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Abstract

The need to imagine a just and viable future has never been more urgent in a world thriving on
the edge of technological upheaval, ecological disturbance and socio-political fragmentation.
In the era of crisis, the role of knowledge, creativity and selfhood must be reimagined not
merely as accumulation or recreation but as transformation. The present paper explores the
narrative and interdisciplinary inquiry through the amalgamation of science and fiction in
Arthur C. Clarke’s novel Childhood’s End (1953). The novel offers a powerful speculative lens
through which to address these concerns, which compel to ponder over the future possibilities
and our preparedness, socially and culturally. The paper highlights the novel’s vision of
development and spiritual transcendence as a metaphor for our current predicament. Arthur’s
narrative of a humanity demands a society driven by wisdom, ethics, intuition, creativity and
existence of cosmic relevance. The paper suggests that knowledge and creativity can become
a catalyst for transcendence from the catastrophe of the world we are creating for ourselves.
The work ultimately explores the role of knowledge and creativity to bridge science, story and
self to suggest the ethics of development that is humanitarian, humble and sustainable attuned
to the sacredness of the earth and shared destiny of its beings.
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Introduction

In the age marked by mounting changes in the field of Al, biotechnology, ecology and politics,
the humanity needs to re-think knowledge, creativity and selthood not merely as leisurely
pursuit but as agents of transformation to create a more sustainable and suitable world to live
a purposeful and yet a contented life, while creating a better future for the coming generation.
Arthur C. Clarke’s novel Childhood’s End (1953) offers a speculative lens to see the current
crisis because the similar concerns have been addressed in this science fiction novel, that

Article History: Received: 05 Dec 2025. Revised: 17 January 2026. Accepted: 18 January 2026. First published: 01st
February, 2026.

Copyright: © 2026 by the authory/s.

License: Distributed under the terms and conditions of the Creative Commons Attribution (CC BY-NC) license
(https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/)

Published by: Adrija Press, India.

Citation: Devi, Bandana. (2026). Light in the Void: Knowledge, ‘New Athens,’ and Self in the Crisis Landscape of Arthur
C. Clarke. Newliteraria Journal 7:2, 63-67. https://dx.doi.org/10.48189/n1.2026.v07i2.008



Lightin the Void: Knowledge, ‘New Athens,’” and Self in the Crisis Landscape of Arthur C. Clarke

proclaims to be an interdisciplinary genre by integrating science and fiction. The detailed
analysis of the texts has been made on the basis that science fiction as a form of literature, is
capable of tracing the macro history of our species and corelating

The narrative compels to ponder over the future possibilities and preparedness to give
a conceptual roadmap towards understanding the needs and wants while giving a creative and
spiritual dimensions, using New Historicism to provide an undercurrent to the back ground of
20" century world of science and technology and the disintegration caused by world wars to
support the argument. Similar situations are paramount and escalating in the 21% centuries as
many of the pronouncements of the novel have already brought to fruition.

Clarke’s vision of the development and transcendence are marked as a metaphor for our
current predicament and demands a society driven by wisdom, ethics, intuition, creativity and
existence of cosmic relevance. Childhood’s End (1953), gives some glimpses of unrest
underlying the utopian vision of science and technology, which has some paradoxical utility.
The social problems lead to the personal predicament and the crisis for self-arises which is
interconnected to human welfare and compassion, as knowing the self-liberates the individual
from material possession.

Clarke has reverberated the idea of New Historicism by contextualising reality in the
novel. “What may seem to be artistic resolution of a literary plot, yielding pleasure to the
reader, is in fact deceptive, for it is an effect that serves to cover over the unresolved conflicts
of power, class, gender, and diverse social groups that make up the tensions that underlie the
surface meanings of a literary text” (Abrams, 246). Clarke’s portrayal of humanity reveals
unresolved conflicts of the world while directing attention to knowledge, social structure in the
form of ‘New Athens’ and individual identity through the plot which on the surface level is a
tale of alien invasion administering the residents of the Earth and create a scientific and
technological utopia, but they become the medium of submitting the minds of future generation
i.e. children to the Overmind the super consciousness, followed by apocalypse, while the Earth
vanishes from the cosmic plan. Light in this void lies not in the sci-fi utopia, but in projecting
the need to foster knowledge, creativity and selthood before it is too late.

