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Abstract | Due to the potentially endless convolutions of an unstable pseudoreality, 
the plot of Philip K. Dick’s 1969 novel Ubik has traditionally been read as 
irresolvable. Critical focus has, therefore, been centred on Ubik’s resistance to 
“bourgeois” modes of reading, casting the mise en abyme conjured by its ontological 
play as essentially unnavigable. While vast parts of Ubik’s world are indeed 
unnarrated or unreliably narrated, thereby terminally complicating any attempt to 
completely resolve the plot, this study argues that we are by no means completely lost 
in the novel’s paradoxes. Situating this hypodiegesis against others in Dick’s oeuvre, 
this article first seeks to correct a certain myopia in relation to Ubik’s plot, a 
correction which will allow a more nuanced consideration of the nature of the half-life 
which its deceased characters inhabit. Intertwined with this reading is a consideration 
of Ubik’s critical heritage, and the reasons why other critics may have missed 
potentially vital clues as to the half-life’s true nature. 
Keywords | Philip K. Dick; Science Fiction; Ubik; postmodernism; criticism.  
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Resumo | Devido às potencialmente infinitas convoluções de uma “pseudorealidade”, 
o enredo do romance de 1969 de Philip K.  Dick, Ubik,  tem tradicionalmente sido 
lido como insolucionável. O foco da crítica tem-se, portanto, centrado na resistência 
de Ubik aos modos “burgueses” de leitura, lançando o mise en abyme, conjurado pela 
sua conjugação ontológica como algo essencialmente impossível de navegar. Embora 
grandes partes do mundo de Ubik sejam, de facto, não-narradas ou narradas de forma 
não confiável, consequentemente complicando de forma terminal qualquer tentativa 
de resolver o enredo, este estudo argumenta que não temos de estar, de todo, perdidos 
nos paradoxos do romance. Situando esta hipodiegése em contraste com outras obras 
de Dick, este artigo tenta, em primeiro lugar, corrigir uma certa miopia em relação ao 
enredo de Ubik, uma correcção que permitirá uma consideração mais diferenciada da 
natureza da meia-vida que as suas personagens falecidas habitam. Interligada com 
esta leitura encontra-se uma consideração da herança crítica de Ubik, e as razões pelas 
quais outros críticos possam ter desconsiderado as pistas potencialmente vitais em 
relação à verdadeira natureza da meia-vida. 
Palavras-Chave | Philip K. Dick; Ficção Científica; Ubik; pós-modernismo; crítica. 
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Introduction 

 

Philip K. Dick’s 1969 novel Ubik has traditionally been interpreted as 

uninterpretable – or, at least, as resisting certain modes of interpretation, alternatingly 

characterised as bourgeois (Huntington, Fitting), rational (Lem), traditional (Fitting), 

and so on. The aspect of Ubik which resists interpretation is the mise en abyme 

conjured by its Russian-doll diegeses, which, scholars maintain, makes any final 

resolutions of the actual plot impossible. The second section of the novel, in 

particular, is almost entirely cut-off from the primary diegesis by an ontological veil 

that neither reader nor characters appear able to pierce. This sunken diegesis is 

created by a “cold-pac” technology which prolongs the consciousness of the almost 

dead through cryogenesis, allowing limited communication with the outside world 

and causing the consciousness of the deceased to exist in a dream-like mental plane. 

Following an explosion, the second half of Ubik appears to take place wholly within a 

cold-pac powered hypodiegesis, though, as is standard with Dick, both readers and 

characters learn this quite a bit after the initial reality switch.  



 10 

Critics of Ubik traditionally characterise the ontic confusion therein created as 

unnavigable, and focus their interpretive powers on describing this puzzle rather than 

attempting to solve it, maintaining that any prolonged exploration of Ubik’s ontic 

haze will lead, eventually, to an epistemological cul-de-sac. Kim Stanley Robinson 

claims that “the constructive principle in Ubik is this: for every explanation one can 

construct for the events of the novel, there will be at least one event that confounds 

that explanation, making it impossible and thus inoperative” (95). Stanislaw Lem 

encourages us to shelve “pedantic” objections and instead “inquire rather after the 

overall meaning of the work” (59). Peter Fitting similarly suggests that “there is no 

satisfactory single interpretation of Ubik”, a frustration, he contends, which causes 

Ubik to act as “a mirror which reflects the reader’s look, forcing him out of his 

familiar reading habits while drawing his attention to the functioning of the novel” 

(51). Other critics see Ubik’s irresolvable plot as a weakness. Darko Suvin, the father 

of SF theory, explains the conflicting details and narrative difficulty as a result of “a 

narrative irresponsibility reminiscent of the rabbits-from-the-hat carelessness 

associated with rankest Van Vogt” (“Artifice as Refuge” 19). His final judgement of 

the novel is “a heroic failure” (20). George Turner concurs, and describes the book as 

a pack of conflicting absurdities (qtd. in Lem 60). Andrew Butler, in his unpublished 

PhD thesis, entertains the idea that the plot convolutions “are simply the result of his 

mindlessly applying A. E. van Vogt’s “eight hundred word rule”, as suggested by 

Suvin, but eventually attributes an intention, rather than haphazardness, to Dick’s 

frequent violations of continuity (153). Thus, even when critics disagree on how the 

contradictory nature of the plot is read, there is a strong general agreement that its plot 

is indeed irresolvable.   

