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Introduction: Welcome to the ‘Duniverse’

The ‘Duniverse’ is a vast place, where a casual consumer is liable to easily
become entangled in the massive weight of available content. Since the publication
of the original novel in serial form beginning in 1963, Dune spawned five sequels
written by Frank Herbert himself, followed by many more penned by Herbert’s son
along with fellow science fiction author Kevin J. Anderson. Adaptations are no less
extensive, beginning with a monumental film project directed by Alejandro
Jodorowsky which stalled out mid-production, followed by the 1984 David Lynch
film, a television series which aired on the Sci-Fi channel in 2000, and the most
recent 2021 film creation by Denis Villeneuve, which is Part 1 of what appears to
be a two-part endeavor. Beyond the book and the screen, Dune has inspired creative
adaptations in the worlds of board and tabletop gaming and promises a notable entry
in the video gaming industry with the December 2021 announcement of Dune:
Spice Wars. There is also an ongoing Dune graphic novel series, adapted by Brian
Herbert and Kevin J. Anderson and illustrated by Raul Allén and Patricia Martin.

And these inclusions simply scratch the surface of what consists of the Duniverse.



All of this is to say that as | approach a thesis on Dune, it becomes necessary
to determine what Dune actually means: does it refer to only the first novel? That
interpretation seems quite reductive, especially given the fact that Herbert
originally conceived of the first three books of the six he wrote as inextricably
connected. So perhaps that “trilogy,” then, spanning from Dune to Children of
Dune? That, too, would seem to leave a substantial lacuna by at the very least
omitting Herbert the senior’s other three entries into the saga, not to mention the
body of works penned by his successors. And where do the adaptations, in all their
various incarnations fall? There are likely plenty of consumers who have seen a
film adaptation of Dune, either the Lynch movie or the more recent Villeneuve film,
without having read the novels; can these viewers legitimately participate in
conversations about Dune? After all, the 2021 Villeneuve film has been the source
of much recent interest in the source material. And finally, where do paratextual
materials, such as Herbert’s authorial notes, interviews, and other insights into the
mind of the creator fit into conversations about Dune? Do we owe Herbert a more
intentional attempt to understand not just what he wrote, but what he meant?

This deliberation becomes especially important when dealing with an
intellectual property that has so deeply infiltrated the popular consciousness, as
Dune has been doing since its original publication but with a renewed vigor in
recent years. When we discuss or debate Dune, too often it goes unsaid what the
parameters of that discussion comprise. So, when | talk about Dune, what are my
own parameters? First, | should point out that what I include or omit from my essay

does not reflect any claims on what is or isn’t part of the Duniverse. Rather, | will



be crafting my boundaries to keep my writings relevant to a wider audience while
also attempting to access Frank Herbert’s thoughts and intentions. Therefore, my
textual references will remain isolated to the first novel of Herbert’s series, Dune,
published as a complete work in 1965.

This decision emerges from several considerations: first, many of the
criticisms with which I will interact deal primarily with the material of the first
book. For instance, claims that the protagonist is a white savior apply primarily to
Dune, especially because by the time of Dune Messiah his heroic character is
almost completely subverted. Therefore, if | can show that these claims are untrue
or at the very least reductive in the first novel, the same arguments should apply
with equal or greater force to the sequels. Second, dealing exclusively with the first
installment in the series will make my work maximally accessible. While many of
the sequels were well received and popular among fans of Dune and of Herbert, the
first book remains the most well-recognized and widely read. Again, any arguments
that successfully apply to the original book will deal with material familiar to the
widest range of readers.

Beyond the text of Dune, | will refer to several bodies of paratextual
material that help inform Herbert’s inspirations and intentions. While this runs
somewhat counter to my aforementioned aspirations to maximal accessibility,
engagement with these materials raises important questions regarding what we, the
audience, owe an author. Different schools of thought exist on this subject, but I
submit that when we embark on projects of criticism it can prove exceedingly

helpful to do so with the input of the author in mind. I will be therefore interacting



with several types of sources beyond Dune: biographies, most notably one by
Timothy O’Reilly; interviews, focusing on one from 1969 with Frank Herbert and
his wife Beverly, conducted by Willis McNelly, and another from 1983 discussing
the subject material with Herbert and David Lynch in advance of the release of
Lynch’s adaptation; correspondence, principally between Herbert and the editor of
Analog magazine, wherein Dune was originally published, John Campbell; and
authorial notes, including text that was altered or omitted from the final version of
Dune. The latter two categories have been accessed thanks to the Frank Herbert
papers, archived in the Willis E. McNelly Science Fiction Collection at California
State University Fullerton, which graciously provided assistance with this project.

I make these decisions in broader view of an analytical framework which 1
hope to apply to many of my musings on this subject: the circuit of culture, derived
from the field of cultural studies. So, what is cultural studies? My main interaction
with this framework comes from Gordon Lynch, who applies cultural studies to
film. And while some of his work is specific to that medium, in general the
approach adds a valuable dimension to my present considerations of literature.
Lynch’s own definitions proceed from Richard Johnson, a pioneering figure in the

field of cultural studies. Lynch defines cultural studies vis-a-vis Johnson as follows:

He therefore proposed a holistic approach to studying cultural systems
which would be interested in the contexts, structures, and processes of
cultural production, the texts and artifacts produced, the ways in which
these texts and artifacts were read or used by people in real-life settings,
and how these processes of cultural production and consumption related to
wider social structures and relations.!

! Gordon Lynch, “Cultural Theory and Cultural Studies,” in The Routledge Companion to
Religion and Film, ed. John Lyden, 1st ed. (Routledge, 2009), 281.
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In other words, and as related to my present work, cultural studies promises to
address not only a cultural product but also how that product is itself a function of
social context and how those produced works are received and used. The process
within cultural studies of accounting for all steps in a production process is also
known as the ‘circuit of culture.” This means that, through the lens of cultural
studies, we find ourselves at a middle ground: it is simultaneously valuable to
understand Herbert’s intent and to interact with the readings proposed by an

audience.

| will here begin with a brief overview of some relevant plot details for those
unfamiliar with the text of Dune. The narrative opens in a galactic empire in the far
future on the young Paul Atreides, heir to a Great House which boasts a lineage
tracing back to the Homeric champion Agamemnon. Paul’s father, the Duke Leto
Atreides, holds court on the temperate planet Caladan, and his mother, the Lady
Jessica, is a member of the Bene Gesserit, an esoteric matriarchal order engaged in
genetic manipulation and political intrigue. The BG identify Paul as a candidate for
the Kwisatz Haderach (the “shortening of the way”), a fulfillment of their political
maneuvering and messianic prophecy. The only problem is that Paul has arrived
too early; he both fulfills and upsets the machinations of the Bene Gesserit.

Meanwhile, a political drama unfolds in the foreground: Thanks to a
clandestine alliance between the power-hungry House Harkonnen, led by Baron
Vladimir Harkonnen, and the galactic Emperor Shaddam 1V, who fears the

increasing popularity of the Atreides, the protagonists are forced to relocate to the



desert planet Arrakis. Arrakis is a pivotal location in the galaxy as the only source
of melange, a commodity which Herbert terms “the geriatric spice” (more
commonly referred to as simply ‘spice’) that holds the key to superluminal space
travel by elevating the computational abilities of Guild Navigators. The spice also
has hallucinatory properties and the side effect of turning a user’s eyes completely
blue. On Arrakis, the Atreides are subsequently besieged and decimated by a
combined force of Harkonnens and Imperial soldiers. Leto is killed, while Paul and
Jessica escape into the desert and join the Fremen, Arrakis’ indigenous population.

The Fremen are a semi-nomadic population of Arrakis who remain aloof
from the off-world control of the urban centers, using technological sophistication
and ingenuity to survive in the deep desert, where threats are many and include
massive sandworms who share an unexplained sort of symbiosis with the spice.
Among the Fremen, Paul is hailed as another fulfillment of messianic prophecy
partly seeded by Bene Gesserit missionary activity. His ingestion of the spice
elevates his nascent prescient abilities, adding to his messianic mystique, and he
rallies the Fremen around the cause of retaking Arrakis from the Harkonnens, who
are installed as dictatorial leaders after the conquest of the Atreides. By the end of
Dune, it seems as though all is won: the Baron Vladimir Harkonnen is killed, Paul
installs himself as Emperor, and Arrakis is left to be governed by the Fremen.

I will engage much more substantially with Herbert’s inspirations later, but
I will preface some of them here: probably the most obvious connection arises
between the Fremen and indigenous groups from the Middle East and North Africa

such as the Bedouin; not only does the desert setting conjure this connection, but



the Fremen also borrow an extensive catalog of vocabulary directly from Arabic.
Added to this are parallels drawn between Dune and Lawrence of Arabia, the World
War | history of a foreigner fulfilling a messianic role in an Arab society. That
being said, there are many more sources for inspiration to be uncovered within

Dune, which | hope to untangle as | continue.

This thesis consists of four chapters, each of which investigates one or
another aspect of Dune and its criticism. First, | will interrogate some of the major
categories for criticism which Dune has faced over the years since its publication.
To unpack these critiques, | will look at a number of objectionable tropes invoked
in these arguments, including especially the “white savior narrative” and the “noble
savage” trope. After defining these terms, I examine how they apply (or at least
how critics argue they apply) to Dune. Then, using these two terms as the main
categories for criticism, | will deal with each one in turn and provide some
counterarguments which suggest that they do not, in fact, apply to Herbert’s text,
or at least not in the simplified manner in which they are often presented. In these
sections | will combine textual analysis with paratextual materials while
occasionally relying on other scholars to help frame how we think about certain
terms and categories. My final chapter shifts gears somewhat, moving into a
discussion about the types and moral values of appropriation, both in Dune and in
science fiction more broadly. This section concludes with a deeper consideration of

the implications of appropriation in a work of fiction.



Taken together, | submit that charges of Dune employing the white savior
narrative and noble savage trope are reductive and miss both the themes presented
in the text as well as Herbert’s own views on the subject. The author’s skepticism
of charismatic leaders and philosophy of cyclical history show that neither case
fully addresses the themes Herbert has in mind. That being said, criticism on these
grounds remains valuable within the context of the circuit of culture because it helps
unseat analytical interpretation which has been repeatedly ‘read into’ the text of
Dune by a primarily white male audience. Regarding appropriation, Dune is
certainly guilty of it; but is appropriation an act for which one should feel guilty?
Appropriation, by itself, is not sufficient cause for condemnation. However, | argue
that even in a work of imaginative fiction, an audience can expect the author to
demonstrate transparency in their selection of source material, which Herbert fails

to adequately fulfill in Dune.

