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On April 6, 2020, amid a rising death toll from the Covid-19 pandemic and even as state governors in 
the United States (US) were belatedly issuing or extending stay-at-home orders, news reports began 
circulating about churches defying these orders and meeting to worship. Chrissy Stroop in The 
Conversationalist wrote of this phenomenon that “Anti-intellectualism and pseudo-intellectualism 
are hallmarks of authoritarianism, and in the United States in particular, opposition to much modern 
science has come to define the mostly white, mostly Christian Republican Party” (n.p.). Yet local 
news in Georgia suggested this impulse was not limited to Southern Baptist evangelical churches 
associated with far-right evangelism. Several news agencies reported that the Church of God, the 
Bibleway organisation, a largely African American organisation, was also very openly defying stay-
at-home orders. The reason for this defiance, as Clayton Cowart, president of the organisation, 
declared was because, “The Bible tells us we’re to lay hands on the sick, to touch the aggrieved” 
(Canady n.p.). At a time when health experts were warning everyone to shelter in place and to 
maintain social distancing, these churches were following what they saw as a higher mandate to 
physical closeness. Though this defiance was far from universal among Christian organisations this 
essay will suggest that an inherently Christian anti-intellectualism, particularly in the context of 
apocalypticism, is actually more widespread than scholarship often allows, even within the study of 
Science Fiction (SF) and Fantasy.

 The presence demanded by the mandate to closeness, to “lay hands,” may also be found 
in the work of one of the most cited philosophers of science of the last few decades. In On the 
Modern Cult of the Factish Gods (2014), Bruno Latour traces the “opposition between the long and 
mediated referential chains of science – that lead to the distant and the absent – and the search for 
the representation of the close and present in religion” (113). This statement both offers apology to 
religious leaders defying stay-at-home orders and epitomises an apocalyptic mode of thinking that 
pervades Latour’s writings. The first half of this essay will outline this apocalyptic mode of Latour’s 
criticism through a comparison to the first season of National Geographic’s series, Doomsday 
Preppers (2012). Each episode of this series relays the stories of two or three people preparing for 
various catastrophes that could lead to the end of civilisation as we know it. The audience is invited 
into the homes, bunkers, bugout vehicles, and food- and ammo stockpiles of people preparing for 
specific ends of the world, ranging from nuclear destruction to super volcanoes. The preppers are 
then rated by ‘experts’ on the likely duration of their survival. In just the first season, there appear to 
be trends, including several combat veterans, many deeply religious people, a high percentage of 

PREPPING FOR THE LATOURIAN 
APOCALYPSE, FROM DOOMSDAY PREPPERS 
TO BROKEN EARTH
Derek J. Thiess



62

Fantastika Journal • Volume 5 • Issue 1 • May 2021

people hit hard by the 2008 recession, and many more dealing with personal trauma. Such trends 
are not accidental as apocalypticism and trauma appear to share an intimate connection. Charles 
B. Strozier and Katharine Boyd, for example, stress the importance of kairotic time in apocalyptic 
psychology – the idea that a future fulfilment of time will reverse the individual’s fortunes. As they 
suggest, “As in trauma for the individual, such experience of time is psychologically and spiritually 
different from history as we know it” (277). This different, alternate, timeline that ends with apocalypse 
in turn suggests a kind of subjective construction of time for deeply personal reasons.

 The fantastic has long been concerned with alternate timelines, particularly Science Fiction, 
or as Hugo Gernsback first coined the term in the first issue of Amazing Stories in April 1926, 
“scientifiction.” Several scholars have noted the use of this term more recently by Latour, most notably 
Sherryl Vint and Mark Bould in a special issue of Science Fiction Studies in 2006. Roger Luckhurst in 
the issue’s introduction observes that “The strangest silence in SF scholarship has surely been the 
marginal interface between SF critics and those in Science and Technology Studies” (3). Since 2006, 
however, Latourian philosophy has gained a much stronger foothold within Science Fiction studies, 
led by such scholars as N. Katherine Hayles and authors such as Kim Stanley Robinson. It is not the 
purpose of this essay to critique the many productive gains made in this theoretical partnership. 
However, there is another aspect of Latourian thought which is highly relevant to apocalyptic fiction, 
because Latour’s texts frequently imagine the potential for doomsday scenarios in which political 
involvement in the sciences results in destruction. In Science in Action (1987) he shows science’s 
tenuous dependence on economy, in Aramis (1996) he takes this interpretation further into the 
realm of conspiracy, and The Pasteurization of France (1988) especially relates science to the military 
industrial complex and intends to confront science on militaristic terms. There is an act of translation 
that occurs between philosophy and popular culture such that, in Latour’s words, the movement 
from one to the other is merely one of “the displacements through other actors whose mediation is 
indispensable for any action to occur” (Pandora’s Hope 311). 