This article will not fully break with this critical consensus; however, it will 

argue that we are by no means as adrift in the hypodiegeses of the cold-pac as 

scholars have generally contended. While it appears impossible to figure out how a 

character or characters were put into cold-pac following the Luna explosion, there are, 

in fact, many clues as to the controlling consciousness of the projected world, which 

by no means appears to be Jory, the character which the narrative appears to blame 

and which critics have largely accepted. This paper will ultimately argue that Ubik’s 

hypodiegesis, encountered after the explosion on the Luna base, is either completely 

or mostly the mental product of Glen Runciter. Furthermore, the characters within this 

fantasy are either complete figments of Runciter’s imagination or their existence in 
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this mental plane is being “focalised” through his consciousness, filtered through his 

perceptions in a manner that is literally and literarily akin to narrative focalisation. By 

this reading, the plot of the hypodiegesis can be understood as an ego-driven fantasy 

designed to reaffirm Runciter’s self-importance, legacy and, ultimately, to act as a 

coping mechanism which allows him to avoid dealing with the fact that he has died. 

This understanding of Ubik’s plot will also be shown to illuminate wider themes of 

Dick’s, particularly his representation of literary and mental space, and his 

exploration of postmodern metafiction. Lastly, it will be argued that Ubik’s 

narratological puzzles may be missed by critics not simply due to the complexity of 

those puzzles, but due to a sometimes patronising characterisation of the author. 

 

The Surface 

 

Ubik’s first section and primary diegesis is primarily told through the 

perspectives of Joe Chip and his aged employer Glen Runciter. Runciter Associates 

employs what the novel calls inertials, or anti-psis, people with the natural ability to 

negate the psionic powers – generally telepathy, telekineticism, and divination – of 

supra-normal humans, the latter group employed by Ray Hollis. Joe himself is not an 

anti-psi, but a technician trained in measuring psionic and anti-psionic fields. The first 

quarter of the novel is mostly centred on the enigma of Pat Conley, a new recruit for 

Runciter Associates. Pat’s talent, completely unique, it seems, to the world of Ubik, 

allows her to rewind time in order to change the past, thereby resulting in a new 

present. The second mystery of this portion of the novel concerns the simultaneous 

disappearance of a number of Ray Hollis’ top agents, and the offering of a huge 

contract to Runciter Associates by an interplanetary financier, Stanton Mick. In terms 

of pinning down the “correct” plot, critics have traditionally seen Pat as a red herring, 

as it does not appear that she is necessarily connected to the events of the half-life 

world. 

These developments lead to what is presented as Stanton Mick’s lunar base, 

wherein Runciter, Pat and Joe, along with a number of Runciter’s top inertials, are 

ambushed by a “self-destruct humanoid bomb” in the guise of Mick. The second part 

of the novel, the post-Luna narrative, sees the employees of Runciter Associates 

waking up, battered but alive, with the exception of Runciter himself – or so it seems. 

This section is nearly entirely seen through the eyes of Chip. Everything which occurs 
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after the bomb blast, hereafter termed the post-Luna narrative, takes place in “half-

life”, in a mental simulation created by a character or characters placed in the cold-

pac technology. This, however, is a fact that is kept hidden from both reader and 

characters for some time. It is instead Pat Conley's mysterious power which is blamed 

for the strange, degenerating world conceived after the blast, which causes foodstuffs 

to decay, objects to revert to their technological predecessors, and the wider world to 

slowly regress towards 1939. 

The discourse of this portion of the novel sees the surviving employees escape 

from Luna with the body of Glen Runciter, curiously unhindered, to the Beloved 

Brethren Moratorium in Zürich, where they hope to put him into cold-pac and thereby 

contact him for further orders. Cold-pac allows communication with the deceased 

through a telephone-like apparatus, a technology currently sustaining Runciter’s wife 

Ella. Runciter’s brain activity, unusually, has completely ceased, so this plan fails. By 

this point, the characters have become aware that something about the world they 

have woken up in is different. From the beginning of the post-Luna narrative, the 

Runciter employees, led by Joe, become explorers of the ontic haze of the 

hypodiegesis. Eventually, they realise that they haven’t woken up in their own reality, 

and must therefore analyse the world they have found themselves in to determine its 

rules, the reason behind its degeneration, and why they have become stuck there. Like 

critics of the novel, they get lost in assumptions, possibilities and plot-holes, an 

experience which most of them do not survive, succumbing to an extreme enervation 

which completely desiccates their bodies. After some time, a number of the characters 

conclude that it is they, not Runciter, who have died in the blast, and their struggles in 

the hypodiegesis are the result of a malignant force attacking their cold-pac rescued 

consciousnesses. This force is identified as Jory, a half-lifer child who creates a 

mental simulation for other half-lifers to inhabit, where he can then feed on their 

remaining life-force. Jory, they learn, can be kept at bay with the titular Ubik, a 

portable reality stabiliser that comes in the form of a spray can. At least, this is the 

explanation offered to them by what appears to be either virtual or divine 

manifestations of Glen and Ella Runciter. Digging a bit deeper, however, reveals a far 

different narrative, one explicitly pointed at by Ubik’s epilogue which reveals that 

Glen Runciter is part of the death world too, and that a full re-evaluation of the plot as 

it is understood it is necessary. 

