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davies, william, editor. economic Science fictions. Goldsmiths, 2018. 400 pp.

The collection Economic Science Fictions explores ideas around two concepts, namely the 
role of economics in Science Fiction (SF), and that of SF in economics, from academic and artistic 
perspectives. Through a combination of factual essays, fictions, and several pieces which do not 
really fit in either category, the book does a commendable job of integrating different perspectives 
and critiquing contemporary economics, while leaving room for potential future development.

The book is divided into four themed sections: “The Science and Fictions of The Economy,” 
“Capitalist Dystopias,” “Design for a Different Future,” and “Fumbling for Utopia.” The first section 
is the most conventional, focusing on economics and literary criticism, and consisting entirely of 
mainstream academic papers. The second mixes poetry, fiction, and literary criticism to explore 
capitalism as dystopia, and offer possible ways of challenging or escaping it. The third section 
explores the intersections of economics, futurism, and material culture, looking at architecture, 
computer games, design fiction, and speculative design. The final section tacitly mirrors the second, 
exploring possible utopias, most of which deal with radical reworkings of capitalism or explorations 
of a non-capitalist or anti-capitalist economy. That aside, the themes of utopia/dystopia, community, 
and post-capitalism pervade throughout all the different sections, giving an overall cohesiveness to 
the work.

The academic papers are from different disciplinary perspectives, including economics 
and architecture studies, though literary criticism does, perhaps unsurprisingly, dominate. The 
non-academic pieces run the gamut from poetry (“The New Black” by Nora O Murchú), journalism 
(“Shooting the Bridge: Liminality and the End of Capitalism” by Tim Jackson), to Speculative Fiction 
(“AT-392-Red” by Khairani Barokka). The inclusion of non-academic works is a strength of the volume, 
allowing readers to consider economics from artistic as well as scientific and technical perspectives.

Most of the fictional pieces are in mockumentary or faux academic styles. The standout 
example is “Fatberg and the Sinkholes” by Dan Gavshon Brady and James Pockson, an ambitious 
novella-length piece in the form of a report on a future, post-capitalist UK which incorporates both 
satire on the London-focused economic structure of the present-day country and a more serious 
speculative look at what a genuinely sustainable (in all senses of the word) British economy might 
look like. The piece also, as the title indicates, uses as a running metaphor the “fatberg” found 
clogging the London sewers, and the sinkholes opening up worldwide in public places, to challenge 
the idea that London’s dominance of the British economy is a positive thing, and that post-industrial 
regional towns are a drain on British public resources. “The Future Encyclopedia of Luddism” by 
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Miriam A. Cherry, similarly, is a mock-historical document, outlining an alternative history of a world 
where the Luddite movement of the Industrial Revolution led to new forms of political and economic 
governance. The inclusion of such pieces makes sense in terms of providing a bridge between fact 
and fiction, though they may not be to the taste of every reader. The most overtly fictional pieces are 
“AT-392-Red,” “Pain Camp Economics” by AUDINT, and, arguably, “Public Money and Democracy” 
by Jo Lindsay Walton, which punctuates an exploration of stakeholder theory with a narrative about 
two young people struggling with the impact of economic policy a near-future UK, as an experiment 
in metafiction.

The book’s main strengths lie in the way it explores the often undiscussed role of economics 
in SF, and in some cases vice-versa. Some pieces (“Economics, Science Fiction, History and 
Comparative Studies” by Ha-Joon Chang) focus on the various ways in which the economy is, at heart, 
a socially created concept that continues to exist in the form it does simply because we all agree on 
it. Others (“Prefabricating Communism: Mass Production and the Soviet City” by Owen Hatherley) 
deal with the ways in which SF affects more ostensibly practical disciplines, such as architecture, and 
thoughtfully exploring the utopian underpinnings of twentieth-century Communism. I particularly 
appreciated Chang’s critique on the perception of economics as a ‘scientific’ discipline, questioning 
the extent to which human economic behaviour can be understood through quantitative measures. 
The article engages, playfully, with the fictitiousness of what is an inherently speculative discipline, 
contributing to the debate by expanding the definition of ‘Science Fiction’ to include economic 
analyses.

