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Introduction

This paper is part of a larger book project that examines the history of the relationship between engineering and geek culture.  The central thesis of the book is that geek culture is a product of technological society, in particular the nature of engineering education and employment.  Although the current notions of what constitutes the geek stereotype date to the late 1970s, I believe the origins of geek culture are much older.   While the oldest forms of geek culture can be seen in the 19th century, it is in the early 20th century that current geek behavior patterns and values are formed.  This paper examines the role of Hugo Gernsback and science fiction in shaping geek culture during the 1930s.

Context of this Study

Historians of engineering, particularly in the United States, have focused on professionalization as the primary measure of how engineers perceive themselves.  In works like Edwin Layton’s Revolt of the Engineers and David Noble’s America By Design, engineering professional societies are described as the venue where the struggle between corporate values and broader social responsibility took place.  Were engineers to be mere servants of business, or independent professionals in the mode of doctors and lawyers?  How these struggles played out, that is, how “professional” engineering societies became, defined the place of the engineer in society as a whole.  The social image of the engineer was assumed to reflect his professional status.

This paper seeks to widen the discussion of engineering identity to include other groups that played a role in shaping how engineers saw their place in the world.  I argue that men like Hugo Gernsback, who created modern science fiction as a distinct field, played a major role in defining the aspirations of engineers in the 20th century.  Out of the pages of his science fiction magazines Gernsback also created, almost by accident, science fiction fandom.  The fanzine and the science fiction convention were the places that science fiction fans, many of them engineers, came together for the first time in the 1930s.  Ever since, science fiction fans have been a central part of geek culture.  Much of what we think of as central to engineering geek culture has its origins in the rituals and forms created by science fictions fans in the 1930s and 1940s within their organizations.

What I seek to do here is to build upon the work of historians who have sought to explore the attitudes of the ordinary engineers not part of the elite, as exemplified by Peter Meiksins and Bruce Sinclair’s work on engineering professionalization.  I have also been influenced by the work of Susan Douglas and Kristen Haring on radio amateurs and their desire to define their profession.  My goal is to show how science fiction and science fiction fandom helped to define the public image of engineers and how they viewed themselves.

Hugo Gernsback

My research has led me to believe that the career of Hugo Gernsback is key to understanding the relationship between engineers, science fiction, and popular culture.  His career straddled the space between working and speculative technology, and his vision of the future played a strong role in shaping modern attitudes towards science and technology.

Hugo Gernsback (August 16, 1884 – August 19, 1967), was born Hugo Gernsbacher in the City of Luxembourg.  He was educated at the Ecole Industrielle in Luxembourg and the Technikum in Bingen, Germany.  He immigrated to the United States in 1905.  He initially sought to market a new battery he had designed, but found it could not be manufactured at a competitive price.  He then set up a manufacturing plant that produced conventional dry cell batteries, and founded a firm that imported radio parts from Europe to the United States and helped to popularize amateur "wireless".   The radio firm, The Electro Importing Company, quickly became a major supplier to radio amateurs, largely because it offered technical advice to customers by mail.

In April 1908 Gernsback founded Modern Electrics, the world's first magazine about electronics. The magazine was essentially a catalog for the Electro Importing Company that also carried technical articles and answered reader letters.  Through the magazine, he founded the Wireless Association of America in January 1909, which had 10,000 members within a year.  In 1913, he founded a similar magazine, The Electrical Experimenter, which became Science and Invention in 1920. It was in these magazines that he began including scientific fiction stories alongside science journalism.

Gernsback had become interested in the concept of science fiction after reading a translation of the work of Percival Lowell as a child.   Initially, the fiction he published consisted of reprints of existing stories by authors like H. G. Wells and Jules Verne.  However, the popularity of these stories soon led him to commission and pay for original works of speculative fiction.  Gernsback’s magazines became very popular, and became a dominant part of his business activities.

In 1929, he lost ownership of his first magazines after a bankruptcy lawsuit. There is some debate about whether this process was genuine, manipulated by rival publisher Bernarr Macfadden, or was a Gernsback scheme to begin another company. After losing control of Amazing Stories, Gernsback founded two new science fiction magazines, Science Wonder Stories and Air Wonder Stories. A year later, due to Depression-era financial troubles, the two were merged together into Wonder Stories, which Gernsback continued to publish until 1936, when it was sold to Thrilling Publications and renamed Thrilling Wonder Stories. Gernsback was noted for sharp (and sometimes shady) business practices, and for paying his writers extremely low fees. H. P. Lovecraft and Clark Ashton Smith referred to him as "Hugo the Rat”.

Gernsback wrote some fiction, including the novel Ralph 124C 41+ in 1911 (the title was intended to be read as "one to foresee for all” - 1+ being read as “all”). The novel was popular, and was filled with numerous science fiction ideas.  However, the plot, characters, and writing strike most modern readers as shallow and old-fashioned.