Chapter 1: White Saviors and Noble Savages

One substantial criticism of Dune which has been of particular interest in
recent years given the leadup to Villeneuve’s film adaptation is the claim that the
narrative is a classic example of several damaging tropes: namely, the “white
savior” narrative and the “noble savage” trope. In this section, I will examine
definitions of each of these tropes and some of their relatives. Then, I will reproduce
some of the major arguments which hold that Dune fits into these categories. My
next sections will introduce counterpoints to these positions and having laid out
both sides of the debate I will issue my own verdict on the subject.
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| have already included some discussion on the topic of adaptations, but |
think it will be worth revisiting in brief here. With the recent release of Denis
Villeneuve’s Dune: Part One, many would-be critics are engaging in Herbert’s
universe without any prior familiarity with the novels. This has created a somewhat
awkward platform for dialogue between some of these would-be reviewers and the
fans who have an intimate knowledge of not just Dune, but the sequel materials
published afterwards. Again, we find ourselves caught in the larger philosophical
debate of what an audience owes the creator of a work: should viewers be expected
to also read Dune, if not its sequels? Should criticism even bother with adaptations?
Responding to these questions through the lens of the circuit of culture, which I
introduce above, reminds us that a cultural product is not limited to only the
material contained within a text but all materials around it, suggesting that
adaptations can play an important role in analysis. 1 will continue to explore these

types of questions as | go on.

Let us begin with a project of definition. This endeavor is especially
important because, as | will elaborate in my next section on rebuttals, many
arguments hinge on somewhat semantic definitional distinctions. The first terms to
which [ will address myself are the “white savior” narrative and the related “mighty
whitey” trope. The first of these is defined as follows by Haris Durrani:
“White/imperialist outsider enters indigenous group and saves the people from

some predicament.”? An important subtlety, as Durrani continues, is that the saving

2 Haris Durrani, “Dune’s Not a White Savior Narrative. But It’s Complicated,” Medium.Com,
September 11, 2020.



must be genuine; that is, the subjects of white saviorism must actually be saved,
and that saving justifies any intervention on the part of the savior. A common
feature of this trope is that the savior themself (but mostly himself) belongs to the
imperialist outsider group from which the indigenous society needs saving. The
necessary foil to the white savior is a population in need of saving, and one unable
to do so on their own. This hapless group is usually an indigenous population
commonly associated with the noble savage trope, one of my next topics for
definition.

The white savior narrative is closely linked to another construct, dubbed the
“mighty whitey” trope. A connection between the white savior and mighty whitey
tropes is drawn most obviously by Noah Berlatsky in an incendiary article which
claims Paul to be the “ultimate” mighty whitey. Berlatsky references a “TV Tropes”
entry on this subject, which defines the mighty whitey to be “usually a displaced
white European, who ends up living with native tribespeople and not only learns
their ways but also becomes their greatest warrior/leader/representative.”® Often
referred to as “going native,” this trope employs a transition between imperial and
indigenous culture followed by an automatic and unprecedented degree of success
in acclimatizing to indigenous practices. As Berlatsky develops the idea, “on the
surface, Mighty Whitey characters are superior because of their whiteness. But dig
a little deeper, and their powers are borrowed or, more accurately, stolen.” This

immoral acquisition of power and esteem mimics the colonial project, which

3 “Mighty Whitey,” in TV Tropes, n.d.

4 Noah Berlatsky, “Dune’s Paul Atreides Is the Ultimate Mighty Whitey,” The Escapist, February
8, 2019.
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involves the appropriation and exploitation of indigenous labor and modes of
knowledge. The Mighty Whitey trope, while similar to the white savior narrative
in the centrality of a white or white-coded character and their successful integration
with an indigenous culture, differs in that it focuses less on the outcome (salvation)
and more on the unprecedented success of the protagonist in their insertion to
indigenous society.

A final term that is often implicated in criticisms of Dune is the “noble
savage” trope. Based on historical accounts of indigenous populations by colonial
settlers, the noble savage stereotype suggests that members of a barbaric or
uncivilized tribe possess a certain degree of moral superiority, often associated with
a presumed lack of sophistication. Essential to the “noble savage” are
characteristics like honor, bravery, strong kinship bonds, and the utilization of
violence to determine hierarchy or resolve conflict.>® The noble savage is
intrinsically linked to the Mighty Whitey; in most cases, such a protagonist finds
themselves in the midst of noble savages, an environment which generally prompts
their ‘nativization’. Also in combination, the white protagonist frequently falls in
love with the chief’s daughter or tribal princess, and the union of those two
characters usually consummates the hero’s induction as a full member of the noble

savage community.

Keeping in mind these tropes and stereotypes, | will now examine several

critiques of Dune which implicate the work with especially the white savior

5 “Noble Savage,” in TV Tropes, n.d.
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narrative and the noble savage trope. Berlatsky is notably blunt in his accusation:
“why is Paul so ridiculously amazing and terrifying? The answer is pretty
straightforward. It’s because he’s white.”® Indeed, the very title of his essay
establishes his argument that “Dune’s Paul Atreides is the Ultimate Mighty
Whitey.” How, exactly, does Berlatsky perceive Paul to fall into this stereotype?
As his argument continues, “Paul’s divinity and power comes from his ability to
capitalize on the resources and pain of others.”’ This assertion reflects Berlatsky’s
earlier development of the white savior/Mighty Whitey narrative, in that the
protagonist is not simply superior as a reflection of his whiteness, but also because
of his appropriation of indigenous labor and knowledge for his own purposes. In
the case of Dune, Paul benefits from Fremen familiarity with the desert and their
survival technology, both of which allow him to survive and thrive in exile.
Berlatsky also argues that Paul appropriates the spice, the ultimate commodity of
the Fremen, to power his prescience and solidify Fremen belief in his own
messianism.

Emmet Asher-Perrin examines similar features of Dune to ascertain
whether the story can be called a white savior narrative, if perhaps with more
nuance than Berlatsky. In their consideration, Asher-Perrin is particularly interested
in the prophesied nature of Paul’s arrival, and whether this seeded messianism is
indicative of a manufactured white savior narrative. As they explain, “the “perfect”

human turns out to be a white man... who proceeds to wield his awesome power

6 Berlatsky, “Dune’s Paul Atreides Is the Ultimate Mighty Whitey.”
! Berlatsky.
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by creating a personal army made up of people of color.”® Paul’s destined
leadership of the Fremen to an ultimate “salvation” (the first book concludes with
our protagonist liberating the planet Arrakis, defeating the Emperor’s elite troops
and besting a chief competitor in hand-to-hand combat, then securing political
dominance by ascending to the imperial throne) is held in the esteem of many to be
indicative of a traditional white savior narrative. Referring back to Durrani’s
definition, we can even see how this brief synopsis conforms to those essential
elements: Paul (whose literal whiteness is up for some debate, as | will discuss
subsequently, but whose imperial origin is unquestionable) enters the Fremen
society, assumes a leadership position, and appears to liberate the indigenous
population from despotic overlords in the direct personage of the Harkonnens but
more obliquely through the Padishah Emperor.

Just as some critics claim that Paul fits the mold of white savior or mighty
whitey, so too are charges levied at Dune which associate the Fremen with the noble
savage stereotype. Berlatsky identifies the Fremen as “fierce, proud, dangerous,
loyal, and organized into tribes where (male) leadership is determined through trial
by combat,” all characteristics traditionally identified with the noble savage.® These
traits are emphasized by Paul’s initial interactions with the Fremen, as he enters
their society and gains acceptance within it through trial by combat.

Beyond their general characterization, Emad EI-Din Aysha suggests the

noble savagery of the Fremen by pointing to their apparent lack of agency. He

8 Emmet Asher-Perrin, “Why It’s Important to Consider Whether Dune Is a White Savior
Narrative,” Tor.Com, March 6, 2019.

9 Berlatsky, “Dune’s Paul Atreides Is the Ultimate Mighty Whitey.”
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argues that despite the Fremen’s centrality to Dune’s narrative and Paul’s
development, they “never seem to be able to get their act together without the help
of House Atreides.”'® This lack of agency is also typical of the noble savage:
indigenous populations provide a home and community for the outsider
protagonist, allowing them to take advantage of indigenous labor, knowledge, and
resources, while being unable to utilize those same tools themselves. It is only when
the capabilities and philosophy of the noble savage are put in the hands of a white

savior that they can manifest and come to fruition for the liberation of the group.

Before concluding with these critiques, | will discuss a question particularly
relevant to considering whether Paul is a white savior: is Paul even white? We can
see debate on this subject unfold in Asher-Perrin’s article and the comments
appended to it from fellow readers. Asher-Perrin provides their own opinion on
Paul’s whiteness in a concluding statement: “Paul Atreides is depicted as a white
man, and his followers are largely depicted as brown people.”** One user responds
to this claim by pointing out that Herbert is notably reticent when it comes to
physical description. The commenter specifically identifies two out of very few
physical descriptions that include some mention of skin color: Duke Leto, with a
“dark olive” complexion, and Harrah, a Fremen woman, who has “light olive skin.”
The comparison of these two suggests that when it comes to literal skin color, the

Atreides and Fremen are visually quite similar. As the comment goes on to

10 Emad EI-Din Aysha, “Science Fiction by, about, and for Arabs: Case Studies in De-
Orientalising the Western Imagination,” ReOrient 6, no. 1 (October 2020): 4-19, 10.

1 Asher-Perrin, “Why It’s Important to Consider Whether Dune Is a White Savior Narrative.”
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question, “is there actually anything in the text that says that Paul’s white, and the
Fremen aren’t?”’'? My response to this question, and to broader debate about skin
color in Dune, is that it ultimately doesn’t matter. The narrative shows us that the
Atreides are a feudal house and that the Fremen are an indigenous population,
which translates to our contextual sensibilities as white vs. non-white. As another
commenter points out, “race, as a societal concept, is tricky and constantly
changing.”*® In Herbert’s imagined future whiteness may no longer be associated
with colonial rule but as we interpret and contextualize this narrative, this
connection holds true. All of this is to say that as we address allegations of Paul as
white savior, it is the latter term that | will be interrogating further, not the former.