In the final chapter of Ubik, the narrative appears to shift up a diegetic level, 
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once again seen through the point of view of Glen Runciter, who, following his 

“rescuing” of Joe, is seeking to communicate with Ella in the Beloved Brethren 

Moratorium. On attempting to tip an attendant, he finds that his coins have 

metamorphosed to bear the likeness of the ostensibly dead Joe, a sign which has 

previously signalled to Joe, whose money bore the likeness of Runciter, that Joe was 

dead and Runciter alive. Runciter’s world, which he had portrayed as the stable 

primary diegesis, is therefore revealed to be a hypodiegesis, to be some other manner 

of simulation or virtuality, and Ubik ends on a classically Dickian “This was just the 

beginning” (224). For some readers, this will be a confirmation rather than a 

revelation – there are hints throughout the post-Luna narrative that Runciter is not the 

deus-ex-machina character which he, somewhat ludicrously, portrays himself to be. It 

also reveals that what the reader believed to be the hypodiegesis is actually a 

hypohypodiegesis, ontologically located a level either below or adjacent to that 

occupied by Runciter (from here, the term hypohypodiegesis will be avoided for ease 

of reading as context should make it more than clear which level of Ubik’s mise en 

abyme is being discussed). Narratologically, however, it is important to note that the 

novel appears to have at least three ontological levels, and that Runciter’s level 

following the Luna-explosion, which sees him back in the Beloved Brethren 

Moratorium, is potentially a level above that of the cold-pac reality in which most of 

the action is taking place, though it clearly is not the primary diegesis. 

Herein lies the puzzle pointed to by Robinson: if Runciter did not get the 

inertials off-planet and into cold-pac, and if the inertials did not get Runciter off-

planet and into cold-pac, then where do the hypodiegeses come from? If all of the 

second portion of the novel is in a degraded diegesis, what information therein gained 

can we trust, and what is spurious? Ubik is, no doubt, full of conflicting information – 

signal and noise are, in areas, either indistinguishable or inverted. While Robinson, 

Lem and Fitting (among others) do not, as Suvin and Turner, explain the ostensible 

contradictions of the novel as a mistake of Dick’s, they do construe the plot not so 

much as intricate, but as impossible. This article, however, contends that significant 

headway can be made when Ubik’s convolutions are neither written off as a result of 

Dick’s ostensible haphazardness, nor as a deliberate breaking of literary and generic 

convention. Robinson has warned of the dangers of this approach, claiming that 

“every reader of Ubik becomes engaged, just like its characters, in the struggle to 

create a coherent explanation for the events of the narrative, and like the characters 
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every reader is eventually defeated” (97). The following section, then, is an unusual 

but here necessary sight in academic criticism: a plot sketch. Aspects of my proposed 

reading of the novel’s plot will necessarily involve presumptions, assumptions and 

dead-ends. There is, likewise, an attempt to trace not only of the novel’s events, but to 

inscribe Ubik’s ontology; the fabulations in Ubik, mainly being the cold-pac 

technology and the psionic abilities, are only partially understood by both characters 

and, therefore, by readers. There is a fog over areas of Ubik’s ontological boundary, 

obfuscating the exact potentials and possibilities of the novel’s SF inventions, what 

Suvin terms the text’s “nova” (Metamorphoses 71). Nevertheless, Ubik is replete with 

clues which can help navigate these waters – data which has been elsewhere 

dismissed but may, as contended here, help to solve the puzzle of Ubik’s mise en 

abyme. 

 

The Abyss 

 