 Latour’s philosophy of science is a call to arms in which the philosopher must confront the 
universal with the personal and the subjective. Latour challenges those who “all want to reform or 
regenerate those badly conceived entities, ‘the sciences’” (Pasteurization 236). But this emphasis 
on the subjective, against the universal nature of the reductively empirical takes an interesting turn 
toward an apocalyptic alternate timeline:

If cruise missiles gather me in the vineyard, I do not wish to 
have to bow down before ‘reason,’ ‘erring physics,’ ‘the folly 
of men,’ ‘the cruelty of God,’ or ‘Realpolitik’…I will not yield 
to them; I will not believe in ‘the sciences’ beforehand; and 
neither, afterwards, will I despair of knowledge when one 
of the relationships of force to which the laboratories have 
contributed explodes above France (ibid).
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Latour is philosophically preparing for apocalypse, the explosion of one of those “relationships of 
force” above his native France, but there is comfort for him in this apocalypse, as he is “sufficiently 
sure” of a divinity, whether his frequently expressed Catholic belief or in his arguments for a return 
to “natural religion.” Strozier and Boyd once again offer that this “Violence is always redemptive. 
An ethical and spiritual ambiguity lies at the heart of any apocalyptic drama” (276). Prepping – in 
this case, continually reasserting the destructive nature of the sciences – offers some comfort to the 
religious adherent such as the Catholic, theologically-trained Latour.

 This essay, then, examines the pervasive notion of religious, particularly Christian, 
apocalypticism in the translations and drifts between Latourian philosophy and the fantastic. 
Theologians have certainly not missed this connection, asserting that “the power of apocalyptic 
fiction, like that of SF and Fantasy, rests in its disturbing imagery […] such imagery imposes itself 
upon us in disturbing ways, provokes our imaginative energies, and cautions us against reasoned 
theologies that rob the world of its mysterious and sacramental identity” (McMahon 276). Within 
theology, the power of apocalyptic fiction is recognised for its apologetic and evangelistic values, 
while these values typically go unquestioned within studies of the fantastic. Thus, this essay will end 
with a brief examination of the much-celebrated, three-time Hugo Award-winning Broken Earth 
trilogy by N. K. Jemisin. Highly praised for its inclusive representation of marginalised identities 
and simultaneous examination of exclusionary politics, this series likewise makes use of distinctly 
Christian myths and ultimately leaves the role of such belief systems unchallenged in those very 
exclusionary politics. This final translation from criticism/philosophy back to fiction I suggest is 
emblematic of the inability of the scholarly fields surrounding the fantastic to deal directly, and 
critically, with the entanglement of religion and politics that lies at the heart of many of its works, and 
lends further apology to religious anti-intellectualism.

Prepping for Apocalypse, Philosophically

In their entry in The Routledge Companion to Science Fiction, Aris Mousoutzanis defines “Apocalyptic 
SF” as “the convergence of SF and catastrophe [that] may […] be interpreted in terms of their shared 
relationship to modern conceptions of progress and technology” (458). Astutely this entry links the 
preoccupation in fiction with apocalypse (or doomsday) to Enlightenment, and by extension anti-
Enlightenment, philosophy. Yet for most of this entry Mousoutzanis uses catastrophe as the critical 
lens, epistemologically linking this “overturning” of progress and technology to fantastic disaster 
scenarios. In another sense, then, this entry very carefully sidesteps the term “apocalypse,” which 
carries a much greater sense of religious eschatology. This avoidance ought to seem strange to the 
SF critic, as the community has long embraced the importance of religion in fantastic worldbuilding. 
Farah Mendlesohn, for example, notes that “In a genre predicated on the thought experiment, 
theological discourse comes naturally. In a genre dedicated to world-building, recognizing the 
significance of faith has proven crucial in generating the critical density of the ‘full’ science fiction 
text” (274-275). However, as the following comparison will show, the notion of apocalypse may 
bear a close relationship to the imagined religious systems of fantastic worldbuilding, but more 
importantly touches upon something much more subjective and personal. An analysis of the 
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monographs of Latour, which he self-consciously characterised as “scientifiction,” and the television 
program Doomsday Preppers reveals the creation of apocalyptic scenarios as means to assert the 
importance of the individual in the face of personal trauma, most typically occasioned by a scientific 
‘relation of force.’ In reading them together, certain narrative patterns coalesce which offer an insight 
into the apocalyptic nature of Latourian thought.

