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The aim of this thesis is to explore the elements of power-knowledge in two SF 

novels written amid the Space Race during the Cold War era. While the dominant interest 

of both Stanislaw Lem’s Solaris and Arthur C. Clarke’s Rendezvous with Rama generally 

revolves around the implications of human interactions with an alien presence, my focus 

is primarily on the power structures that propel those interactions: questioning the 

intentions of scientific pursuits and analyzing the effects of Foucauldian power relations 

on the human individual. I do this by applying Foucault’s theories of the duality of the 

subject and his work on biopolitics. What is gleaned is not only a study of the interests of 

power, but an emphasis on the intersectional restrictions of power and cognition.
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INTRODUCTION: SCIENCE AND PHILOSOPHY

In 1959, physicists Giuseppe Cocconi and Philip Morrison published a 

collaborative essay titled “Searching for Interstellar Communications” in Nature. The 

piece was short, but the aim was unprecedented, as it is the first scientific publication 

advocating for a SETI program. In the article, the scientists assert that “few will deny the 

profound importance, practical and philosophical, which the detection of interstellar 

communications would have. We therefore feel that a discriminating search for signals 

deserves a considerable effort” (846). Two years later, Morrison’s continued advocacy 

led the physicist to participate in a small, rather unofficial conference at the National 

Radio Astronomy Observatory’s Green Bank observatory. Lee Billings pieced together 

the events of that first meeting in his journalistic account of humanity’s historical 

fascination with and search for extraterrestrial life, Five Billion Years of Solitude: The 

Search for Life Among the Stars. According to Billings, “[t]he core purpose of the [Green 

Bank] meeting... was to quantify whether SETI had any reasonable chance of 

successfully detecting civilizations around other stars” (“The Alien-Life Summit”): the 

aim of the conference was to assess the productive potential of this scientific endeavor.  

In order to make their assessment, the concentrated group of scientists began the 

conference with a string of letters on a chalkboard: “N = R fp ne fl fi fc L.” This formula 

has since been referred to as the “Drake equation” and, although the scientist that 

constructed the equation, Frank Drake, had intended it only to guide the next three days 

of the Green Bank meeting, the equation and its possible values “would come to 



2 

dominate all subsequent SETI discussions and searches” (“The Alien-Life Summit”). To 

this day, the SETI institute continues to utilize these “terms involved in estimating the 

number of technological civilizations that may exist in our galaxy”1 for their exploratory 

purposes. The Green Bank meeting produced a foundational language of mathematics, 

probabilities, and opportunity; everything the scientists gleaned was immediately 

subsumed into the dominant discourse of space exploration, which, given the competitive 

undertakings of both the Russians and U.S. at the time (specifically, the establishment of 

the “Space Race” several years prior), was expanding at an almost alarming rate.2 The 

global interests in advancing space technologies post-WWII were unprecedented: 

Early on, governments were quite interested—SETI was briefly one of the 

scientific arenas in which the United States and the Soviet Union grappled during 

the Cold War. What better propaganda victory could there be than to act as 

humanity’s ambassador to another cosmic civilization? What invaluable 

knowledge might be gained—and exploited—from communication between the 

stars? (Five Billion Years of Solitude 11) 

For the Green Bank scientists, the search for extraterrestrial life was not merely a 

competitive undertaking to establish global political supremacy; they considered the 

extension of humanity’s celestial reach as a noble, progressive search for answers: 

“[m]aybe a message from the stars could provide some inoculation against humanity’s 

self-destructive tendencies” (24). 

In 1961, the same year as the Green Bank conference, Polish World War II 

survivor and SF writer Stanislaw Lem was also contemplating the productive fictional 

possibilities of human contact with alien life—not contact with the typically assumed 



3 

bipedal humanoid race but with something truly alien and ultimately unknowable. Lem’s 

ideas would soon be realized in what is now considered one of his best novels, Solaris 

(1961). The novel’s enduring popularity may be largely attributed to its “biting critiques 

of the pretensions of scientific explorations and SF romance. [It was the product] of the 

moment when the Cold War superpowers were transforming the utopias of spaceflight 

into War Machines” (I.C.R. 565). Despite the novel’s compelling plot involving scientists 

isolated in a space station on a planet encompassed by an alien ocean (that may or may 

not be sentient) and experiencing visitors connected to their past lives, perhaps conjured 

by the planet, Solaris has little action and no resolution. It is really more of an antinovel, 

for none of the ever-mounting questions about the alien planet (scientific or otherwise) or 

the sudden manifestation of loved ones who have died are answered. The reader leaves 

the protagonist, Kris Kelvin, in ambiguous contemplation at the close of a book that is 

more concerned with unpacking dense scientific terminology, contradictory theories, and 

Lem’s philosophical musings.   

Solaris subverts traditional SF dramatic expectations, but it is not the only SF 

novel written during the Space Race in which humanity is given the opportunity to 

engage with an alien novum—a term introduced into SF criticism by Darko Suvin—only 

to be denied access. Suvin’s novum “presents an alternate reality as an extrapolation from 

and an analogy to the author’s social environment” (Renault 114). This distinguishes the 

unknowable element within an SF story from the magical elements present in the Fantasy 

genre (which are not bound to the principles of cognitive logic). In 1973, Arthur C. 

Clarke, one of the most influential SF writers of the twentieth century, published 

Rendezvous with Rama, which concerns a sphere-like alien ship traveling through space 
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that soon captures the attention of scientists. A team of astronauts is sent to investigate 

the ship (dubbed “Rama” after the Hindu god). Just as Lem’s solaricists are unable to 

learn very much from the planet’s alien ocean, Clarke’s scientists spend much of the 

novel attempting to piece together the purpose of the ship’s technology, the mystery of its 

absent crew, and the creature-like biological robots (biots) that crawl about Rama. Yet 

ultimately, they too fall short in understanding the Ramans and their ship.  

Clarke was fixated on the stars, strongly believed in humanity’s ability to reach 

them, and considered space exploration an important undertaking. Science magazine’s 

obituary for the author describes Clarke as “an optimist about the ability to make life 

better through the peaceful use of science and technology. He was convinced that human 

destiny involved leaving the Earth for other places in the solar system and beyond, and 

that the results of space exploration would improve the human condition” (Pelton and 

Logsdon 189). When one considers the plot of Rama, given the author’s unwavering 

support of the sciences and confidence in humanity, it seems a curious choice for Clarke 

to limit his characters’ understanding of alien purposes. One might assume that the writer 

would use Rama as more of an idealistic vehicle illustrating the productive importance of 

space exploration. Rendezvous with Rama was released post-lunar landing, when interest 

(and funding) for the space program began to wane, as the Space Race had already been 

decidedly won by the Americans.3 Yet, for all his enthusiasm, Clarke’s major emphasis 

was on verisimilitude. He required that the science in his stories be accurate and 

“remained contemptuous of science fiction that was inconsistent with the basic laws of 

physics” (Pelton and Logsdon 189). Initial publication of Rama was met with anticipation 

and excitement. Yet as Nicholas Ruddick notes, “the first flush of enthusiasm quickly 
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faded... The novel has not been neglected, but it has never been given the sort of attention 

it deserves. It is not hard to see why: Rama fails to offer, it seems, a vision of human 

transcendence coming as a result of the alien encounter” (42). Clarke fails to give what 

many readers want: a storyline in which humanity reaps the rewards of their exploratory 

efforts and sacrifices, an unofficial expectation that he met in several of his other works.  

Clarke was not one to dwell upon the limits of human ability. As an accomplished 

inventor and futurist, he crafted three main observances (or “laws”) in Profiles of the 

Future, one of which articulated a permeable vision of possibility rather than simply 

drawing a line to establish what human innovation can and cannot accomplish: “The only 

way of discovering the limits of the possible is to venture a little way past them into the 

impossible” (Pelton and Logsdon). Bearing Clarke’s law in mind, a critical reader of 

Rendezvous with Rama will undoubtedly have questions about the author’s intention with 

this puzzling and anticlimactic text. 

