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How to Build a Universe That Doesn't Fall
Apart Two Da\s Later
b\ Philip K. Dick, 1978

First, before I begin to bore you with the usual sort of things science fiction writers say in speeches, let

me bring you official greetings from Disneyland. I consider myself a spokesperson for Disneyland

because I live just a few miles from it²and, as if that were not enough, I once had the honor of being

interviewed there by Paris TV.

For several weeks after the interview, I was really ill and confined to bed. I think it was the whirling
teacups that did it. Elizabeth Antebi, who was the producer of the film, wanted to have me whirling

around in one of the giant teacups while discussing the rise of fascism with Norman Spinrad... an old
friend of mine who writes excellent science fiction. We also discussed Watergate, but we did that on

the deck of Captain Hook's pirate ship. Little children wearing Mickey Mouse hats²those black hats

with the ears²kept running up and bumping against us as the cameras whirred away, and Elizabeth

asked unexpected questions. Norman and I, being preoccupied with tossing little children about, said

some extraordinarly stupid things that day. Today, however, I will have to accept full blame for what I

tell you, since none of you are wearing Mickey Mouse hats and trying to climb up on me under the
impression that I am part of the rigging of a pirate ship.

Science fiction writers, I am sorry to say, really do not know anything. We can't talk about science,
because our knowledge of it is limited and unofficial, and usually our fiction is dreadful. A few years

ago, no college or university would ever have considered inviting one of us to speak. We were

mercifully confined to lurid pulp magazines, impressing no one. In those days, friends would say me,

"But are you writing anything serious?" meaning "Are you writing anything other than science fiction?"

We longed to be accepted. We yearned to be noticed. Then, suddenly, the academic world noticed
us, we were invited to give speeches and appear on panels²and immediately we made idiots of

ourselves. The problem is simply this: What does a science fiction writer know about? On what topic

is he an authority?

It reminds me of a headline that appeared in a California newspaper just before I flew here.

SCIENTISTS SAY THAT MICE CANNOT BE MADE TO LOOK LIKE HUMAN BEINGS. It

was a federally funded research program, I suppose. Just think: Someone in this world is an authority

on the topic of whether mice can or cannot put on two-tone shoes, derby hats, pinstriped shirts, and

Dacron pants, and pass as humans.

Well, I will tell you what interests me, what I consider important. I can't claim to be an authority on

anything, but I can honestly say that certain matters absolutely fascinate me, and that I write about

them all the time. The two basic topics which fascinate me are "What is reality?" and "What constitutes
the authentic human being?" Over the twenty-seven years in which I have published novels and stories

I have investigated these two interrelated topics over and over again. I consider them important topics.

What are we? What is it which surrounds us, that we call the not-me, or the empirical or phenomenal

world?

In 1951, when I sold my first story, I had no idea that such fundamental issues could be pursued in the
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science fiction field. I began to pursue them unconsciously. My first story had to do with a dog who

imagined that the garbagemen who came every Friday morning were stealing valuable food which the

family had carefully stored away in a safe metal container. Every day, members of the family carried

out paper sacks of nice ripe food, stuffed them into the metal container, shut the lid tightly²and when

the container was full, these dreadful-looking creatures came and stole everything but the can.

Finally, in the story, the dog begins to imagine that someday the garbagemen will eat the people in the

house, as well as stealing their food. Of course, the dog is wrong about this. We all know that
garbagemen do not eat people. But the dog's extrapolation was in a sense logical²given the facts at

his disposal. The story was about a real dog, and I used to watch him and try to get inside his head

and imagine how he saw the world. Certainly, I decided, that dog sees the world quite differently than

I do, or an\ humans do. And then I began to think, Maybe each human being lives in a unique world,

a private world, a world different from those inhabited and experienced by all other humans. And that

led me wonder, If reality differs from person to person, can we speak of reality singular, or shouldn't

we really be talking about plural realities? And if there are plural realities, are some more true (more

real) than others? What about the world of a schizophrenic? Maybe, it's as real as our world. Maybe

we cannot say that we are in touch with reality and he is not, but should instead say, His reality is so

different from ours that he can't explain his to us, and we can't explain ours to him. The problem, then,

is that if subjective worlds are experienced too diffrently, there occurs a breakdown of
communication... and there is the real illness.