 The most immediate connection between these narratives exists in the often-absolute 
certainty they display in the immanence of an apocalyptic event. For example, David Sarti in Episode 
Two, a trucker who preps because he is certain that an electro-magnetic pulse (EMP) will destroy 
the Earth’s technological grid and cause a food shortage, declares that, “Some people think I’m 
obsessed about prepping, but you know, I hope they’re right. I think… I hope I am crazy. I hope 
nothing happens – that would be the greatest thing in the world” (00:03:24-00:03:34). For Sarti, 
at least, there is a tension between his certainty in the doomsday scenario and his wish that he is 
wrong. Others display far more certainty in the event for which they prep. Bruce Beach in Episode 
Eight, for example, is preparing for nuclear war in an underground bunker, nicknamed ARK Z, which 
he plans to turn into an orphanage to protect the future of the world. To him there is “a great 
possibility mankind could destroy itself. I think nuclear war is inevitable” largely because “There’s 
never a time in man’s history when he’s developed a weapon and he hasn’t used it” (00:01:57-
00:02:04, 00:04:10-00:04:15). But perhaps the most telling expression is a combination of these two 
responses to alternatives – a direct declaration in the face of hope that there is no hope. Take “Mr. 
Wayne” in Episode Eleven, who prefers not to reveal his full name and refers to his location only 
as central Texas. He is preparing for China’s domination of the world economy, which he believes 
is imminent. Yet he also offers the simplest expression, and denial, of hope in the same sentence: 
“I want to be wrong but, I just, I’m not wrong” (00:03:02-00:03:06). The prepper’s hope for the 
world is therefore irrelevant in the face of their certainty. While some preppers express either hope 
or an inability to properly prepare for other constraints, such as economic ones, there is simply no 
possibility that disaster will not come.

 Latour is also “sufficiently sure” of more than just the divine. The Latour of his writings is 
a consistent believer in the connection of science and the military as well as the eventual violent 
outcome of that network assemblage. As he offers in Science in Action, “The similarity between the 
proof race and the arms race is not a metaphor, it is literally the mutual problem of winning. Today no 
army is able to win without scientists, and only very few scientists and engineers are able to win their 
arguments without the army […] by and large, technoscience is part of a war machine and should 
be studied as such” (172, original emphasis). Moreover, in Pandora’s Hope (1999) he relates this 
networking more explicitly to his own intentions as a philosopher: “My aim is not to be reasonable, 
respectable, or sensible. It is to fight modernism by finding the hideout in which science has been 
held since being kidnapped for political purposes I do not share” (211-212). Taking a stance not 
uncommon in the so-called Science Wars, Latour confronts the adoption of the sciences for political 
purposes. And like Sarti, Latour is not worried about those who might find him obsessive or crazy, 
unreasonable or insensible. He is telling a ‘countertale’ of an ‘alternative’ present and future in which 
we are stepping away from humanity. 
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 But it is in The Pasteurization of France, again, that Latour displays the most certainty of the 
doomsday event, the cruise missiles that may gather him in the vineyard. He echoes popular anti-
Enlightenment philosophies in that “Within these enlightened clearings we have seen developing 
the whole arsenal of argumentation, violence, and politics. Instead of diminishing, this arsenal has 
been vastly enlarged. Wars of science, coming on top of wars of religion, are now the rage” (5). 
‘Science,’ for Latour, exists primarily in the actors, not just human scientists but also the non-human 
entities used and abused in laboratories and typically forgotten, or ‘blackboxed,’ like the laboratory 
apparatus or the internal components of the computer, vital but unseen. The ‘relationships of force’ 
that may doom us all are the products of such systems and networks of both humans and non-
humans. There is a hint that the misplacement of our trust in the scientists and their “factishes” may 
be reversed, much like there is a nod to hope by the doomsday prepper. However, also like the 
prepper’s hope, Latour holds to enough certainty in the doomsday event that prepping is the only 
recourse. It is too late for us because “In the old days the struggle against magic was called the 
‘Enlightenment,’ but this image has backfired. The Enlightenment has since become the age of (ir)
radiation… (Perhaps it is too late. Perhaps the missiles have already been launched. In this case, let 
us prepare for after the next war.)” (213, my emphasis). The Enlightenment philosophy that placed 
reason before faith has itself become a translated relationship of force that heralds the destruction 
of the world and hope for a future has been replaced by preparation for rapture. Like the doomsday 
prepper, there is a professed reluctance to give up hope, but it is quickly overshadowed by the 
seeming inevitability of the doomsday event. Thus, Latour proclaims, “I do not say this because I 
want to sink our only lifeboat. I say it because I want to prevent a shipwreck, or if it is already too 
late, to make it possible to survive the shipwreck” (231). 