Rama and Solaris were released at the heels of a Kuhnian scientific revolution in 

the twentieth century, when emphasis on space technology held the central attention of 

Cold War power players. Solaris was published during the first years of the Space Race 

and Rendezvous with Rama almost at its close. Thomas Kuhn’s The Structure of Scientific 

Revolutions challenges the Whig historiography of linear progress often attributed to the 

evolution of science. For Kuhn: “Normal science does not aim at novelty but at clearing 

up the status quo. It tends to discover what it expects to discover” (xxvi). He questions 

the objective, logical purity of the scientific process, noting: “a few historians of science 

have [found] it more and more difficult to fulfill the functions that the concept of 

development-by-accumulation assigns to them....Perhaps science does not develop by the 



6 

accumulation of individual discoveries and inventions” (2). The introduction of nuclear 

capabilities during the second world war forced a replacement (and retelling) of 

established scientific paradigms with updated models and theoretical structures that 

would accommodate for the accumulation of novel data. Kuhn’s ideas are similar to 

Michel Foucault’s suspicions about the sciences. For Foucault, the search for knowledge 

is not disinterested. He focuses on power as the primary force behind scientific 

exploration. In the 1979 interview “Truth and Power,” Foucault argues that power is 

widespread throughout our social system and discusses our scientific institutions and 

their processes:  

How is it that at certain moments and in certain orders of knowledge, there are 

these sudden take-offs, these hastenings of evolution, these transformations which 

fail to correspond to the calm, continuist image that is normally accredited?’... is 

it that this extent and rapidity are only a sign of something else: a modification in 

the rules of formation of statements which are accepted as scientifically true. Thus 

it is not a change in the content... nor is it a change of theoretical form... It is a 

question of what governs statements. (Power/Knowledge 112).  

 Foucault would argue that the technological advancements of the postwar era were 

molded by structures of power, operating through well-intended minds like those working 

in earnest and good faith in a conference room in Green Bank.  

 Foucault’s most influential works challenge the basis of the human sciences: 

“modern power penetrates everywhere, giving a specific name to every possible variant 

of human action so as to master the world and leave nothing unexamined, unknown, 

uncatalogued” (“Michel Foucault” 1472). These knowledge/power relations are not 
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confined to institutions. Discipline and Punish deems all of society as a “carceral 

network” of power relations for which “there is no outside” (“Discipline and Punish” 

1496). Joseph Rouse further analyzes this concept as he considers that Foucault “objects 

to the very idea of a knowledge or a truth outside of networks of power relations” 

(“Power/Knowledge” 6). A similar power/knowledge dynamic is present (and subverted) 

in Solaris and Rendezvous with Rama; it is my intention to analyze these relational 

dynamics in the context of Foucault’s theories. All the events in these novels are sparked 

by the human need to acquire knowledge, which Foucault argues “[has] made the human 

sciences historically possible. Knowable man (soul, individuality, consciousness, 

conduct, whatever it is called) is the object-effect of this analytical investment, of this 

domination-observation" (Discipline and Punish 305-306). The pursuit of knowledge 

(scientific or otherwise) is more related to power and subjugation than to idealized 

notions of humanity’s search for answers. Foucault is especially suspicious of the power 

structures associated with scientific studies:  

If power were never anything but repressive, if it never did anything but to say no, 

do you really think one would be brought to obey it? What makes power hold 

good, what makes it accepted, is simply the fact that it doesn’t only weigh us 

down as a force that says no, but that it traverses and produces things, it induces 

pleasure, forms knowledge, produces discourse. It needs to be considered as a 

productive network which runs through the whole social body, more than as a 

negative instance whose function is repression. (Power/Knowledge 119) 

In “Foucault on Freedom and Truth,” Charles Taylor considers that Foucault’s critical 

analyses “turn a great deal on... disguise/illusion” (152), the metaphorical peeling back of 
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an institution’s foundation in order to expose its power relations. Given the significant 

intersections of power and deception in these novels, a Foucauldian reading of Solaris 

and Rama produces a variant discourse that does not merely tell us what humanity cannot 

know, but how subsumed we are within the carceral network of institutionalized power. 

The texts reiterate Foucault’s position that the pursuit of knowledge is not disinterested. 

Historically, science has presented itself as a tool to be wielded and improved upon in 

hopes of better understanding humanity’s place in the universe. These novels subvert 

those assumptions, showing the human being as irrevocably held back by the discourse of 

the sciences, as they investigate entities that are “other” than human.
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I.  THE EXPLORER/SUBJECT IN SOLARIS

Foucault’s “The Subject and Power” clarifies many of his other works: “[his] 

objective [has] been to create a history of the modes by which, in our culture, human 

beings are made subjects” (777). The “subject” in Foucault’s definition does not solely 

refer to the oft assumed “subjective self” but also considers institutions of power that 

mold the subject as a “subjected object,” which Foucault defines as “the objectivizing of 

the subject” (778). Objectified subjects are not just molded by power, they are objects of 

knowledge: “for example, the objectivizing of the speaking subject in grammaire 

générale, philology and linguistics... [or] the objectivizing of the sheer fact of being alive 

in natural history or biology” (777). To pursue his analysis of the subject, Foucault must 

look at power and ask what legitimates it. He suggests the reader consider 

[A] new economy of power relations... It consists of taking the forms of resistance 

against different forms of power as a starting point... using this resistance as a 

[type of] catalyst so as to bring to light power relations, locate their position, and 

find out their point of application and the methods used. Rather than analyzing 

power from the point of view of its internal rationality, it consists of analyzing 

power relations through the antagonism of strategies. (780) 

Foucault goes on to support this with similar relational oppositions, including defining 

“sane” behavior by looking at “what is happening in the field of insanity,” stating that “in 

order to understand what power relations are about, perhaps we should investigate the 

forms of resistance and attempts made to dissociate these relations” (780). Foucault’s 
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emphasis on resistance should be helpful in my discussion of Solaris’s insightful 

commentary on the limits of knowledge as the text consistently places its human 

characters in opposition to the novum element.  

In Discipline and Punish, Foucault explains how a carceral network of power 

dominates the incarcerated subject. He not only considers the construct of the panoptic 

prison but turns to other para-penal institutions and regimens that aim to isolate and 

dominate: 

The modelling of the body produces a knowledge of the individual, the 

apprenticeship of the techniques induces modes of behavior and the acquisition of 

skills is inextricably linked with the establishment of power relations.... 

[s]ubmissive subjects are produced and a dependable body of knowledge built 

about them. (“Discipline and Punish” 1491) 

The Mettray Reformatory, among other locations, taught knowledge-power transmission 

to other disciplines: 

It was the first training college in pure discipline: the ‘penitentiary’ was not 

simply a project that sought its justification in ‘humanity’ or its foundations in a 

‘science,’ but a technique that was learnt, transmitted, and which obeyed general 

norms. The practice that normalized by compulsion the conduct of the 

undisciplined or dangerous could, in turn, by technical elaboration and natural 

reflect, be “normalized.” The disciplinary technique became a “discipline” which 

also had its school. (Foucault 1492) 

Disciplinary measures once exerted on prisoners were transformed into a useful method 

for the transmission of knowledge. In Lem’s novel, the crew of Solaris Station are 
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molded by their disciplinary training in the sciences: Dr. Kris Kelvin, the protagonist, is a 

psychologist; Dr. Gibarian, Kelvin’s colleague back on Earth, is the head of 

experimentation on Solaris; Dr. Snaut is a cybernetician; and Dr. Sartorius a physicist. 

Furthermore, Solaris Station is a creation of the sciences and the connection between 

scientist and scientific environment should not be overlooked. Foucault’s emphasis on 

heterotopian (or “contrary”) spaces stresses the convergence of space and time in 

Western cultures, attributing this historical shift in Western ideas as “signaled by 

Galileo’s work” (“Of Other Spaces” 2). Iwan Sudradjat expands on Foucault’s Galilean 

connection: “In the seventeenth century, Galileo dissolved the discrete and hierarchical 

spaces of the medieval era when he envisioned an infinitely open space, in which ‘a 

thing’s place was no longer anything but a point in its movement.’ Galileo substituted the 

space of extension for that of localization” (“Foucault, the Other Spaces, and Human 

Behaviour” 29). Foucault’s argument likewise focuses on a shift from the more 

traditionally “fixed-point” understanding of historical “progress” toward an emphasis on 

localized points of relation between things or spaces. To Foucault, this underscores the 

significance of heterotopian analysis, and his argument also hinges on that relational 

importance between spaces. Much like his “new economy of power relations,” in which 

power structures might be better understood through their opposition, Foucault considers 

heterotopias as “counter-sites, a kind of enacted utopia in which the real sites, all the 

other real sites that can be found within a culture, are simultaneously represented, 

contested, and inverted... [leading to] a sort of mixed, joint experience” (“Of Other 

Spaces” 3-4). To Foucault, this experience is necessary to phenomenological discourses: 

“I am interested in certain [sites] that have the curious property of being in relation with 
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all the other sites, but in such a way as to suspect, neutralize, or invert the set of relations 

that they happen to designate, mirror, or reflect” (3). The purpose of Solaris Station is to 

provide a space on the uninhabitable planet of Solaris for the solaricists to study the 

ocean. Yet the station is not merely a platform for experimentation; it is also a highly 

advanced, multi-functional component of the scientific process used to facilitate the 

scientists’ work in processing the ever increasing amounts of raw data accumulating over 

the years: “[E]lectronic brains were constructed with the ability to process more 

information than had ever been required by any problem before now. And, in fact, certain 

results were obtained" (ch. 2). In addition, Solaris Station has a library that contains a 

comprehensive accumulation of all of the studies, experiments, articles, analyses, and 

critiques of Solaris (and its ocean) ever written or recorded, “[The library was a] large 

circular room with its smooth walls covered in a checkerwork of drawers with their 

multitudes of microfilms and electronic records. [It] was located in the very center of the 

Station" (ch. 8). The Station as a technological construct represents a practical application 

of scientific knowledge, and its heart is a space specifically intended to hold more 

knowledge: historical records and accumulated data compiled by solaricists throughout 

the decades.  

