
Speculative World-Fiction in the Crisis of Capital: World-Ecology, Irrealist 
Aesthetics, and the Combined Unevenness of Neoliberal Petro-Fantasies.  

Petromodernity sits precariously under the looming 
spectres of resource depletion and climate catastrophe. 
The capitalist world-system is in crisis, even as ‘capitalist 
realism’ has solidified the widespread perception that it 
is impossible to imagine viable alternatives to capitalism 
(Fisher 2009).  
 
Can we begin to envision modes of living beyond the 
fantasy of petromodernity’s perpetuity? Can we  
mobilise counternarratives to the capitalist logic 
underpinning it? How might speculative world-fiction 
help us to understand the systemic continuity and 
consequences of the five-century organizational project 
imposed by capital upon conceptually ‘external’ 
‘Natures’ (Moore 2015)? How might we co-ordinate 
radical world-ecological transition?  
 
To answer these questions, I will examine how the 
irrealist aesthetics of what I call ‘World-SF’  texts reveal 
their ‘energy unconscious’ (Yaeger 2011). In doing so, I 
build upon and examine the intersections between 
ongoing work in ‘the energy humanities, world-ecology, 
and world-literary comparativism,’ in an approach which 
Claire Westall has described as ‘energetic materialism’ 
(2017). 

The first part of the thesis examines how world-SF registers 
the combined unevenness of neoliberal trends and energy 
regimes within the capitalist world-ecology. It explores how 
these trends and regimes, while particular to neoliberal 
capital, are enfolded within the systemic continuity of 
capitalist modernity’s longue durée, and the world-
historical operation of its ‘Law of Cheap Nature’ (Moore, 
2015). 

The second part of the thesis examines how world-SF 
narratives can function as literary resources (Westall 2017, 
MacDonald 2013)  enabling us to envision worlds and 
world-systems that move beyond capital’s brutal and 
atomizing logic of ever more surplus , and to imagine 
equitable and sustainable futures, not only for humans, but 
for all life on earth.  

Coda: A (Speculative) Manifesto for a Spacefaring Future?  
 
If various “space evangelists” are to be believed, humanity 
is on the verge of penetrating the extraterrestrial frontier. If 
that is the case, how might the insights of world-SF 
narratives serve as a corrective to this expansionist 
discourse and ensure that we manage this off-world move 
responsibly, sustainably and equitably? 

How do World-SF texts explore how capital 
reconfigures past, present, and future life as 

surplus value? 

A range of the primary texts under consideration. 

 
 

 
Tom Lubek, York, Department of English and Related Literature. Contact: tjl511@york.ac.uk 