Contemporary critics assert that Gernsback’s primary importance lay in being the first in the science fiction field to define and champion the genre.  Gernsback defined science fiction as:

  1) Literature based in sound science and technology that would

  2) Make predictions about the future that would inspire inventors and

  3) Entertain readers by giving them a good story.

Gernsback also strongly believed that science fiction was a genre that should have a broad audience.  He felt its role was to educate the broadest possible public about science and technology and prepare them for their technological future. Gernsback also favored stories that painted a positive view of the future - they might contain social problems to be solved, but the role of technology was always a positive one.

The science fiction community broadly recognizes Gernsback’s role as a science fiction pioneer.  The Hugo Awards, presented annually by the World Science Fiction Society for the best science fiction works of the year, are named for him.  Several biographies and critical analysis of his work have been published, and in 1996 he was one of the inaugural inductees into the Science Fiction and Fantasy Hall of Fame.

Because of Gernsback’s role as the primary buyer of early science fiction stories, his vision shaped what was published.  Moreover, as critics like Gary Westfahl have pointed out, those young men who read the stories Gernsback published in the 1920s and 1930s became the dominant science fiction authors of the 1940s and 1950s, shaped in their view of science fiction by Gernsback’s ideas.  Science fiction went from being simply a type of story (the scientific romance) that had roots in the 19th century to an entirely separate literary genre.  Gernsback was not solely responsible for that development, but his was the dominant vision.  As a result, a positivist view of technology and the central role of the engineer in shaping society’s future became a core part of science fiction literature.
Science Fiction Fandom

What is a Slan?  Raised in secret, possessed of great mental powers, Slans have to hide their identities from ordinary humans.  Slans are a product of evolution – they are man’s replacements, and men are not willing to be replaced.  They hunt Slans mercilessly, and only the superior nature of Slans allows them to survive and look forward to the day that they will prevail.

Slans are described in the novel "Slan" by the noted science fiction author A. E. van Vogt, and are clearly metaphors for the science fiction fan himself.  Science fiction fans in the 1930s and 1940s thought of themselves as superior beings, in touch with the future and more technologically literate than anyone else.  They felt that they should be in charge, and resented the fact that they were seen as juvenile readers of juvenile literature, trapped in a genre that literary critics sneered at.  In response, they organized themselves, and waited for their chance to replace ordinary humans.

Gernsback played a key role in starting science fiction fandom, by publishing the addresses of people who wrote letters to his magazines.  He relied on reader letters and surveys to determine the content for his magazine, and encouraged the formation of groups that discussed the merits of the science fiction he published.  This was not a novel idea - Gernsback had organized radio amateurs in much the same way. In 1934, Gernsback established a correspondence club for fans called the Science Fiction League, the first fan organization. Local groups across the nation could join by filling out an application.  By the late 1930s, science fiction clubs and organizations were established in most major American cities.

The primary innovation in the formation of science fiction fandom was that it created a group of self-selected individuals who were defined by their interest in technology in general.  That interest was not limited to a particular field, but encompassed the role that science and technology would play in future developments.  Moreover, their interest explicitly had a social as well as a technological dimension, since it was not prediction alone that was the goal, but also showing how society would change as the result of technological change.

Not surprisingly, many of those who became science fiction fans were trained in science and technology.  While accurate membership data does not survive, anecdotal evidence suggests that science and technology professionals, particularly engineers, made up the vast majority of those who became active in fan networks.  They were also overwhelmingly male, and ethnically white, with large numbers of Jews and other recent immigrants among their numbers.  They also tended to be urban rather than rural in their origins.

In some ways science fiction fandom followed pre-existing patterns of literary appreciation.  They corresponded with one another, wrote literary criticism, tried their hand at amateur science fiction stories, and published amateur magazines that contained this criticism and stories.  Such activities were common among literary amateurs in other genres.

However, science fictions fans did establish a number of new practices.  They met in person, both in clubs and in regular conventions.  They also made it a practice of associating socially with professional science fiction authors.  Science fiction fan meetings, particularly conventions, soon took on a distinct form, embracing diversity and interactions between professionals and amateurs in the field.

The result was that by the 1940s there existed a distinct science fiction fan subculture.  The influence of this subculture was strongest on young people, primarily male, who would go on to careers in science and technology.  They created a group of individuals who would form the core of geek culture in the United States.

The influence of this group on engineering culture is clearest in the popularization of Gernsback’s vision of science fiction as popularizing and predicting an optimistic future where engineers and scientists would provide leadership and solutions to social problems.  Science fiction fandom asserted that engineers and scientists were important to the future of society, and that they should take a larger role in the way the world was run.  The frustrations engineers feel in dealing with businessmen are not just the result of economic factors - science fiction plays a role, making engineers resent the fact that the future is not the place promised to them by Hugo Gernsback.
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