 Solaris describes an environment of resistance. In Power/Knowledge, Foucault’s 

argument about the relation between exertions of power and resistance disrupt the 

simplistic, binary of dominator/dominated. Insisting instead on a “multiform production 

of relations of domination,” he argues that “there are no relations of power without 

resistances: the latter are all the more real and effective because they are formed right at 

the point where relations of power are exercised” (142). Despite Foucault’s assertions, 
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the potential effectiveness of a given form of resistance is not something external but 

born from power. Clare O’Farrell notes how readers of Foucault perceive this dilemma: 

“Although [he] insisted on several occasions that resistance was not doomed to inevitable 

failure in the face of the omnipresence of power... readers still found it difficult to 

understand how such resistance could not be compromised, since in effect it could only 

ever be the mirror of power being exercised” (“Power and Culture”). This has certain 

implications in terms of Foucault’s analysis of resistance in “The Subject and Power” and 

its application to Lem’s novel. 

Again, for Foucault, power is all-pervasive, and resistance is born from power 

that in turn reinscribes the power it is resisting. In Lem’s novel, both active and static 

resistance occurs to scientific investigation. Something as unknowable as the ocean of 

Solaris cannot engage in an active resistance of power, it is an impermeable novum. 

Thus, the constructed space of Solaris Station can be considered as enveloped in an 

environment of static resistance—which bears a consequential difference from active 

forms of resistance (these are more plainly illustrated among the human interactions on 

the station). A static resistance of power might be considered problematic for a 

Foucauldian reading, for this resistance is completely disengaged from power. My sense 

is that this is precisely why Lem’s text is so traumatic for the human characters: there is 

no dynamic relationship between the Solaris ocean and the solaricists: 

That which we knew in detail contained nothing but contradictions. The ocean did 

not employ machines or construct them, though in certain circumstances it 

seemed capable of doing so, since it copied components of some of the devices 

lowered into it. But it did so only in the first two years of the exploratory 
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research; after that, with boundless patience it ignored repeated attempts, as if it 

had lost all interest in our instruments and artifacts (and thus, it seemed, in us). 

(ch. 2) 

Kelvin goes on to label this accumulation of contradictions as “negative knowledge,” yet 

solaricists insist on continuing their efforts. This total lack of engagement by the novum 

forces the hand of Dr. Gibarian as he decides to perform substantially harsher, 

unauthorized experiments to provoke planetary reaction. Further limiting the solaricist’s 

capacity to work on Solaris, the planet’s atmosphere is incompatible with human life so 

the predominant setting is Solaris Station. The constructed space of the station, born out 

of the application of knowledge from the sciences and set against a backdrop of static 

“negative knowledge,” effectively parallels the juxtaposed interactions within the station 

between the subjects and novum-guests, as the subjects are entangled in dynamic 

relations of power while the novum is permanently disengaged. Kelvin’s first guest, 

Harey, is an example. The Harey-guest is a materialized simulacrum resembling Kelvin’s 

dead lover who had committed suicide on Earth ten years prior: “She looked exactly like 

she had the last time I saw her alive. At that time she’d only been nineteen years old; 

today she would have been twenty-nine, but naturally she hadn’t altered—the dead 

remain young” (ch. 5). The novum’s interactions with Kelvin are superficial despite the 

realistic illusion and in a panic Kelvin blasts the Harey-Guest off the station on a 

rocket—only to find another Harey-Guest at his bedside, caressing him the next morning: 

“I half-closed my eyes. I could feel the small regular thump of her heart where mine beat 

slower. A prop, I thought to myself. But I wasn’t surprised by anything, even my own 

indifference. I was beyond fear and despair” (ch. 7). The actions of the simulacra are 
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closer to poor projections of Kelvin’s memories than a separate alien subject engaging 

with a human. Snaut confirms as much to Kelvin, post-rocket launch, during one of their 

deliberations: “She’ll come back like at the beginning... of the first visit. She won’t know 

anything, or, to be precise, she’ll act as it everything you did to get rid of her simply 

never took place” (ch. 6). After the second Harey-form appears, Kelvin observes what he 

proceeds to describe as the “most terrible thing of all”: 

When Harey finished dressing my face [from injuries sustained during the 

removal of the first Harey,] I got up. I suddenly caught sight of the two 

completely identical white dresses with red buttons, which lay side by side. The 

first was the one I’d helped her take off by cutting the back; the second was the 

dress she’d come in with the day before... I turned away from her surreptitiously 

and bit my fist till it bled. Still staring at the two dresses—or rather the same dress 

repeated two times—I began backing towards the door. (ch. 7)  

The novum has no vested interest in keeping up authentic appearances and the two 

dresses represent a blatant physical manifestation of disengagement: the ocean is not 

enforcing a realistic interaction between the Harey-Guest apparition and Kelvin. Unable 

to make sense of his situation, Kelvin modifies his actions, taking steps to work within 

his scientific discipline and attempt to produce an understanding of the novum. He takes 

Harey to the laboratory and attempts to analyze her blood. Although the sample is largely 

non-reactive, the little information he is able to attain from a neutrino microscope only 

clouds his judgment, “I kept staring at [Harey], once again feeling that crawling sensation 

in my lower lip. What had actually happened? What did it mean? This body, seemingly 

so slender and frail—in fact indestructible—at its deepest level had turned out to be made 
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of nothingness” (ch. 7). Elements of the uncanny4 between the human/guest relation serve 

as a signal to the reader of the looming presence of negative knowledge.  

The experiences of Solaris’s characters within the space of the novel are those of 

the Foucauldian subject under constant duress, not just in their spatial restrictions but in 

their interactions with the guests, or, novums. The interactions are reminiscent of 

Sigmund Freud’s “uncanny,” which he defines as “that class of frightening which leads 

back to what is old and long familiar” (“The ‘Uncanny’” 825). Freud is intrigued with the 

paradoxical definitions connected to the uncanny: 

[A]mong its different shades of meaning, the word ‘heimlich’ exhibits one which 

is identical with its opposite, ‘unheimlich’. What is heimlich thus becomes 

unheimlich... the word... is not unambiguous, but belongs to two sets of ideas, 

which, without being contradictory, are yet very different: on the one hand it 

means what is familiar and agreeable, and on the other, what is concealed and 

kept out of sight. (“The ‘Uncanny’” 825) 

In the “Solaricists” chapter, Kelvin has only recently landed and experienced an off-kilter 

interaction with Snaut. When he looks for his quarters, he notices a disturbing detail:  

The tubular corridor was empty. I stood for a moment at the closed door, 

listening. The walls must have been thin, from outside there came the whining of 

the wind. On the door there was a crooked rectangle of first-aid plaster that had 

been stuck up carelessly, bearing the inscription: “Human.” I stared at the 

scrawled, barely legible word. For a moment, I thought about going back to 

Snaut, but I realized that wasn’t possible.  
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Clearly the room was meant for humans; what else was on the station (aside from 

humans) that would need to know it was not allowed inside? From this moment forward 

in the text, elements of the “uncanny” persistently gnaw at Kelvin and soon become quite 

overwhelming upon discovering that his former teacher and colleague, Gibarian, is dead: 

“I passed two doors and came to the one that bore Gibarian’s name. For a long time I 

stood in front of it. The Station was filled with silence. I took hold of the door handle. 

The truth was, I really didn’t want to go in” (ch. 2). Kelvin steps in and observes several 

familiar objects: a blue curtain with pink flowers, undoubtedly brought from Earth, 

Gibarian’s handwriting on several papers, familiar books. All of these are washed over 

with the strangenesss that comes from his awareness that the owner of these personal 

effects is dead. 

