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Terry Goodkind has attracted millions of readers to the Sword of Truth, the fast-paced, provocative fantasy series which began nine years ago with Wizard's First Rule.  Although often compared to fellow "high fantasy" rivals, Goodkind sets himself apart by infusing his writing with his distinctive worldview: Objectivism.  Objectivism, ironically, was founded by another well-known novelist - the late, controversial Ayn Rand, whose influential novels The Fountainhead and Atlas Shrugged are philosophical treatises in literary form.  Goodkind insists, however, that despite the lessons embedded therein, his books are primarily intended as enjoyable, uplifting adventures.

 

Naked Empire, the eighth installment of the Sword of Truth, hits bookstore shelves in July 2003, and tackles (among other things) the topic of appeasement - something at the core of world debate in the current War on Terrorism.

 

scifidimensions: Where are you taking Richard and company in Naked Empire?

 

Terry Goodkind: [Reading from a text] "Far from the land he rules, his life and powers draining with each day, Richard Rahl must help a desperate people and teach them the meaning of freedom."  My editor wrote that [for a New York Times ad], and I thought it was a very good single sentence to describe it.  That's just a kind of "action synopsis", but that's not necessarily what the book's made up of.  A book is made up of its theme, its plot, its characterizations, and what I just described is the plot.  The theme is the philosophy behind the novel.

 

sfd: So how does this new novel differ thematically from the previous novels - or does it?

 

TG: Well, it doesn't, in that Richard and Kahlan and Zedd and the other main characters have very solid personalities and they remain true to themselves.  In that sense, it's similar to the other novels, and the philosophy behind that is similar.  This is Richard's quest for truth and understanding, and to have justice and right triumph.  

 

sfd: Why do you think your books provoke such strong reactions, pro and con?  

 

TG: I think the reason is because the books take a very clear philosophical and moral stance, and there is a great aversion in the world today to clarity.  Clarity means that this is right, and this is wrong.  For example, when people say "Oh, you know, I experimented a little bit with drugs..."  You know, Mr. Esteban in Columbia wanted to get rid of one of his cohorts, so he took down an airliner and 127 innocent people were murdered, just so he could kill one person.  So when some has this wishy-washy clarity about the morality of taking drugs, as far as I'm concerned, they are a party to murder.  Some people don't like that kind of moral clarity because it doesn't allow them to act on whim.  I believe in a clear philosophy of understanding the meaning of life, its values and its purpose.  And there are a number of people who don't like to be confronted with those values, and I think that's why they don't like my novels.

 

The basic philosophy that drives the United States today, that drives the world, as a matter of fact, is a derivative of Kantian philosophy.  This is what is taught in all the universities.  This is the predominant intellectual theory of our day.  Immanuel Kant said that you can't know reality, that your senses are inadequate to the task.  It's a rejection of human consciousness, and because your senses can't know reality, you can't know if what you see is real.  The basic structure of his theory is that since you can't know reality, you can't know right from wrong, and since you can't know right from wrong, everything has a moral equivalence.  Moral equivalency is what rules the world today.  You see this kind of theory filtered down through everything in life; for example, on the evening news you'll see Brokaw and Jennings and their ilk giving equal credence to a news conference by General Brooks and they'll give the same straight face to a news conference by Baghdad Bob!  This moral equivalence leads to the things you hear all the time.  "Well, who are we to judge?"  "Who are we to say what's right or wrong?"  And people who like to live on the whim of the moment, who don't like to be called to account for the things they believe or for their actions, intensely dislike it when someone speaks with moral clarity and speaks from a philosophical grounding that's "demonstrate-able" and provable.  That's what my books do: they demonstrate a clear philosophy that people understand, whether they're able to articulate it or not.  I get letters from young people that say "I live in a world of violence and drugs, and I never knew what to do, and now that I've read your books, I ask myself 'What would Richard do?'"  While they can't articulate the philosophy and morality behind Richard, and I don't intend them to be able to, because I'm not writing a book about philosophy - I'm writing adventure tales.  But the philosophy behind them is clearly defined, so that the reader is able to sense, through the character of Richard, a valid sense of life, a noble sense of life.  And it's something they want to live up to, because they know it's embracing life, as opposed to the things they're presented with in the world that's embracing death.