 Yet in this statement from Latour there is also a very pronounced sense of purpose, 
one that resembles those of doomsday preppers. It would be a reduction, indeed, to limit the 
doomsday prepper’s motives to a single idea such as religious belief. The preppers featured in 
National Geographic’s series state many reasons for making their preparations, though they bear 
a kind of similarity to one another in their altruism – typically preparing for some reason other 
than their own self-preservation. Jules Dervaes (Episode Three), prepping for genetically modified 
organisms (GMOs) to create a superbug and cause a food shortage, states his reasons for prepping 
in the negative, because “In years to come I didn’t want my family to turn around and say, ‘Dad, 
why didn’t you do something.’ I had to take action, so we prepare; we don’t wait for something to 
get worse” (00:27:52-00:28:00). However, many of the preppers featured on this show go beyond 
family to include their community, and even humanity itself, in their reasons for preparing. Bruce 
Beach’s orphanage is a good example, as he sees it as one lifeboat (“Ark II”) in which humanity itself 
might survive the inevitable shipwreck. Prepping, for him, is an act of altruism, because although 
“Many people think that I am obsessive. I guess it depends on what one is obsessed with. If they’re 
obsessed with dedicating their life to humanity then, well, maybe that’s a good obsession” (00:11:51-
00:12:03). And several of the people featured on the show display a concern not just for their family, 
but their community as well. Steve Pace in Episode Ten, prepping for an EMP from the explosion 
of a nuclear device also states “I have an internal need to be responsible for my environment. Is 
that responsibility or is it just common human decency? I don’t know, but I got a heavy dose of it” 
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(00:23:50-00:24:04). But Pace is also perhaps the most explicit in stating his lofty reasons as “The 
main reason that I am a prepper is for family, community, freedom, and justice” (00:31:37-00:31:47). 
Each ‘reason’ acquires a wider scope, from the local family and community to the more universal 
freedom and justice.

 The potential preservation of humanity against the threat of destruction is also why Latour 
preps, but he, too, has a more immediate community to think about, equally charged with lofty 
goals: 

Apart from those who make science, who study it, who defend 
it or who submit to it, there exist, fortunately, a few people, 
either trained as scientists or not, who open the black boxes 
so that outsiders may have a glimpse at it. They go by many 
different names […] and are most often filed under the general 
label of ‘science, technology and society’ (Science in Action 
15-16).

 The importance of science studies might be understated in some cases, but not in Latour’s writing, 
as “The decisive importance of science studies, or the anthropology of the sciences, is becoming 
clear. These disciplines act as a veritable clinamen, a slight deviation breaking the invisible symmetry 
that allowed belief to exercise its rights” (Modern Cult 20). It is lucky, not just for the academic 
landscape but for humanity itself – both threatened with apocalypse – that Latour and his science 
studies colleagues are here to open science’s blackboxes and defuse their relationships of force. As 
such, they are themselves saviour figures, prepping not just for their own self-preservation but for 
the good of all.

 Of course, one must acknowledge a confusion of terms here, a disciplinary mingling, that 
the theological philosopher Latour might call a dialectic, but that the outsider might consider an 
irony. It is Latour who proclaims “we are all laypeople so far as disciplines other than our own are 
concerned” (Science in Action 93). And yet the philosopher moves between disciplines as diverse 
as biology, literature, classics, anthropology, psychology, sociology, chemistry, and perhaps the 
more fitting philosophy and theology. Even holding this irony aside, even insisting on the Latour 
of his central discipline, that which he is trained in, is no problem. This discipline, too, is an elect 
community in that it alone is capable of dealing with the metaphysics that Latour will continually 
find among the “actors” he identifies among the sciences. Philosophy in this estimation becomes 
an insider group – that to which one must be converted because to lie outside of it is not to see the 
apocalyptic truth – in that “Only a researcher trained in the conceptual calisthenics offered by the 
philosophical tradition could be quick, strong, daring, and pliable enough to painstakingly register 
what they [actors] have to say” (Reassembling the Social 51). Whether operating within ‘science 
studies’ or within philosophy Latour, like Steve Pace above, has a “heavy dose” of whatever it takes 
to prepare for the doomsday scenario.
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 But watching the television show, one might suspect even more unstated reasons for 
prepping, particularly in those who ‘refuse to be a victim.’ There is a sense that prepping is a means 
for some to cope with other traumas. Martin Colville in Episode Four, for example, preparing for 
an economic collapse, began prepping after his wife was diagnosed with cancer. Jason Charles 
in Episode Three began prepping after he realised the vulnerability of his situation during 9/11. 
Perhaps Preston White in Episode Six, preparing for a Fukushima-like radiation disaster in Colorado, 
summarises it best when he confesses “I was faced with death, decided I wasn’t gonna be a victim. 
It changed my life; the way I live tomorrow. I can affect my picture, and that’s what you do by 
prepping” (00:30:36-00:30:50). While such trauma mostly remains unspoken, it is intimately tied to 
these individuals’ visions of apocalypse. Again, Strozier and Boyd note, in their discussion of the 
relationship between apocalypse and the “fundamentalist mindset,” the “relationship of trauma and 
personal crisis to the conversion process. Prior to conversion is almost always some antecedent or 
precipitating stress, crisis, social influence, personal struggle or trauma” (286). It is no wonder, then, 
that so many of the preppers begin weeping openly when discussing their doomsday scenarios, 
such as Donna Nash in Episode Four, prepping for a worldwide pandemic. Or like Dianne Rogers in 
Episode Seven, who is haunted by a dream she had in college of environmental disaster, perhaps 
these preppers are just “trying to escape” (00:18:48-00:18:50).