Examining these terms and critiques of Dune’s potential implementation of
the white savior, mighty whitey, and noble savage tropes in summary, we can see
that many of these claims are not entirely unfounded. In fact, what makes
discussions about Dune so complex and potentially enriching is this complexity,
the way it toes the line of employing and subverting common tropes. At the most
superficial level, we can see how Paul conforms to the mighty whitey and white
savior tropes: he derives from an imperialist, colonial origin, and is able to both
blend into indigenous culture and rise to the top of it in order to lead the Fremen to
apparent salvation. For their part, the Fremen assume many characteristics of the
noble savage trope, exhibiting strong kinship bonds and the resolution of honor-

based disputes through combat. Despite their affinity for guerilla tactics and

12 Asher-Perrin. Comment by ajay.
13 Asher-Perrin. Comment by wiredog.
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technological superiority in the harsh conditions of the desert, the Fremen are
unable to muster their own resources to achieve liberation, calling into question
their own agency. So again, at face value these assertions seem well-founded and
worthy of consideration. But... at the same time, there appears to be more going on

in Dune. How might we respond to these arguments?

Chapter 2: Who Gets Saved?

As I discuss above, claims of white saviorism and the ‘mighty whitey’ trope
are pervasive in critiques of Dune. However, just as robust are defenses of the novel
that reject this interpretation on several grounds. The first of these, which I will
discuss in this section, contends that Dune cannot be an example of a white savior
narrative because one of the fundamental criteria of such stories is that the group in
question actually gets saved. Paul, these claims continue, fails to fit this category
because Herbert is fairly transparent about the fact that Paul is not a savior, and that
his engagement with the Fremen is in fact incredibly harmful to their long-term
survival and prosperity.

I will examine this claim by looking at a variety of sources: first, | will
survey some early critical reception of Dune to ascertain how an initial audience
perceived Paul’s role in Dune and how that reception may or may not play into the
white savior critique. Following that assessment, | will specifically examine
evidence for the subversion of the white savior narrative, beginning with textual

materials from Dune and incorporating interviews with Herbert which reveal his
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position on the narrative role of Paul and the implications of heroes for those they

purportedly serve.

Keeping in mind the multifaceted nature of the circuit of culture, I will begin
to understand the reception of Paul through an examination of one of the first people
(besides Herbert himself) to view the character: John Campbell, the editor of the
science fiction periodical Analog in which Dune was originally published. As
Campbell quips to Herbert in a letter from 1963, “Congratulations! You are now
the father of a 15-year-old superman! But I betcha aren’t gonna like it...”** Already
we can see hints that Campbell’s reading of Paul is fairly uncritical: his view of the
character is as an unambiguous superman. He goes on to say that “no human being
can write about the thoughts, philosophy, motivations, or evaluations of a
superman.”’® Here | think Campbell fundamentally misunderstands Herbert’s
intentions with Paul because the editor’s chief concern is constructing a plausible
threat to Herbert’s superman: “Now if Paul has as his new talent the ability to use
someone else’s ‘I was there’ guide-line---if he can remember anyone else’s
memories---he would be very hard to defeat.”*® However, Herbert is more
interested in understanding how Paul’s prescience presents a credible threat to
himself and those around him (this is particularly visible in Dune Messiah, where a
conspiracy against Paul’s rule becomes irrelevant as Paul’s prescience reaches

apotheosis). Paul is certainly a superman, but it is his own abilities which present

14 «“willis E. McNelly Science Fiction Collection: Frank Herbert Papers, SC-06-FH” (CSUF
University Archives and Special Collections, n.d.), accessed May 17, 2022.

15 «Frank Herbert Papers.”

16 «“Frank Herbert Papers.”

17



the greatest threat; he is hero and villain in the same story. But returning to
Campbell’s reading in the context of the circuit of culture, these initial observations
provide crucially important context for subsequent readings of the text, and for how
we understand Dune alongside interpretive materials. We are forced to wonder to
what extent Campbell’s uncritical reading of Paul contributed to the publication of
the text; would Dune have seen the light of day if Campbell interpreted Paul as
something other than an unproblematic superman?

We can also glean valuable information about modern interpretations and
critiques of Dune by examining how the book was received by some early readers,
another important element of the circuit of culture.!” One such interpretation comes
from Algis Budrys in a 1966 book review published in Galaxy Science Fiction, a
science fiction literature periodical popular throughout the mid-twentieth century.
Of Dune, Budrys writes that any readers familiar with typical science fiction of that

era will recognize many themes and tropes:

So you know that it is the story of the child of scorn, outcast among his own
people, raised by desert wolves, product of a mystical union long ago
foretold, who comes from the hinterland as Messiah with legends and fierce
beasts at his beck, to reclaim not only his own stolen heritage and the
reputation of his mother but also the lost birthright of all the downtrodden
everywhere. 8

This commentary reveals two things about the reception of Dune. First, we can

gather something of the character of Science Fiction as a genre during the 1950s

7 Eor this section | must extend acknowledgements to Reddit users u/maximedhiver and
u/RunDNA who provided valuable assistance in identifying and assembling selected reviews of
Dune featured here.

18 Algis Budrys, “Galaxy Bookshelf,” Galaxy 24, no. 4 (1966): 67—75.
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and ‘60s by the commonalities that Budrys identifies here. And second, this review
makes it clear that upon Dune’s release it was understood by many to be a
continuation of these formulaic tropes. Budrys’ interpretation includes many
staples of the white savior and mighty whitey narratives, especially the
protagonists’ rejection by or isolation from their home culture and immediate
acclimation to a new ‘noble savage’ population. This second feature is recognizable
in Budrys’ description of the Fremen as ‘desert wolves,” calling to mind the
primitive and familial characteristics endemic to the noble savage stereotype. And
the concluding sentence of this paragraph is particularly interesting: Paul reclaims
“the lost birthright of all the downtrodden everywhere.” This is another major
indication that early reviewers understood Paul to be the exact type of superhuman
savior that fits the mold of the white savior narrative. In the eyes of Budrys, Paul is
completely successful in his mission to save and restore the Fremen. He is
superhuman, hero, and savior.

Another review of Dune, this one from 1968 by Richard Geis, offers a
similarly optimistic view of Paul’s character in the first novel. According to his
commentary, “the basic theme of Dune is paranoia; the persecuted, hounded
superman eventually triumphs over everyone and everything.”*® Now, to be fair,
this review allows for marginally more subtlety than the one conveyed above,
especially because it contains no reference to Paul’s impact on the Fremen. Budrys’
review is explicit in the interpretation that Paul has legitimately delivered the

Fremen to salvation, falling into the category of a savior narrative. Geis, on the

19 Richard Geis, “Delusions - Book Reviews by the Editor,” Psychotic Science Fiction Review 24
(1968): 12-13.
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other hand, focuses his interpretation more on Paul and the observation that by the
conclusion of the novel Paul has achieved ultimate, unquestioned victory. Geis’
focus is on the triumph of the superman over forces conspiring against him, placing
Paul in a laudable, victorious category. And like Campbell, Geis’ attention is more
focused on external threats to Paul than on the dangers posed by the protagonist
himself. For Geis, it appears that Paul should be a hero not just for the characters
within the novel, but for the readers outside as well. What’s more, Geis follows up
this thematic synopsis with the disclaimer that “I say this not as a put-down. Some
of the finest science fiction is in this bag and it will continue to be written as long
as science fiction exists.”?® From this addition we can recognize that in Geis’ view,
Dune falls into the same, formulaic category of much science fiction of this period,
science fiction that would be considered white savior narratives without much
argument. Geis’ perception of Dune continuing the trend of formulaic SF bolsters
the claim that early audiences frequently believed Herbert’s first novel to focus on
many of the characteristics essential to the white savior narrative.

To be fair, these early readers could be forgiven for deriving this
interpretation from a work that was published during an era of pulpy, formulaic
science fiction. According to a chapter by Brian Attebery on science fiction from
the first half of the twentieth century, most entries in the genre were fairly
unconcerned with complex characterization, with the end goal being the

reproduction of easily consumed formula fiction that closely resembled the western

20 Geis.

20



or mystery genres.?! What’s more, these simplified themes and settings translated
to simplified characters. As Attebery explains, the conclusion of nearly all these
pulp science fiction works served as “a vindication of the young hero’s character
and the reader’s beliefs.”?? Characters rarely changed or grew, and these stories had
little in the way of introspection about themes or consequences. Placing Dune and
Paul into this literary context does some work in explaining early reactions to the
novel which emphasize Paul’s salvific role while ignoring many of the elements
which Herbert plants to subvert these ideas.

Further evidence for a general reaction to Paul’s character reception in Dune
comes from the response to Herbert’s submission for publication of the first sequel,
Dune Messiah. As evidenced above by both the contemporaneous reviews and the
survey of mid-20th century science fiction, much of Dune’s early audience
perceived the novel to fall into a typical, formulaic category of pulp science fiction
at the time: a category that today we rightly identify with white saviorism. This type
of reaction is confirmed by the response of Herbert’s publisher, John Campbell,

who expressed the following after reading Herbert’s sequel:

In this one [Dune Messiah], it’s Paul, our central character, who is a helpless
pawn manipulated against his will, by a cruel, destructive fate... In this one
he is not a Hero—he’s simply a helpless Pawn of Fate. The anti-hero,
showing that even seemingly mighty men of courage and abilities are
helpless—that the whole world is a hopeless, overwhelming place, wherein
struggle and high purpose are useless... The reactions of science-
fictioneers, however, over the last few decades has persistently and
explicitly been that they want heroes—not anti-heroes. They want stories

21 Brian Attebery, “The Magazine Era: 1926-1960,” in The Cambridge Companion to Science
Fiction, ed. Edward James and Farah Mendlesohn (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press,
2003), 32-47, 34.
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of strong men who exert themselves, inspire others, and make a monkey’s
uncle out of malign fates! As Paul did in ‘Dune’—not as he fails completely
to do in ‘The Messiah.’?®

Campbell refused to publish the sequel in the same periodical which had run Dune
several years earlier. We can learn from this refusal several interesting points about
both books and their reception: first, Campbell’s aversion to Herbert’s subversion
of Paul’s hero’s journey solidifies the interpretation intimated by the reviews above,
namely that Paul is an archetypal super heroic protagonist who easily and
unproblematically vanquishes his foes and delivers the indigenous people to
salvation. Second, the assertion that the Paul of Messiah is unlike the Paul of Dune
in his helplessness in the face of fate suggests that the sequel is completely
unexpected in its treatment of the protagonist. These elements combine to present

early readings of Dune which understand Paul to be an unproblematic protagonist.