 

sfd: Can you describe in more detail how your personal philosophy contrasts to this "Kantian" worldview you've just described?

 

TG: I'm an Objectivist.  I believe in an objective view of reality, that man's mind is capable of understanding the world around him, and that it's incumbent upon him to figure out the ethics, morality, values necessary to lead a proper life - and to use reason to apply all of those things.  The basis of an Objective philosophy is three axiomatic principles.  Number 1: Existence exists - what you see around you does exist.  Number 2: Everything that exists has its own identity.  Your computer is not going to give birth to kittens.  Your cat is not going to be able to do higher mathematics.  Number 3: Consciousness exists, and the purpose of consciousness is to discover the identity of those things around you so that you can survive.  It's the successful pursuit of values.  The bird that can catch a worm is going to survive.  Human beings are no different: when they pursue values that are ethical, moral and valid, those help you to survive.  Having a job is a value.  Finding something good to eat is a value.  Finding someone to love and share your life with is a value.  

 

Now, the purpose of art in all this is to help make these abstract concepts concrete.  So, when you say that freedom is a value, that's kind of a vague abstraction.  My purpose in writing my novels is to make those abstracts, like "freedom" and "individuality" come to life through characters and stories.  When you bring values to life that way, you are ennobling mankind.  You are inspiring people.  That's why I always say, when people want to be uplifted and inspired, they go to a museum - they don't go to a sewage treatment plant!  What I hope to do through my books is to inspire people who really do care about life and values, to let them know the things they are doing are worthwhile.

 

sfd: So it's no surprise to you to hear people compare your work to that of Ayn Rand?

 

TG: Not at all.  That's very flattering.  As a matter of fact, there's probably no higher compliment anyone could pay me, because I consider Ayn Rand to be the greatest philosopher since Aristotle.  In many ways, I think she surpassed Aristotle.  Ayn Rand, philosophically, has accomplished what physicists have been trying to accomplish with the Unified Field Theory.  The clarity of her philosophy [Objectivism] and the brilliance of it is awe inspiring to me.  

 

When people compare me to Ayn Rand, it's difficult for me to get a handle on that, because I don't want to be compared to anyone.  I'm an individual, and I want to be myself, but she put names to the things I'd believed all my life.  It's not that I discovered Ayn Rand and said "I'm going to convert to this."  It was always in my make-up.  What I'm doing is writing novels that have a grounding in this kind of philosophy.  Ayn Rand called it "romantic writing" - not having to do with romance novels, but with Romanticism, which has long been dead.  Today you see the opposite of romantic literature, which Rand called naturalism.  We see it as reality TV, those kinds of things.  You follow a guy around in a novel, and he doesn't actually do anything, but you follow him around anyway.  I subscribe to the Romantic school, where a story has a beginning, a middle and an end.  It has a coherent plot, and it has a philosophy and a theme that drive it, and that's illustrated through the actions of characters.  

 

The other school driving literature today is this Kantian ethics.  Science fiction is a perfect example of this.  Science fiction is a dead genre, as far as literature is concerned, and it's a genre that wasn't killed off by anyone - it was a genre that committed suicide.  I don't want to paint this with too broad a brush, because I've loved science fiction all my life, and it's not true of every novel or everyone who writes it.  But...science fiction presents man as his own destroyer.  I saw a TV advertisement for a science fiction movie, and it said "A story about mankind's inherent evil."  That's the theme that has infected science fiction, this idea that the future is a doomed future.  Why?  Because mankind thinks.  And mankind uses his brain.  The view that science fiction presents of mankind is the same view that the Catholic church presented of mankind in the Dark Ages.  Of mankind as sinful, corrupt, ineffective, his own destroyer, unable to rise above his own sin.  And science fiction tells man the same thing.  Because you are a thinking creature, you will destroy yourself.  Your ability to think is evil.  People get sick and tired of hearing that message.  They got sick and tired of it in the Middle Ages, and had the Renaissance.  I wish that science fiction should show the nobility of mankind, and I think readers would come back to it.  I think that's one of the reasons my books attract people, because it's showing them a sense of life that's uplifting. 