There are many thought-provoking attempts to use SF tropes to address the big problems 
of economics. For instance, “The Future Encyclopedia of Luddism” considers whether it is possible 
to develop a global capitalism which is not hostile to workers, concluding that worker participation 
might be the solution. Several pieces, picking up on recent academic speculation on the end of 
globalisation and the rise of localising political and social movements, explore the potential form a 
localised economy might take, resisting the temptation to cast it as a nationalist dystopia but instead 
exploring the sorts of social and economic relations such localisation might generate between small, 
more dispersed economic communities. It is also good to see space devoted to design fiction (chiefly 
“Economic Design Fictions: Finding the Human Scale” by Bastein Kerspern), which could certainly 
benefit from wider recognition as a form of speculation. I very much appreciated the commitment to 
interdisciplinarity; the range of genres and disciplines is something which academic volumes should 
do more to incorporate, and it is likely to expose even well-read readers to new ideas.

The interdisciplinarity does, however, cause some problems with focus. It is not entirely clear 
which audience the book is aimed at: literary studies, economics, or other social sciences. Given the 
academic language of most of the pieces (even the fictional ones), the general reader would probably 
not be drawn to it. Despite the clear diversity of the writers (to judge by their names), furthermore, 
the volume is also not only largely Eurocentric, but UK-centric, to the point where readers elsewhere 
in the English-speaking world might find some of the socio-geographic assumptions difficult to 
understand (“Shooting the Bridge,” and “Speculative Hyperstition at a Northern Further Education 
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College,” by Judy Thorne). Some of the utopian pieces (“Shooting the Bridge,” “Fatberg and the 
Sinkholes”) have an arguable tendency to over-romanticise small communities (in a similar way 
to “The Future Encyclopedia of Luddism” and the working class). Some of the contradictions of 
the proposed utopias could have done with some more exploration: “Speculative Hyperstition,” 
for instance, posited a world which was somehow economically localised yet socially globalised, 
without considering the paradox that tolerant cosmopolitanism often goes hand-in-hand with global 
capitalist exploitation, and localising movements can also be highly xenophobic. Nonetheless, there 
might well be scope to explore these paradoxes in longer-form fictional or meta-fictional pieces 
based on this volume’s contributions.

Given the scope of the subject, the volume also throws up directions for future research 
in this area. The limitations of space mean that some social science perspectives which might have 
been worth including, like anthropology, psychology, and history, are less evident than they might 
be. “Future Incorporated?” by Laura Horn, for instance, is an excellent examination of the changing 
portrayal of the corporation in Speculative Fiction, and might have benefitted from a more historical 
perspective, considering the artistic works in the light of developments prior and contemporary to 
their writing which influenced the authors. Similarly, the issue of the volume’s focus on Europe might 
be balanced by other volumes focusing on, for instance, North American or Chinese economic 
science fictions.

Another direction for future development which would be worth considering might be to 
take a different SF angle and consider economics and Fantasy. This might include the treatment of 
feudalism and/or magic in different works of High or Epic Fantasy, Urban Fantasy as socioeconomic 
critique (the secret underground Fantasy worlds in the likes of Neverwhere (1996) possibly acting 
as a metaphor for underground or grey economies), and the use of surreal or fantastic fiction, such 
as High-Rise (1975), as a form of anti-capitalist satire. Various Terry Pratchett works often address 
questions of socio-economics in Fantasy worlds, as well as satirise the tendency to ignore economic 
questions or romanticise peasant societies, in the High Fantasy genre as a whole; some of his works, 
such as Feet of Clay (1996), also include more serious critiques of capitalist societies. Given the 
scope of the subject, there is room for much more explanation, possibly even for a series of volumes 
or conferences, considering economics in different speculative genres.

Economic Science Fictions is therefore a pioneering volume in considering the role 
of economics in SF, and in turn using SF concepts and tropes to explore and critique issues in 
economics, while also challenging and questioning the structure of the conventional academic 
paper. Its publication should encourage the development of similar works: interdisciplinary and 
inter-genre explorations of specific concepts, examining their premises, and considering what genre 
work can contribute to broader questions in the social sciences.
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