I once wrote a story about a man who was injured and taken to a hospital. When they began surgery

on him, they discovered that he was an android, not a human, but that he did not know it. They had to
break the news to him. Almost at once, Mr. Garson Poole discovered that his reality consisted of

punched tape passing from reel to reel in his chest. Fascinated, he began to fill in some of the punched
holes and add new ones. Immediately, his world changed. A flock of ducks flew through the room

when he punched one new hole in the tape. Finally he cut the tape entirely, whereupon the world
disappeared. However, it also disappeared for the other characters in the story... which makes no
sense, if you think about it. Unless the other characters were figments of his punched-tape fantasy.

Which I guess is what they were.

It was always my hope, in writing novels and stories which asked the question "What is reality?", to
someday get an answer. This was the hope of most of my readers, too. Years passed. I wrote over

thirty novels and over a hundred stories, and still I could not figure out what was real. One day a girl
college student in Canada asked me to define reality for her, for a paper she was writing for her

philosophy class. She wanted a one-sentence answer. I thought about it and finally said, "Realit\ is
that which, when \ou stop believing in it, doesn't go awa\." That's all I could come up with. That

was back in 1972. Since then I haven't been able to define reality any more lucidly.

But the problem is a real one, not a mere intellectual game. Because today we live in a society in
which spurious realities are manufactured by the media, by governments, by big corporations, by

religious groups, political groups²and the electronic hardware exists by which to deliver these
pseudo-worlds right into the heads of the reader, the viewer, the listener. Sometimes when I watch my
eleven-year-old daughter watch TV, I wonder what she is being taught. The problem of miscuing;

consider that. A TV program produced for adults is viewed by a small child. Half of what is said and
done in the TV drama is probably misunderstood by the child. Maybe it's all misunderstood. And the
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thing is, Just how authentic is the information anyhow, even if the child correctly understood it? What

is the relationship between the average TV situation comedy to reality? What about the cop shows?
Cars are continually swerving out of control, crashing, and catching fire. The police are always good

and they always win. Do not ignore that point: The police always win. What a lesson that is. You
should not fight authority, and even if you do, you will lose. The message here is, Be passive. And²

cooperate. If Officer Baretta asks you for information, give it to him, because Officer Beratta is a
good man and to be trusted. He loves \ou, and \ou should love him.

So I ask, in my writing, What is real? Because unceasingly we are bombarded with pseudo-realities

manufactured by very sophisticated people using very sophisticated electronic mechanisms. I do not
distrust their motives; I distrust their power. They have a lot of it. And it is an astonishing power: that

of creating whole universes, universes of the mind. I ought to know. I do the same thing. It is my job
to create universes, as the basis of one novel after another. And I have to build them in such a way
that they do not fall apart two days later. Or at least that is what my editors hope. However, I will

reveal a secret to you: I like to build universes which do fall apart. I like to see them come unglued,
and I like to see how the characters in the novels cope with this problem. I have a secret love of

chaos. There should be more of it. Do not believe²and I am dead serious when I say this²do not
assume that order and stability are always good, in a society or in a universe. The old, the ossified,

must always give way to new life and the birth of new things. Before the new things can be born the
old must perish. This is a dangerous realization, because it tells us that we must eventually part with

much of what is familiar to us. And that hurts. But that is part of the script of life. Unless we can
psychologically accommodate change, we ourselves begin to die, inwardly. What I am saying is that

objects, customs, habits, and ways of life must perish so that the authentic human being can live. And
it is the authentic human being who matters most, the viable, elastic organism which can bounce back,
absorb, and deal with the new.

Of course, I would say this, because I live near Disneyland, and they are always adding new rides and

destroying old ones. Disneyland is an evolving organism. For years they had the Lincoln Simulacrum,
like Lincoln himself, was only a temporary form which matter and energy take and then lose. The

same is true of each of us, like it or not.