The first Harey-Guest's appearance in Kelvin’s quarters advances a negative 

knowledge novum toward the personal spaces of the subject: 

The room was filled with a cloudy red glow. I felt cold and I felt fine. I lay naked 

outside the covers. Across from the bed, by the window, which was half covered 

by shades, someone was sitting in the light of the red sun. It was Harey, in a white 

summer dress... I gazed at her for a long time, entirely calm. My first thought was: 

“I’m glad this is one of those dreams where you know you’re dreaming.” All the 

same, I’d have preferred her not to be there. (ch. 5) 

There is much to unpack here, beginning with a look at Kelvin’s private quarters as its 

own heterotopian construct. Kelvin T. Knight defines heterotopia as a space “in which 

things are ‘laid’, ‘placed’, ‘arranged’ in sites so very different from one another that it is 

impossible to find a place of residence for them” (42). This concept emphasizes the 
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“things” occupying spaces. To illustrate a grouping of contradictory items, Foucault uses 

the example of a garden: “The traditional garden of the Persians was a sacred space that 

was supposed to bring together inside its rectangle four parts representing the four parts 

of the world... all the vegetation of the garden was supposed to come together in this 

space, in this sort of microcosm” (“Of Other Spaces” 6). Knight considers the 

overlapping placement of such items to be “impossible,” which can certainly lead to 

experiences of the uncanny, given the appropriate circumstance. Such is the case with the 

arrival of Harey in the space of Kelvin’s quarters. The beginning of the passage notes a 

“cloudy red glow,” (the light from Solaris’s sun) permeating Kelvin’s room. The room is 

private, stocked with curtain shades, pillow, a bed, covers, etc. Yet, these familiar items 

are cast in an unfamiliar, red light stemming from an alien sun. In addition to this, Harey, 

while not an “item” necessarily, is not meant to be there—and Kelvin knows it. He is 

content to gaze upon her familiar beauty, but, “[prefers] her not to be there.” Harey is an 

extension of Solaris, another unknowable novum, and her appearance in Kelvin’s 

intimate space could be construed as a threatening advancement of the “negative 

knowledge” that the Solaris ocean represents. It is not surprising that Kelvin is 

immediately propelled to dispose of this simulated Harey:“Like a madman I rushed to the 

remote control console and with both hands pushed the lever that started the reactor... I 

would have done virtually anything not to have to hear again [her] terrible voice, which 

carried no vestige of anything human” (ch. 5). Harey is not Harey. Her “terrible voice” 

quietly begs to be released from the capsule, “there came a half-whimper, half-whistle 

that was utterly unlike any human voice, despite which I could make out in it a repeated 

howl: ‘Kris! Kris! Kris!’” (ch. 5). Upon hearing this fundamentally alien voice coming 
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from the Harey figure as she begs to be released, Kelvin’s resolve to launch the capsule 

containing her only strengthens. Notably, this is the same initial impulse that every 

solaricist has had when their novum-guests have appeared, as Snaut indicates after Kelvin 

traps the first Harey in a rocket and launches her into space: “You’re going to tell me you 

never used a rope or hammer?.. You’re quite the standup guy. Even the washbasin is 

undamaged; you didn’t try to break any heads on it, nothing. You didn’t smash the cabin 

up. Right away you just opened the rocket, slammed it shut and wham-bam thank you 

ma’am, launched it into space” (ch. 2). The violent specificity of Snaut’s description 

suggests that he himself has attacked his guests using a variety of violent scenarios. The 

reader might be tempted to categorize an aggressive removal of the novum as an exertion 

or exercise of power. However, in “The Subject and Power,” Foucault emphasizes a 

notable difference: 

[W]hat defines a relationship of power is that it is a mode of action which does 

not act directly and immediately on others... A relationship of violence acts upon 

a body or upon things; it forces, it bends, it breaks on the wheel, it destroys, or it 

closes the door on all possibilities. Its opposite pole can only be passivity, and if it 

comes up against any resistance, it has no other option but to try to minimize it... 

In itself the exercise of power is not violence; nor is it a consent which, implicitly, 

is renewable. It is a total structure of actions brought to bear upon possible 

actions. (789) 

It is not enough to say that because the subjects are violent toward the novum, they are 

necessarily exerting power upon the novum. After all, Kelvin launches his novum-guest 

into space but another novum quickly takes its place. As to what these guests (or G-
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formations) are exactly, the reader comes to realize that they are illusory. Dr. Sartorius 

explains that “[G-formations] are not persons, nor are they copies of specific individuals, 

but rather materialized projections of what our brain contains regarding a particular 

person” (ch. 7). In other words, the Harey of Solaris is definitively not the Harey that 

Kelvin knew on Earth. She is not even an accurate Harey from his memory. Kelvin 

comes to realize this when she absently comments, “You’re sitting there all sulky like 

Pelvis... You know, the fat guy” (ch.5), when Kelvin had not met Pelle Villis (or 

“Pelvis”) until a few years after Harey’s death.  

Foucault’s theories of power and the subject do not solely discuss exertions of 

power in terms of oppression. He considers power to be productive—and, for Foucault, 

this is not necessarily always negative. It is instilled within the subject to produce 

knowledge about everything, including themselves, and this idea calls back to the 

subject/object paradigm. As Clare O’Farrell explains: 

[Productive power] generates particular types of knowledge and cultural order. 

Power and oppression should not be reduced to the same thing for a number of 

reasons in Foucault’s view. Firstly, there are multiple and very different relations 

of power extending throughout the entire social body and to identify power with 

oppression is to assume that power is exercised from one source and that it is one 

thing. Secondly, some people want to exercise power and find pleasure in doing 

so, others find pleasure in resisting power. Thirdly, power produces particular 

types of behaviors, by regulating people’s activities (ch. 8).  

Productive power can be oppressive, but it can also spark resistance as a subject gains 

knowledgeable understanding of the power to which they are beholden and, thus, choose 
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to resist. However, worth reiterating is the underlying issue with the subject/power 

dynamic: if power molds the subject on a fundamental level, every learned behavior 

accrued by the subject is inherently tainted by that power. If, by extension, we are to 

contend that the human characters in Lem’s novel are subjects molded by their respective 

institutions, Kelvin (a psychologist), and all his assessments stem from his learned 

discipline.  

In Birth of the Clinic, Foucault argues that the scientific exertions of power have 

consequences for the subject under examination by the “medical gaze,” which serves to 

dehumanize, effectively reducing the patient to an object of knowledge for a given 

discipline to study: “the patient’s ‘bed’ [becomes] a field of scientific investigation and 

discourse” (Introduction). O’Farrell notes the observational practices surrounding the 

development of the medical gaze: “[I]n clinical medicine, knowledge was ordered around 

visible structures. Illnesses displayed themselves in concrete physical symptoms that 

could be observed and read by doctors who had been taught how to read them” (ch. 3). If 

we apply Foucault’s conclusions about the gaze to Lem’s protagonist, Kelvin’s medical 

training becomes an instrument of power-knowledge as he actively objectifies himself 

and the solaricists through clinical assessment and diagnoses. Upon arrival to the station, 

Kelvin is quick to note Snaut’s disheveled appearance and considers the possibility that 

he might be psychologically unwell: “I caught the smell of alcohol. Was he drinking? 

Drunk? But why was he so afraid?... Snaut kept his bloodshot eyes on me... ‘What’s 

wrong with you... Are you sick?’” (ch.1). Shortly after, Kelvin has a brief encounter with 

Gibarian’s guest (a black woman wearing nothing but a straw skirt) and assures that he 

himself that he is mentally unstable:  
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The only resort, way out, explanation, was a diagnosis of insanity. Yes: I must 

have gone mad, immediately after I landed. The ocean had affected my brain in 

such a way—I'd had one hallucination after another, and since this was the case, 

there was no point in wasting my energy on vain attempts to solve mysteries that 

in reality did not exist, but instead I should seek medical assistance. (ch. 4) 

Kelvin is forced to objectify himself upon realizing that he is increasingly restricted in 

understanding his experiences on Solaris. This elucidates what might have been Dr. 

Gibarian’s own reasoning for summoning Kelvin to the station in the first place. If the 

novum is an impermeable presence of negative knowledge, despite intense scientific 

study, solaricists must actively pursue other avenues (and disciplines) for creating 

knowledge. Gibarian’s rationale likely paralleled Kelvin’s initial theory about madness. 

In the face of impenetrable, disengaged resistance, the subject has no choice but to 

explain a lack of understanding as the result of a mental discoordination or madness. 

