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    Abstract


     


    Science fiction is always political as it has the power to stage contemporary problems through the lens of impossible events, it imagines theoretical futures out of present issues. The essay will compare the use of science fiction in cinema in the USSR and the United States of the late 1950s and 1960s to coincide with the period of de-Stalinisation and thaw in the USSR, and late McCarthyism in the United States.


     


    The genre provides an opportunity to express the scientific stand-off between the two powers through fiction, it is also a vehicle for dissemination of ideas and propaganda. Post-1956, when the period of de-Stalinisation officially began, science fiction saw a carefully crafted rebirth as a tool to reflect the socialist ideal and quasi-religious faith in science promoted by the Party. Science fiction uniquely demands for an imaginative view of the future, which corresponds with the Marxist- Leninist future-oriented ideology.


     


    The fear of external influence from the enemy for both countries results in heavily ideological cinema, especially in the sci-fi genre as an imagined reflection of contemporary issues onto a fictional future. The themes for American science fiction of this period are hyperbolised monsters and invasion, which reflect the fear of the otherness of the Soviet Union and its threat on domestic ideals. Soviet science fiction films focus on the heroic Soviet man, who frequently receives calls for help from outer space and overcomes great trials to save those not living in utopia.
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    I. Ideologies and Science Fiction


     


    Science fiction is always political as it has the power to stage contemporary problems through the lens of impossible events; popular science fiction imagines theoretical futures arising out of present conditions. The spread of domestic televisions and cinemas extends the visual and realistic medium to a large audience, and in the case of science fiction creates an outlet for ideologies to be disseminated to imaginative youths who are the biggest consumers of sci-fi. The genre presupposes spectacular visuals and exaggerated plots, these in combination with paranoid social attitudes result in the most widely criticised and adored period of early science fiction cinema, the 1950s and early 1960s. The Soviet Union and the United States provide a focus for this study on account of several factors: the Space Race is the impetus for an increase in scientific plots for both countries, the ideological opposition to each other allows for a comparison, and overstatement of hopes and fears in both countries provide unintentional and revealing caricatures of the greater community.


     


    Fanciful dreams of aliens and technological advancements represented in science fiction cinema and literature increased in popularity in the 1950s and 1960s both in the United States and the Soviet Union. However grand and imaginative the plots, cinema remained rooted by the gravity of earthly concerns as both governments toiled to create an ideology aimed against the other. The technological nature of the Cold War is defined by the arms race, although following the disillusionment of WWII and the horrific discoveries about the effects of nuclear weapons, both countries had their eyes turned to the stars in the early stages of the conflict. A large part of American science fiction in the 50s and 60s looked to the stars in fear of alien invasion, while Soviet films dreamed of space exploration and utopia. The Soviet Union never reached quite the same level of Cold War hysteria as the United States, much of the science fiction of the late 50s and 60s focused on utopian futures reached by combination of socialism and technological advancement; while in the US “the Cold War was largely responsible for the prominence of alien invasion and post apocalypse narratives.”[1]


     


    Writing in the midst of Hollywood’s streak with science fiction, Susan Sontag recognises the banality of the repetitive invasion-centred plots and vapid dialogue; she identifies “science fiction films are not about science…they are about disaster” and holds no social criticism.[2] On the contrary, science fiction as a genre is able to engage with sensitive social and political issues using devices like “the parable, the allegory and the grotesque” thereby escaping scandal and censorship.[3] In addition Sontag states the paranoid claims of contemporary science fiction stem from the greater collective nightmare: fears of the unknown, foreign invasion, and enemies from within. However science fiction films were not simply a direct result of collective paranoia, the genre offered social criticism from different political viewpoints: left-wing films valorised the scientist and criticised fear of the amorphous unknown, while films with a right-wing agenda augmented the fear and stressed the importance of the military. Science fiction allowed for an allegorical staging of contemporary problems through the lens of improbable plots, subhuman floods of evil masses, hyperbolized beasts, and unseen threats all represented undesirable aliens and reflected the public’s fear of infiltration, subversion, invasion, and destruction of national welfare.[4] Two opposing views are considered in this essay: whether science fiction films reflected the paranoid social climate of the witch-hunt and foreign infiltration into American homes, or if it dared to hint at liberal views otherwise opposed by HUAC and Joseph McCarthy.


     


    The difficult years of WWII allied the United States and the USSR to fight a common enemy - the Nazis, a collaboration that Hollywood picked up in pro-Soviet films such as Mission to Moscow (1943). This union was short-lived, and at the 1946 speech to Voters of the Stalin Electoral District, General Secretary Joseph Stalin announced communism and capitalism as incompatible systems, the same year George Kennan’s Long Telegram promoted a cautious approach to relationships with the Soviet Union. Political consultant Bernard Baruch in 1947 stated, “we are in the midst of a cold war,” regarding the changing relationship with the USSR, the same year the House of Un-American Activities Committee (HUAC) begins investigating Hollywood for communist insurgents they feared were being cultivated there.[5] The trials ended in the successful blacklisting of many filmmakers, and although Hollywood films did not officially filter through government censors before screening, the fear of irreversible public defamation frames films of this period to expressing a particular government-approved ideology.


     


    The United States lost the monopoly on the atomic bomb in 1949 when the Soviet Union conducted the first test for their nuclear warhead; this produced a wave of nuclear war hysteria in the West.
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