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Mindscan had an unusual genesis. Tell us about that.

ROBERT J. SAWYER: In 1982, just after I’d graduated from Ryerson with a degree in Radio and Television Arts, I worked at Bakka, Toronto’s SF bookstore. Other people who went on to be science fiction and fantasy writers have worked there, too, including Tanya Huff, Michelle West, Cory Doctorow, and Nalo Hopkinson. In honour of Bakka’s 30th anniversary in 2002, owner John Rose decided to publish an anthology of stories by employees past and present. I crammed an awful lot of ideas into my story, and as soon as I finished it, I sent a copy to Dave Hartwell, my editor at Tor, saying I thought what I’d really written was a novel outline. Dave agreed, and Mindscan is the result. The book is dedicated to John Rose, the best boss I ever had.

Publishers Weekly said Mindcan’s “near-future setting—a socially liberal Canada that provides a haven from fundamentalist Christian-controlled America—may excite as much interest as the Mindscan concept” itself. What’s your take on this?

SAWYER: Oh, I agree. I’m a Canadan author published by an American publisher; that makes me personally an example of that character so common in science-fiction, whether it’s Michael Valentine Smith in Heinlein’s Stranger in a Strange Land, or Star Trek’s Mr. Spock: the outside observer. I really think Canadian SF writers have an obligation to help Americans see themselves as others see them. The huge drift to the right in the U.S. is a very scary thing, and science fiction, right back to its roots with Mary Shelley’s Frankenstein and H.G. Wells’s The Time Machine, has always been a genre of cautionary tales; as far as its comments on the U.S. is concerned, Mindscan definitely follows in that tradition.

You’ve written about scanning human brains before, most famously in your Nebula Award-winning 1995 novel The Terminal Experiment. Why revisit the theme?

SAWYER: In part, because my thinking has changed on this topic over the intervening decade, and I’m certainly taking a different tack here. The Terminal Experiment was about a biomedical engineer who discovered scientific proof for the existence of the human soul; if anything, Mindscan makes the opposite case: that the mind is fully physical, completely natural, and totally reproducible in artificial form. Indeed, I try to present a new quantum-mechanical model of what actually causes consciousness, and, not to be grandiose about it, but I think I actually add some new dimensions to this on-going discussion. I won’t be surprised if I end up going back to this theme again in another ten years; I really do think the most interesting area of science right now is the study of consciousness—of why there is any such thing as subjective experience.

You’ve said before that with every new book, you try to set yourself some new creative challenge. What challenge did you undertake this time?

SAWYER: Mindscan has two separate first-person narrators: the human Jake Sullivan, and a duplicate of Jake Sullivan’s mind living in an android body. It was challenging to have these two oh-so-similar first-person voices also be distinct enough that the reader never gets confused about whose head they are in. To my delight, my editor, David Hartwell, says I’ve pulled of a tour de force of point of view.

Interesting answer. I thought you were going to cite the love affair as the creative challenge.

SAWYER: Ah, well, yes, there’s that, too. I have a 45-year-old man in love with an 88-year-old woman. It was fascinating to explore that; you so rarely see an older woman with a younger man, and even more rarely that much of an age gap. Of course, these two characters have copied their minds into android bodies, but they are from different generations and different worlds, and I found it an enormously interesting relationship to explore. So much of what a person is has to do with what generation they belong to, what pop culture they’ve grown up with; bridging that gap is difficult, and it was a fascinating thing to write about.

A large part of Mindscan is courtroom drama. You seem to have a fondness for that: Illegal Alien and Hominids come to mind.

SAWYER: Yes, indeed. I love the directness of the courtroom: the ability to force a character to answer questions. Mindscan is about what constitutes personhood, and the courtroom setting lets us get directly to that dialogue. Although I think Mindscan has lots of good character bits, and some nice humorous moments, more than anything, like all my books, it’s a novel of ideas, and the thurst-and-parry of cross-examination really is an effective way to explore big questions.

You’re touring in April 2005 across Canada and down into the States with Robert Charles Wilson to promote the release of your Mindscan and his new novel, Spin. Are you looking forward to that?

SAWYER: Very much so. Bob is one of my best friends—and, in fact, that’s because we toured together once before. In 1998, H.B. Fenn and Tor sent us on tour together to promote our then-current novels, my Factoring Humanity and his Darwinia, both of which went on to be Hugo Award finalists. We’d known each other peripherally for over a decade at that point, but hadn’t really been close. But after spending two weeks on the road together back then, we really bonded; writing is a lonely profession, and colleagues are few and far between, but Bob and I hit it off famously, and have been great friends ever since. We’re both totally looking forward to our upcoming tour; it’s going to be a blast.

For more information, see the Robert J. Sawyer website at www.sfwriter.com.