During the conversation between two characters of the novel, Stormgren and
Wainwright, the question over utopia created by the Overlords, becomes more relevant. Clarke
(1953) presents the central conflict through Wainwright’s pointed question.

‘Let me ask you a few questions,” he said. ‘Can you deny that the Overlords have

brought security, peace and prosperity to the world?’

‘That is true. But they have taken our liberty. Man does not live-

-by bread alone.’ (p.9)

The answers offered by the Overlords do not satisfy the inquisition of human kind
mainly Jan Rodrick, an astrophysicist. Clarke also reconstructs some of the major filaments of
the history of World War II in attendance to create a pseudo—utopian world community as a
solution to the social predicament with the futuristic technology. He has shown the rational
utopian society and mysterious glimpses of powers working beyond the comprehension of
common human beings. He shows that the political interventions are not comprehensive to the
passive suppositions of people. Through utopian vision Clarke has not associated futuristic
optimism to imaginary situation, but presented the prospect to find solution to passivity that
follows the order.

Jan Rodrick, a young man of twenty-seven, becomes curious to inquire the identity of the
Overlords and their home star. Clarke has projected him as the representative of humanity,
who experiences the boredom and meaninglessness in the utopian society. His human instinct
is justified in the narrative by Clarke (1953).

No Utopia can ever give satisfaction to everyone, all the time. As their material
conditions improve, men raise their sights and become discontented with power and
possessions that once would have seemed beyond their wildest dreams. And even when
the external world has granted all it can, there still remain the searchings of the mind
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and the longings of the heart. (92)

Clarke’s aliens emerge as the material force of advanced science and technology. They
become the reason of flawed utopia. The Overlords are inherently incomprehensible in their
purpose, psychology and objective. Clarke makes the point that in the contemporary setup as
well, modern society which is affluent with scientific materialism, serve the mankind, outside
the capability of the human mind to grapple. He builds Jan Rodrick differently, from other
characters to show the other perspective of situation. He doesn’t avert from being demanding,
not in terms of outer wealth but in terms of inner affluence. Clarke advocates that contentment
should overpower insatiability. Initially, Jan is not aware about the solution for inner battle, so
he escapes from the physical world with the hope that he would get the answer. He leaves
utopia.

1. Knowledge as Transformation

Knowledge is an important medium to seek the truth and Jan aspires to know the reality. “The
world is ready to give up its secrets if we only know how to knock” (Vivekananda 271). In
Childhood’s End, Jan enquires the reality of the Overlords. The incongruity of the utopia
created by aliens is discovered by Jan Roderick, who secretly hides himself on an Overlord
supply ship and travels to their home planet. He covers the distance of forty light years, which
estimates only a few weeks on the ship. “He would know, at least approximately, how far the
world of the Overlords was from earth” (113).

Jan knows reality hidden behind illusion and dystopia behind utopia, because he unlike
Stormgren does not wander in the myriad of materialism. “Knowledge was power-and he was
the only man on Earth who knew the origin of the Overlords. . . . It would lie safely in his
mind, awaiting the moment of destiny” (113).

The knowledge of the truth takes Jan closer to the ultimate reality of the existence. Had
there no utopia and the sense of meaninglessness, he would not have explored more and be
busy in the mundane of mere survival. “It took him almost an hour to find what he wanted, and
to learn how to handle the star catalogues with their millions of entries. He was trembling
slightly as he neared the end of his quest” (111-112). Jan is the only character who is not
trapped in utopia and comprehends the paradox and the real meaning of existence. He also
becomes an embodiment of solution to the problems associated with growing industrialization,
capitalism and scientific achievements.

Jan’s pursuation of the knowledge about the Overlord’s home has subtext with Michael
Foucault’s views of New Historicism, as acknowledged by Abrams and Harpham (2015) that “the
particular discursive formations of an era determine what is at the time accounted to be
“knowledge” and “truth,” as well as what is considered to be humanly normal as against what
is considered to be criminal, or insane .. ..” (p. 244).