 Dr. Gibarian had been the head scientist on Solaris and decided to take the level 

of experimentation on the planet’s ocean to a dangerous degree: “[He] had planned to 

subject the plasma to extremely hard X-radiation" (ch. 2). This suggests his growing 

impatience for results, “[n]o one yet dared suggest closing down the Station completely; 

this would be too overt an admission of failure. Though some, at least privately, said that 

all we needed was a strategy for as ‘honorable’ a retreat as possible from the ‘Solaris 

affair’” (ch. 2). For Foucault, the danger of the power/knowledge structure is in its 

deception, as Charles Taylor notes: “Foucault lays bare a modern system of power, 

[whose] strength lies partly in the fact that it is not seen as power but as science or 

fulfillment” (“Foucault on Freedom and Truth” 152). The pressure on Gibarian (and other 
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solaricists) to advance human understanding of the Solaris ocean is increased by the 

decades of failure, disappointment, and stubbornness: “[F]or many...this ‘affair’ 

eventually became something of a touchstone of one’s own worth. ‘In essence,’ they 

would say, ‘the stakes are higher than exploring the civilization of Solaris; this is about us 

ourselves, about the limits of human cognition’” (ch. 2). Solaris’s affront to mankind’s 

insatiable hubris is further emphasized when Kelvin considers that “the very existence of 

the thinking colossus [Solaris’s ocean] would never let people abide in peace again. 

However much they traveled across the Galaxy and made contact with civilizations of 

other beings similar to us, Solaris would present a perpetual challenge” (ch.11). The 

undertaking of Gibarian’s unethical, off-the-record experimentation itself signals the 

arrival of the unexpected guests like Harey. The guests are neutrino-based structures that 

take on the form of projected memories5 or desires of the scientists themselves. The 

reader comes to piece this together in Chapter 6, “The Minor Apocrypha.” Snaut 

describes the details: 

Gibarian was the first one it happened to... He locked himself in his cabin. He’d 

only talk through the door. And us, can you guess what we’d figured? It’s 

obvious—we thought he’d gone mad. He told us some of it through the door, but 

not everything. You can probably even guess why he wouldn’t say who exactly 

was with him. You know full well: suum cuique—to each his own. But he was a 

true scientist. He demanded that we give him a chance. (ch. 6) 

As in Foucault’s “gaze,” the other solaricists on Gibarian’s team closely monitor their 

leader’s self-quarantine and assume he’s “gone mad.” Yet Gibarian’s isolation prevents 

the other solaricists from assessing him and his situation. As time goes on, Snaut and 
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Sartorius become more forceful: “On the third day we decided to force our way into his 

cabin, to break down the door if we had to. We had noble intentions of treating him” 

(ch.6). Istvan Csicsery-Ronay calls the “guests” of Solaris “Phicreatures” and considers 

them “embodiments of the rational solaricists’ irrational fixation, the fantasies of erotic 

bodies that they have [suppressed] in order to pursue their work of abstraction and 

detached technoscientific conquest” (68). This assessment overlaps with Foucauldian 

sentiments of subjugation and power. The dominant institution forces agents of power to 

repress their internal desires and continue to produce—just as Gibarian, the “true 

scientist”, had attempted to do in isolation: “[he was trying to] classify [the G-formation] 

somehow, figure it out” (ch. 6).  Foucault does not see subversion of power as a means of 

escape. Nobody in Solaris is able to cross that boundary, even if the projected image of 

subversion physically appears in front of them (as with the Phicreatures). Gibarian is 

bound to his duty of acquiring power/knowledge at all cost. His scientific stagnation 

proves all the more stifling as he is in the permanent presence of the novum. Snaut and 

Sartorius have their own guests to deal with at this time and they are not able to help 

Gibarian, who remains alone with his novum. Ultimately, before anyone can stop him, 

Gibarian (the stagnant subject) overdoses on Scopolamine, having failed to acquire any 

further understanding of the G-formation (guest) itself. He despairs when he cannot 

conquer the space of negative knowledge. 

In Chapter 6: “The Minor Apocrypha,” Dr. Snaut further elucidates the contingent 

roles (and limitations) of space/place and power/knowledge: 

We head out into space, ready for anything, which is to say, for solitude, arduous 

work, self-sacrifice, and death. Out of modesty, we don’t say it aloud, but from 
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time to time we think about how magnificent we are. In the meantime—in the 

meantime, we’re not trying to conquer the universe; all we want is to expand 

Earth to its limits.... We’re humanitarian and noble, we’ve no intention of 

subjugating other races, we only want to impart our values to them and in return, 

to appropriate their heritage. We see ourselves as Knights of the Holy Contact. 

That’s another falsity. We’re not searching for anything except other people. 

(Lem) 

Snaut satirically peels back the largely accepted illusion of noble scientific endeavors and 

reveals a much more insidious intention: “to conquer the universe.” In other words, the 

intention of man’s pursuit of knowledge is not to expand his horizons, unlock celestial 

secrets, and respectfully share those secrets with other civilizations. The underlying 

pursuit of “truth” is really a quest to categorize, laying a path to conquer and possess. 

Furthermore, the idea of any form of external “truth” outside of the knowledge/power 

construct does not exist. The conceptual limitations of “truth” are argued by Richard 

Rorty: “[S]ince truth is a property of sentences, since sentences are dependent for their 

existence upon vocabularies, and since vocabularies are made by human beings, so are 

truths” (Contingency, Irony and Solidarity 21). No sense of “objective truth” or 

“empirical knowledge” can be applied to anything outside human power structures, and 

according to Foucault, anything that may be considered “truth” must be backed by power. 

Thus, truth exists only within knowledge/power relations, and the subjects of the novel 

are persistently restricted in their abilities to produce any knowledge or discourse external 

to themselves. This illustrates with greater proficiency the limited pockets of space within 

the text in which the scientists are able to effectively exert their power (or apply their 
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knowledge). For instance, Solaris does not abide by the predetermined mathematical 

calculations of astronomical science: 

According to initial calculations, in the course of five hundred thousand years 

Solaris was supposed to move to within half an astronomical unit of its red sun, 

then after another million years fall into its burning maw. But only ten or twenty 

years later it became apparent that the planet’s orbit was not showing the expected 

changes, exactly as if it were as regular as the courses of planets in our own Solar 

System. (ch. 2) 

This anomaly originally put Solaris in the sightline of scientists, yet the more they studied 

the planet, the more it defied their understanding: “Solaris advanced to the rank of a body 

worthy of special attention” (ch. 2, emphasis added). As Charles Taylor notes, 

[T]he idea of a liberating truth is a profound illusion. There is no truth that can be 

espoused, defended, or rescued against systems of power. On the contrary, each 

such system defines its own variant of truth. And there is no escape from power 

into freedom, for such systems of power are coextensive with human society. We 

can only step from one to another. (152-153) 

It is a source of particular frustration to Solaris scientists that they are denied 

understanding of the alien ocean, which not only draws boundary lines on knowledge but 

generates “negative knowledge,” to Csicsery-Ronay: 

[It] separates the history of human meanings, ideologies, projects, and successful 

experiments with existence from the blank novum that signifies only that these 

things do not apply... in historical terms, this antedating means a pure difference 
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in time, in history; whereas Alpha and Omega complete each other, Solaris 

depletes the human cognitive project. (68) 

The textual spaces encountered by readers of Solaris certainly provide much 

elucidation on the limits of human knowledge and understanding. Toward the end of the 

novel, Kelvin flies a helicopter over the Solaris ocean in a last attempt to make some 

connection. At this point, the second Harey-guest has destroyed herself, forcing Kelvin to 

relive his lover’s death. As he flies over the ocean, Kelvin feels an impulse to 

“encounter” the novum. This is the only scene in which a character steps off of a man-

made heterotopian construct and stands on the alien planet: 

I didn’t believe that this liquid colossus, which had brought about the death of 

hundreds of humans within itself, with which my entire race had for decades been 

trying in vain to establish at least a thread of communication—that this ocean, 

lifting me up unwittingly like a speck of dust, could be moved by the tragedy of 

two human beings. But its actions were geared toward some purpose... I had no 

hope. Yet expectation lived on in me. (ch.14) 

The book closes on this note. Even as Kelvin considers that Solaris will never be 

understood and that the Harey G-formation will never return, he cannot shake the desire 

for some answer. As Foucault writes in “Truth and Power”: 

The important thing here, I believe, is that truth isn’t outside of power, or lacking 

in power: contrary to a myth whose history and functions would repay further 

study, truth isn’t the reward of free spirits, the child of protracted solitude, nor the 

privilege of those who have succeeded in liberating themselves. Truth is a thing of 

this world. (Power/Knowledge 131)  
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A thing of our world, truth holds no value or relevance in alien spaces such as Solaris. 

Kelvin, a single human scientist, is surrounded by spaces of negative knowledge that 

neither he nor his kind will ever understand.
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II. GOVERNMENTALITY AND BIOPOLITICS IN RENDEZVOUS WITH RAMA

While Foucault’s late work focused on networks of power, earlier works surveyed 

established power institutions themselves, although, Foucault insisted that his work 

always connects back toward the subject: 

[I]t is not the power but the subject which is the general theme of my research. It 

is true that I became quite involved with the question of power. It soon appeared 

to me that, while the human subject is placed in relations of production and of 

signification, he is equally placed in power relations which are very complex. 

