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Science fiction author, feminist, critic, and academic Joanna Russ wrote in her 
1970 essay “The Image of Women in Science Fiction,” “One would think science 
fiction the perfect literary mode in which to explore (and explode) our 
assumptions about ‘innate’ values and ‘natural’ social arrangements, in short, 
our ideas about Human Nature, Which Never Changes” (206). Although she 
posited this as a critique of the genre’s tendency to project the gender, 
relationship, and family norms of mid-century America across vast reaches of 
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space and time, in the 1960s and 1970s, the genre happily exploded other 
supposedly innate values, such as the supremacy of rational, “normal” 
consciousness, and revealed itself as a literary mode particularly suited to these 
explorations. 

What if, authors began to ask, we considered altered states of 
consciousness like madness, psychedelic intoxication, and dreaming as 
opportunities for empathic connection with others or communion with the 
natural world, as a way to build community bonds, or as access to hidden 
knowledge? What if variations in the qualities of consciousness could teach us 
about knowing ourselves, relating to others, and perceiving and inhabiting the 
real? Indeed, Russ opens her essay with the assertion that “science fiction is 
What If literature” (205, emphasis original).  

During the 1960s and 1970s, science fiction spread out of niche 
magazines into paperbacks and anthologies to become one of the most widely 
read genres in America. Although it spread through college campuses and onto 
the bookshelves of radicals and conservatives; professionals and the working 
class; urban, suburban, and rural readers alike, the stigma of its pulp origins 
clung to the genre for decades. Yet, as supposedly unserious, even childish 
literature, it was free to take up thorny questions from unconventional 
perspectives. Science fiction was free, by its very nature as What If literature, to 
speculate. In the 1960s and 1970s, science fiction undertook ebullient 
explorations of altered states of consciousness, not just to encourage empathy 
for and understanding of mental suffering, but to imagine the minds of the 
future.  

During the same period, American society underwent radical changes 
that shifted common understandings of consciousness and challenged norms. 
Advances in antipsychotic medications enabled a policy transition from 
institutionalization to community care, increasing the visibility of the mentally 
ill, while concomitant advances in and challenges to the field of psychiatry 
disrupted long-held assumptions and hostilities. The discovery of the 
psychedelic properties of LSD in 1943 and the rediscovery by the western world 
of psychedelic mushrooms in the 1950s spread from medical experimentation 
to high-class therapy to recreational use. The disproval of many of Sigmund 
Freud’s theories on the interpretation of dreams lead to a boom in dream 
research and dream institutes as scientists sought evidentially validated 
theories of dreaming. Many of these transformations in the understanding and 
conceptualization of types of consciousness continue today, or echo in 
contemporary American culture.  

In my dissertation, Stay Strange: A Computational Corpus Stylistic 
Analysis of Altered Consciousness in American Science Fiction 1960–1979, I 
characterize the style or styles of representing altered consciousness in 1960s 
and 1970s American science fiction. I do so in order to understand how nuances 
of word choice and sentence construction may affect how people conceptualize 
altered states, and how those notions may affect, for example, treatment of the 
mentally ill or attitudes toward psychedelic drug use. Rather than the dressing 
of thought or incidental flourishes, style is completely imbricated with content, 
meaning, and information. Particularly in the case of representations of altered 
states, I contend, style generates theme. The root of meaning in a text is in the 
specific words chosen. And it is through themes that style – that is, patterns of 
specifically chosen words – interplays with culture more broadly. 
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Therefore, I draw a line from the specifics of style through theme to 
socio-cultural currents. I ask: 

 
1. What linguistic strategies and semantic fields are used to represent 

altered states and how does the style of portrayal relate to the 
thematic import of altered consciousness? 

 
2. How do these themes affect, and how are they affected by, 

contemporaneous popular and professional attitudes towards mental 
illness, psychedelic drug use and research, and dream and 
consciousness research? 

 
These are expansive questions that link fine-grained lexical characteristics of 
individual texts to genre-wide features of meaning making, and these features 
in turn to societal trends in thought.  