Clarke also has delineated the possible oddities and truths of the contemporary world.
The conflict becomes larger because the narrow demarcation between utopia and dystopia
fades. Clarke has created a world that is the blend of perfect and imperfect society. The other
side or the negative version remains hidden behind the superficial bright surface. Utopia leads
to boredom and brings the premonition of dystopia. The quest for inner happiness is
unachieved in both the cases of boredom and anarchy.

2. New Athens of Unbound Sustainable Creativity

Humans and the Overlords have peaceful association over the utopian view of the society, but
the Overlords were suppressing the human innovation and the culture. They make the society
passive with their undermined goals. Conflict in the society takes the shape of New Athens, a
colony on an island in the middle of the Pacific Ocean, which becomes an embodiment of
creativity.
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The society is an expression of dissatisfaction in the material world that promises
perfection in every aspect of life. This group devotes itself to the creative arts and establishes
a true humanitarian utopian set up, beyond material indulgence. The group is joined by a
couple, George and Jean Greggson, with their two children, Jeffrey and Jennifer Anne. The
Overlords take special interest in the family and especially children. They even save Jeffrey's
life when a tsunami hits the island. These are not mere incidents, but play an important part to
change the fate of humanity.

Utopia creates a sense of urge in the character to explore something more, so Jan’s
exploration takes him into the space. Jan Rodricks comes out from dormant stage and reaches
on alien’s planet. The Overlords allows him to see how the Overmind, the bigger consciousness
communicate and share information with them. His exploration does not turn into the self
realisation until he returns back to the Earth and see the dystopian vision of the society that
followed the flawed utopia.

The real problem Arthur has projected is on personal level. It is complacency due to
abundance, order and superficial comfort that makes humanity disintegrate more than
subjugation to the totalitarian set up. Moreover, Samuelson and Huntington see the
configuration between the Overlords and the Overminds, but the profound coherence of action
is maintained by Jan Rodrick and Kerellen.

The warning is issued in social organizations, once the new and wide-ranging
examination of the catastrophic and ironic pattern of dystopia takes charge of Utopia. It
becomes evident when Kerellen announces, “your race had shown a notable incapacity for
dealing with the problems of its own rather small planet. . When we arrived, you were on the
point of destroying yourselves with the powers that science had rashly given you. Without our
intervention, the earth today would be a radioactive wilderness” (CE, 143).

3. Selfhood in the Aim of Human Becoming

The textual allegory resonates the growth of science from physicality to spirituality. Clarke is
expressive about how the society should be administered to maintain outer prosperity and inner
peace. Utopia gives rise to dystopia in the sense that when:

. . . everything was so cheap that the necessities of life were free. . . . A man could
travel anywhere he pleased, eat whatever food he fancied. . . . Nearly a quarter of the
human race’s total activity, it had been calculated, was now expended on sports of
various kinds, ranging from such sedentary occupations as chess to lethal pursuits like
ski-gliding across mountain valley. (116)

The idle pursuit always lead to degeneration. Jan Rodrick endorses the philosophy of
detachedment from leisurely chase. George and Jan profoundly question the authority and the
unfathomable knowledge. Their emotional consideration is less interesting than their
intellectual and spiritual growth. Man, machine and material become no more than mannequins
in the hands of cosmic exposition.

The Overlords themselves are nurturing the other races' ultimate amalgamation with
the Overmind. As the islands lose the identity, the water around the planet dries up and become
part of the continent; children become unfamiliar to the human and society. It becomes painful
for the parents to see their children transforming. Many of them commit suicide, while the
members of New Athens kill themselves with a nuclear bomb, metaphorical disintegration of
creativity and culture.

Conclusion
Arthur C. Clarke’s novel Childhood’s End delineate with precision and completeness, a social

undercurrent of progress and destruction despite its recurrent persuasiveness of wonder and
fear. Clarke’s social narrative advances upon utopia and dystopia in scientific and
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technological world. The texts show that the desired utopia and disapproved dystopia do not
define the complexity of human existence and meaning in life. The individual, who aspires to
seek the truth, becomes able to explore the mysteries of life and resolve the complexity of
human existence. Earth is a sacred place and while indulging in humanitarian and sustainable
causes, one needs to remove illusive materialism to embrace the knowledge of truth and
ultimately aim to attain the selthood to realise the greatest glory of mankind in Vasudhaiva
Kutumbakam.
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