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The ‘Butterfly Effect’ in Kim Stanley Robinson’s 

 The Years of Rice and Salt 
 

Abstract 

The ‘butterfly effect’ is an underlying principle of chaos 

theory— a branch of mathematics and physics developed by Edward 

Norton Lorenz in 1960s— resting on the notion that a small 

occurrence can influence a complex system. In the same vein, the 

butterfly effect as an interdisciplinary approach applied to 

sociohistorical studies describes how seemingly insignificant 

individual actions can initiate significant sociohistorical 

consequences within complex systems. Accordingly, the “butterfly 

effect” highlights the agency of individuals and the profound effects 

their choices can generate. Guided by this principle, the present 

study aims at exploring the alternate history presented in Kim 

Stanley Robinson's The Years of Rice and Salt (2002). The novel 

explores a pivotal point of divergence: what if the Black Death 

plague had annihilated 99% of Europe's population instead of a third. 

The Years of Rice and Salt also tries to speculate how the absence of 

European colonization and imperialism shapes the world, including 

the rise of new powers and the impact on cultural, political, and 

scientific advancements. Through the lens of the principle of the 

“butterfly effect”, the study attempts to offer a comprehensive 

understanding of the intricate interplay between sociopolitical 

conflicts and individual agency within the novel's micro-macro 

structure and to explore diverse perspectives on how these forces 

interact, shaping the course of history in this alternate reality. 

Key Words: Alternate history, Chaos theory, Interdisciplinarity, Kim 

Stanley Robinson, the butterfly effect, The Years of Rice and Salt 
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 في رواية "سنوات الأرز والملح" للكاتب   "تأثير الفراشة"
 كيم ستانلي روبنسون  

 مستخلص 

الفوضى   لنظرية  الأساسي  المبدأ  هو  الفراشة"  فروع   -"تأثير  من  فرع  وهو 
القرن  ستينات  في  لورينز  نورتون  إدوارد  الرياضيات  عالم  أسسها  والفيزياء  الرياضيات 
الماضي. ويؤكد مبدأ ”تأثير الفراشة“ على أن الأعمال الفردية والتي تبدو غير ذات شأن  
قد تؤدي إلى نتائج تاريخية عظيمة داخل الأنظمة العلمية والسياسية والاجتماعية المعقدة. 
وبناء على ذلك، فإن مبدأ ”تأثير الفراشة“ يسلط الضوء على الدور المؤثر للافراد والنتائج  
المترتبة على خياراتهم. وعلاوة على ذلك، فإن مبدأ تأثير الفراشة يشير إلى أن الأحداث 

واسترشاداً بمبدأ   الطفيفة ظاهرياً يمكن أن تكون لها آثار كبيرة على الأحداث التاريخية.  
"تأثير الفراشة“، تهدف هذه الدراسة إلى استكشاف التاريخ البديل في رواية "سنوات الأرز  

الأمريكي كيم ستانلي روبنسون. تسلط الرواية الضوء على نقطة  ( للكاتب2002والملح" )
% من سكان أوروبا بدلًا  99محورية في التاريخ: ماذا لو كان وباء الموت الأسود قد أباد  

والإمبريالية   الأوروبي  الاستعمار  غياب  تأثير  الرواية  توضح  كما  السكان؟  ثلث  من 
الأوروبية على تاريخ العالم بداية من القرن الخامس عشر حتى القرن الحادي والعشرين، 
في   والعلمي  والسياسي  الثقافي  التطور  على  ذلك  وتأثير  جديدة  قوى  ظهور  ذلك  في  بما 
مناطق مختلفة بالعالم. وتسعى الدراسة، من خلال تطبيق مبدأ "تأثير الفراشة"، إلى تقديم 
الفردية   والوكالات  السياسية،  الاجتماعية،  للصراعات  المعقد  التفاعل  توضح  دراسة شاملة 
الدقيق والكلي، علاوة على استعراض وجهات نظر متنوعة   وذلك في إطار هيكل الرواية 

  .بشأن كيفية التفاعل بين هذه القوى، وتشكيل مسار التاريخ من خلال هذا الواقع البديل

المفتاحية  : التاريخ البديل، نظرية الفوضى، الدراسة البينية، كيم ستانلي روبنسون،  الكلمات 
 . تأثير الفراشة، سنوات الأرز والملح
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‘The Butterfly Effect’ in Kim Stanley Robinson’s The Years of 