Therefore, the dissertation takes a computational and corpus-driven 
approach, studying 56 Nebula and Hugo Award winning or nominated novels 
by American authors published in the 1960s and 1970s. I blend computational 
approaches with close reading to achieve scalarity. By scalarity, I mean the 
ability to zoom into the stylistic details of the use of a specific word in a 
particular passage of text, and zoom out to statistical relationships between 
word frequencies in the corpus as representative of the genre while forging 
evidential, analytical, and interpretive linkages across this scale. In scalar 
studies of literature, Andrew Piper affirms, “part and whole are always kept 
simultaneously in view” (16). Thus, my dissertation contributes to the growing 
body of digital humanities and corpus stylistic research that uses computational 
tools to move through levels of reading as distant as a corpus and as close as a 
short passage in a specific text in order to discover what style does across those 
levels. 

Moreover, the dissertation demonstrates that classically distant reading-
type questions about socio-cultural context are compatible with, and indeed 
enrich and are enriched by, multilevel investigations of style. The ability to set 
a wide scope while not losing sight of detail and to maintain consistency in fine-
grained analysis across a sizeable corpus opens a new field of questions for 
exploration in which word, text, and context come into fresh relation. In the 
context of my dissertation, this means a corpus wherein novels have been 
divided into passages representing altered states and passages representing 
default, or “normal” consciousness. I then use the computer to apply two 
categorical dictionaries to the corpus. These are DocuScope, which is built on a 
rhetorical framework, and the Regressive Imagery Dictionary, which is 
designed to detect and describe the lexical composition of textual 
representations of altered consciousness. For example, DocuScope reveals the 
percentage of words in a text that belong to categories such as sense object 
(words that create the experience of the five senses perceiving objects and their 
orientation) or person class (words referencing an individual or group’s formal, 
occupational, and identity roles).  

The dictionary does not just count the frequency of each category for 
every text in the corpus. I can also pick a text – say, Marta Randall’s altered 
consciousness passages from her novel Islands (1976) – and the program will 
show me where all the sense object words appear in the passages. I can compare 
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that to how these words occur in her default state passages or, say, in Phillip K. 
Dick’s altered state passages from The Three Stigmata of Palmer Eldritch 
(1964). I can toggle between which categories are visible so that, for example, I 
can explore how sense property and person class words interact – or do not.  

This kind of data mainly leads back into the text. That is, while I use a 
few distant reading techniques like cluster analysis (seeing how texts group 
based on their category frequency compositions) and distance matrices (a 
general measure of how similar or dissimilar a text is compared to every other 
text in the corpus), my main approach is to let the categorical frequencies guide 
close reading.  This kind of close reading examines how categories of words 
interplay with each other in passages of altered consciousness and notices the 
specific ways in which grammatical features like use of the passive, or phonetic 
features like alliteration, interact with the lexical categories. Through such close 
reading, I uncover distinct styles of representing altered consciousness. This 
exploratory approach takes advantage of both the speed and consistency of 
computers in identifying individual features and patterns of features and 
humanism’s cultivation of the capacity to recognize and interpret meaning from 
such patterns. Through this blended reading I discover a general style of altered 
consciousness within which three distinct stylistic groups correspond with 
three distinct thematizations of altered consciousness. Characterizing this 
general style of altered consciousness contributes to two threads of an ongoing 
conversation about estrangement in science fiction studies that engages Simon 
Spiegel’s systematization of Darko Suvin’s concept of cognitive estrangement. 
In the first thread, Jessica Norledge, Richard J. Whitt, and Michael Adams use 
Spiegel’s systematization to illuminate connections between style, reader 
response, and ethics, while in the second, Simona Bartolotta, Kaisa Kortekallio, 
and Esko Suoranta use it to demonstrate how estrangement may function as a 
formal affordance that allows readers to think through a science fiction text. 