 

sfd: You talk about your work depicting the nobility of man, yet the Wizard's First Rule is "People are stupid"...

  

TG: Well, let me say that that's taken out of context, and not the complete rule.  The complete rule is "People are stupid.  They will believe any lie, either because they want to believe it's true, or because they're afraid it's true."  Look around in this day and age, at the things people believe in.  Look at these people who believe if they fly jet airliners into tall buildings, they'll get 72 virgins in another life.  That's pretty stupid.  And it's not just a couple of guys who believe this - it's millions of people who believe this!  There are vast numbers of people who can be talked into the most ludicrous things.  The "rediscovery" of Dark Ages remedies, now called "natural medicine" and "natural healing" - for the most part, it's a bunch of quackery.  In drug stores you see real medicines that scientific research has brought to better people's lives being supplanted by folk remedies that in many cases do more harm than good!  

  

Look at the war with Iraq.  You basically had most of the world siding with a man who put human beings into shredding machines just to watch them scream to death.  And they're saying it's wrong to stop him.  This is that moral relativism I was talking about earlier, in which no culture, no country is any worse than any other, or any better than any other, and therefore we have no right to pass judgments.  The United States is the only country on earth, in the history of mankind, that was founded on the principle that an individual has the right to live his own life.  There's no other country that says a human being has a right to his own life.  To this day, in any other country around the world, you are not allowed to say things against the state, because the state is considered above individual lives.  That we have not come out of this way of thinking, that we have still not come out of these monarchies or theocracies or whatever, is a monument to the idea that people can be convinced to believe anything.  Look at this rumor down in South America that Americans are down there to steal their children's organs so they can transplant them into American children!  These kinds of things infect whole countries!  It's amazing what people can be convinced is true, either because they're afraid it's true, or because they want it to be true.

  

sfd: Are you optimistic about America's future, or do you think it's likely to get worse before it gets better?

  

TG: I view history from a very long-term perspective.  I don't think in my lifetime I'll see the collapse of freedom in America.  But if you look at the historical forces, at the swing between reason and irrationality, we have passed the apex, and we are in the downswing.  I think America as we've known it in the last 100 years is decaying.  And the concept of America - the right of the individual to exist - is being continually eroded by attacks from all sides.  Because of the lack of philosophical clarity on both sides of the political spectrum, they're no longer arguing about philosophy - they're arguing about how quickly they're going to kill the goose that laid the golden egg.  

  

sfd: Something that intimidates many of your would-be readers is your graphic depiction of violence.  How do you approach that?

  

TG: Well, there's a scene in Wizard's First Rule, a 40-page torture scene.  I knew very clearly what I was doing when I wrote that, and my editor at the time said "Gee, this is really too long.  We can't have this, so we need to cut it down."  He wanted to go through it line by line and get rid of any gratuitous violence.  So we went through all 40 pages, and he discovered at the end of that exercise that there was nothing to cut, because there was no violence, there was no 40 pages of torture.  The actual torture was very short, something like a page and a half.  The reason it seems so excruciating is because I was trying to demonstrate the true horror of abuse.  The typical story that illustrates abuse is that the husband is drunk and he comes home and the wife never knows if he's gonna beat her up.  People have become numb to that kind of story of abuse.  But this is a very different kind of situation.  I waited until the end of the book, when everybody was emotionally invested in the main character, and I put him in a situation in which he could not escape, he couldn't bargain his way out of it, it couldn't buy his way out of it, he couldn't fight his way out of it.  You understood, as did he, that he was helpless.  The true horror of abuse is helplessness.  It's knowing that you have lost your individual life, and it now belongs to another person, and they can do anything with it that they want to do.  And because you so completely understand the position this guy is in, it feels like 40 pages of torture.  But it doesn't really talk about the torture; it talks about his thinking process, of dealing with his situation, and it seems torturous because now you understand the horror of abuse.  By putting the reader in that place, it makes them understand part of what makes up our hero Richard, his reason for his love of life, his reason for understanding the importance of freedom.  When you're painting, in order to show light you have to show darkness.  

