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In history of science, Arthur O. Lovejoy saw a number of paradigm-shifts, the
periods of rapid and radical change in methods and concepts, producing a new
image of the world. As one author claims (Weidhorn 18), there are nowadays so
many claimed paradigm shifts that the process has assumed a bit of a baffling
continuity, which in itself is another paradigm shift (2). In cultural studies, the
paradigm shift is perhaps more complex, because each element of a new paradigm
will propagate in a different way over various areas of culture: technology (Katz
and Shapiro), medicine and healthcare (Sujatha and Abraham 35-36), education,
popular science (Handlin 156), popular superstition (Sanders 78), law and politics
(Pound), religion, fiction (Crossland), all generate and absorb new concepts at
different times, producing several concurrent images of the world. The overall
effect is that of a series of confusing, radical changes, paradigm shifts, revolutions.
The dramatic quality of scientific and technological change is particularly strong
when perceived from another area of culture, for example when religious thinkers
react to new medical procedures, or when fiction authors react to popular science.
In this issue, the contributors focus on this dramatic aspect quality, presenting
science and technology as “game-changers,” as gigantic tricks played on the public
by magicians, illusionists or con artists, deftly taking away one world, and swiftly
inserting people in a new one. For example, time-space and realitivity are concepts
originating in the 1900s, but they changed the imaginary world for many persons
only in the 1920s and later (Willis 59-64). Another well-known example is genetics,
which used to have a long, cultural life in terms of heredity and race, but after the
1950s went through a paradigm shift to the terms of code and information. Those
are resounding moments in cultural history, and more than conceptual change,
they consist in propagation of new concepts to non-specialists (Kuritz; O’Connor).

Perhaps, in the process of cultural transfer between areas of culture, science and
technology can assume more dramatic qualities; a change that took years of slow and
incremental work, when described in non-specialist publications, suddenly becomes a
paradigm shift, a revolution, a sensational piece of news, or a marketing device. This is
the development described in the first article, which provides a conceptual framework
for the entire issue. Its author, John Dean, links technology to Jung’s trickster archetype,
presenting technology as a character who changes history by deceiving people in various
areas of culture: in business, consumer market, entertainment, politics. The trickster-
technology can suddenly and radically change the available options, and undermine
or neutralize the existing social conventions and practices, rendering them powerless,
useless or irrelevant. To define technology as a tricktster, rather than magician or
builder, is an interesting concept which provides a frame of reference for other articles
in this issue.
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Natalia Stachura discusses Hendrik van Loon, a Dutch-American historian
and educator, author of intriguing popular history books in the 1930s, which
he illustrated with unusual hand-drawn diagrams, cross-sections, or allegorical
landscapes. Analysing van Loon’s spatial imagery, she notices that historical narratives
can be structured “horizontally” (as expansion on the map) or “vertically” (as build-
up on a tower or under ground). Using a long description of a bell-tower from van
Loon’s autobiography, Stachura demonstrates how the American frontier myth could
be flipped, or tilted, from a horizontal, geographical map into a vertical and temporal
structure. In this way, architecture can change not only the perception of space, but also
the perception of national history.

Klaudia Borkiewicz discusses Einstein and literature, the warping, contracting
and expanding of time-space, and the associated optical effects. The author focuses
on Ernest Hemingway’s in our time, demonstrating that the text is rooted in the
contemporary science craze, particularly in the popular interest in Einstein’s relativity,
and the various quaint metaphors used to explain it in popular science publications.
While there is little direct reference to Einstein in modernist fiction, Borkiewicz
notices many subtle, indirect ways in which a scientific revolution can influence literary
imagery and the fictional world in the background of Hemingway’s fiction.

Jumana Mussa focuses on Deborah Harkness, an American scholar who also
writes historical fiction. Harkness is a historian of science and medicine in Renaissance
England, which has been an important influence on her fiction, which includes the All
Souls cycle of dark fantasy novels about witches. Because Harkness makes references to
genetics, and to history of medicine, her ficiton is an example of medicalization of the
supernatural, a fictional explanation of witches and vampires in terms of genetics, and
an echo of the use of medical discourse in witch hunting.

In the only non-literary article in this issue, John Dean and Gerhard Finster
write about online learning during the COVID-19 pandemic in the USA and in
European Union. The authors attempt to describe the outcomes of mass online
learning, the rapid and nearly universal adoption of remote learning technologies.
Predictably, the outcomes are a mixed bag. On the positive side, there was flexibility,
greater adaptability to students’ needs, and greater emphasis on students’ independence
and creativity. The drawbacks included longer working hours, social isolation, reduced
interaction, and widening of class divisions. Some of the outcomes were unpredictable,
and depended on the way people used the available technological options.

The last article is about history of science fiction, about the use of atom as a tiny
fictional setting in “The Diamond Lens” (1858) by Fitz-James O’Brien and its extended
spinoff, “The Girl in the Golden Atom” (1919) by Ray Cummings. In both stories,
tiny characters live inside atoms, and can be seen through powerful microscopes. In
Cummings’s story it is also possible for characters to shrink and enter the sub-atomic
world. The article focuses on history of science in the background of both stories:
discarded variants of the atomic theory of matter and historical microscopic science
are the foundations of O’Brien’s and Cummings’s fictional worlds.

The common denominator of all articles is that they do not even mention
the concept of progress. Instead, cultural adoptions of science and technology are
presented in terms of the unexpected and the unpredictable, often with irreversible
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and confusing consequences. People, as it were, trick themselves by interacting with
the unknown powers of nature. This rather disquieting conclusion does not lead to
apocalyptic scenarios in any of the articles. Perhaps the blind alley or the cul-de-sac
could be more appropriate metaphors. In any case, like an illusionist’s trick, many
technological and scientific events left the audiences none the wiser than before. The
authors of the articles, from the vantage point of 21* century, seem to be baffled by
developments that were historically perceived as great openings.
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