However, by examining the contents of Dune we can see that Herbert in
fact seeded the idea of Paul as an inevitable threat, rather than savior to the Fremen
throughout the first installment of this series. Foreshadowing of Paul’s eventual
condemnation of the Fremen mainly comes through reference to jihad, the subject
of many of the protagonist’s prescient visions and one of the many examples of
material Herbert appropriated from Islamic thought. | will engage more
substantially with this appropriative material in my final chapter. One of Paul’s first

encounters with the jihad in his own prophetic visions describes it as “the ancient

23 Tim O’Reilly, Frank Herbert (New York: Ungar, 1981), 188.
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way, the tried and certain way that rolled over everything in its path.”?* From the
beginning, Paul sees the inevitable conclusion of his exploits as violent conquest,
indiscriminate in its consequences (like so much else in Dune, Herbert’s description
of jihad is both more and less nuanced than contemporary treatments; significantly,
no film adaptation has dared engage with this term). Also notable is the fact that
Paul dreads the coming jihad: in a much later vision, we see through Paul’s eyes
“the jihad’s bloody swords and fanatic legions” and our protagonist promises “It
will not be... I cannot let it be.”?® As Paul’s journey continues, he comes to realize
that he is powerless to stop the jihad. These narrative elements combine to suggest
to the reader that the conclusion of Dune should not feel triumphant for the
audience, or if it does, we should at least be cognizant of some of the darker
undertones. Considering Paul’s dread of the coming jihad and the loss of life it will
induce, Herbert wants us to question the desirability of Paul’s success.

Herbert also plants seeds of doubt in the audience’s minds regarding Paul’s
potential for salvation through some of the other characters. The most remarkable
instance of this comes in the death scene of Liet Kynes, the imperial ecologist of
Arrakis and the offspring of the former off-world ecologist and a Fremen woman.
In a hallucinatory episode immediately preceding his death, Kynes realizes that
““No more terrible disaster could befall your people than for them to fall into the
hands of a Hero.””?® While the Fremen may follow Paul in hopes of eventual

salvation, Kynes indicates to the audience from early on that this fate might not be

24 Erank Herbert, Dune, 40th Anniversary Edition (New York, New York: Penguin Books, 1965),
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salvific in nature. We can also see the negative effects of Paul’s leadership on the
Fremen in the person of Stilgar, one of Paul’s closest companions and a leader of
the Fremen. In the book’s concluding scene, Paul observes that “I have seen a friend
become a worshiper” and observes that “it was a lessening of the man, and Paul felt
the ghost-wind of the jihad in it.”?’ Here the protagonist’s supposed heroism has a
negative effect on his followers among the Fremen even by the end of Dune.
Throughout the first novel, Herbert shows that Paul’s presence among the Fremen

may not provide the salvation for which they hoped.

Already, we can see several points in the text of Dune which suggest that
Paul may not fill the white savior role quite as neatly as some of Herbert’s critics
have argued. How do these characterizations align with the author’s view on his
subject matter? Fortunately, Herbert has been fairly transparent regarding the
themes and characters of Dune. The first interesting structural comment we can
glean from several interviews with Herbert is that for the author, the narrative of
Dune Messiah which so startled John Campbell was always the direction Herbert
intended for his series: “I conceived of a long novel, the whole trilogy as one book
about the messianic convulsions that periodically overtake us.”?® This quote
bolsters an interpretation of Dune that recognizes and even emphasizes the

warnings | mention above, considering that the sequels which paint Paul in an

27 Herbert, 455.
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unavoidably unflattering light were conceived of by Herbert in the same thought as
the original novel.

In “Dune Genesis,” a reflective essay penned by Herbert which I reference
above, and an interview with Frank and Beverly Herbert conducted by Willis
McNelly in 1969, Herbert delivers some of the novel’s main themes with even more
resounding clarity. According to “Dune Genesis,” one of the central themes of
Dune is “don't give over all of your critical faculties to people in power, no matter
how admirable those people may appear to be.”?° Herbert goes on to explain that
even those who appear superhuman, with faculties and morality seemingly well
beyond the norm, are always fallible and perhaps made even more so by their
respected standing. And when a superhuman commits an error, the breadth of their
following makes the repercussions all the more severe. This is clearly the case with
Paul: the Fremen reverence for this messianic savior (and, by extension, audience
reverence for the protagonist) means that when that protagonist errs his followers
are dramatically vulnerable to catastrophe. In short, “superheroes are disastrous for
humankind.”*

In the McNelly interview, Herbert directly responds to Campbell’s rejection
of Dune Messiah and his corresponding interpretation of the narrative; that is, Paul
is a hero in Dune and an anti-hero, or possibly even a villain, in Messiah. Herbert

argues that “the difference between a hero and an anti-hero is where you stop the

story,” and the only difference between Paul and the other heroes of pulp science

29 Herbert.
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fiction is that we see Paul’s story beyond his original triumph at the conclusion of
Dune.3! Herbert was well aware that he wanted his story to continue beyond this
traditional ending from the outset, and seeded indications to this effect throughout
the first novel.

Also revelatory from these interviews is the way that Herbert connects
Paul’s journey with messianic figures, both religious and otherwise. Certainly,
Paul’s situation as a messiah figure is no mystery in Dune: one of his titles is mahdi,
an Islamic term for messiah, and his prophesied arrival by the Bene Gesserit only
strengthens these ties. Herbert identifies that in Dune he attempts to “trace a
possible way a messiah is created in our society” by weaving together complex
structures of ecology, history, colonialism, and more.*> Perhaps even more
interesting is the connection he draws between Paul and a real-life ‘messiah’ who
in many ways informed Herbert’s concern with charismatic leadership: John F.
Kennedy. Herbert was apparently incessantly concerned with the Kennedy
presidency, particularly how his charismatic, everyman leadership built him up as
a flawless leader much like Paul. When such a leader emerges, Herbert feared that
the general population would become too enamored of their personage, elevating
them to superhuman/messianic status and rendering their followers oblivious to any
flaws or shortcomings. One solution that Herbert presents, then, is “that the man
must recognize the myth he is living in, because the creation of an avatar is a

mythmaking process.”® But is this really a satisfying solution? | would argue that

31 Erank Herbert and Beverly Herbert, Herbert’s science fiction novels, “Dune” and “Dune
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even Herbert doesn’t think so. Paul, for example, is often fully conscious of the
myths he creates and are those which are created around and about him, even trying
to avoid their repercussions. But ultimately, he is unable to change his fate and the
fate of the Fremen around him. I will return to the idea of the tides of history in my
next section.

Hopefully, these essays and interviews should make clear that Herbert
himself was immensely concerned with the idea of the superhero, and from the start
of his writing project envisioned Paul as doomed to fall from his peak of heroism.
These sources reinforce readings of Dune which notice and emphasize Paul’s
doubts about the future, and the negative repercussions his leadership has on those
around him. If the author himself was intensely skeptical of the idea that Paul is a

white savior, the audience should be too.

So, if the text of the novel and the author himself seem to agree on an
interpretation of Paul that belies any hope of ultimate salvation, why does this
criticism continue to be leveled at the text? In general, | agree with a hypothesis put
forward by Haris Durrani: “the reason the white savior narrative has dominated the
mainstream reading of the text is that this is how white boys have read it.”** Stated
more generally, over time a work has the potential to become inscribed with certain
meanings or interpretations based on popular discourse above and beyond any
content within the text. Because Paul in Dune resembles a typical white protagonist

(whether or not he is literally white), white readers identify with his character and

34 Durrani, “Dune’s Not a White Savior Narrative. But It’s Complicated.”
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naturally view Paul in a heroic light. Such a reading ignores the complexity
contained within the text and sets aside Herbert’s own views on the matter to create
an interpretation that conforms to a simplistic view of a relatable protagonist.
When new readers access Dune, especially those who either do not resemble
the protagonist or are more sensitive to the harmful nature of white savior and noble
savage tropes, they confront not just the text but also a mass of popular
interpretations which read into the text blatant saviorism where the issue is in fact
considerably more complex. This section has aimed to show that despite criticisms
of Paul as white savior, the intent of the text is to subvert rather than affirm typical
heroic characters. This is evident first through an examination of some
contemporaneous reviews which express admiration for Paul as a heroic figure,
followed by textual analysis and commentary from Herbert himself to show that
these interpretations are read into the text rather than contained within it.
Importantly, this conclusion creates a space where criticisms of Paul as a white
savior continue to hold value: not because they accurately capture what Herbert
actually does with Dune, but because they unseat a dominant reading that has been

inscribed in the text since some of its first readers.

Chapter 3: Agency and Adaptation

Another major category of criticism of Dune, alongside assertions of Paul’s
white saviorism, concerns itself with the damaging noble savage tropes which
critics assign to descriptions of the Fremen. According to some of these arguments,

Dune offers problematic stereotypes of tokenized indigenous populations,
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emphasizing characteristics like honor and resolution of disputes through violence
which are essential to the ‘noble savage’ trope. Of particular interest to my present
analysis are similar claims that Herbert utilizes this damaging stereotype by
stripping agency from the Fremen. In this section, | will review these claims, as
well as certain textual passages that support them, before moving into some
rebuttals. These will begin with a separate examination of the musings of Talal
Asad on agency in Western anthropology. Using Asad as background, I will next
discuss Herbert’s specific views on agency, structures, and history, and how this

arguably pessimistic philosophy is conveyed within Dune.

