’s “ideal 

state” is one of the first theoretical foundation of totalitarianism. The same applies 

to T. More and T. Campanella: it is now difficult even to evaluate their works 

dispassionately, as we live on the ruins of their dreams.  



XX century saw mass disenchantment in the wisdom of leaders and in the 

goodness of science and technology. The genre of utopia was almost completely 

displaced by anti-utopia. While the logics of this change is understandable, the 

absence of belief in the future and of positive aim, is not an achievement to be 

proud of. Perhaps, a new utopia is bound to emerge.   

It is often said that anti-utopias warn about the possible dangers and thus 

help to prevent them. It is not always the case. Mostly, they just exaggerate, and 

thus make more clearly seen, the already existing ills of a society. Nowadays anti-

utopia is notably turning from philosophical essay into young adult fiction. The 

best examples combine entertainment with food for thought.  

The descriptions of dystopic state differ, as every author strives for 

originality (for example, P. Reeve describes moving cities). Still, there are typical 

features: 1) the state is closed, without going in or out; 2) the ruling elite is a 

hermetic caste; 3) the society is rigidly stratified. A person is made to fit a certain 

place, without considering his or her desires or inclinations; 4) the state controls 

all the particularities, including private life and, sometimes, even thoughts (by 

means of information manipulation or direct intrusion); 5) there is no notion of 

human rights, the use of repressions is often arbitrary. To this basic “just injustice” 

any author can add some more specific unpleasantness – for example, shocking 

double standards, or even an outright atrocities, such as the Hunger games. 

Such scheme is – unfortunally – quite life-like. Still, sometimes it seems 

that contemporary anti-utopias reflect not so much the problems of our own world, 

as the canons of the genre. Some tropes seem more or less mechanically copied 

from the classics  – works of Orwell, Zamyatin etc. – and from the political reality 

of totalitarian states of the early to mid XX ct. The life changes quicker than the 

staples of the genre. Even when authors describe futuristic technologies, their 

image of social relations is rooted in the past. That is why it is difficult to see them 

as warnings, able to prevent future problems.  

Leigh Brackett is of the same generation as many great American science 

fiction writers. She was the wife of Edmond Hamilton, and a some-time co-



worker of Ray Bradbury. Brackett was a co-writer of “Empire Strikes Back” 

script, which became her last work. Shortly before, she published “The Book of 

Skaith” trilogy (1976). It is a pity that excitant Russian translation does not justice 

to her exceptionally fine language, and Ukrainian translation is still nonexistent.  

The book can be classed as the planetary romance. It is pure science fiction, 

although the type of the protagonist and the plot structure strongly tend to fantasy. 

Stark, the main hero, has single aim to find his foster-father, a representative of 

the Galactic Union, who was either killed or kidnapped on a hostile planet. He has 

no interest in changing the alien world. But the rebels of this planet choose him 

as his champion and he reluctantly joins forces with them.  

As the Galactic Union itself is not described, we have no articulated 

example of utopia. It is enough to know that this organization is able to help 

residents of the dying planet to find a new world. Some of the residents had made 

this plea. But the local ruling elite has banned even the thought of a possible 

emigration. Hence the vanishing of an inconvenient alien. 

The situation on the planet Skaith is defined by the fact that its sun is dying. 

For millennia the climate is getting colder, the resources are dwindling. Once on 

Skaith was a developed civilization, but it collapsed during the previous 

deterioration of climate. The following centuries saw the great Wandering – 

aimless and destructive roaming of peoples in search of habitable land. Human 

society has survived this terrible time because of the emergence of the Wandsmen, 

sworn to help the week and succor the hungry. Since that time their heirs use 

principles akin to J. Bentham’s utilitarianism: “Succor the weak, feed the hungry, 

shelter the homeless – striving always toward the greatest good of the greatest 

number” [6, 157]. However, the best principles, honestly practiced by noble men, 

can become more destructive than any corrupt power.  