 As with the community of preppers, one might suggest there is motivation that lies 
beyond the stated reason of Latour to prep because “We must distrust those who believe in ‘true’ 
market relationships, ‘true’ equivalences, or ‘true’ scientific deductions […] they disarm those who 
might have the courage to approach the relations of force that create equivalences, machines, 
or knowledge. They weaken those who might, perhaps, have had the strength to modify that 
knowledge” (Pandora’s Hope 209, original emphases). It does not take a great deal of philosophical 
calisthenics to find the hint of a psychological trauma in these reasons for prepping. Latour has 
already made many references to imagined scenarios, alternate timelines in which “cruise missiles” 
circle around Leviathan. Yet he also references a rather vague psychological misgiving in that “We 
may be uneasy about quitting our old habits of thought, but no one can say that we are abandoning 
reasonable positions for extravagant claims. If anything, in spite of the furious volleys of the science 
wars, we may be slowly moving from absurdity to common sense” (Pandora’s Hope 135). In this 
landscape of furious volleys, being certain of the eschatology of these relations of force and enlisting 
one’s community for the good of humanity is necessary for its survival.

 However, once again Pasteurization of France offers perhaps the clearest picture of Latour’s 
brush with trauma. It is here that he declares: 

We no longer have to fight against microbes, but against the 
misfortunes of reason – and that, too, makes us weep. This 
is why we need other proofs, other actors, other paths, and 
is why we challenge those scientists. Because we have other 
interests and follow other ways, we find the myth of reason 
and science unacceptable, intolerable, even immoral (149, my 
emphasis). 
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Do we take him at face value? Does speaking of “reason,” the instigator of his personal doomsday 
scenario, make him weep? Whether literal or not, and whether explicitly traumatic or not, one cannot 
deny the personal and emotional nature of the impetus to philosophical prepping. There is one 
more passage of note, as it takes place “In a Pseudobiographical Style to Explain the Aims of the 
Author” (162). Here Latour describes how in 1972 he was on the road and forced to stop, losing 
his senses during an “overdose of reductionism.” His recollections reveal much about his motives: 
“Tired and weary, suddenly I felt that everything was still left out. Christian, philosopher, intellectual, 
bourgeois, male, provincial, and French, I decided to make space and allow the things which I 
spoke about the room that they needed to ‘stand at arm’s length.’ […] This was like an exorcism that 
defeated demons one by one” (163). His weariness, his psychological condition not entirely unlike 
those of the preppers noted above, have prepared him for the conversion to the apocalyptic.

 It does not appear to be accidental, then, that critics reference religion, especially though 
not exclusively Christianity, in discussing the conversion to apocalypticism. This is because, as 
Shaefer suggests, “Popular belief in Apocalypticism is commonly associated with evangelical ideas 
about premillennial dispensationalism” (84).  Thus, it should not surprise one to read the religious 
elements in Latour’s own conversion, or to note that the entire process seems to echo Constantine’s 
conversion. Yet there is a widespread tendency to overlook – even to ‘blackbox’ – the religious 
and apocalyptic aspects of Latourian thought such that they come to seem natural and universal. 
As he himself says of his own discipline, “By shifting attention from the theory of science to its 
practice, it has simply happened, by chance, upon the frame that held together the modernist 
settlement [...] Then everything followed quite logically” (Pandora’s Hope 294, original emphasis). 
Given the character of his stated intentions and motivations, perhaps SF/Fantasy studies ought to be 
more critical of its own engagement with his ideas of science when they coexist alongside his own 
personal doomsday scenario. At the least the popularity of this philosophy risks an overemphasis on 
apocalypse in the fantastic. 