First, let us remind ourselves of some of the specific criticisms directed at
Herbert’s depiction of Dune’s local population, the Fremen. We will remember
Emad El-Din Aysha’s critique of Herbert’s “tongue-in-cheek” depictions of the
Fremen, who draw heavy inspiration from Arab populations, among others. Aysha
continues to point out that these Fremen, despite their technological advancement
and desert survival skills, “never seem to be able to get their act together without
the help of House Atreides.”*® Kara Kennedy offers a similar verdict on Herbert’s
illustrations of an indigenous population overly dependent on colonial rulers,
summarizing the novel as “‘enlightened’ leaders needing to come to assist

supposedly ‘inferior’ native peoples.”*®
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On the one hand, we can address some of these criticisms with material from
my previous chapter: Kennedy’s interpretation of the Atreides arriving on Arrakis
with the best interest of the Fremen at heart is, in large part, an inscription of the
narrative which perceives the protagonists as heroes, despite textual evidence to the
contrary. Indeed, just as Herbert is more interested in the negative consequences of
Paul’s charismatic leadership than its positive effects, we can also see that he is
fully aware of the instrumentalizing and controlling perspective of the Atreides
towards the planet and its inhabitants. Timothy O’Reilly, Herbert’s biographer,
points out that while the Atreides muster power mainly through loyalty and
courage, “Duke Leto takes the allegiance of his men by these virtues, no less than
the Baron does by his own twisted means.”®” The critiques that Aysha and Kennedy
present only work if we assume that Herbert casts the Atreides family in an
uncritical light, which seems to not be the case.

To be fair, one alternative avenue for criticism of Herbert’s treatment of the
Fremen comes in the character of Liet Kynes, the imperial planetologist. Kynes is
the son of the former planetologist and a Fremen woman and acts as a semi-
mythical leader and force for ecological development on Arrakis. In contrast with
Paul, who fosters change through violent uprising, Kynes seeks gradual
development through terraforming and ecological manipulation to breathe life into
the desert planet. Returning to perhaps the most thematically rich scene in the book,
Kynes’ death sequence, he drifts in and out of a hallucinatory state in which he

converses with his dead father about the need for slow change and the dangers of

37 O’Reilly, Frank Herbert, 75.
30



charismatic leadership. In sum, while we can respond to criticism of the Atreides
by pointing out that their main interest is to weaponize the Fremen, Kynes appears
to truly have the long-term welfare of the indigenous population in mind.

The complicating factor of this ecological transformation is that Kynes, like
the Atreides, is an off-worlder (at least in part). And while he has a matrilineal
connection to the Fremen, his ethnic liminality is a point of emphasis for the
Atreides: Leto notes with surprise in one of their first interactions that “the man
was Fremen... Kynes had gone native.”®® We will remember that ‘nativization’ is
a process strongly associated with the white savior and noble savage tropes |
identify above. | would conclude that first, Herbert sees legitimate salvation for the
Fremen as coming from Kynes, not the Atreides. The writing in Kynes’ death scene
feels like Herbert at his most earnest, and these passages reveal the author’s
perspectives on environmentalism and charismatic leadership which incline him
away from Paul and towards a more gradual ecological change. But second,
because Kynes’ cultural liminality is a point of importance (at least for the Atreides)
his leadership and reform are somewhat tainted with overtones of a salvific
outsider. To use Aysha’s language, it is not the Atreides who help the Fremen ‘get
their act together’ but Kynes, without whom the indigenous population seemingly
cannot fulfill their dreams of ecological improvement. Kynes’ familial connection
with the Fremen complicates a simplified reading of this narrative, but | would
submit that out of all the characters it is Kynes who most fulfills the outsider savior

role and calls into question independent Fremen agency.
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In examining these critiques, | also think it is worthwhile to address why
such emphasis is placed on the agency, or lack thereof, of the Fremen as an indicator
of their supposed inferiority in their own history. Here |1 am inspired by the
connection Haris Durrani draws between questions of agency in Dune and the
anthropological work of Talal Asad, which | will be examining in detail below.% |
specifically address myself to Asad’s Genealogies of Religion, where his
introduction elaborates on features of anthropology and historiography in the
Western academy and how these fields may place too much emphasis on agency.

Asad presents two principles, or assumptions, of Western historiography,
combining to create what he labels the “history-making thesis”: the first of these is
that “history is not made unless significant change occurs.”*® This assumption
places emphasis on the ‘making’ of history; that is, Western scholarship is primarily
interested in events and periods which upset the status quo rather than remain within
it. This focus leads to the separate but related second assumption: “that an agent
cannot make his ‘own’ history unless he is autonomous. It is not enough that he
acts purposively; his purposes must be in conflict with others.””*! We can see from
these combined principles how an emphasis on agency has emerged in Western
historiography: in order to make history the status quo must be upset and upset at

the hands of an autonomous actor. Those who continue within the status quo, or
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who enact change at the whim or inspiration of others are not worthy of historical
record.

| am also reminded of Edward Said’s musings on this subject from Culture
and Imperialism; he comments that “a confused and limiting notion of priority
allows that only the original proponents of an idea can understand and use it.”*? In
other words, special meaning is given to the ‘first’ to do something, while
subsequent attempts are deemed cheap imitations. This limited understanding
applies specifically to the colonial context because in many cases, even when a
colonized people pursue projects of change introduced by colonizers these efforts
are denied history-making importance. Asad’s two principles lead to a dichotomy
he presents between agent and subject: all individuals either participate in the
conflict-driven history-making process, and are thus agents of history, or fail to do
so and become subjects to change.

We can now apply Asad’s construction of Western historiography to
criticisms about the Fremen. Taking the first assumption, the Fremen only qualify
for history-making if they upset the status quo in some fashion. Dune presents two
options for this change: the gradual ecological development of Kynes or the militant
revolution of Paul. Whatever the choice, in the history-making thesis the most
significant implication is that unless change is pursued, the Fremen are not making
history and become subject to it. The second principle is of equal concern for the

context of Dune: whether the Fremen pursue the change of Kynes or Paul, they are

being led by an outsider and lose claims to autonomy. This places the Fremen in an
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impossible situation with regards to their own agency in the Western
historiographical model. They either reject both avenues for change, in which case
they fail to disrupt the status quo and become subjects or pursue one of the paths
and have their autonomy stripped and subjecthood inflicted.

Thankfully, Asad constructs these parameters for the history-making thesis
to criticize them. After presenting the two criteria for traditional Western
historiography he presents a counter-argument, which contends that “agent and
subject do not belong to the same theoretical universe and should not, therefore, be
coupled.”®® In other words, the binary of the history-making thesis whereby all
individuals are either agents participating in upsetting the status quo or subjects
beholden to it is rejected; individuals and societies can be simultaneously agent and
subject unproblematically, and participate in a history that values the status quo as
much as it does changes to it.

As if in direct response to questions of agency in Dune, Asad wonders
whether “improvisation becomes irrelevant when the agents are non-Europeans
acting within the context of their own politically independent state to implement a
European project.”* If we accept that Kynes and Paul represent a colonial,
European-coded power and the Fremen are correspondingly non-European (which
I do), then this question applies directly to the Fremen pursuit of either Kynes’ or
Paul’s vision for Arrakis: if they choose one of these paths, effectively

implementing a ‘European’ project within their own ‘non-European’ society, do
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they lose their agency? The history-making thesis would say so. But Asad’s view
of history allows for another, more flexible interpretation. Because agent and
subject are not mutually exclusive, the Fremen can be both subject in their attempt
to reproduce an outsider project and agent in the act of applying that project to their
own cultural setting.

In summary, Asad shows that preoccupations with agency are products of a
Western school of thought which places inordinate emphasis on history-making,
which creates an agent-subject binary where agents are involved in autonomous
conflict to disrupt the status quo while subjects either persist within a status quo or
follow change of another’s invention. This thesis correlates agency with power and
subjecthood with powerlessness, itself a form of propaganda that feeds into colonial
discourse about indigenous helplessness. Asad’s deconstruction of this binary
allows actors to be both agent and subject, which reframes indigenous groups like
the Fremen as a) not powerless in their persistence within a status quo and b)

capable of agency while realizing projects presented by non-native actors.

Asad’s analysis gives us one possible response to criticisms that decry a
lack of Fremen agency: our preoccupation with agency is a function of Western
historiography’s self-serving interests, and groups can be both agents and subjects
in their own histories. Herbert gives us another avenue of response which can be
drawn directly from his perspectives on history and structures. Through interviews
and his written work, Herbert develops a philosophy of history that becomes

fatalistic and inevitable, creating a cyclical loop in which agency is reserved for no
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group at all. My primary point of reference from interview materials will be a 1983
interview with Frank Herbert and David Lynch in advance of the release of Lynch’s
film. Throughout this interview Herbert goes into considerable detail about his
views of history and inevitability.

In essence, Herbert reads history as conforming to a cyclical series of
events. The focus of these events is the messiah, a figure towards whom Herbert
feels intense skepticism. The messiah figure, or more broadly a charismatic leader,
emerges into a society with deep-seated wrongs that need addressing. In many cases
(and this is where Herbert’s interest in religious impulse becomes critically
important), society has developed myths which prefigure the arrival of such a
messiah, so the emergence of a charismatic leader is perceived as prophecy
fulfillment which makes followers even less critical of a given leader. Once the
charismatic leader has entered society and begun to address wrongs, destabilizing
the former norms, “eventually you get a power structure which accumulates like
filings accumulating on a magnet,” where followers are attracted to the power
structure.*® Here Herbert unseats the axiomatic saying of ‘absolute power corrupts
absolutely,” replacing it instead with the claim that “power attracts the
corruptible.”*® And thus a movement which began as the simple, present need to
address clear societal wrongs becomes a bureaucratic juggernaut which accretes

corrupt followers.
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For Herbert, one of the essential facts of this cycle is its inevitability: his
philosophy of history is (pessimistically?) fatalist in its examination of the
progression from messianic leaders to corrupt power structures. Later in the same
interview, the interviewer questions whether “that is the process that will take place
in any similar situation,” to which Herbert responds that he believes it to be an
essential part of government interwoven with human nature.*” Taken together,
Herbert’s structure of history proceeds as follows: messianic myths arise in
response to social need — a charismatic leader fulfills messianic prophecy — power
structures form around said leader and accumulate corrupt followers — bureaucracy
degenerates and creates new social needs which inspire new myths. Here we can
begin to map Herbert’s philosophy of history onto Dune as another possible
response to questions of agency. Because in a cyclical view of history like the one
Herbert holds, does anyone truly have agency? After all, the Fremen lack of agency
becomes less of a problematic issue if the Atreides, their supposed saviors, are on
a similarly preordained path.