Following the Luna explosion, both characters and readers receive either 

limited or zero information from the primary diegesis, bar the fact that some or all of 

the characters are dead. Some of the information therein encountered, about 

characters and Ubik’s projected world, is likely to be true. However, given the 

unreliable ontology of the hypodiegesis, it appears that other information is untrue or 

warped, a distinction that must be made on a case by case basis. Our first core 

assumption is that the post-Luna novel is entirely set within a hypodiegesis which is 

being constructed by the mind or minds of certain character(s). This assumption 

necessitates that we account for this or these characters’ placement in cold-pac, but it 

does not mean that we have to place them in the Beloved Brethren Moratorium in 

Zürich. This is the main stumbling point in trying to bring some stability to Ubik, as it 

seems unlikely that any of Runciter’ Associates bodies could have made it to the 

Zürich Moratorium; their assassination on Luna appears to have been organised for its 

specific distance from civil authority on Earth, a tactic which, Runciter notes, other 

anti-psi organisations have fallen prey to (85). It is also unlikely that the assassins 

would allow the resuscitation of the characters into cold-pac, as they could be 

consulted on the means of their death (though this is not a tactic which the text 

actually discusses). Nevertheless, we know that one or some of the characters are 

indeed in cold-pac, even though the events that lead to them being put there are 
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absent. Because this section is entirely unnarrated, and there does not appear to be any 

information in the hypodiegesis which could help us understand the events, we are 

essentially confined to this manner of speculation. It is entirely possible that some 

rescue mission was conducted, or something went wrong with the bomb and some 

inertials did escape. It should also be considered that it is a distinct possibility that the 

bodies are in the control of the killers, and not, therefore, in the Beloved Brethren 

Moratorium. If this is true, then the cold-pac consciousnesses of Ella and Jory are not 

part of the hypodiegesis, but are simply the creations or projections of its controlling 

mind or minds.  

A reading of the novel wherein Jory and Ella are not the semi-cosmic forces 

they are presented as in the hypodiegesis is stronger if we place the containing cold-

pac away from Zürich; however, it is by no means dependant on it. Another frequently 

noted “plot-hole” is that Van Vogelsang has been instructed to place Ella in an 

isolation chamber, so she should not be able to contact the inertials. The reader does 

not, however, need to fill in every detail of the primary diegesis in order to understand 

aspects of the hypodiegesis. By the evidence of the hypodiegesis alone, it appears 

very unlikely that Jory or Ella are connected to that reality’s alternating degeneration 

and regeneration, or at least in the manner that their post-Luna characters claim. The 

only stable knowledge of the cold-pac technology comes from the pre-Luna 

explosion, and primarily from Runciter’s visit to Ella. From the knowledge therein 

gained, we can yet impose several limits on the ontological boundary of the 

hypodiegesis. The first is that Runciter’s “visitations” in the hypodiegesis are clearly 

not possible as his communication with Ella in the first half of the novel did not allow 

him to place himself within her mental world, nor to provide her with any virtual 

object such as Ubik. In fact, it only barely allows telephone communication (and this 

is in an era where “vidphones” are the standard). It is possible to extrapolate a less 

stable conclusion from this, being that there is potentially no way for the outside 

world to interfere with the cold-pac hypodiegeses; the only potential interference seen 

is Van Vogelsang increasing the “protophasonic flow” in order to raise the volume of 

a half-lifer’s voice, and his offer to isolate Ella in a specially built chamber which 

could stop her consciousness from mingling with those around her. 

It likewise makes no sense for the Moratorium to keep a creature such as the 

post-Luna Jory among the other half-lifers, as the longer their “patients” stay half-

alive, the more money they make. Post-Luna Ella’s assertion that the Moratorium are 
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paid handsomely to keep individuals like Jory seems very suspect – it seems, in fact, 

like a lazy plot patch for lazier plot-hole, a suspicion which will be addressed later in 

this article. Additionally, the reader knows through Van Vogelsang that the mingling 

of consciousnesses occurs very gradually, that it affects those with waning 

“protophasonic” energy more significantly, but, likewise, that it is enjoyed by half-

lifers as a respite from an otherwise lonely existence. This information is given in an 

attempt to both abate Runciter’s anger at Jory’s “invasion” of Ella’s consciousness, 

and to convince him to keep Ella in the normal half-life system, even when the more 

expensive isolation chamber would obviously benefit Van Vogelsang. This seems, 

then, to be information which the reader can trust. Pre-Luna Ella also raises no alarms 

about the presence of half-lifers such as Jory. She tells Runciter that half-life is a sort 

of amusing dream, though some of her dreams are not about her: “A lot of my dreams 

aren’t about me at all. Sometimes I’m a man and sometimes a little boy; sometimes 

I’m an old fat woman with varicose veins... and I’m in places I've never seen, doing 

things that make no sense” (17). This suggests that the cold-pac consciousness drifts 

into the dreams of others, sharing the protagonist-role of that dream (“I’m a man … 

I’m in places”).  

The final comparison from this section of Ubik is between pre- and post-Luna 

Jory. Post-Luna Jory bears a similarity only in name to his pre-Luna manifestation. In 

the pre-Luna narrative, Jory appears as a fairly benign figure who, though intruding 

on Ella’s conversation with Runciter, simply wants conversation with the outside 

world. He is a villain only to the mind of Glen Runciter, and Van Vogelsang illustrates 

his “invasions” of her consciousness as both unavoidable and unintentional, 

comparing them to radios with a weak and a strong signal. Ella also appears to be 

yearning, at this point, for true death, so the threat of Jory to her seems nil. His 

cartoon-villain post-Luna “manifestation”, wherein he also reveals that he goes by the 

names Matt and Bill, the psionic twins encountered by several of the inertials in their 

dreams in the primary diegesis, makes little sense. His ostensible reversion of the 

hypodiegesis to a time in which he never existed makes less sense. As the 

anthropomorphised entropic villain, Jory appears to simply be the last in a series of 

wild guesses, as likely as the previously assumed Pat Conley, or the briefly considered 

Sammy Mundo. Post-Luna Runciter, incidentally, claims that Mundo survived but is 

in a hospital several miles from the Moratorium, even though there is a Mundo 

character in the cold-pac hypodiegesis since the beginning – another floating and ill-
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conceived datum which characterises the lack of authorial control over the 

hypodiegesis. 