 At most, integrating this philosophy without calling attention to the apologetics that 
undergird it risks allowing the fantastic to become a vehicle for evangelism. We need no longer 
wonder about the religious, apocalyptic nature of Latour’s appraisal of the sciences, because “There 
is indeed a significant religious element in the expectation that any second there might be some 
danger threatening us, because those to whom we owe our existence might not be able to come 
to our rescue” (Modern Cult 52). Even as his more recent writings give his millenarianism more 
immediacy, they do so by advocating for a “natural religion” (Gaia). The close kinship between 
apocalypse and religion means that a critical look at either the apocalyptic or at Latourian thought 
within the context of SF/Fantasy must include a consideration of religion. Yet at times, such criticism 
already adopts clearly apologetic stances in which, as Stephen R. L. Clark phrases it, “science fiction 
seems well suited to the needs and fantasies of an irreligious age, easily persuaded that there are no 
transcendent purposes […] But there are other ways of thinking of science fiction, and other ways of 
thinking about religion” (98, original emphasis). The “other way” of thinking for Clark is to consider 
SF itself a religious movement, in particular one that “sometimes exalts just that intellectual conceit, 
rootless ambition, and contempt for ordinary life and morals that tradition has associated with the 
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Devil” (109). This subtle nod to the Manichaean should remind the reader, too, of the apocalyptic, 
as well as the ends to which the apocalyptic may be used. 

 The push toward the eschatological, however, is also utopian, dovetailing with other 
discussions in studies of the fantastic. Like apocalypse itself, it is important to remember that “utopia 
is not necessarily deferred or prefigurative but rather experimental, experiential, and subjective 
[…] a transformative and desire-affirmative phenomenon” (Firth and Robinson 382). Rhiannon Firth 
and Andrew Robinson, here elaborate an idea of “temporal utopianism,” in which homogenous or 
“empty time,” is disrupted in various ways according to a variety of contemporary philosophers. 
Central to this elaboration, however, is the disruptive power of “messianic time,” which opposes the 
linear and teleological through its intense focus on the present moment while simultaneously valuing 
the past. There is most literally a kind of messianic time at play in the imagined doomsday scenarios 
of both the preppers and Latour, such that they begin to take on utopian qualities. How intensely 
they focus on the need to prepare in the present moment, for example, indicates a certain slippage 
in time – it embodies a temporal pluralism in that even as they prepare for a seemingly deferred 
end time, their central preoccupation is the preparation that occurs in the here and now. Translated 
to a fantastic form, this messianic moment suggests what SF critics have long identified, that critical 
utopias of displaced time and space speak equally as powerfully to the present, because they also 
typically critique a present politic or worldview.

 The Deleuzian folding of time that Firth and Robinson note, the temporal shift between 
present reality and future desire, may also be similar to what Elana Gomel refers to as wormholing. 
While a wormhole typically connects two disparate places, Gomel uses it in Narrative Space and 
Time (2014) to refer to a frequent appearance of a “carceral zone” or a heterotopia. These time/
spaces “are not to be seen as a valorized alternative, a sheltering space […] They are often violent, 
scary, and dangerous” but they are also “subversive [in] their resistance to the totalizing discourse 
of social perfection” (121). In other words, like the messianic moment, they disrupt the progression 
and the perfection of time. There is no possibility of removal or deferral, however, for the doomsday 
prepper. Their sense of time includes both the immanence of the destruction of the world (future) 
and the pressing need to prepare (present). The messianic disruption of the flow of time in this 
instance creates the heterotopia and in the fantastic is, regardless of being projected onto another 
temporal topography, almost always about the present. While the focus of this essay has been on SF, 
the need to criticise such messianism extends to other areas of the fantastic. As one final example 
makes clear, the messianism implied in prepping may likewise translate back in to Fantasy, where 
unlike the “argument with the universe” of SF, it may more openly act as a “sermon on the way 
things should be, a belief that the universe should yield to moral precepts” (Mendlesohn, Rhetorics 
5). That is, while messianism in SF manifests in translations and shifts between future and present, 
philosopher and prepper, this final example of Science Fantasy engages in a more direct sermon 
about the place of religion in the end of the world.
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The Way the World Ends