Now, it seemed to me that economic history and theory provided a good 

instrument for relations of production and that linguistics and semiotics offered 

instruments for studying relations of signification; but for power relations we had 

no tool of study. (“The Subject and Power” 778)  

Foucault would attempt to supply those tools through his work on “biopower,” the 

regulatory control a given sovereign power has over a group of bodies: “If disciplinary 

power is about training the actions of bodies, biopower is about managing the births, 

deaths, reproduction and illnesses of a population” (O’Farrell). Biopolitics, by extension, 

examines the policies and mechanisms through which biopower is exercised: “modern 

biopolitics aims to ensure the health and wellbeing of national populations” (Collier and 

Lakoff 21). While this may seem straightforward, in his 1976 lecture series, “Society 

Must Be Defended,” Foucault discusses what he perceives to be the underpinning 

motivations of power that seek to control and regulate populations: 
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The mechanisms introduced by biopolitics include forecasts, statistical estimates, 

and overall measures. And their purpose is not to modify any given phenomenon 

as such, or to modify a given individual insofar as he is an individual, but, 

essentially, to intervene at the level at which these general phenomena are 

determined, to intervene at their level of generality. The mortality rate has to be 

modified or lowered; life expectancy has to be increased; the birth rate has to be 

stimulated....it is, in a word, a matter of taking control of life and the biological 

processes of man-as-species and of ensuring that they [are]...regularized. (246-

247) 

Hence, biopolitics focuses on the system or framework by which the contemporary State 

governs its populations. Foucault contrasts contemporary states with historical sovereign 

states—of which the primary aim (at least, he argues, until the beginning of the 

nineteenth century) was preserving the king or established sovereign entity at all costs 

(Shaw 547). Contemporary sovereign entities place an emphasis on the production and 

preservation of orderly constituents in order to preserve their power. A quantifiably 

stronger, unified population is all the more powerful.  

While the star of Arthur C. Clarke’s Rendezvous with Rama is undoubtedly the 

seemingly deserted alien vessel on a steadfast path toward Earth’s sun, the text 

consistently keeps the reader in tune with various levels of bureaucratic institutions 

pulling the strings of the entire exploratory process. The political realm in Clarke’s novel 

remains consistent throughout, beginning with an established globally funded and 

supported government project called “Spaceguard.” This is also the title of the first 
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chapter as well as the program that detects Rama. The first lines of the book rely on other 

celestial events that posed significant danger to mass populations: 

Sooner or later, it was bound to happen. On June 30, 1908, Moscow escaped 

destruction by three hours and four thousand kilometers—a margin invisibly 

small by the standards of the universe. On February 12, 1947, another Russian 

city had a still narrower escape, when the second great meteorite of the twentieth 

century detonated less than four hundred kilometers from Vladivostok, with an 

explosion rivaling that of the newly invented uranium bomb. (Clarke 1) 

The incident of 1908 is known as the “Tuskanga Event,” in which the “explosion of a 

[meteor] over the Tunguska, Siberia, forest wilderness was one of immense power, 

exceeding a minimum 500 times the equivalent of the atomic bomb over Hiroshima 

during World War II” (Gallant xii). The meteorite that struck in the Sikhote-Alin 

Mountains of Southeast Russia in 1947 was another massive impact event, though 

Vladivostok was luckily spared. Clarke notes to his readers the increasing threat posed by 

meteorites impacting on a densely populated earth: “The meteorites of 1908 and 1947 

had struck uninhabited wilderness; but by the end of the twenty-first century there was no 

region left on Earth that could be safely used for celestial target practice. The human race 

had spread from pole to pole” (Clarke 1). A discussion of how biopower is utilized to 

strengthen a population is given by Foucault in Security, Territory, Population, which 

considers the relational development between laws, discipline and security: “we need 

only to look at the body of laws and the disciplinary obligations of modern mechanisms 

of security to see that there is not a succession of law, then discipline, then security, but 

that security is a way of making old armatures of law and discipline function in addition 
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to the specific mechanisms of security” (10). It is not enough to simply grow a 

population; power seeks growing populations of willing, orderly subjects and this 

requires disciplinary interaction disguised as security:  

For in order actually to guarantee this security one has to appeal...to a whole 

series of techniques for the surveillance of individuals, the diagnoses of what they 

are, the classification of their mental structure, of their specific pathology, and so 

on; in short one has to appeal to a whole disciplinary series that proliferates under 

mechanisms of security and is necessary to make them work.” (8) 

In Clarke’s novel, as in Foucauldian biopower, the Earth’s population has spread from 

“pole to pole.” One big blind spot for Earth’s government is the growing potential for 

meteorite impact, and in the year 2077, one such meteorite strikes northern Italy: 

[D]estroying in a few flaming moments the labor of centuries. The cities of Padua 

and Verona were wiped from the face of the Earth; and the last glories of Venice 

sank forever beneath the sea as the waters of the Adriatic came thundering 

landward after the hammer-blow from space. Six hundred thousand people died, 

and the total damage was more than a trillion dollars. But the loss to art, to 

history, to science—to the whole human race, for the rest of time—was beyond 

all computation. (Rendezvous with Rama 2) 

The government relies on the collection of information—assessment of the damage 

caused by the meteorite impact— to create a cost-based analysis to determine policy 

within the governing entity’s territory: “the reactions of power to [a given phenomena] 

are inserted in a calculation of cost” (Security, Territory, Population 6). Collecting data 

and information from a group of subjects (in other words, an objectification of the 
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subject) provides the establishment with a set standard for “normal” behaviors which then 

allows for a quantifiable understanding of a population. Every subject is inevitably 

reduced to a monetary value. This is economically useful as it allows the State to assess 

the collective costs of a population’s repression, certain freedoms, loss of life, 

delinquencies, health, dangers, etc. In Rama, the global assessment of the catastrophic 

damage caused by the meteorite initially calls for the costly construction of Project 

Spaceguard. The intent is to improve on antiquated Cold War missile-tracking 

technology—which, Clarke’s text notes, put the global economy in financial peril: “[the] 

much poorer world, with far feebler resources, had squandered its wealth attempting to 

destroy weapons launched, suicidally, by mankind against itself” (2), Spaceguard would 

identify and track every asteroid that came near the established epicenter of a now-

colonized solar system and yet “[o]nly the few that came far enough sunward to be a 

possible danger to Earth were the concern of Spaceguard. And not one in a thousand of 

these, during the entire future history of the solar system, would pass within a million 

kilometers of Earth” (4). That Clarke excludes extending protections to other planetary 

territories is telling: Earth is the only planet Project Spaceguard is instructed to protect, 

despite the subsequently successful colonization of other planets, suggesting an 

established assessment of subject expendability throughout these other territories. An 

economically propelled power move by the State, this signals an unbalanced power 

relation between the State and its colonies that becomes more apparent as the novel 

proceeds. Clarke gives the reader a rundown of the basics:  

According to the history books—though no one could really believe it—there had 

been a time when the old United Nations had 172 members. The United Planets 
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had only seven; and that was sometimes bad enough. In order of distance from the 

Sun, they were Mercury, Earth, Luna, Mars, Ganymede, Titan, and 

Triton....Separate representation for Earth and Luna had also been a bone of 

contention. The other members argued that it put too much power in one corner of 

the solar system. But there were more people on the Moon than on all the other 

worlds except Earth itself, and it was the meeting place of U.P. (200-201) 

Although the official set up of the U.P. is meant to consider every territory as equal and 

united, the reader soon sees the superficiality of these assertions through the interaction 

between ambassadors. Emphasis is placed on strength via population (or, biopower), and 

Earth (as well as the Moon) are the most densely populated, tipping the power in their 

direction. Further imbalance in the setup of the U.P. itself is the consolidation of 

representation within these planetary territories to one ambassador per government entity 

(seven members in total). This further dilutes the voices of the individuals making up 

those colonies that U.P. ambassadors are meant to represent. The passage above assumes 

that this is to facilitate communication between the government entities, but it does little 

to address any grassroots issues within a given territory and infers an exclusive reliance 

on normative data of entire planetary populations as the primary guidance for legislative 

action. In other words, the political conversations between ambassadors of these super-

State entities deal exclusively in biopolitical power relations, and Earth undoubtedly 

holds the reins, whether the other territories are willing to acknowledge this officially. 

Furthermore, the economic motivations of the State are never hinted at. In fact, decades 

have passed since the tragedy in Northern Italy and already, by the end of chapter one, 

the language of the text suggests that the prolonged absence of any celestial threat has 
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called into question the necessity of Project Spaceguard: “Fifty years later—and in a way 

that none of its designers could ever have anticipated—[Project Spaceguard] justified its 

existence” (2). If, indeed, the cost of the catastrophic incident in Italy was “beyond all 

computation” (2), then a justification for the Spaceguard program would be unnecessary. 