The post-Luna section is, then, riddled with plot-holes. It is also, and crucially, 

however, subject to a diegetic authorial force, or forces, to whom we may attribute 

these failings – a fabulation which readers of Dick should be well used to 

encountering. The cold-pac hypodiegeses are mental constructs of the type Dick 

frequently writes, wherein a character’s perceptions become either their own reality or 

are imposed as a shared reality. Examples of this include Manfred’s world in Martian 

Time Slip, the group simulation in Maze of Death, the shared hallucinations of The 

Three Stigmata of Palmer Eldritch, the KR-3 parallel universe of Flow My Tears, The 

Policeman Said, and, most useful in decoding Ubik, the shared mental hypodiegeses 

of Eye in the Sky. Each of these works, among others, features a character with the 

ability to “author” or “reauthor” aspects of the narrative. Pat Conley, for example, has 

this ability in Ubik, as her talent allows her to place the narrative path that the reader 

has already read sous rature. It also appears that the hypodiegesis is subject to an 

authorial type of control, which we can turn elsewhere in Dick’s oeuvre to understand. 

In Eye in the Sky (1957), a tour group composed of eight individuals fall into a 

particle accelerator, causing their unconscious consciousnesses to mix and form a type 

of shared reality, under the focalisation and control, however, of one member of the 

party. The first to control the narrative, Arthur Silvester, a racist, religious 

fundamentalist, transforms the ontology of the hypodiegesis into his vision of the 

world. Sins, therefore, are immediately punished by stinging insects, miracles become 

a worthwhile business investment, and the wider universe is revealed to be geocentric. 

More insidiously, Silvester’s perception also changes the characters, slowly warping, 

for example, the one African-American of the party, Bill Laws, into a racist caricature, 

causing him to hunch his shoulders and speak in exaggerated and grossly 

caricaturised vernacular. Silvester’s narrative control also turns the politically liberal 

female of the group into a misshapen satyr. Silvester later loses control over the 

hypodiegesis, and its focalisation passes on to another member of the party. At the 

novel’s close, four members of the party of eight have assumed control of the 

hypodiegesis, each one revealing how their biases and mental life affect their 

perspective of reality. It is not clear, at the novel’s close, as to whether the final 

diegesis is the primary or another version of the hypodiegesis. Eye in the Sky bears 

not only a thematic similarity, then, to Ubik, but a potential structural parity as well.  
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Just as in Ubik, the characters of Eye in the Sky have to play ontic detectives in 

order to figure out who is controlling their shared narrative. They look for clues in the 

ontological fabric of the world in order to figure out the controlling personality, which 

leads them to realise that they’re living in Silvester’s fantasy. Readers of Ubik can 

employ the same technique to figure out the focalising personality of the half-life 

world. The clues therein gathered, which will here be elaborated at some length, will 

reveal that both readers and characters are, in fact, subject to the fantasies of Glen 

Runciter. 

 Of the most significant features of Ubik’s cold-pac hypodiegesis is that it 

regresses to 1939, a time period experienced only by him. Similarly, the “final” villain 

is a child who annoyed Runciter the previous day, who only he has personally met, 

and the saviour is, alternatingly, Runciter or his wife. The literal centre of this micro-

universe is Runciter’s home town. The means by which the nature of the hypodiegesis 

is explained is, again, through interests of Runciter: advertisements, the writing of 

which he considers “proof of the marvellous multifacetedness of his mind” (40); and 

coins, which he appears to collect (57). Characters which only he has encountered 

populate this world, and in forms closer to caricature than reality. Van Vogelsang, for 

example, is “remembered” by Joe with dislike in the post-Luna narrative (83), though, 

as a technician, Joe is unlikely to have ever encountered him as Runciter does not 

visit his wife often (16), and he would also be unlikely to bring Joe along for the trip. 

Furthermore, over the course of the hypodiegesis, Van Vogelsang’s politeness is 

increasingly exaggerated into whimpering servility. It appears that this is how Glen 

Runciter perceived him, especially following his inability to help Ella. In Runciter’s 

briefly illustrated hypodiegesis, wherein he believes himself to be alive and 

contacting the inertials through cold-pac, Van Vogelsang is described, by the 

narrative, as “scuttle[ing] into the consultation lounge, cringing like a medieval 

toady,” and as an “eager-to-please creature” (198). No such focalisation-approved 

descriptions are seen in the pre-Luna narrative.  