Criticism of Jemisin’s Broken Earth series has been quick to recognise the importance of its message 
for the present, whether declaring it a commentary on the Anthropocene, a direct engagement with 
race relations as Ebony Elizabeth Thomas notes, or a combination of both according to Kathryn 
Yusoff. More importantly in the present context it is a story of perpetual, cyclical apocalypse, and 
the apocalyptic nature of the story is highly relevant in the context of prepping. The story follows 
Essun, a powerful orogene – one who uses magical, telekinetic powers to move the earth and 
manipulate the matter around them – as she attempts to find her kidnapped daughter, Nassun. The 
Fifth Season (TFS, 2015) predominantly focuses on three different time periods in Essun’s life, in 
which she variously goes by the names Damaya, Syenite, and finally Essun. The Obelisk Gate (TOG, 
2016) and The Stone Sky (TSS, 2017) later focus on how Essun and Nassun both end the recurring 
cataclysmic “Seasons,” or ecological disasters that plague the continent, known as the Stillness. 
Interestingly, because of the frequency of these ecological disasters, there is a fairly common culture, 
even among the diverse peoples of the continent, centred on preparing. People have separated 
themselves into “comms,” walled communities protected by “strongbacks,” in which they dedicate 
themselves to increasing their caches of food and supplies. Much like the ratings of preppers at the 
end of each episode, each comm is frequently measured by its level of preparedness. In fact, one 
character summarises the entire history of the continent after the first Season as “huddling behind 
our walls and putting all our wits, all our learning, toward the singular task of staying alive. That’s 
all we make now: Better ways to do field surgery with improvised equipment. Better chemicals, so 
we can grow more beans with little light” (TOG 163). While the novels are rightly praised for their 
diversity of representation – giving voice to peoples from underrepresented racial, gendered, or 
sexual identities – what unites these people is their preoccupation with continual preparation for 
disaster.

 In fact, motivations stated by the characters and narrator of these novels recreate many of 
the thematic patterns noted above in the impetus of preppers and of Latour. In its focus on prepping 
the Broken Earth trilogy maintains a philosophical dedication to the cyclical nature of apocalypse 
and, though the novels will break this cycle, there is a certainty to the Seasons. The prologue assures 
the reader that “This is what you must remember: the ending of one story is the beginning of another. 
This has happened before, after all. People die. Old orders pass. New societies are born. When we 
say ‘the world has ended,’ it’s usually a lie” (TFS 14). It is the cyclical certainty of destruction, in 
fact, that has given this world its intense focus on prepping. In The Fifth Season Damaya recites 
what she learned about the Seasons as a child: “Individual comms have often survived Seasons, if 
they were prepared. If they were lucky […] First guard the gates. Keep storecaches clean and dry. 
Obey the lore, make the hard choices, and maybe when the Season ends there will be people who 
remember how civilization should work” (94, original emphasis). The world has been here before 
and it will be here again. But also, within the certainty of the apocalyptic event, lies the transcendent 
purposes – those who have a ‘heavy dose’ of what it takes to survive. These special people include 
the orogenes, to whom Essun refers as the “gods in chains” as they are essentially enslaved by the 
aristocratic comms and exploited for their magical ability to maintain the stability of the continent 
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(262). However, it also ironically includes the lorists who were “warriors, storytellers, nobility. They 
told their truths in books and song and through their art engines” (TOG 214). In this landscape, it 
is those who tell stories (like an author, perhaps) and those with a connection to the transcendent 
magic who may engage the conceptual calisthenics needed to step outside the cycle of destruction.

 But what few, if any, critics acknowledge is the messianic nature of this disaster, seen most 
clearly in the novels’ antagonist. Amid the lore that records knowledge of the Seasons, there is a 
legend that their source is none other than the Earth itself, sentient and vengeful. Moreover this 
all-powerful Earth, from which all magic flows, may hate all of humanity but he hates orogenes 
in particular because “at the height of human hubris and might, it was the orogenes who did 
something that even Earth could not forgive: They destroyed his only child” (TFS 380). But if the 
Christian overtones of this detail are not enough, when Essun later learns the truth of this history she 
at first is resistant as it reminds her of “those weird cults that crop up from time to time. I heard of 
one that asks an old man in the sky to keep them alive every time they go to sleep” (TOG 166). The 
ironic humour here actually activates the mythic source of the novels’ larger story arc, the messianic 
return of the son to orbit that will end the Seasons. Essun’s own journey acts as a parallel to this 
redemption, as one of the “gods in chains,” and at the culmination of the novels, she ultimately 
sacrifices herself and it is her own daughter who moves the rock of the moon back into its place. 
But Essun’s is no simple martyrdom – this self-sacrifice, this “heavy dose” of concern for the world, 
results not in her simple death, but in her apotheosis. She becomes an immortal “stone eater” a 
being of pure magic who, the final novel implies, is going to lead a crusade to “make [the world] 
better” (398).

