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Immortality is a common feature in science-fiction (SF). This
paper lists the ways in which the pharmacological induction of
immortality has been depicted in SF, and the resultant outcomes.
Immortality or extreme longevity are often melded with infertility
in order to eliminate the overpopulation issues that would
inevitably arise. This is only one way in which theoretical utopias
which afford life extension become dystopias, cautionary tales that
admonish against hubris. In this fashion, SF attempts to divine the
paths that scientific discoveries or future events reveal to us, and
the possible consequences that our decisions may have, whether
taken advisedly and with due deliberation, or carelessly with no
attempt to discern the consequences of our actions.

sequences of longevity. For example, the
mythical Tithonus was granted immortality
without accompanying youth, destined to
an existence of increasing decrepitude,’
prefiguring the Struldbrugs in Swift's
Gulliver's Travels (1726).2

Immortality in SF has been extensively
reviewed in critical literary works, and
specifically, Miller (a neurobiologist) has

Introduction

Medicine’s fundamental role may be
simply defined as the establishment of a
disease-free utopian milieu since arguably,
the ultimate utopia would be a healthy and
immortal society. Immortality is a common
feature in mythology and explores not
only our desire to avoid the undiscovered
country, but also the individual and social
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very practically addressed ‘what little is
known of the biology of aging and death’
as well as known biological methods for life
prolongation such as hibernation and extreme
diets.?

Science fiction (SF) frequently
deals with outré concepts in ‘what if?’
gedankenexperiments. This paper arises from
a Ph.D. dissertation dealing with the wider
topic of infertility in SF,“and will list the ways
in which the pharmacological induction of
immortality has been depicted in SF, and the
resultant outcomes.

Narratives

In They Shall Not Die (1939), a drug is
available that prevents all disease and leads
to extreme longevity but as an unavoidable
side-effect, sterilises all those who take it.> A
similar situation is depicted in Life Everlasting
(1934), when a maverick scientist develops
a serum that confers extreme longevity and
corrects physical defects, but is afraid to try it
on his son, who has an incurable disease. He
therefore tries it out on four fellow roomers
who also live in his rooming house, and
when it works, he makes the serum public.
Unfortunately, this also causes sterility in
all who take it, and the scientist shrugs this
off as, after all, the serum would otherwise
lead to massive overpopulation.® Yet another
similar situation is portrayed in The Mordant
(1930) where an elixir provides immortality
at the price of sterility and a stifling of the
soul.”

This trope is explored in more detail in
Welcome, Chaos (1985), wherein a small group
of scientists develop a drug that kills half
of the individuals that ingest it and confers
immortality and sterility on the remainder
through an immunological method that
renders the individual immortal, freezing the
individual's age at the time when the drug is
taken.® In a rather anticlimactic ending, the
group discovers out that women can overcome
their immunological response to sperm via
yoga techniques. The professions are hardly
mentioned in this novel and one questions
whether such a small group of true scientists
would not have realised that they did not
have a large enough sample of humanity
to test this drug adequately, and in the
circumstances, ethically.’

In One Million Tomorrows (1970),
immortality is available in drug form, but
males that take the drug lose their sex drive.!®
For this reason, most men take the drug when
their innate sex drive wanes due to advancing
age.
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Key points

e Immortality and extreme longevity feature commonly in science fiction (SF).

e This paper lists the ways in which the pharmacological induction of immortality has
been depicted in this genre.

e Infertility and other unpleasant outcomes are often portrayed as resulting from this
therapeutic overreaching.

e SF thus offers thought experiments that might help to guide our decisions with
regard to extraordinary events or possibilities, including fantastic pharmacological

right to subsequent antiagathic therapies
should individuals decide to reproduce.®
In conclusion, SF attempts to fathom
the paths that scientific discoveries or
future events may open to us, and possible
consequences that our decisions may have,
whether taken advisedly and with due
deliberation, or carelessly, ‘to neutralise
the future, to remove the natural fear that

interventions.

® Hence, SF provides cautionary tales that rebuke potential scientific hubris.

Earthchild (1982) complicates matters
further by the initially covert introduction of
a drug to food and water supplies. This drug
confers immortality only if administered to
preopubertal children, who are also rendered
sterile as an inevitable side-effect.! This
leads to some adults violently turning
against children in envy, and governments
are forced to protect these children in
special camps. However, yet another side-
effect is discovered: the loss of individual
creativity. Thus, before the onset of puberty,
children must decide whether to retain their
creativity and fertility or lose both in order
to attain immortality.

More prosaically, The Sweeper of Loray
(1959) depicts an alien village where an
endemic vegetable lengthens lifespans
significantly but reduces the village's birth
rate, a herbal remedy.*?

Aliens confer immortality through a
substance that is imbibed in water while
slowly causing human sterility in The Waters
- Book One - The Valley (2008). Fortunately,
in the sequel The Waters - Book Two - Contact
(2009), the aliens return to rectify this
unforeseen side-effect.™

Discussion

Infertility and immortality (or extreme
longevity) are frequently melded in SF
narratives, for the simple reason that
any process that simultaneously induces
immortality and infertility neatly eliminates
the otherwise inevitable resultant
overpopulation, allowing the narrative
to concentrate on the ramifications of
immortality only.

Thus, theoretical utopia leads to dystopia
in these narratives, stories that ultimately
constitute cautionary tales with regard
to overreaching. In this case, immortality
would constitute a form of transhuman
metamorphosis,®® which is depicted as a
Faustian type of bargain, as influentially
discussed in The Overreacher: A Study of

Christopher Marlowe (1952). This book
discusses Marlowe’s Faustus (Latin for
‘auspicious’), a highly successful scholar who
is dissatisfied with life and enters into a pact
with the devil, pledging his soul for a fixed
number of years of unlimited knowledge and
worldly pleasures. Levin compares Faustus
with Icarus, Simon Magnus and Cornelius
Agrippa, other overreachers representative
of the scientific community who succumb

to temptations that they provide for
themselves.'®

Thus, these narratives pose the
question: ‘long can we defer death and still
remain ‘human’?" with sterility and other
undesirable effects as chastisements for
overreaching or instantiating an ‘unnatural’
state.

However, this scenario is the exception
in SF where the inherent optimism of the
genre only infrequently imposes infertility
or sterility as the price of longevity or
immortality, in a switch from the mammalian
‘disposable soma’ theory which states that
ageing is neither useful individually nor
racially, and summarises a species’ options
as one of these two: to expend what is
effectively a finite amount of energy in
maintaining stable individual organisms
with multiply redundant systems, and such
individuals would be virtually immortal. Or
to expend energy in a process of accelerated
development and sexual reproductive
potential, engendering offspring at the
price of cumulative metabolic errors in
the individual that will result in ageing
and eventually death of the disposable
soma (body), with a high level of accuracy
maintained only in the germ line cells.?®

The possibility of extreme longevity or
immortality has also been discussed in the
scientific literature, and state or societal
imposition of measures that would limit
population have been raised. An interesting
possibility is to limit the right to reproduce
only after eventual death, or to forfeit this
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humanity feels for the unknown.?
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