The pre-Socratic Greek philosopher Parmenides taught that the only things that are real are things
which never change... and the pre-Socratic Greek philosopher Heraclitus taught that everything

changes. If you superimpose their two views, you get this result: Nothing is real. There is a fascinating
next step to this line of thinking: Parmenides could never have existed because he grew old and died

and disappeared, so, according to his own philosophy, he did not exist. And Heraclitus may have
been right²let's not forget that; so if Heraclitus was right, then Parmenides did exist, and therefore,
according to Heraclitus' philosophy, perhaps Parmenides was right, since Parmenides fulfilled the

conditions, the criteria, by which Heraclitus judged things real.

I offer this merely to show that as soon as you begin to ask what is ultimately real, you right away
begin talk nonsense. Zeno proved that motion was impossible (actually he only imagined that he had

proved this; what he lacked was what technically is called the "theory of limits"). David Hume, the

greatest skeptic of them all, once remarked that after a gathering of skeptics met to proclaim the
veracity of skepticism as a philosophy, all of the members of the gathering nonetheless left by the door

rather than the window. I see Hume's point. It was all just talk. The solemn philosophers weren't
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taking what they said seriously.

But I consider that the matter of defining what is real²that is a serious topic, even a vital topic. And in
there somewhere is the other topic, the definition of the authentic human. Because the bombardment

of pseudo-realities begins to produce inauthentic humans very quickly, spurious humans²as fake as

the data pressing at them from all sides. My two topics are really one topic; they unite at this point.

Fake realities will create fake humans. Or, fake humans will generate fake realities and then sell them
to other humans, turning them, eventually, into forgeries of themselves. So we wind up with fake

humans inventing fake realities and then peddling them to other fake humans. It is just a very large

version of Disneyland. You can have the Pirate Ride or the Lincoln Simulacrum or Mr. Toad's Wild

Ride²you can have all of them, but none is true.

In my writing I got so interested in fakes that I finally came up with the concept of fake fakes. For

example, in Disneyland there are fake birds worked by electric motors which emit caws and shrieks
as you pass by them. Suppose some night all of us sneaked into the park with real birds and

substituted them for the artificial ones. Imagine the horror the Disneyland officials would feel when they

discovered the cruel hoax. Real birds! And perhaps someday even real hippos and lions.

Consternation. The park being cunningly transmuted from the unreal to the real, by sinister forces. For
instance, suppose the Matterhorn turned into a genuine snow-covered mountain? What if the entire

place, by a miracle of God's power and wisdom, was changed, in a moment, in the blink of an eye,

into something incorruptible? They would have to close down.

In Plato's TimaeXV, God does not create the universe, as does the Christian God; He simply finds it

one day. It is in a state of total chaos. God sets to work to transform the chaos into order. That idea

appeals to me, and I have adapted it to fit my own intellectual needs: What if our universe started out

as not quite real, a sort of illusion, as the Hindu religion teaches, and God, out of love and kindness for
us, is slowly transmuting it, slowly and VecUeWl\, into something real?

We would not be aware of this tranformation, since we were not aware that our world was an illusion
in the first place. This technically is a Gnostic idea. Gnosticism is a religion which embraced Jews,

Christians, and pagans for several centuries. I have been accused of holding Gnostic ideas. I guess I

do. At one time I would have been burned. But some of their ideas intrigue me. One time, when I was

researching Gnosticism in the Britannica, I came across mention of a Gnostic codex called The
UnUeal God and Whe AVpecWV of HiV None[iVWenW UniYeUVe, an idea which reduced me to helpless

laughter. What kind of person would write about something that he knows doesn't exist, and how can

something that doesn't exist have aspects? But then I realized that I'd been writing about these matters

for over twenty-five years. I guess there is a lot of latitude in what you can say when writing about a
topic that does not exist. A friend of mine once published a book called SnakeV of HaZaii. A number

of libraries wrote him ordering copies. Well, there are no snakes in Hawaii. All the pages of his book

were blank.

Of course, in science fiction no pretense is made that the worlds described are real. This is why we

call it fiction. The reader is warned in advance not to believe what he is about to read. Equally true,

the visitors to Disneyland understand that Mr. Toad does not really exist and that the pirates are
animated by motors and servo-assist mechanisms, relays and electronic circuits. So no deception is

taking place.






















