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The rising popularity of science fiction during the past decade or two can be explained by Toffler's (1970) vision of the future shock: that mass disorientation which results from suddenly transporting an entire society into the reality of the 21st century. Science fiction classics such as 1984 and Neuromancer became so popular perhaps for no reason more then because they offered several generations the only medicine for the global future shock. Elaborating social, technological, or scientific extrapolations, these classics depict worlds that are rationally and empirically plausible, thereby helping us prepare to “a storm of change” and an accelerating process of turning witchcraft into reality. Pulp fiction, space operas, and Hollywood special effects helped this important genre break the confines of the neurotic and nerdy. 
Its popularity brought to the fore other aspects of the genre. Susan Schneider's edited volume is about works of art that, whether aided by poetic narrative or expensive cinematic effects, seek to unpack and flesh out thought experiments. As I understand it, Schneider's central thesis is that the timeless pieces of Isaac Asimov, Arthur C. Clark, and Ray Bradbury are spectacular exercises of gedankenexperiments. I, Robot and Nightfall examine traditional philosophical problems such as the nature of free will and the nature of humankind. Solaris, The Matrix, and The 13th Floor raise the problem concerning the fabric of reality, 'driving home' questions about "the very fundamental nature of things". Old questions of personal identity that were raised in Mary Shelly's Frankenstein have received a deeper and more technologically informed treatment in the TV series Dollhouse. And similarly, Blade Runner, 12 Monkeys and Brain in a Vat open a window to unexpected yet seemingly inevitable by-products of scientific progress, such as posthumanism and time travel, which are otherwise indistinguishable from magic. Hence science fiction (and not fantasy, for example). These stories, by Schneider's postulate, lay bare consequences and contradictions of thought, letting art, science and valid philosophical arguments feed into each other. And if the author got the science right, the argument embedded in the fiction may even be sound. Science fiction is therefore, by definition, a philosophical exercise.

Schneider's thesis is not new. Similar arguments were voiced about the relation between science and science fiction. But this edited volume goes much further: Divided into five parts following themes arising from central questions in metaphysics, epistemology, and ethics, it ties intimately and intelligently works of art which vividly bring to life such thought experiments together with exceptionally thought-provoking philosophical articles inspired and enlightened by the storytelling. It is not, as some edited collections tend to be, a disparate aggregate, but a successful marriage of art with analytic philosophy. It supports not only Schneider's but an even stronger argument: that a good science fiction story is very often a philosophical argument in disguise, and vice versa.

Consider for example The Matrix, a blockbuster movie which vividly illustrates the questions that the Brain in a Vat argument raises: What is real? How do I know that I am not living in a carefully constructed but fictitious alternate reality? Forgetting for the moment the incentive for constructing such a reality that the plot carelessly fabricates (human bodies as electrical powerhouses? Seriously?), the movie does well to flesh out the distinct possibility of envatment: the process of separating the visual, tactile etc. stimulations our brain records from “actual reality”. David Chalmers' essay “The Matrix as Metaphysics” (pp. 33–52) distils and unpacks the metaphorical Matrix as two distinct hypotheses: The first is a skeptical hypothesis (a la Berkeley's), which asks us to abandon all that we perceive to be real. And the second is a metaphysical hypothesis, which does not. Chalmers explains that, as a metaphysical hypothesis, the Brain in a Vat requires us to accept, in essence, premises similar to the ones underlying Nick Bostrom's Simulation Argument in “Are You In a Computer Simulation?” (pp. 20–23): That all physical processes, and in particular cognitive processes, are fundamentally computational; and that physical reality may have been created by beings outside it. Accepting the possibility of these premises, Chalmers shows, may lead us to revise a few metaphysical beliefs, but most of our ordinary beliefs remain intact: For even if what physicists call Laws of Nature are in fact the laws obeyed by, say, the computer simulation which we inhabit, then this world we perceive is nonetheless the reality with which our mind interacts. In other words, even if chairs and tables are made of bits, then so be it, bits are the rudiments of the reality which we inhabit, hence they are no less “real” in any practical sense of this term. Chalmers therefore asks us to employs Leibniz's principle of indiscernibility in both directions: If it leads us to accept the possibility of living in a simulation that is indistinguishable from reality, then it also requires us to accept the that, as a result from the very same indiscernibility, our simulation is reality.

If science fiction and philosophy give you pleasure, you may enjoy reading this book immensely. 
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