  

The reason I'm graphic in depicting battle scenes is because I want to be clear that war is not glorious.  The heroine of the story gives a speech to a bunch of recruits that this is not about glory, this is about killing people.  Their task is to kill the enemy because the enemy has done a whole litany of despicable things.  War is not glorious.  It's about defending yourself against people that want to kill you.  I make it graphic because I want the reader to understand why the characters go to great lengths not to be in that position.  It also helps you understand the mindset of the characters, when you've seen what they've seen, why they believe so strongly in the things they believe.  

  

Naked Empire is a book that revolves around this kind of issue.  There's an empire of these people who don't believe in the nature of reality, so they don't believe they can tell right from wrong, so they don't want to do anything to fight back against the evil that is among them.  And they're constantly trying to appease this evil to keep it from doing anything worse.  So you watch them being pulled into this downward spiral of appeasement, and ignoring reality, and not really wanting to accept what's happening to them.  I think the graphic nature of what happens in those situations is very important, so that people understand the stakes involved.  

   

sfd: What about your depictions of sex?

   

TG: Well, I don't know about that one.  Someone once told me that Wizard's First Rule had the greatest one-word sex scene ever written [laughs].  

   

One of the most powerful elements in the books is the relationship between Richard and Kahlan.  It's important to show a loving relationship between two people that is true to life.  That's one of my greatest ambitions, is to have Richard's and Kahlan's relationship be realistic, and to have the valuable things about relationships shown.  The novels are written for adults, and to a large extent, young people don't understand relational elements.  For example, Kahlan got mad at Richard one time because he forgot to tell her he was married before [laughs].  Richard didn't consider it a problem because he didn't consider that he had been married in the first place.  It was an arcane custom of these people.  As far as he was concerned the marriage never existed.  Nonetheless, he was faced with this problem of his old wife showing up, and Kahlan was unhappy with him, and upset about this.  I have young people writing letters to me saying "Oh my God!  Kahlan was being mean to Richard!  How could she do that!"  But as an adult you understand that just because you get angry with someone doesn't mean you stop loving them.  It means you're angry with the situation, and it has to be resolved.  It doesn't lessen their love for one another - in the end, it strengthens it.    

   

sfd: Theoretically, you could have chosen any one of a number of literary genres to get your philosophical message out.  Why did you choose fantasy?

   

TG: I chose fantasy because it allows you to do some things quite well.  The example I gave before about understanding the nature of abuse couldn't have been done in a contemporary setting, because it's very familiar.  Fantasy allows you to shine a different kind of light on human beings.  I believe the only valid use of fantasy is to illustrate important human themes.  Magic in my novels is used in three ways: the simplest is as a metaphor for technology.  A good example is a magic carpet.  There's no magic carpet in my novels, but if someone needs to travel a great distance, they could use a magic carpet, while in a contemporary novel they'd use a car.  The second way, and I think the most important, is as a metaphor for individuality and individual ability.  The mediocre world doesn't want individuals to rise above what everyone else is doing.  The third way I use magic is as a metaphor for coming out of an age of mysticism into a Renaissance.  So, in a way it's the struggle between the Dark Ages and the Renaissance.  