Joe, the protagonist of the hypodiegesis, undergoes a somewhat similar 

personality change, becoming a near hysterical worshiper of Glen Runciter. When the 

narrative is focalised through the pre-Luna Joe, no such veneration is visible – in fact, 

one of the few observations Joe makes about Runciter concerns the tastelessness of 

his office décor (58). In the hypodiegesis, Joe takes motherly care of Runciter’s body, 

describes him as “the most life-loving, full-living man I ever met” (89), refuses a 
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“tranquilizing gum” because “Runciter never took a tranquilizer in his life,” and 

nonsensically claims that “[Runciter] give his life to save ours” (90). When Vogelsang 

is unable to resuscitate Runciter’s consciousness, Joe bursts out: “They’re only going 

to try for fifteen minutes to bring back a man greater than all of us put together” (91). 

When Joe finally gets to his apartment, he finds not only that it has regressed in time, 

but that it is now decorated with pictures of Glen Runciter (143). The hypodiegesis is, 

in fact, completely suffused with Runciter – a legacy, perhaps, of the ego he cultivated 

in life. Without the knowledge that the narrative has sunken a diegetic level, Joe’s 

outbursts appear as the humorous exaggerations of the bereaved. With the later 

knowledge of the nature of the hypodiegesis, however, the humour here is redoubled. 

The entire hypodiegesis now appears as a classic ego fantasy in SF trappings: what 

will people say about me when I’m dead? Who will come to my funeral? Could my 

business possibly survive without me? Will reality survive my absence? Neatly 

summarised, it appears that the hypodiegesis either contains but one character from 

the primary diegesis, or is, in the manner of Eye in the Sky, a composite reality being 

focalised through a single character’s perspective of the world – that character, of 

course, being Glen Runciter.    

What, however, does this reading of the novel reveal about the primary 

diegesis? Essentially, not very much – the primary diegesis remains almost entirely 

removed from the reader. The wider fate of the employees of Runciter Associates is, 

thus, unknown, and the reader does not exactly know whether the inertials are hooked 

up together or if everything is in the mind of Runciter alone. Runciter himself appears 

easily confused by the difference between people and the symbols representing them. 

When he is told that S. Dole Melipone has fallen of the map, he asks “did you look on 

the floor? Behind the map?” (8). This is, perhaps, an early warning as to the 

foolishness of mistaking people for their graphic representations. Still, without 

knowing how one or some of Runciter Associates became hooked up to cold-pac, we 

cannot pin down a concrete narrative. It is quite possible, much like how the 

hypodiegesis in Eye in the Sky becomes focalised through different characters, that 

the final epilogue is the beginning of Joe Chip’s narrative control, signalled by the 

coin bearing his likeness. It is also possible that there are multiple real characters in 

the cold-pac hypodiegesis, and that they will simply live through these types of 

narrative simulations while waiting to fully die, much like the stranded voyagers of A 

Maze of Death (1970). This would seem to fit with Ella’s description of the cold-pac 
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experience. This explanation can also incorporate a reading which sees Ella and Jory 

as real parts of the hypodiegesis – here simply playing roles in a simulated 

“adventure” like those described by Ella.  

When the post-Luna narrative is understood as a fantasy of Glen Runciter’s, 

which is perhaps happening to him rather than being controlled by him, then the 

various plot-holes which characterise the hypodiegeses make sense. Of course, just 

because a reading makes sense does not mean that it is true. It is possible to look 

elsewhere in Dick’s works and easily find impossible worlds whose entropic descent 

into absurdity appears to be their modus operandi. Critics have not been wrong to 

approach Ubik’s world in this manner – even if some stability can be provided to the 

hypodiegesis, its radical instability is the dominating aspect of the narrative, even if 

only on the level of discourse. This analysis is not, then, being presented as a solution 

to Ubik – the novel’s core experience is in its intractability, in forcing such paranoiac 

readings from its critics. The great isolation imposed by Ubik’s unnarrated space 

makes conspiracy theorists of its readers, forcing us to look for the profound in the 

mundane, trapping us in a hermeneutic circle. Since the framing narrative is 

unnarrated, it is quite possible to find “proof” for a huge variety of readings. This is, 

perhaps, closer to the novel’s truth – not the fact that there may be a way out of the 

maze, but the presiding experience of being lost in that maze. 