 While there are many other parallels to be drawn between this trilogy and the Christian 
mythology from which so many of its details are drawn, there is one other detail of importance 
here.1 Along with the messianic disaster and the prepping lifestyle of the comms, these novels also 
align academia more generally, and the sciences more specifically, with at best ineptitude and at 
worst being directly culpable for colonial violence. For example, when Essun first meets Tonkee 
early in the series, she recognises her as a geomest, a university researcher dedicated to studying 
the Earth. But Tonkee indignantly replies, “I know better than to pay attention to those fools at the 
University. I’m not stupid” (TFS 182). The universities themselves are never represented except as 
background foils to the greater achievements of the magical characters. Thus, the reader learns 
that the lorists have survived “despite the First through Seventh Universities disavowing their work 
as apocryphal and probably inaccurate” (TOG 2). This suppression also has a long and violent past, 
as the lorists are the distant descendants of the ancient magic-using people, the Niess, who during 
the Stillness’s prehistory (and, it is implied, our own Earth’s future – again that slippage of time) were 
conquered and colonised. During this conquest “It became easy for scholars to build reputations 
and careers around the notion that Niess sessapinae were fundamentally different, somehow – more 
sensitive, more active, less controlled, less civilized” (TSS 210).2 But the novels do not stop with 
what is recognisably a parallel to racist ‘sciences’ of the nineteenth century. When these scholars 
fail to establish them as biologically different, the ‘genegineers’ take over and create the first of the 
orogenes with Niess features in order to validate their earlier racism.
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 This final explanation suggests that it is not the orogenes, the priests of this magic so 
parallel to Christian mythology, who are ultimately to blame for apocalypse. It is, rather, the fault 
of the genegineers, the scientists who sought to validate the racism of their predecessors. And it 
is absolutely vital to continue to document the history of sexist and racist sciences – again, there is 
no disputing the need for such criticism. Yet what is far less often the focus of critical study, in the 
humanities in general and in SF/Fantasy studies more specifically, is the role of dominant religions 
in our critical discourse. The fact that the overt religiosity and Catholicism of Latour is so typically 
overlooked alone speaks to a strong critical preference. Jim Clarke has recently noted how “the 
predominant mode of critical work in the area of SF and religion has been from theologians seeking 
to co-opt or adopt SF into their own preoccupations” (7). But coupled with – and sometimes more 
carefully coded under – the apocalypticism of the fantastic, this religiosity becomes a catalyst for 
a much more widespread negligence or outright apology (even Clarke seems to advocate for a 
“fruitful counterflow between [Catholicism and SF]”) (24). The comparison of Latour to the prepping 
community and to Jemisin, too, shows that the philosophical preoccupations of one such as Latour 
have their own corollaries in both literature and the lived experiences of individuals. Jemisin’s 
imagined apocalypse even more expressly maps these concerns onto a more American evangelism 
with its sinners in the hands of an angry God. So, it is finally worth pointing out that we (around the 
world, but especially those in the US) are not currently gathered in the vineyard. We are huddled in 
our homes – or at least, we should be.

 But the relations of force have aligned during this pandemic, and they are not the scientific, 
military, or industrial. Rather it is the alignment of inept human governments with their capitalistic 
greed and an evangelical yearning for the end. And we are to blame, for years of neglecting to 
deal critically with the theories that we activated. For allowing the millenarianism of these theories 
to be a critical third rail, and for acceding to the distance of science and the ‘close and present’ in 
religion. But the defiance religious institutions are showing right now to the recommendations of 
scientific experts is not the only material manner in which this neglect is affecting us. In the midst 
of one of his history lessons in The Fifth Season, Alabaster tells Essun about the origins of both the 
now-great city of Yumenes and of racism on their continent: “Yumenes wasn’t actually the capital 
then – and some of the bigger Sanzed comms weren’t as good at preparing for Seasons as they are 
now. They lost their food storecaches somehow […] To survive, all the Sanzed comms decided to 
work together […] That’s when they started calling us ‘lesser races’” (417). Cannibalism is implied 
here, but it is also symbolic of larger, lived inequalities. Preparing for disaster, even in this current 
pandemic, means material preparation – and this is why grocery stores continue to suffer shortages 
of certain foods and goods, such as toilet paper. Just as in the pages of Fantasy, this shortage 
means the most privileged will have what they need and others will not. And herein lies the problem 
for scholarship of the fantastic that continues to dedicate its resources to the apologetic strain of 
religious apocalypticism: who and what is being starved, or even worse, cannibalised? 

DEREK J. THIESS



73

Fantastika Journal • Volume 5 • Issue 1 • May 2021

NOTES

1. For a fuller treatment of the relationship of Christian mythology and the Broken Earth novels, 
see my “Convert or Kill: Disanthropentric Systems and Religious Myth in Jemisin’s Broken Earth” 
in Fantasy and Myth in the Antropocene, edited by Brian Attebery, Tereza Dĕdinová, and Marek 
Oziewicz, Bloomsbury, forthcoming.

2. The sessapinae are fictional glands at the base of the skull from which the novels suggest issues 
orogenic power.
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