 As the climate constantly deteriorates, the Wandsmen do everything to 

prevent the second Wandering and its atrocities. They can’t help the final 

catastrophe, they just want to ensure that the people of Skaith would die with 

minimal suffering. So long so good. But when a chance of survival appears, they 



won’t allow anybody to take it. For them, leaving the homeland is a blasphemy, 

and abandoning the socially dependent is a treachery that should be repressed.  

So, as in most anti-utopias, we see a classical closed society. But it is not a 

homogeneous society of a typical anti-utopia. It is complex, multicultural and 

multiform. The ruling elite is a superstructure that oversees and controls the whole 

with minimal intervention. There are no such typical traits of anti-utopia as rigid 

stratification and total control of public and private life. Every person and every 

social organism is free to do anything – as long as it does not change the status-

quo. After all, who would be able – and who would want – to test abilities or 

oversee opinions of every person on the globe? Compared to Brackett’s scale, 

most anti-utopias look like laboratory experiments.     

It is easy for any writer to depict the ruling elite as self-serving, corrupt and 

lying. But Skaith is governed by ascetic, hard-working men, honestly devoted to 

their principles. Perhaps, the mode of government has not been bad in itself, but 

it was not able to cope with the changes. As the climate becomes colder, the 

harvests become ever poorer. Besides, waiting for Apocalypse changes the 

culture. People with no hope loose motivation to work and to care for the future. 

It such a situation there are several possible strategies: 1) to continue stoically 

toiling even without hope; 2) to believe in a miraculous salvation, 3) to lose 

awareness of the impending catastrophe by any means (drugs, totalitarian cults, 

complete loss of human reason).  

The societies, controlled by the Wandsmen, can be roughly classified into 

some main groups.  

The workers. These highly economically and politically developed nations 

live in the fertile zone. In spite of dwindling resources, they continue to provide 

food and other commodities for themselves and for all the population of the 

planet, as a considerable part of their production is taken away to be redistributed. 

Having no hope, they obey the system. But with the appearance of a chance of 

emigration, the people start rebellions.    



The peripheral societies. Various barbaric nations and tribes, living in less 

favorable conditions beyond the fertile belt. They partially provide for themselves 

(productive work, trade, mercenary services), partially demand tribute from 

others, and partially receive dotation from the Wandsmen. Most of these groups 

are interconnected and interdependent, while some others are purely parasitic. As 

they cannot imagine any other way of life, they mostly stay apolitical, but can be 

swayed to help one of the main forces.  

The Doom worshippers. There are three main types of the religion-centered 

societies: 1) those trying to ward off the end, prolonging the life of the Sun with 

blood sacrifices (a clear parallel with the Mesoamerican cults); 2) those praying 

for the miraculous salvation; 3) those who accept the end as inevitable and even 

desirable. All these cults and customs vary from unpleasant to shocking. Still, the 

author is far from condemning even most barbaric traditions. The only 

demarcation line is the ability of a group to choose life. “Anti-systems” 

(L. Gumilyov’s term for the death-oriented societies) are condemned.  

The Farers. When the social system of Skaith has crystalized, the 

Wandsmen provided for the weak and dispossessed. However, in the course of 

centuries, appeared a number of people who were able to provide for themselves, 

but chose not to work. Their natural increase created generations who never 

worked in their life. In addition, there was constant influx, as many more people 

were seduced to leave their job, land and family, and live on a subsidy. The 

imminent end of the world brought to life many cults and customs, some of them 

ascetic, others – hedonistic, but all of them seeking oblivion.  

In many aspects, the Farers are Hippie-like. They are “natural” in the sense 

of “just doing what you want”. Here one can find free love, free drugs, exotic 

religions and unlimited self-expression (dance, music, body art etc.). As they 

never do anything productive, they are fed at the workers’ expense. As they are 

completely dependent on the state charity, they are ready to do anything the 

Wandsmen want. The Farers are always ready to vandalize and spoil, and 

sometimes to kill. They are cheap and expendable, and in most cases can be used 



for repressive actions as well as any army. The depiction of Farers can be seen as 

a warning, very relevant in our days, when the idea of the consumer society is 

coming to a dead end.  