Although representations of altered states in my material have 
considerable variety, they do evidence a consistent style. It is a style of sensory 
detail – detached from acts of perception and in tension with incongruous 
emotions – that overloads a sparse framework of repetitive words suggestive of 
order, such as “form” and “pattern,” and creates a chaotic, associational 
structure in which focalizing characters have difficulty interpreting exterior 
events but are confident in their interior perception. What is more, this style 
represents the altered state of consciousness as defamiliarized in comparison 
to the representation of the default state, in which the positive aspects of 
communication are highlighted and a rational orientation to action is 
emphasized.  

The style of altered consciousness constitutes a language of 
estrangement that functions as a novum, the innovation or “new thing” that 
identifies the work as science fiction. It determines how protagonists perceive 
and interact with the storyworld, motivating their actions and prompting 
readers (at least for a moment) to view things differently, to experience 
estrangement or defamiliarization (Suvin 63–64). Unlike many conventional 
novums – think spaceships or bug-eyed-monsters, which are demystified 
almost the moment they are introduced – the language of estrangement resists 
naturalization, keeping perception perpetually strange. In his clarification of 
Suvinian cognitive estrangement, Spiegel terms this “formal-rhetorical act of 
making the familiar strange” (376) first-degree defamiliarization, in which “the 
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narration is completely focalized through the novum; we literally see with 
strange eyes” (378).  This defamiliarizing style of altered consciousness makes 
it first possible, then morally imperative, to perceive strangely. The 
defamiliarized language estranges readers, facilitating a de-automatized 
encounter with otherwise familiar themes of contemporaneous sociocultural 
concern.  

To illustrate, in Kate Wilhelm’s The Killer Thing (1967), the obvious 
candidates for novums – the killer robot, laser guns, and spaceships – had 
already been naturalized and become part of the familiar furniture of science 
fiction’s “megatext,” or generic repertoire (Broderick), even in the 196os. 
However, the defamiliarizing perspective afforded by the focalizing character 
Captain Tracey’s altered consciousness estranges the narrative content of this 
perception – wartime memories and the mental constructs that permit war’s 
brutal enactment. This estrangement of something “normal” – the Vietnam 
War was still widely supported by US citizens in 1967 – prompts its reevaluation 
in a move much more consequential than pure marveling at strange, new 
technological gadgets. Thus, the perpetually defamiliarized perception of 
altered consciousness becomes a vehicle for the altered state’s political and 
ethical potential.  

The language of an altered state is not merely descriptive, but the style 
constitutes the interrelated meanings of such a state of consciousness. 
Shoshana Felman notes that altered consciousness, particularly madness, as 
represented in a novel, does not describe itself but evokes and participates in 
that state (52). The language of an altered state thus possesses a particular 
power to involve readers in its estranged viewpoint. In their exclusion from 
centers of social discourse, such liminal perspectives acquire other social and 
ethical potential(s) (39).  

Wilhelm, and other authors in the dissertation’s corpus, harness this 
potentiality. Focalizers do often depersonalize in their altered state, yet it is not 
a stage of dissolution, despite sometimes containing such lexical patterns. 
Rather, it allows for mental and environmental distortions and identifications 
that lead to transformation and reframing. Through the defamiliarized 
estrangement of altered consciousness, readers perceive the strangeness of war 
along with Captain Tracey. Wilhelm’s The Killer Thing, under its space 
adventure trappings, made a strong antiwar statement through the estranging 
language of altered consciousness. By staying with this strangeness, readers 
resist the naturalization of war. 

This complex interplay between altered consciousness, language, 
estrangement, and social issues also appears in three groups of texts, each with 
a distinct style of altered consciousness that produces a distinct thematization 
that engages with different aspects of the contemporaneous culture. I call these 
the void and disorder, connection and communication, and perception and 
transformation stylistic groups. 