Admittedly, like most everything in Dune, even this understanding is less
simple than it may seem. While Herbert believes that messianic myths arise
naturally, among the Fremen these mythologies are revealed to have been
implanted by the Bene Gesserit in their shadowy attempts at galactic control.
However, I am not sure this narrative element contradicts Herbert’s philosophy,
mainly because of his allowance for adaptation (which I discuss subsequently). In

other words, the specific content of messianic myths is subject to change, or in this
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case, manipulation by outside forces. More important about them is their very
existence and the way they prefigure a messianic leader. In fact, Paul is an
unexpected resolution of the Bene Gesserit machinations, another example of

Herbert’s skepticism with regards to agency.

Reading Dune with questions of agency in mind reveals just how
preoccupied Herbert is with the subject, and how interwoven his philosophy is with
the narrative. O’Reilly emphasizes this focus by foregrounding it at the beginning
of his book, noting that “In Dune, each of the players... tries either to dominate the
situation or to control it in such a way as to minimize his own risks.”*® O’Reilly
directly mentions many of the antagonistic players, such as the Emperor, who
orchestrates the downfall of the Atreides in a bid to preserve his own political
hegemony; the Harkonnens, who ingratiate themselves with the Imperial house to
benefit from this maneuver; and the Bene Gesserit, who engage in long-term
genetic manipulation to leverage power with political actors. But this is equally true
of the protagonists, especially the Atreides’ bid to cultivate military might on
Arrakis and the Fremen goal of terraforming the desert planet.

One particularly interesting passage which reveals the preoccupation with
control which Herbert assigns his characters comes from a scene which the author
drafted but does not appear in the novel, between Baron Harkonnen, the principal
antagonist, and his Mentat advisor Piter. Piter recalls the death of his mother, who

fell off a balcony, analogizing it as representative of control in history: “The person
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falling is already dead. The falling [and] death are thoroughly incorporated events.
The event that’s actually important is the instant of toppling -- then y[ou] can push
or rescue the person about to fall. You control destiny.”*® Here we can see not only
a deep preoccupation with agency and control but also hints of Asad’s “history-
making” thesis; control is linked to violence and abrupt change in the eyes of the
colonizer. Of course, within the context of the narrative this scene is profoundly
ironic, because the well-laid machinations of the Baron and Piter are ultimately
proven useless in the face of Paul and the Fremen. Despite their best attempts, these
two antagonists fall victim to the uncontrollable whims of history. One of Herbert’s
primary interests is destabilizing these carefully laid plans: “in the end all are

overwhelmed. The elemental forces of history can only be ridden, not controlled.”*°

And it is the human need for control and security which leads Herbert to an
interest in religion and messianic mythmaking. For just as it is natural that humans
cannot hope to control the chaotic forces of history, so too is it natural for them to
strive for at least the illusion of control. In the author’s esteem, religion as a whole
and the messianic impulse specifically are “human adaptations to uncertainty,”
which reassure societies with empty promises of power.>! The relationship between
uncertainty, adaptation, and control in Herbert’s work is an interesting one. On the
one hand, Herbert is skeptical of agency and presents us with a profoundly

uncertain universe. But on the other, the author’s works “portray and test the human
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ability to consciously adapt.”®? These principles create a fascinating tension where
Herbert simultaneously valorizes limited adaptation while denying its ability to
affect real change in an uncontrollable universe. Perhaps, for Herbert, those capable
of adaptation are simply better equipped to persevere through the uncontrollable
tides of history.

Within the text of Dune, the character who most conveys this metatextual
philosophy is Paul (naturally, given his prescience) as he becomes increasingly
aware of the mechanisms that produced his situation. Upon gaining his spice-
induced awareness, Paul reflects that “he no longer could hate the Bene Gesserit or
the Emperor or even the Harkonnens. They were all caught up in the need of their
race to renew its scattered inheritance.”>® Because Paul is the direct vehicle for
Herbert’s philosophy of history, the blamelessness here conveys Herbert’s own
fatalistic attitudes. In fact, this characterization recalls the Bene Gesserit test from
the book’s very first chapter, in which the Reverend Mother singles out Paul as
human in a society of animals. Paul’s heightened awareness renders this contrast in
sharp relief, casting the systemic need for perpetuation and propagation as
unconscious, animal, and blameless. But Paul also realizes the impossibility of the
fulfillment of these plans: we will remember that in this scene he foresees “the tried
and certain way that rolled over everything in its path: jihad.”®* Paul, as the
mouthpiece for Herbert’s philosophy of history, imparts to readers the fatalism that

deprives all characters of agency in the face of an unstoppable wave of history.

52 O’Reilly, 3.
53 Dune, 195.
54 Dune, 195.

40



This markedly fatalistic view of history makes Dune an interesting contrast
to most of its contemporaries in the world of science fiction. Where many
installments in the genre tend to be liberal and progressive in their views of
technology, Herbert crafts a world which is anything but. In a survey of politics in
science fiction, Ken MacLeod calls Dune “the great glaring exception to sf’s

b

broadly liberal consensus,” making special note of Herbert’s engagement with
feudalism.> The world of Dune is firmly rooted in Herbert’s own contention that
“feudalism is a natural condition of human beings,” with some members of a
population naturally inclined to lead and others to be led.®® Dune is both
technologically and politically conservative, emerging from Herbert’s cyclical,
rather than progressive view of history.

To return to the main theme of this chapter, how should we understand
agency in Dune? | have embarked on two separate lines of argument to respond to
criticisms of an agency-less indigenous population. The first relies on Talal Asad’s
formulation of Western historiography and anthropology to suggest that our very
preoccupation with agency springs from a cultural academic context designed to
empower Western empire by constructing dichotomies between agent and subject
and formalizing a ‘history-making’ thesis that valorizes conflict and change. Next,

I turn to Herbert’s own views on the subject to show his profound skepticism of

any sort of agency for anybody, whether it be the Fremen or the colonial feudal

% Ken Macleod, “Politics and Science Fiction,” in The Cambridge Companion to Science Fiction,
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houses that seek to control them. Herbert sees the construction of a messiah as an
example of adaptation which may ease one’s passage through the chaotic tides of
history but can do nothing to change them.

These two points of discussion are equally important in an analysis of Dune.
Asad’s insight is always valuable in helping to unseat preconceived categories and
notions and allows us to interact with Herbert through a slightly different lens. Just
as with white savior narratives, we must be careful not to inscribe too much
meaning into the text, lest our own interpretations come to overpower the intent of
the author. And with regards to Herbert’s own perspectives, they may resolve one
issue (that of agency) but present another (lack of agency). Predestination and lack
of agency can present difficult moral questions, especially when coupled with
Herbert’s impression of a natural human inclination towards political inequity in
the form of feudalism. What actions can be excused under the guise of
powerlessness in the face of historical inertia? But perhaps an interest in adaptation
provides the necessary counterpoint. After all, if humans can adapt, they are
required to maintain some agency, if only to react to events that play out on a macro
scale. | argue here that there are still questions to be asked and debated on the
subject of agency in Dune; but we would be better served by asking and debating
the questions that the author and text want us to consider, rather than the ones that

have been read into them.
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Chapter 4: Appropriation

Wondering about the applicability of white savior and noble savage tropes
to Dune naturally leads me to another topic which acknowledges the relationship
between fiction and history: the role of cultural appropriation in artistic expression.
Contemplating the ethics of cultural appropriation in literature opens our eyes to
how we can (and/or should) engage in appropriative acts especially in the science
fiction genre. Cultural appropriation is often given a negative connotation, but |
hope to complicate this attitude through a discussion of several valuable sources on
the subject, including opinions by the likes of Salman Rushdie and Edward Said
who make tremendous use of cultural liminality in their works, often in a manner
that they self-describe as appropriative. | will also apply this directly to Dune and
consider the differences between subject appropriation as used by, say, the magical
realism of Rushdie versus the science fiction of Herbert, where cultures do not map
directly onto real-life cultural groups and readers are forced to extrapolate.

First, I will engage in detailed consideration and definition of appropriation
as a topic for discussion and debate. For this project | will make substantial use of
James Young’s work on the subject, which differentiates between several types of
cultural appropriation and evaluates them from aesthetic and ethical lenses. | will
subsequently consider whether appropriation can be positive, again returning to
Young and making similar use of Rushdie and Said’s work on the subject. Next, |
will take the categories provided by Young and apply them to Dune to determine

whether it is appropriate to discuss Herbert’s work as an example of cultural
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appropriation. Finally, I will address some of the specific complexities and impacts

of appropriation in a work of science fiction.

What is cultural appropriation? Young provides us with a succinct and
straightforward definition that cannot hope to capture the intricacies of the subject

but nonetheless establishes a solid framework to move forward in our discussion:

Members of one culture (I will call them outsiders) take for their own, or
for their own use, items produced by a member or members of another
culture (call them insiders).>’

This is cultural appropriation at its broadest, but Young continues to explain a
number of specific categories of appropriation: object appropriation, which
involves the physical displacement of tangible artworks from an insider culture to
an outsider context (we can picture the British seizure of cultural artifacts such as
the Elgin marbles or the Benin bronzes); content appropriation, which lifts
intangible artistic expressions such as music or literature from their native contexts;
style appropriation, in which an artist does not literally reproduce a work but
creates an original piece in a style to which they are an outsider; or motif
appropriation, perhaps the most loosely defined category, in which an artist copies
neither a work nor a style but still shows clear influence from an insider culture of
which they are not a member.>® The proliferation of these categories exemplifies

one of Young’s main points, clarified by an epigraph in one of his chapters on

57 James Young, The Ethics of Cultural Appropriation (Malden, MA: Wiley-Blackwell, 2009), 5.
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appropriation: “nothing comes from nowhere.”®® Types of appropriation are so
abundant because true originality is practically nonexistent; indeed, some type of
appropriation seems nearly inevitable.

| have thus far refrained from introducing Young’s final category of cultural
appropriation, mainly because it is into this category that Dune most clearly falls.
This is also because Young himself marks this category as different from the others.
This final type is subject appropriation, which occurs when “artists appropriate a
subject matter,” generally cultural content from a culture to which the artist does
not belong.®’ Young explains this as substantively different from his other
categories, such as object or content appropriation, because “no artistic product of
a culture is appropriated.”®! This type most commonly appears in literary works,
when outsiders present insider characters without firsthand knowledge of their lived

experiences.