Ultimately, however, a reading wherein the post-Luna narrative is a virtual or 

mental reality focalised through the perceptions, memories and personality of Glen 

Runciter strikes as the most likely. It is not possible to confirm whether the other 

characters are complete figments of Runciter’s imagination – on the same ontological 

level, then, as post-Luna Van Vogelsang – or whether their consciousness are here 

involved in Runciter’s fantasy and therefore focalised through his “authorial” wishes, 

as is the case in Eye in the Sky (in which characters also appear to die, though later 

return once the controlling consciousness of the world changes). There is, perhaps, 

more evidence to suggest an ontology similar to the latter, or to at least suggest that 

Joe has also made it to cold-pac. Not only does Joe appear as a Joe Chip coin in 

Runciter’s level of the hypodiegesis, but Runciter also mirrors Joe’s behaviour in the 

hypodiegesis, treating him with far greater reverence than he did in the primary 

diegesis. For example, when Runciter believes himself to have survived the 

explosion, he mourns the loss of his best people, “especially Joe Chip… where am I 

going to find a tester like Joe?… I can’t find a tester like Joe, he said to himself. The 
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fact of the matter is that Runciter Associates is finished” (199). This suggests a truly 

eternal mise en abyme, wherein Joe is imagining a world wherein Runciter is 

imagining a world wherein, …potentially ad infinitum (here, it is the critics that have 

a sinking feeling that this is only the beginning). Again, because so much of Ubik’s 

space is unnarrated, we are confined to speculating as to the ontological rules and 

particulars of the framing diegesis, though it certainly appears as if there is some 

contestation over the reins of the narrative, as in Eye in the Sky. 

 

Is there Half-Life After Death? 

 

While there is not enough space to offer a more in-depth analysis of Ubik’s 

themes as unveiled by this reading of the hypodiegesis, this article will draw to a 

close by outlining a number of interpretive routes that may be differently illuminated 

with an understanding of Runciter as its “author”. The eponymous Ubik may certainly 

be treated differently when read as a product of Runciter’s mind – as the product, 

specifically, of a diegetic “author”. Like all of Dick’s pocket universes, Runciter’s is 

fundamentally unstable. Enough is known about the cold-pac technology to explain 

this – Runciter, being of advanced age, has a limited amount “protophasonic activity” 

remaining; he can only last so long in cold-pac before succumbing to true death. But 

in his own narrative he is still alive, and he needs, therefore, a narrative explanation 

for his inability to maintain/inhabit a functioning world, which is where Pat Conley, 

Sammy Mundo and Jory come in. Ubik, the great defeater of demon children and 

universal entropy is, essentially, a plot band-aid, more deus-ex-machina than actual 

deus. The world created by Runciter is not, after all, very sophisticated - as pointed 

out, continuously, by his characters. When he attempts to send divine messages, he 

gets caught pretending to be a video recording on TV. When he attempts to descend 

godlike into the hypodiegesis, his theories of its degeneration are immediately proven 

wrong and he is expelled from the world: “‘You don’t know the answers,’ Joe realises, 

‘That's the problem. You made up answers; you had to invent them to explain your 

presence here. All your presences here, your so-called manifestations’” (195).  

Ubik is, then, exactly what it appears to be to a sceptical reader: a literal 

manifestation of an SF plot bandage, a “phlebotinum” which can resolve the story (if 

not the reader’s questions). Described in a stampede of meaningless SF jargon, Ubik 
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is a parody of SF miracle science: 

 

a portable negative ionizer, with a self-contained, high-voltage, low-amp 
unit powered by a peak-gain helium battery of 25kv. The negative ions are 
given a counterclockwise spin by a radically biased acceleration chamber, 
which creates a centripetal tendency to them so that they cohere rather than 
dissipate. A negative ion field diminishes the velocity of anti-protophasons 
and, under the principle of parity, no longer can unite with protophasons 
radiated (…). (Dick 220-221) 
 

Joe is such a sceptical reader. His puzzled reaction to this is to point out to the Ubik 

saleswoman that saying “negative ions” is a redundancy: “all ions are negative” (221).  

 More than anything, this reading of Ubik underlines its exploration of both 

mental space and narrative space. The mental space represented by the hypodiegesis 

makes little sense when Jory is understood as its projecting personality – nothing of 

the world suggests the perspective of a child. When the projected world is understood 

as tied to Runciter’s experiences and perception, however, it gains greatly in depth. 

Significant new ground is opened up for Marxist analyses, for example, when the 

wealthy capitalist is understood as the controlling mind of the hypodiegesis. 

Runciter’s fantasy world confirms his suspicions that his workers’ lives revolve 

around him: Joe’s hysterical adoration, the general helplessness of his workforce 

without him, the stable centre of the Universe being revealed as his birthplace, and so 

on. Additionally, treating the hypodiegesis as an internal narrative, whose articulation, 

exploration and experience is highly literary in nature, also highlights Dick’s 

particular expression of postmodern metafiction. Dick’s exploration of ontological 

issues almost always involves a concurrent exploration of literary ontologies. Early in 

the hypodiegesis, Joe and the inertials find themselves in a sort of reader’s roundtable, 

totting up clues and attempting to make sense of the world they have found 

themselves in. When its author later descends himself to make sense of the matter, his 

explanations are disproven by his own characters-cum-readers, as if Dick was 

predicting how his readers would one day attempt to make sense of Ubik. 

 

Progress in Pandemonium: Tricky Dick and the Critics (Postscript?) 