The void and disorder group focuses on words of vertical motion, 
elaborate syntax, natural imagery, and prolix and parallel descriptions that 
pertain to the storyworld rather than evoking the focalizing character’s 
interiority. These features comprise a style of abundance that nevertheless 
evokes absence, or a void, even as it conceals it. The altered states of 
consciousness in the void and disorder group speak to entropy and annihilation 
both stylistically and thematically. This thematization of altered consciousness 
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resonates with understandings of mental illness in Western medicine and 
psychology through the first half of the twentieth century. However, the 
empathy extended to undergoers of altered states in the novels of the void and 
disorder group, such as Ursula K. Le Guin’s The Lathe of Heaven (1971) and 
Thomas M. Disch’s Camp Concentration (1968), aligns with challenges to this 
understanding and concurrent changes in treatment of the mentally ill that 
began in the 1960s. The depictions of empathy in these novels particularly 
reflect the emerging philosophy and practice of antipsychiatry, which 
questioned the overmedicalization and over medication, invalidation, and 
coercion common to treatment. 

The second group, connection and communication, which includes 
novels such as James H. Schmitz’s The Witches of Karres (1966) and Danile F. 
Galouye’s Dark Universe (1961), represents altered consciousness through the 
horizontal axis of space – the physical, earthly, bodily axis – using spatial and 
body words to describe elements of the exterior world as though internal to the 
character. Focalizers undergo altered states in which their sense of self 
repeatedly blurs into the environment. When their self-boundaries blur into the 
surrounding storyworld, the world also undergoes continual, contradictory re-
presentation as the focalizer’s altered self-perception shifts. These iteratively 
variant, unstable identifications build unreliable storyworlds, worlds wherein 
readers cannot be too confident of what is described. The tensions built into 
these unreliable worlds enable exploration of speculative, iterative themes. 
Through dissolution of the focalizer’s ego into the storyworld in a process of 
layered, fractal, unreliable worldbuilding, the connection and communication 
group explores altered consciousness as a means of communicating with others 
to positively transform social relations and organization and also as a way of 
connecting with and protecting the natural environment. 

In the third group that I identify, perception and transformation, 
altered consciousness constitutes a form of knowledge that alienates. The 
novels in this group include Joanna Russ’ We Who Are About To… (1976) and 
Robert Silverberg’s A Time of Changes (1971). All the novels in this group 
contain a movement from increased perception, through deepened 
understanding, to alienation as a result of the altered state of consciousness 
depicted. This view aligns with a shift in attitudes toward psychedelic drugs 
among researchers, law enforcement, the counterculture, and the American 
population in general over the 1960s and 1970s. 

“Madness,” Shoshana Felman notes in a synthesis of Derrida and 
Foucault, can only be evoked “in the dimension of possibility and the language 
of fiction,” (44) which “does not elucidate what it connotes, but rather, 
participates in it” (52, emphases original). On this view, altered states are 
particularly well articulated in the language of science fiction, a speculative 
language of the possible. This is, to evoke Russ again, “What If literature” 
written in the What If language of What If consciousness. In not merely 
describing altered consciousness but evoking it, the language of altered states 
addresses what she describes as “the whole difficulty of science fiction, of 
genuine speculation: how to get away from traditional assumptions which are 
nothing more than traditional straightjackets” (216).  

Altered consciousness is expressed through a particular language of 
estrangement, or defamiliarization. This language itself is the novum that 
makes traditional assumptions strange, ill-fitting. What I show in my 
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dissertation is that digging to the formal and stylistic roots of the language of 
altered consciousness reveals its estrangement as a linguistic artefact and 
effect, thus showcasing its ability to instigate patterns of social and cultural 
questioning and shifting. Further, the general style (and the group styles) of 
altered consciousness produce a lexical frequency model from which it will be 
possible to build a computational tool capable of identifying portrayals of 
altered states, or comparing how “altered” the style of texts are. In future 
research, this would allow, for example, diachronic comparison of science 
fiction, tracing stylistic and thematic shifts in representations of altered states 
from the 1960s to today. 

The words we choose to talk about altered consciousness reveal our 
relationship to such states. Not only has the present research demonstrated 
this, it has yielded tools to understand subtle shifts of consciousness as 
represented in language more deeply. The stylistic exuberance of science fiction 
in the 1960s and 1970s may in many ways be of its time, but the clarity with 
which such style speaks its themes opens the way into hearing the quieter 
representations more fully. 
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