Focusing on this final type of appropriation, I will next wonder how content
appropriation influences a work’s moral value. For this analysis I will first turn to
judgements on appropriation writ large, rendered by Thomas Hurka in an
assessment of cultural appropriation in the arts, and by authors of fiction including
Salman Rushdie. Young presents the argument posed by many critics of subject
appropriation, which goes as follows: “When outsiders take other cultures as their

subjects... they do so with a less complete knowledge of these cultures than insiders
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possess.”® This incomplete knowledge necessarily means that any outsider
rendering of insider culture will be flawed, and therefore more than likely ethically
reprehensible.

Indeed, some authors, like Thomas Hurka, wonder whether white authors
should write about minorities at all. He poses this question partly in response to a
1988 demand by some members of the Canadian Women’s Press, who called for
the group to cease printing stories authored by white women about black women’s
experiences.®® Hurka presents three major arguments in favor of the claim that
white authors should not write about the experiences of minorities: first, that white
authors cannot understand minority experiences and will inevitably misrepresent
them; second, that attention towards white authors writing about minorities draws
attention away from minority authors publishing on the same subject; and third,
that ‘appropriation’ of cultural and artistic material by white authors is tantamount
to the theft of those cultures.5* These arguments are especially relevant in the case
of minorities who often have difficulty representing themselves: when minorities
are represented by white authors, audiences can receive an inaccurate and harmful
depiction of those cultures which in turn makes authentic representation even
harder to recognize. Hurka argues against a potential rebuttal identifying this as
censorship, explaining that white authors would not be forbidden from writing on

these subjects but simply be “urged to be socially responsible in their choice and
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8 Thomas Hurka, “Should Whites Write About Minorities?,” in Principles: Short Essays on
Ethics, 1994, 183-86, 183.

64 Hurka, 183.

46



handling of subjects.”®® In Hurka’s assessment, the inequality between whites and
minorities in contemporary society is too great for white authors to ethically write
about minorities.

However, Young complicates this assertion, explaining that there are
enough examples of successful subject appropriation to show that while potentially
harmful, subject appropriation is not doomed to ethical condemnation by its very
nature. After all, Young continues, when pushed to its extreme form Hurka’s
assessment makes nearly all literature ethically reprehensible.®® Authors represent
characters of a gender, sexuality, ethnicity, or other identifying category to which
they are an outsider to create realistic and compelling worlds and stories. Should
all artists be sanctioned for such action? In fairness, Hurka addresses this in his own
chapter, claiming that “since the arguments for restraint assume the unequal status
of minority cultures, they apply only to works about minorities.”®” But inequality
is to be found in some of these other categories as well. Should male authors never
write female characters? Would the same apply to heterosexual authors and queer
characters? The line between appropriation and erasure becomes very fine here. To
be sure, this is not to justify all examples of subject appropriation; there are plenty
of examples of appropriation gone awry, but we should not administer criticism of
a work simply because subject appropriation has occurred.

In reflecting on his own writing, Salman Rushdie reaches the same

conclusion. In his essay “Imaginary Homelands,” Rushdie opines that “literature is
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self-validating. That is to say, a book is not justified by its author’s worthiness to
write it, but by the quality of what has been written.”®® Much like Young, Rushdie
points out that authors with firsthand experience have been known to create
“terrible books,” while many attempts at cultural appropriation by outsiders have
been insightful and “extraordinary.”®® In fact, along the lines of Rushdie’s
argument, ‘outsider’ authors are often capable of observing a culture and offering
insight and perspective not available to an ‘insider’ by virtue of their immersion
within it. Both positions of an author come with risks in representation, but each
has potential benefits as well.

Edward Said identifies the power of appropriation in literature as a tool
capable of either reinforcing or challenging oppressive systems. He observes that
narrative is the method of choice for explorers and novelists exploring strange and
unfamiliar territory (often in the context of colonialism) but also “the method
colonized people use to assert their own identity and the existence of their own
history.””® To be fair, neither of these options can accurately apply to Dune (more
on the specific case of imaginative fiction later). But more generally, Said reminds
us that literature by itself, and the act of appropriation within it, can be used as
either a means of subjugation or empowerment depending on the author. He
identifies appropriation specifically with the consideration that “culture is never

just a matter of ownership... but rather of appropriations, common experiences, and
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interdependencies of all kinds among different cultures.”’* Cultures are not isolated
but permeable, and borrowing material between cultures is an inevitable, universal
reality. This combination of literature as a vehicle for both colonization and
liberation along with the inevitability of cultural appropriation further suggests that
we should judge a work based on its specific merits rather than on the presence or
absence of what could be deemed cultural appropriation.

In considering the topic of appropriation in Dune, | concur with Young,
Rushdie, and Said. Each author reminds us that appropriation in text arises not from
election but inevitability, and those specific instances of appropriation can be
occasions for oppression, insight, or liberation. The event of subject appropriation
by itself is not an occasion to sanction a text, but rather a given work should be
judged on its own merits and treatment of material. | will go on to show that Dune
is appropriative, but we should perceive what that appropriation has produced

rather than issuing a negative verdict based only on that fact.

Even the most cursory examination should reveal that Dune is rife with
instances of cultural appropriation. Here | will single out some specific sources to
substantiate the wvalidity of considering Dune as an example of subject
appropriation. Probably the most evident source of inspiration in Dune is Arab
Islamic culture, which is revealed in both the themes and linguistics of the novel.
Information regarding this inspiration is compiled by the impressive work of Khalid

Baheyeldin, whose webpage “Arabic and Islamic themes in Frank Herbert’s
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‘Dune’” contains an extensive glossary of Arabic words that appear throughout
Dune, including commentary on whether Herbert’s usage differs from the Arabic
meaning. The page lists over 100 entries, demonstrating “the sheer quantity of
terms that Herbert borrowed from Arabic and Islamic culture” mainly present in
the Fremen of Arrakis.’> Worth noting is that Arab/Islamic influence appears not
just in the vocabulary of the Fremen but also in their beliefs: the Fremen incorporate
law and religion in a manner consistent with Islam and their messianic expectations
resemble similar strains of specifically Shi’i doctrine.

However, we should be careful to make ourselves aware of influences
beyond the Arabic and Islamic, lest we fall into the trap of over-emphasizing certain
sources of inspiration while neglecting others (which, as I shall discuss later, is one
of the main challenges of effective cultural appropriation in science fiction).
Baheyeldin himself notes some of these other influences in the preface to his
glossary, pointing out the Greek origin of the Atreides in Homer’s Iliad, the
connection between the Harkonnens and the Russian empire which itself evokes
contemporaneous Cold War tensions, and the borrowing of certain terms like
Kwisatz Haderach from Hebrew.” Just these few example remind the audience to
keep in mind the host of influences beyond just the Islamic that are present in Dune.

One particularly interesting source of inspiration is explored in depth by
Will Collins in an essay connecting Dune to The Sabres of Paradise, a 1960 history

by Lesley Blanch that delves into a 19th-century conflict between the Muslim Imam
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Shamyl and the Russian Empire in the Caucus Mountains. According to Collins,
the influences of The Sabres of Paradise on Dune are varied and many. At its
broadest, Blanch’s account of Muslim resistance to imperial encroachment
provides yet another example of anti-colonial rebellion, along with T.E.
Lawrence’s account of World War I and the Algerian struggle for independence
which ran its bloody course over the decade prior to Dune’s publication. On a more
specific level, Collins points out that much of the cultural inspiration for the Fremen
comes from Islamic populations of the Caucasus who are depicted within Sabres.
For instance, “Chakobsa, a Caucasian hunting language, becomes the language of
a galactic diaspora in Herbert’s universe. Kanly, from a word for blood feud among
the Islamic tribes of the Caucasus, signifies a vendetta between Dune’s great
spacefaring dynasties.”’*

Fortunately, Herbert himself also provides some specific reference to the
cultures and works upon which he drew throughout the text of Dune. In one
interview, he explains that “in studying sand dunes, you immediately get into not
just the Arabian mystique but the Navaho mystique and the mystique of the
Kalahari primitives and all...””® Setting aside the problematic terms in which
Herbert speaks of ‘mystical’ native populations, this admission should clarify the
extent to which Herbert drew from a vast array of non-Arab/Islamic sources.

Linguistic similarity draws a reader’s attention towards Arab influences but just as

present in Herbert’s sources of inspiration for desert survival are Sub-Saharan

4 will Collins, “The Secret History of Dune,” Los Angeles Review of Books, September 16, 2017.
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African and Native American indigenous populations. O’Reilly also observes these
varied influences, identifying that the Fremen approach to resource conservation is
rooted in “the water-lore of the Kalahari, who eke out a living in an utter waste-
land by utilizing every drop of water.”’® Native American influence is seen in,
among other things, the Fremen ritual using the spice-derived Water of Life, which
was “probably suggested to Herbert by peyote or other naturally occurring
hallucinogens used by American Indians in their religious rites.””

These examples should clarify the degree to which Herbert leans on cultural
appropriation in Dune. From the desert setting, which he originally drew from
journalistic work in Oregon but which later became a natural backdrop for his
heavily Arab-inspired indigenous population, to strongly Islamic themes of
messianism and law, to methods of desert survival coming not just from Middle
Eastern and North African populations but also from the Kalahari and Native

American tribes, Herbert appropriates a frankly astonishing quantity of work in his

writing.

However, subject appropriation in Dune differs in (at least) one major way
from the variety discussed by the authors above. In all the examples cited by these
authors, including Kipling and Conrad as mentioned by Said in Culture and
Imperialism, or Rushdie’s reflections on his own literature, the subject of the

subject appropriation is obvious; that is, although these authors are crafting works
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of fiction, they take place in real, identified locations. When Conrad writes of Sub-
Saharan Africa in Heart of Darkness, or when Kipling and Rushdie describe India
in Kim and Midnight’s Children, respectively, the audience is fully aware that these
are the settings being depicted, and they are intended to be read as reproductions of
earthly locations. Herein lies the danger of appropriation: when a real, historical or
contemporary culture is on display, but misunderstood or misrepresented, such
depictions can cause legitimate harm to members of that culture.