 

The elephant in the room, waiting patiently to be noticed, is, of course, Philip 

K. Dick himself. This manner of academic discussion poses an interesting dilemma 
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for considerations of the ontology of the real text, one which will by no means be 

resolved in these pages (if ever). Is the correct reading that which is democratic, 

meritocratic, or “authorcratic”? In relation to the latter, though Dick has discussed 

Ubik widely in letters and interviews, he has never said anything which necessarily 

confirms or contradicts the above reading. This, of course, proves nothing. Arguably, 

this article’s reading of Ubik does not necessarily require itself to be Dick’s intended 

plot; with such a vast part of the novel left unnarrated, there is a latent invitation to 

the reader to make sense of it in their preferred manner. If specificity was the aim, 

then endlessly complicated degenerating pseudo-realities would not be the game. 

Nevertheless, this article has courted the idea of an intended reading through 

juxtaposing Ubik against other texts in Dick’s oeuvre, and through the utilisation of 

general knowledge on the author. As an interpretive move, both tactics incorporate 

some conception of authorial intention in order to stabilise or navigate the vast, 

unknown narrative space which characterises Ubik. This is, of course, unavoidable in 

any manner of criticism, though the ideology behind such interpretive techniques 

always appears closer to the surface when a reading contradicts established academic 

opinion, even when the established opinion, as it has been shown in this article, also 

utilises a perception of the author to disambiguate the radically ambiguous. That 

being said, the analysis outlined above is, in the writer’s opinion, less dependent on a 

specific conception of Dick than those which seek to quarantine the novel’s 

complexities through the assumption that they arise from, alternatingly, a character 

deficit, looming deadline or similar biographical detail. 

Questions as to the author’s intended meaning are less demanding when 

arguing in favour of a thematic or ideological reading of a work. In an essay on class 

relations in Ubik, for example, it doesn’t quite matter whether Dick intended for the 

novel to be read as a criticism of late-stage capitalism. Some verb of a passive or 

ventriloquising nature can be assigned: he can be said to be “channelling”, “relaying”, 

“lashing out”, or, a constant in Dick criticism, “prophesying”. It should be noted that 

the use of such terminology can be troubling, undermining Dick’s intellectual agency, 

and characterising him instead as an author whose genius is unwitting or unvarnished. 

All such titles and praise tend to bemeant, of course, as compliments; however, 

innocently intended or otherwise, one should be aware of the dangers of such 

terminology.  Prophets, after all, are mouthpieces for an intellect or wisdom that is not 

their own, and literary works from the margins of literary culture have a tendency to 
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be so praised, an extension, perhaps, of the colonising nature/culture dichotomy 

imposed by conceptions of “high” and “low” culture, of which postmodernism is seen 

as belonging to the former, and SF to the latter.  

While it is easy to form a significant-seeming constellation when one picks all 

the points, and perhaps unfair to do so, it is necessary to here demonstrate the type of 

discourse being marked out, which Dick scholars should recognise as a constant 

across Dick criticism. Suvin is openly scathing of Dick’s method, and bemoans his 

“serious lack of narrative control in Ubik”, and further describing his twists and turns 

as “narrative irresponsibility” (“Artifice as Refuge” 19). Lem characterises the author 

as lost in the labyrinths of his own worlds, and, in fact, as in need of critical assistance 

of he is to escape the label of “mystic” (62). Istvan Csicsery-Ronay describes his 

writings as “always on the verge of chaos, with rhythms of thought and prose 

unpredictable and unschooled” (vi), and characterises the author himself as an 

unwitting or accidental genius: “Dick demonstrated that SF had become able to 

express those visions without paying obeisance to philosophy or literature. Somehow, 

literature and philosophy came to him” (v). While each writer is also of Dick’s most 

admiring, the means by which this admiration is expressed has perhaps absorbed a 

suppressed elitism from the then mainstream literary culture.  

The constancy by which Dick is so described runs the risk of patronising him 

as an author and occluding serious attention. While we, of course, treat an author by 

the lessons we have learned in their wider fiction, we should also be aware of the 

potential biases and pitfalls established by earlier critical scholarship – biases which 

were perhaps unavoidable at a time when mainstream academic culture was so hostile 

to genre fiction. We should be particularly careful with patronising language, 

however, especially given the endless conversations conducted, at one point, around 

Dick’s mental health, and the danger of invoking cultural stereotypes as to the type of 

author or thinker that a neuroatypical person can or should be (though I am by no 

means directing that criticism at the above quoted academics). Fredric Jameson’s 

dubious use of “schizophrenic” to describe narratives of the kind Dick writes is 

perhaps a contributing factor to such discussions. Of course, this article’s manner of 

characterising Dick is itself a result of no small amount of scholarship on his work 

and life. This is not an argument for treating Dick’s narratives as one treats 

Nabokov’s, nor a claim for a universal genius across his vast oeuvre. This is simply an 

observation of critical norms which may limit the ways in which one can read, 
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analyse and enjoy Dick’s work. 

 

vv 
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