After the detection of the asteroid-like anomalous object, the next steps taken by 

the scientists in Rama become much like that of the solaricists in Lem’s text: the 

Spaceguard task force studies the aberration, they collect data, begin the process of 

plotting the mysterious object’s potential course through the solar system, all in their 

attempts to extract as much knowledge from the unknown as possible. Foucault analyzes 

these scientific practices in his own work on spatialization:  

Spatialization is used to partition the space/object so that it can be analyzed more 

easily, analyzed in a variety of aspects and perspectives and exposed to cognition 

in a more detailed manner, much more detailed than a superficial view of it can 

show. Spatialization has a constitutive role in empiric relation to reality, and space 

thus has a role in the realization of the scientific observation and production of 

scientific knowledge. (Grbin 306) 

For human subjects to produce scientific knowledge, scientific practices instruct the 

subject to dissect, analyze, categorize the space and placement of the object in question. 

This allows for “realization of the scientific observation” within the framework of the 

subject’s limited cognitive processes. Yet Clarke’s novum, later dubbed Rama, defies all 

scientific assumptions much in the same vein as Lem’s Solaris: “a first radar contact at 

such a distance was unprecedented; clearly, 31/439 [the then-considered asteroid’s 

catalogue number] must be of exceptional size....Then the orbit was calculated, and the 
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mystery was resolved—to be replaced by a greater one... computers started flashing their 

‘we have something interesting’ sign” (4). As with Lem’s Solaricists, copious data is 

collected from the novum but very little ground is gained in understanding. Only when 

Rama blatantly defies established scientific theories doesn’t it become a subject of unique 

interest: “There was a brief flurry of excitement at Spaceguard headquarters and the 

interstellar vagabond was quickly dignified by a name instead of a mere number... 

excitement grew with the passing months as the new asteroid presented them with more 

and more puzzles” (4-5). As astronomers work, the more data is collected, the more 

disorienting and dangerous Rama becomes: “Any stellar mass intruding into the solar 

system would completely distort the orbits of the planets. The Earth had only to move a 

few million kilometers sunward—or starward—for the delicate balance of climate to be 

destroyed” (7). Soon scientists realize their time to study the novum is limited, and it is 

not long before the Space Advisory Council becomes involved to ask whether Rama is 

worth exploring further from an economic standpoint: “There was no doubt that Rama 

was an unusual object—but was it an important one?... At a rather horrifying cost, a 

space-probe soon to be launched from Mars to go beyond Neptune could be modified and 

sent on a high-speed trajectory to meet Rama” (9). Despite the conservative board 

members’ financial misgivings—“asteroid chasing was a waste of money” (9)—the probe 

is sent and very quickly the importance of Rama becomes undeniable:  

The first images, from ten thousand kilometers away, brought to a halt the 

activities of all mankind. On a billion television screens, there appeared a tiny, 

featureless cylinder, growing rapidly second by second... The long hoped-for, 
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long-feared encounter had come at last. Mankind was about to receive the first 

visitor from the stars. (9-10) 

Rama becomes important if one considers the economic potential of the alien encounter, 

and it is telling that immediately after humanity catches sight of Rama at the end of the 

third chapter (which largely discusses the economic misgivings from those in 

bureaucratic positions of power), the following chapter, “Rendezvous,” introduces 

Commander Norton, who has been secured to lead the team of explorers into the 

unknown alien vessel. 

 Assessing the most advantageous levels of allowable prosperity and endurance 

for a population is one of the fundamental goals of government, and the global 

government in Rama is no exception. For the population of Earth in the twenty-second 

century is even more overblown than the “pole to pole” assessment at the end of the 

twenty-first century. The reader will discover that Clarke’s vision of the future sees the 

burdens of overpopulation: birth rates and advances in medicine have been so effective 

that the contemporary government has had to restrict reproductive liberties on the planet. 

Yet “[a]fter a century of determined effort, Earth had still failed to get its population 

below the target of one billion” (23). This does not stop the other planetary territories 

from continuing to increase their own numbers. For example, Clarke is quick to note the 

population of Mercury: “112,500, but growing” (23, emphasis by me). Undoubtedly 

connected with this are the Hermians’ own ambitions of power—which are realized later 

in the novel. Needless to say, encounters with more advanced civilizations may 

contribute to the goals of governmentality. Historically, the concept is similar to the 

mindset of the first physicists discussing the creation of the SETI program. Carl Sagan, 
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astrophysicist and life-long SETI advocate, considered some of the potential advantages 

of learning from alien civilizations:  

We could not rule out some technological civilizations achieving global stability 

and prosperity....[S]uch a society, flush with power and wisdom, would have a 

fighting chance to prevent or withstand nearly any calamity. It could, in theory, 

persist for geological timescales of hundreds of millions or even billions of years. 

(Billings 24) 

Sagan’s hopeful ideas were articulated amidst the whirlwind of abrupt post World War II 

technological advancements. The opportunity to produce power-knowledge from alien 

cultures might possibly help humanity grapple with their self-destructive tendencies; yet 

proposed contact with alien cultures should not exclusively be perceived in a Sagan-like 

idealistic context. The possibility of contact with alien life does not automatically cancel 

established power relations and the varying institutions of power—all under the umbrella 

of the State—which have a vested interest in seeing their powers advanced. This ties back 

to Solaris—Snaut’s monologue in which he tells Kelvin what he considers really propels 

humans into the unknown to make contact: “[A]ll we want is to expand Earth to its 

limits... We don’t need other worlds. One world is enough, even there [on Earth] we feel 

stifled” (ch. 6). If one needs further proof of Snaut’s thesis, one only needs to look at the 

solar system in Rama. After the vessel has been assessed, it is clearly alien technology; 

“it’s body was a cylinder so geometrically perfect that it might have been turned on a 

lathe” (10). Only then does the Space Advisory Council (SAC) decide to take full 

advantage of the limited time they have to send a crew to Rama, despite their initial 

misgivings, and, soon after, the entire committee of the United Planets becomes involved.  
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Chapter six, “Committee,” further elucidates the power dynamics between the 

planets in the solar system, along with the bureaucratic processes in place: 

It had been a serious mistake, Dr. Bose often thought, to put the United Planets 

Headquarters on the Moon. Inevitably, Earth tended to dominate the 

proceedings—as it dominated the landscape beyond the dome....But, of course, it 

was much too late to change, and, in any case, there was no real alternative. 

Whether the colonies liked it or not, Earth would be the cultural and economic 

overlord of the solar system for centuries to come. (19) 

In order to assess any issues that might come up on the mission to Rama, the United 

Planets Science Organization form the Rama Committee, choosing lifelong bureaucrats 

already in the system to represent Earth and each of the colonized planets—all of the 

interested powers involved. Snaut’s words, “expand[ing] Earth to its limits,” takes on a 

literal realization in Clarke’s novel, “Earth... [is] the cultural and economic overlord of 

the solar system.” It is not enough that Earth’s population has overflowed, forcing 

humanity to spill its population onto the Moon—dubbed a “suburb of Earth” by 

proximity. The other planets in the solar system, the communities who live and thrive on 

those other planets, are also still beholden to Earth, the “economic overlord.” The Rama 

Committee is meant to aid the explorers in any way they can, despite their distance. Yet 

almost immediately the committee members (all scientists) begin bickering over whose 

theory of the Ramans is correct. Shortly after the space shuttle Endeavor lands on Rama, 

the committee begins to argue over whether the Ramans have attained interstellar light-

speed technology. Much to the annoyance of other committee members, one scientist’s 

theory seems confirmed by Commander Norton’s initial impressions of the ship: 
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This was the thesis that, without proof but with considerable arm-waving, Dr. 

Carlisle Perrera had been preaching for years. He was now a very happy man, 

though also a most frustrated one. Rama had spectacularly confirmed his 

views....“If you want to go from one star system to another, you have a number of 

choices. Assuming that the speed of light is an absolute limit—and that’s still not 

completely settled, despite anything you may have heard to the contrary” (there 

was an indignant sniff, but no formal protest, from Davidson)—you can make a 

fast trip in a small vessel, or a slow journey in a giant one. (Clarke 34-35) 

While theoretical discussions are part and parcel of the scientific process, the chapters in 

Clarke’s novel describing the moments of awe and wonder involving Endeavor’s crew as 

they explore a truly alien artifact are intentionally intercut with moments of bickering 

about the “correct” theory. Again, this seems almost as an intended callback to the 

assertions in Lem’s text, “We don’t need other worlds. We need mirrors” (ch. 6). 