But what culture, what subject, is being appropriated in Dune? As we have
seen, Herbert drew on a vast array of sources, from the literary to the historical to
the ecological. And what’s more, these influences shine through with varying
clarity, depending on both audience familiarity and the text’s own transparency.
Baheyeldin suggests that even the most visible of influences, the intellectual and
etymological borrowings from Arabic and Islamic culture, “is not so obvious to the
average Western reader.”’® Collins offers a similar view, claiming that “even a
casual political observer will recognize the parallels between the universe of Dune
and the Middle East of the late 20th century” but the more complex references are
easily missed.”

And while Herbert is often forthcoming with his sources, he is just as often
unclear about the works he appropriates. For instance, in his 1969 interview he
admits that “well, ecology, as somebody said...and I use this...I don’t recall...I’d

like to contribute this, but I don’t recall where I encountered it,” going on to explain
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that he read over two hundred books in preparation for Dune.® One can imagine
that these sources ranged from ecological to historical to psychological to religious,
given the vast array of themes and interests of the text. However, the audience is
prevented from accessing much of that bibliographical information, leaving us to
wonder what exactly is being appropriated. And on this note, I agree with Durrani’s
expression of discomfort regarding the opacity of appropriation in Dune: “Herbert’s
pulling from these histories with little to no acknowledgement of the historians he
drew on or the societies he was inspired by.”8" While the above quote makes this
act seem to arise more from negligence than malice, it prompts us to wonder what
an audience can expect from an author when it comes to accountability in fiction.

This appropriative opacity can become problematic when the audience
begins to interact with the text itself. Take perhaps the most obvious example: how
is the reader supposed to understand the Fremen from a cultural perspective?
Assuming, taking Baheyeldin’s suggestion at face value, that we notice influences
at all, those that leap at the audience will likely be the ones closest to the surface:
the Arabic and Islamic. The desert setting, the colonial conflict, the messianic
impulses, not to mention the glossary of words pulled directly from Arabic all
coalesce to inform the reader of an Arabic/Islamic culture. But these more obvious
comparisons (while certainly important to note) have the potential of eliding the
more subtle references within the text.

Taking another example, the spice suffers from these same types of

ambiguities. As | introduce in my narrative summary, a primary function of the
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spice is to facilitate interstellar travel by enabling members of the Spacing Guild to
perform the complex equations required for such transportation. On a superficial
level, and especially if we confine ourselves to an interpretation of the Fremen as
primarily influenced by North African and Arab populations, it becomes all too
easy to perceive the spice as a simple analogy for oil. One commenter to an article
investigating the appropriative influences of Dune reinforces this point, announcing
that “[the spice trade] is all in reference to our reliance on oil, that during the time,
the market was held in the tight clutches of the OPEC Cartel of the Middle East.
That’s what Dune is ‘about’.”® But reducing Dune to an analogy for
contemporaneous conflict with OPEC and a need for oil motivated by modern
industry misses what is arguably a more important function of the spice for Herbert:
a hallucinogenic substance which catalyzes and enhances Paul’s prescient abilities.

To be fair, the connection between spice and peyote or other religiously
significant hallucinogens lies somewhat further below the surface than the oil
analogy, and besides that would likely be less familiar to a casual reader. To fully
appreciate the deeper implications of Herbert’s use of the spice, or of his
engagement with the water discipline of the Fremen, we must either be already
familiar with these topics or conduct independent research on Herbert’s varied
influences. But are either of these expectations fair? | argue that at the very least,
readers can reasonably expect authors of imaginative fiction to provide some
documentation of their sources of inspiration in these works. Especially given the

overwhelming emphasis placed on intellectual property and citation within
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academic writing, one wonders why the same expectations do not extend into this
genre. Perhaps it is linked to some degree of condescension towards imaginative
fiction, especially science fiction? If these works have not entered academic
discussion on equal footing as other written products, this may lower expectations
around the importance of intellectual property and citation. Whatever the reason, |
maintain that not only is it reasonable to expect authors of fiction to account for
their appropriative material, but also that such documentation can provide a better
framework for consumption and comprehension of a text along the lines that an

author originally intended.

Conclusion: The Circuit of Culture

Made clear by a multitude of sequels, adaptations, and references
throughout popular culture, Frank Herbert’s Dune has had a pervasive impact on
modern science fiction and beyond. Denis Villeneuve’s most recent interpretation
for the screen has kindled a host of conversations about the work, both in its original
and adapted forms, some of which level substantial criticisms at Herbert and Dune
for the text’s supposed employment of harmful tropes including the ‘white savior’
narrative and the ‘noble savage’ trope. Throughout this essay I have sought to
examine and complicate these accusations, comparing them to both textual and
paratextual material produced by Herbert. Along with these references, in most
sections | have also tried to include material from an external theorist, often in fields
such as religion, anthropology, or literary studies to provide new possibilities for

understanding and interacting with Dune.
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Chapter 1 is dedicated to presenting the critiques that 1 work with
throughout the rest of the essay. This includes defining terms like white savior,
‘mighty whitey,” and noble savage, to better understand the criteria that we are
searching for when examining Dune. | subsequently examine how these critiques
apply specifically to the text: Paul is declared a white savior and mighty whitey
archetype, while the Fremen are cast as noble savages.

Chapters 2 and 3 address each of these critiques in turn. In Chapter 2 |
attempt to challenge the notion of Paul as white savior and suggest that these
interpretations are largely in response to early readings of the character rather than
Herbert’s actual intentions for the narrative. The first step of this project is to
present early reviews for Dune and notice that many of them view Paul uncritically,
as an unproblematic leader. One such reading comes from the editor of Analog
magazine, John Campbell, who first published Dune only to later reject the sequel
for its supposed changes to Paul’s character. | compare these readings to the text
itself and interview materials from Herbert to show that his intent was always to
demonstrate the inevitable decline of a charismatic leader. This material suggests
that modern critiques of the text’s supposed employment of the white savior
narrative are actually rooted more firmly in early reviews and interpretations than
in Herbert’s intentions.

In Chapter 3 | examine the other major category for criticism, namely that
the Fremen are archetypal noble savages mainly because they lack agency and are
unable to achieve their goals without the help of off-world, imperial intercessors. |

first acknowledge that there is some argument to be made on this count but that
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contrary to many critiques, this applies more appropriately to Liet Kynes than to
the Atreides. I then invoke Talal Asad’s Genealogies of Religion to suggest that
audience preoccupation with agency is a product of the Western academy’s self-
aggrandizing emphasis on change and conflict in the historical process. Finally, |
return to paratextual materials to propose that a lack of agency is the norm for
Herbert’s characters based on his own views of history as an immutable force to
which actors can adapt but not control.

My concluding chapter switches course slightly from criticisms of the text
to the role of appropriation in Dune and how appropriation functions more broadly
in imaginative fiction. | begin by presenting various types of cultural appropriation,
helpfully defined by James Young. From there, | bring in musings by Salman
Rushdie and Edward Said on appropriation in fictive works. | go on to identify
some of Dune’s sources of appropriation, attempting to peel back some layers of
the text to reveal appropriative materials beyond the superficial. Finally, | attempt
to extend those considerations to the science fiction genre and propose some

expectations that an audience may have for an author.

Implicit in considerations of textual criticism and appropriation are
questions about the value of authorial intent in receiving and responding to
literature. For instance, setting aside the textual arguments | have posed defending
Dune against criticisms of white saviorism and other tropes, should Herbert’s own
philosophy and intentions, divorced from the text, inform our calculations in

understanding the work? Responding to this in the affirmative presents its own

58



challenges: if readers are responsible for authorial intent beyond the content of a
given work, the consumer becomes obligated to seek out materials which are often
difficult to find and time-consuming to digest. On the other hand, if readers have
no responsibility to account for authorial intent, then the text loses much of the
background over which it was published.

With these questions in mind, | return to the circuit of culture. This model
reminds us that a cultural product consists not just of a given work but also of how
it is received and how it fits into a wider cultural context. As Lynch observes,
“patterns of consumption could therefore influence the process of production.”®
This reminder invokes another crucial element of the production cycle: what gets
produced in the first place. In the specific case of Dune, we should here foreground
John Campbell, the editor of Analog magazine, as a major player in the history of
Dune as a cultural product. Campbell was responsible for the initial publication of
Herbert’s text and as we have seen, he supported this production mainly because in
his early reading, it appeared to conform to the material that he and his readers had
come to expect from the science fiction periodical. Campbell read Dune, and
especially the character of Paul, in a certain (generally uncritical) way, and that
interpretation allowed Dune to be published. Perhaps, if Herbert had been even
more overt in his critique of the hero’s journey in the original text, Dune would
never have seen the light of day.

Lynch concludes his essay with the argument that current scholarship on

film (an assessment which | am extending to the medium of literature) is too
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focused on the text itself and the role of the author in engineering a specific, uniform
narrative. Scholars would be better served by “broadening this field to examine...
different aspects of the production, distribution, and consumption of film in real-
world settings.”® Valuing the context for a cultural product means that we must
recognize context in all its stages: not just the intent of the author but also the role
of an editor and the reception of the general public.

I conclude with this foray into cultural studies in hopes of explaining and
complicating my own arguments. While throughout this essay | have contrasted
reception materials against the text and will of the author, | want to make clear that
my intent is not to delegitimate or dismiss the critiques and arguments directed at
Dune. A cultural studies approach reminds us that every step in the circuit of culture
is worthy of examination, and crucially, forms part of the cultural product. Dune is
the text of the original novel along with the sequels, but Dune is also paratextual
materials from Herbert, correspondence with John Campbell, early audience
reviews, and criticism since its publication.

What | have hoped to do with this essay is to locate these various readings
and interpretations in their respective places within the circuit of culture. | have
tried to identify which readings come from the text, which come from Herbert, and
which derive from Dune’s many interlocutors beginning even before the novel’s
publication. My intent in distinguishing these discrete components is that future
readers can approach Dune as a cultural product with a higher degree of clarity

about its production history. If this is achieved, consumers can understand the
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specific cultural contexts that spawned various readings and in turn critique those
interpretations. I should also note that this approach is not intended to completely
exonerate Dune or preclude criticisms of the text and its author; Herbert’s paranoid
view of bureaucracy and philosophy of intractable history are certainly worth of
examination and discussion. But such discussion would be most fruitful if
participants have a solid sense of what material is Herbert’s own, and what results

from external readings, criticisms, and adaptations.
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