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Unknowing Slaves   

In the science fiction short stories “Microcosmic God” and “Second Dawn,” their plots 

deal with the interaction of superior and inferior groups. Each story reveals how the intelligent 

individual uses knowledge to misuse the unassuming being to their benefit. These writings also 

reflect the true history of the early America. Just as Native Americans were unknowingly 

exploited by Europeans, both the Phileni and the Neoterics were unknowingly exploited by their 

respective overlords. 

 In “Second Dawn” by Arthur C. Clarke, the Atheleni and the Mithraneans are two races 

which possessed hooves rather than opposable thumbs. This made the two races dependent on 

natural resources. They had to be hunter gatherers to survive, but having both dwell on one 

continent caused many disputes over land. After the last war, which the Atheleni won by using 

unexplored mind damaging techniques, both races realized a better solution to combat must be 

found. Therodimus, part of the Atheleni race, had left prior to the war and discovered an entire 

new race known as the Phileni. The Phileni are more humanoid in appearance and do not possess 

hooves, but rather their forearms “divided into at least a dozen thin, flexible tentacles and two 

hooked claws” (Clarke 214). These “fingers” grant the Phileni dexterity, allowing them to create 

tools and live a sedentary life, much different from the lives of the Atheleni and the Mithraneans. 

 Due to high tensions after the feud, it took time for the Atheleni and the Mithraneans to 

join forces and see the benefits of using the Phileni for their own progress. The Phileni, 
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according to Therodimus, are a young race, and as such most of the products they use are 

primitive. They seemed not to have advanced far because they lacked the math and science 

needed to improve on their tools. But the Phileni were content with what they built and did not 

see a reason to change. The Atheleni and the Mithraneans, however, are both intelligent races 

hindered by their lack of opposable extremities. They provided the Phileni with the knowledge 

needed to provide the two races with tools and supplies required for a transition from a nomadic 

culture to a sedentary culture. The Phileni, though, did not grasp the importance of their actions. 

They were providing two races with life changing tools and the only thing the Phileni got in 

return was education. People will argue that knowledge is priceless, but had the Phileni realized 

just how essential their contributions were to both the Atheleni and the Mithraneans, they could 

have tried to barter and received more compensation. And the two “superior” races would have 

paid any price to change their way of living. Unfortunately, the Phileni did not recognize this 

opportunity and the two races took advantage of the Phileni’s ignorance to better their own 

people. 

 In “Microcosmic God” by Theodore Sturgeon, biochemist James Kidder creates a species 

in which only he controls to carry out his experiments. The species, which Kidder names 

Neoterics, cannot survive outside of their containment unit because Kidder purposely produced 

them to be unable to survive in earth’s atmosphere. Kidder did not create the Neoterics in order 

to be their god, which is how they treat him, but rather to create “a race which would develop 

and evolve so fast that it would surpass the civilization of man; and from them he would learn” 

all the answers his mind sought (Sturgeon 93). Yet to succeed, the Neoterics could not escape, so 

he designed them not to survive outside of their own little world. 



 3 

 

 At first, Kidder subtly intervened with his creations. He would leave materials in their 

environment and force a problem onto them. Eventually, he created a way to communicate with 

them directly, and after which his “work was much simpler” (Sturgeon 95). Kidder, simply 

wanting answers, did not have an issue with killing off his creations. If they could not solve his 

problems in a timely manner, they would die. The Neoterics learned this and created a list of 

commandments for themselves to follow to prevent their demise. Perhaps understanding 

disobedience meant death, the Neoterics did not try to overcome their oppressor. When they 

accidentally cut themselves off from Kidder at the end of the short story, they instantly opened 

up again to him begging forgiveness. The Neoterics can calculate and solve problems, but they 

cannot think for themselves. Yet Kidder felt nothing for his creations, as they were a means to an 

end. They were lost without Kidder, their god, even for the short period of time in their 

impenetrable dome. The creatures are completely dependent on Kidder because their sole 

purpose for existence is to solve problems and Kidder is the sole creator of these problems for 

them. 

 Despite both the Phileni and the Neoterics being oppressed and misused against their 

knowledge, there are still vast differences between the two. The Phileni are a pre-existing race in 

the world of “Second Dawn” while the Neoterics were created by Kidder himself. The Phileni as 

a race are able to survive on their own in the real world, but the Neoterics were created to die in 

the real world and forced to live in their own world until Kidder no longer needs them. The 

Phileni were given information to develop tools for the Atheleni and the Mithraneans that also 

benefitted their culture while the Neoterics developed the ability to find solutions on their own 

that benefitted the world and not them. 
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 Similarly, minority groups in history have been taken advantaged of because they were 

considered inferior to whomever was repressing them. A well-known oppressed group is the 

Native Americans during the European colonization. Europeans took advantage of the trusting 

nature of the Native Americans and used it to steal or cheat them out of their land. Two botanists, 

John Bartram and Peter Collinson, corresponded with each other while Bartram was in the New 

World exploring and documenting flora. In 1763, Collinson responded to Bartram’s complaint 

that the Native Americans will not assist him in his research: “‘We, every manner of way, trick, 

cheat, and abuse these Indians with impunity…. I could fill this letter with our arbitrary 

proceedings, all the colonies through; with our arbitrary, illegal taking of their lands from them, 

making them drunk, and cheating them of their property’” (Franklin 55). Bartram did not 

appreciate being denied access to the land by Native Americans, but Collinson did not see fault 

in it because the colonists were cheating and abusing the Natives. Europeans abused and 

destroyed Native American culture through getting them intoxicated and stealing away their land 

and way of life. The colonists misused the Native Americans however they pleased and in the 

beginning, the Native Americans did not comprehend the mistreatment of their tribes. But 

eventually they realized they were being swindled and started fighting back for their heritage. 

 In both “Second Dawn” and “Microcosmic God,” neither the Phileni nor the Neoterics 

have realized they are being oppressed. Due to the Phileni being a younger race, it will take time 

before they realize they are being oppressed and even longer for them to finally break free of 

their enslavement. The Neoterics realize they live under an oppressive ruler, but unfortunately, 

they lack the ability to think on their own. If they could, they would have stayed on their side of 

the impenetrable dome and not opened it up to restart communication with Kidder again. 
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 By reflecting on the history of the early Americas in their writings, the reader is better 

able to relate to the possibility of the fictional world portrayed by the authors. Each story reveals 

how the intelligent individual uses knowledge to misuse the unassuming being to their benefit. 

Both stories show that the Phileni and the Neoterics were taken advantage of and enslaved just as 

the Native Americans were exploited by the Europeans.  
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