   

One of the mistakes fantasy writers make is that they think if they throw some magic in, people will be astounded.  If the color red, for example, existed only as a result of magic, what difference would that make?  If your wall is painted red because you got the red from magic instead of red ochre, it wouldn't make any difference in your life.  People throw things like that in, and what's the point?  I never allow my characters to use magic to solve their problems.  Some of their peripheral problems are solved through their magical abilities, but it's couched in terms of overcoming those problems in a thinking way.  The major conflicts in the books are always solved through human intellect, through thinking out the problem and coming up with a solution.  It's never "I'll just wave my magic wand over the bad guys and have them all fall down dead!" 

   

I like writing in the fantasy world because it allows you to illustrate things in new and unique ways in really different kinds of stories.  It's fun to take people to exotic locations and exotic cultures, but it's a world very much like ours.  

   

There are other elements in the books that have very little to do with fantasy.  The last book, Pillars of Creation, was about a serial killer.   I have friends in the FBI that are experts on things like that, so this character - his name is Oba - is very accurate.  The forensic psychology is true to life.  It's fascinating to watch this character's endless self-justification and self-pity, as he goes through his life, trying to accomplish his goals (which are very twisted).  And that has almost nothing to do with fantasy, it's almost a modern detective story.

   

I'd like people to know that my stories are not just fantasy, although fantasy is a very ancient kind of storytelling, and has a very noble tradition.  One of the things that draws me to fantasy is that, despite the clichés and trappings and garbage, fantasy is about heroes.   Heroes struggling against evil and triumphing.  That is a wonderful thing to write about.  I love stories about heroes.  

   

sfd: How much more is there left to tell in the Sword of Truth series?  Do you have a specific number of novels remaining, after which the story is complete?

   

TG: The simple answer is that I have two more books under contract [laughs].  What I'm doing with the series is completely unlike what is typically done with fantasy series.  I have always, as a reader, disliked cliffhanger endings.  I want to read the next book because the last one entertained me, not because I've been tricked into it.  I write each book as an independent novel.  Any of the books in the series could be picked up and read as a standalone book.  But there's still a background story arc going on throughout the series.  Since each book has an ending to the main conflict in its story, I feel that it's not fair to tell readers there'll be ten or 15 books in the series, or whatever.  This allows me to explore interesting stories that come up along the way.  When I was writing the second book, I had no clue what the fifth book was going to be about.  They sort of lead into one another; the story grows and develops, the characters grow and develop, and I come up with new situations or themes I want to illustrate, and I think up stories to go around them.  I know how the series is going to end - I know the resolution to the background story, the main arc.  In the meantime, I like to fill it in with interesting tales.  For example, I was asked to write a novella for a book called Legends, and it had to be set in the [Sword of Truth] series, so I wrote a story about the wizard Zedd when he was forty years younger.  That's a story I never would have thought to write until I was asked to write that novella.  So there's no way I can put a number on things.  I'm having fun writing, and getting paid well to daydream, and I want to keep doing it!

  

sfd: Is there any chance we'll see Wizard's First Rule adapted for the screen? 

  

TG: Sure.  There are a lot of people making inquiries, a lot of very important and very good directors making inquiries.  I don't want to make it sound like they love Wizard's First Rule so much, but I think Hollywood is playing musical chairs right now because there have been some very successful recent fantasy movies, and everybody's thinking they should have some fantasy property.

  

Wizard's First Rule is problematic in terms of making it into a film, because a two-hour film is about 120 pages in manuscript form, and Wizard's First Rule is about 1,200 pages in manuscript form, so they would have to cut out 90% of it, or cut the story to fit the format.  So I guess the answer is, there's a probability, and things are being "looked into".  I have a very good agent who's handling all that stuff, so we'll see what comes of it.  

  

One thing I like to do is when fans ask "Is there gonna be a movie?" I'll say "You mean you didn't see it?  It was out three years ago!" [Laughs] 

  

sfd: Terry, thanks for your time, and good luck with Naked Empire.

  

TG: Thanks!  It's been a pleasure.
  

Naked Empire is available from Amazon.com and Amazon.co.uk.
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Read all the adventures in the Sword of Truth series!

	


	


	


	



	


	


	


	