The mutants. When Skaith had advanced technologies, the scientists 

experimented with controlled mutations, trying to make creatures better suited to 

the changing environment, and thus able to survive longer. This resulted in 

creation of half-beasts, well adapted to survival but with no trace of intellect or 

moral. Some of these races became man-eaters, and one of the greatest “natural” 

dangers of the planet. It is remarkable, that Brackett wrote this in 1974-1976, 

before the age of genetic engineering, M. Crichton’ techno-thrillers and the 

development of the concept of transhumanism. Clearly, this is one more warning. 

Among the mutant races there are two notable exceptions, who retained 

human mind and culture. The first of them is the people of the caves, well 

protected from the dangers of the world in “the womb of Skaith mother”. They 

are historians, lovers of the past, unable to accept the actual reality. When they 

feel that changes in their world are inevitable, they decide to seal themselves in 

their dwelling, preferring slow death – but on their own terms. The second race is 

the winged people, unable to fly freely because of the faulty genetic engineering. 

They decide to welcome new possibilities and fight for their right to choose.  

Just one hole in the iron curtain is enough to break this seemingly stable 

social super-system. The workers decide to emigrate. Trying to retain control, the 

Wandsmen ruthlessly repress all such attempts. Their reaction is irrational, as 

everybody knows that the planet is doomed. Unfortunately, this is quite realistic, 

as in human history there were plenty of irrational decisions made “for the good 

of the people”. But the rebellion spreads and the whole system starts to collapse. 

The feared new Wandering begins, and there is no turning back for anybody.  

In the Soviet science fiction there was a trope of the “export of revolution”. 

The exploited masses on some faraway planet suffer in silence, and only 

ideologically competent Earthman can raise a social revolution. In Brackett’s 

world, the locals are active, and they almost force the offworlder to become their 



leader. And – as opposite to contemporary anti-utopias four young adults – the 

revolutionaries are not a handful of young passionaries. The whole societies are 

ripe for rebellion.  

Conclusion. In Leigh Brackett’s “The Book of Skaith” we see not a typical 

for anti-utopia “island” society, but a whole planet. This implies a whole new 

level of complexity. The author shows how the changes in environment influence 

different interconnected societies. This modelling of civilization under pressure 

can be seen as an implicitly-culturological study of political, social and cultural 

dynamics. An important ethical topic concerns the degradation of the best 

ideological principles if they are not adapted to the changing reality. The image 

of society where social programs breed a considerable strata of people who never 

worked is disturbingly relevant. In almost all depicted social groups develops such 

a protective reaction on the crisis, as the search for oblivion. Brackett shows 

different variants of escaping from the unbearable knowledge of the impending 

catastrophe: hedonistic attempts of “living in a moment”, totalitarian religions etc. 

Even such an intellectual activity as studying history can become an obsessive 

immersion in the past turns into a way of escaping the present. That is why “The 

Book of Skaith” can be viewed as a warning about the consequences of some 

tendencies of the contemporary (late ХХ – early ХХI ct.) civilization. In this, it 

differs from many anti-utopias, whose futuristic entourage masks the habit of 

depiction the already well-known social ills, and in the forms more typical for the 

first half of the XX ct., than for our own days.    

The final of “the Book of Skaith” is hopeful. However, the hope is in the 

possibility to emigrate from the doomed planet. We do not have a new world in 

reserve. Therefore, humankind must come to some consensus and save our own 

planet. For this, it is necessary to notice real dangers, not just entertain ourselves 

with fictional problems and fictional salvations. 

The legacy of Brackett – and the whole problematics of philosophy in the 

popular culture – is open to further study.  
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