Clarke’s novel suggests too that we do not need to understand the novum so much as we 

need to be right about it. 

 Furthermore, all of the argumentative bickering within the committee comes to a 

head when the Hermian Ambassador from planet Mercury breaks ranks. It is telling to 

note some of the details Clarke chooses to include about the Hermians: 

Some psychologists had claimed that it was almost impossible to understand fully 

the mentality of anyone born and bred on Mercury. Forever exiled from Earth by 

its three-times-more-powerful gravity, Hermians could stand on the Moon and 

look across the narrow gap to the planet of their ancestor... but they could never 

visit it. And so, inevitably, they claimed they did not want to. (197) 
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Mercury is its own territory yet it is still dominated by Earth, although, they do not want 

to acknowledge it. Their population is physically incapable of inhabiting the space of 

their ancestors—the space which takes top priority in governance of the U.P.—because of 

Earth’s gravity. Hermians are weaker than the humans on other planets, and the physical 

adaptations that allow them to survive on their planet separate them from other colonies 

and contribute to mental distancing: “it was almost impossible to understand fully the 

mentality of anyone born and bred on Mercury” (197). Their motivations are largely 

economic and their technological advancements are undeniably impressive: “You could 

rely on the Hermians; if they promised something, they would do it, though the bill might 

be considerable” (197-198). At first, the Hermians considered Rama an impressive 

archeological site of a long-dead alien culture. However, when the biots (which consist of 

a combination of organic and mechanical components) are activated and the alien ship 

begins to shift its course, Mercury considers that whatever lies within Rama will 

inevitably tip the economic scales of the already unequal interplanetary political 

landscape and this they cannot allow: 

Rama has now given proof that its propulsion system is still operating. In a few 

days, it will be at perihelion, where it would logically make any major orbit 

change. We may therefore soon have a new planet—moving through the solar 

space over which my government has jurisdiction....It is foolish to pretend that 

these creatures must be benevolent and will not interfere with us in any way. If 

they come to our solar system, they need something from it. Even if it is only 

scientific knowledge—consider how that knowledge may be used. (203-204) 
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The Hermian Ambassador is evaluating this situation almost from a Foucauldian 

perspective, for he recognizes that the relational dynamics of the United Planets, already 

dominated by Earth’s massive populace, are not fixed. Because there is an additional—

valuable and threatening—variable thrown into the mix (Rama), the government of 

Mercury attempts to shift the situation in their planet’s favor by sending a nuclear bomb 

to blow up the alien ship. Foucault acknowledges several distressing probabilities that 

might stem from an excessive expansion of the power-State: "[t]his excess of biopower 

appears when it becomes technologically and politically possible for man not only to 

manage life but to make it proliferate, to create living matter, to build the monster, and, 

ultimately, to build viruses that cannot be controlled and that are universally destructive” 

(“Society Must Be Defended” 254). If our celestial search for other worlds is really just a 

search for a reifying reflection of humanity, then Rama has served its purpose. The 

Hermians choice to defect from the United Planets and destroy the unknowable not only 

illustrates humanity’s attempts to resist the limitations of power-knowledge it exhibits the 

excesses of overpopulation and, thus, the excesses of Foucauldian biopower. The 

Hermians are able to create this weapon in three days and send it against their perceived 

threat. Ultimately, the crew of Endeavor are able to defuse the bomb, and many critics 

see this as a shining moment for humankind. Indeed, Nicholas Ruddick considers that the 

moment in which “Rodrigo’s salvation of Rama from the Hermian gigaton bomb, 

humanity scores, I think, a moral victory over itself and over the perfect indifference of 

the Ramans” (47). However, from a Foucauldian perspective, I would argue that the 

bomb is more likely a power play by the Hermians, and the six remaining members of the 

U.P. are unwilling to allow such an exertion of power and force by the government of 
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Mercury. If anything, the dismantling of the bomb is more of an achievement in 

preserving Earth’s dominance and, as Rama continues its journey toward the unknown 

reaches of the universe, the all-consuming interplanetary politics of humankind persist in 

the realm of the United Planets.  
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CONCLUSION

The scientists in Solaris and Rendezvous with Rama are fueled by their desire to 

solve an impossible puzzle. In a similar fashion, the readers are made to emulate the 

scientific process of dissecting each text in order to better understand its purpose. 

Ruddick notes of SF novels like Solaris and Rama that: “If we forget that the alien 

artifact is the product of a human imagination, we are in danger of missing the point” 

(42). While Foucault asserts that there is nothing outside of power-knowledge, the 

presence of impenetrable novums in these novels signals toward the possibility of 

something external and wholly resistant to human power systems, thus, an emphasis on 

our cognitive constraints is the point. The knowledge gained by the reader is only as 

much as the text and the author are able to provide. This may not seem to be particularly 

insightful but an analysis of the restrictions of power-knowledge, in a Foucauldian sense, 

can only stretch to the limits of human cognition. Chapter one of this thesis, “The 

Explorer/Subject in Solaris,” seeks to analyze the dual existence of the subject as 

individual and subjected-object. Kris Kelvin and the other human characters in Solaris 

are scientists forever bound to understand things in terms of their discipline. Amid the 

impenetrable spaces of negative knowledge in the text, Lem subverts assumptions of the 

scientific discipline as a noble pursuit and the reader comes to see the solaricists as 

ultimately powerless. In chapter two, “Governmentality and Biopolitics in Rendezvous 

with Rama,” I expand my Foucauldian assessment to the networks of power, discussing 

how State powers control their subjects via biopolitics. Clarke’s novel proves a worthy 
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example of a critique of knowledge when primarily driven by economics/power 

dynamics: unlocking the secrets of the novum is never the goal of the U.P., their primary 

focus is power politics. 

Humanity’s search for extraterrestrial intelligence is often reflected within the 

genre of science fiction. Decades after the establishment of the SETI Institute, scientists 

are still asking the question, “Are we alone in the universe?” Although our collective 

eagerness for an answer has largely waned since the Cold War days of the Space Race, 

astronomers still look to the sky in hope of building a bridge to the stars and beyond. 

Whatever the answer about extraterrestrial life may ultimately be, the question 

undoubtedly carries the weight of hundreds of years of human philosophical 

contemplation. Science and philosophy are intertwined, as Heidegger suggests: “[a]ll 

science is potentially and in principle philosophy” (Phenomenological Interpretation 26). 

Frank Drake continues to insist in the significance of SETI’s work despite the palpable 

silence (to date) from the cosmos. Arthur C. Clarke assures us that “the barriers of 

distance are crumbling; one day we shall meet our equals, or our masters, among the 

stars” (Michaud 318). Stanislaw Lem ironically notes that “One can hardly be a complete 

human being without at least occasionally calling to mind the community of rational 

beings, as yet unknown, to which we presumably belong” (Michaud 9). The curiosity 

about other beings may lie in our fundamental need to reify ourselves: “since the Delphic 

dictum to know thyself was issued have we not taken the quest for knowledge of 

ourselves as the gravest and most lofty of callings?” (Palmer 402). From his own 

perspective, Michel Foucault considers that the role of philosophy serves “as a critical 

analysis of our world... Maybe the target nowadays is not to discover what we are but to 
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refuse what we are” (“The Subject and Power” 785, emphasis added). Lem and Clarke’s 

novels are part of a larger conversation about what it means to be human and Foucault’s 

critique of knowledge and power suggests a possible way to better understand ourselves. 
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NOTES

1          “Drake Equation.” SETI Institute, www.seti.org/drake-equation-index. 

2          Useful historically contextual information provided in this article found on 

the Los Alamos government website. Coggeshall, Katherine. “How a Bomb Built 

the Space Program.” Los Alamos National Laboratory, 18 July 2019, 

www.lanl.gov/discover/publications/national-security-science/2019-

summer/bomb-that-built-the-space-program.php.  

3          Logsdon, John M. “John F. Kennedy's Space Legacy and Its Lessons for 

Today.” Issues in Science and Technology, vol. 27, no. 3, 2011, pp. 29–34. 

JSTOR.  

4         Regarding Foucault’s assessment of Freudian theory, Suzanne Gearhart 

notes: “[T]he little [Foucault] did write on psychoanalysis was principally focused 

on its status as an institution and its contributions to the creation of what Foucault 

called ‘disciplinary society.’” (389). My inclusion of the Freudian concept 

engages the uncanny in a similar fashion as the human characters of Solaris are 

molded representatives of their respective disciplines, the protagonist being a 

psychologist. 

5         The “projected” images put upon the novum-guests do not necessarily extend 

my Foucauldian analysis into a validation of Freudian theories of the repressed 

mind. The fact that no knowledge of the novum itself is gained serves to 
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exemplify the limits of psychoanalytic theory and, by extension, the natural 

sciences. 
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