Rice and Salt 

The intricate dialectics between determinism and agency, as 

explored through chaos theory, provide a transformative lens for 

understanding historical and literary narratives. Chaos theory, with 

its emphasis on sensitivity to initial conditions (the butterfly effect) 

and nonlinear causality, bridges the philosophical gap between 

deterministic theories— which postulate history as shaped by 

absolute structural forces— and individual agency, where human 

choices disrupt or redirect historical trajectories. Kim Stanley 

Robinson’s The Years of Rice and Salt (2002) exemplifies this 

conflict between determinism and agency, reimagining an alternate 

history where Europe’s extermination by the Black Death fuels the 

rise of Eastern and Islamic empires, yet paradoxically reflects the 

cyclic patterns of actual history: ecological disasters, imperialism, 

industrialization, and global conflict. Through its reincarnated 

characters, the novel underscores how minor acts of agency ripple 

through centuries, altering and destabilizing sociopolitical settings 

while still encountering deterministic forces like racial 

discrimination and ecological crises. The novel’s structure, blending 

Buddhist ideals with nonlinear chaotic dynamics, echoes chaos 

theory’s interplay between determinism and agency: history flows as 

a tempestuous, flexible system where deterministic forces (e.g. 

iterative power struggles) coexist with arbitrary contingency.  This 

dichotomy challenges both rigid historical determinism and naive 

optimism about individual agency, suggesting instead a dialectical 

framework where agency operates within, but persistently disturbs, 

fundamental structures. Guided by Garnett P. Williams’ Chaos 

Theory Tamed (1997), a book about the dynamics of chaos theory in 

physics, this study is an attempt to provide a deeper understanding of 

the complex, nonlinear relationships between historical determinism 

and individual agency in Robinson’s novel. By applying chaos 

theory’s main tenets— interconnectedness, nonlinearity, bifurcation, 

fractals, strange attractors, self-similarity, and feedback loops— to 

the literary analysis of The Years of Rice and Salt, the study thus 

adopts an interdisciplinary approach where the “science of chaos” 
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intersects with narrative experimentation to reconceptualize history 

as neither absolutely random nor inevitable, but a dynamic interplay 

of inevitability and possibility.  

The Butterfly Effect Vs Determinism: Survey 

Chaos theory is basically established on the principle of the 

butterfly effect. The "butterfly effect" is a term coined by Edward 

Norton Lorenz— an American mathematician and meteorologist —  

in 1963 to describe a state when consecutive events may basically 

depend on initial conditions, perhaps even in unpredictable ways. 

Lorenz noticed that a butterfly flapping its wings in Brazil might set 

off a tornado in Texas, for such flapping can create a tiny wind 

current, which will later cause greater wind movements all over the 

world. Lorenz used the example of a butterfly flapping its wings to 

illustrate how tiny changes in atmospheric conditions could 

influence the course of a hurricane.  

On the contrary, Newtonian determinism, stemming from 

Isaac Newton's mechanics, envisions a universe operating under 

rigid, predictable rules. Newtonian  theory of determinism, 

formulated  by Pierre-Simon Laplace, proposes that adequate 

knowledge of every particle's initial state leads to precise prediction 

of past and future events. The mathematical philosophy of Newton's 

laws of motion denotes a universe based on rigid causal 

relationships, where every event is predetermined, leaving no place 

for contingency or free will. However, while profoundly influential, 

Newtonian determinism faces limitations, “[S]cientists have tended 

to think of Earth processes in terms of Newton's laws, that is, as 

reasonably predictable if we know the appropriate laws and present 

condition. However, the nonlinearity of many processes, along with 

the associated sensitive dependence on initial conditions makes 

reliable predictability very difficult or impossible…” (Williams, 

1997, p. 22). While Newtonian physics firmly support a mechanical 

universe, modern science presents a more complex interactive 

system, recognizing the limitations of absolute predictability. 

Accordingly, accurate predictability of the dynamics of the system, 

despite the availability of abundant information, has no ground. 
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Williams (1997) makes distinction between classical chaos 

and contemporary chaos. He states that the term "chaos," as 

understood in contemporary physics, diverges significantly from 

both the simple negation implied by classical chaos and the general 

disorder suggested by colloquial usage. Instead, ‘chaos’ describes an 

intricate correlation between order and disorder, a subtle balance 

where predictability and unpredictability coexist. Purely random 

systems defy precise prediction due to their vast potential outcomes. 

However, while specific results are uncertain, the system's 

development is still limited to a defined, though large, set of 

possibilities. While precise outcomes are inaccessible, a defined 

subset of possible states can be identified. This controlled set, 

though containing multiple potential futures, facilitates a random 

analysis of system behavior. In this context, chaos implies a complex 

balance of chance and limitation. This understanding of chaos 

reveals a system where randomness and boundaries interact. 

Consequently, the future is not inevitable, nor entirely random, but 

rather limited to a wide, yet defined, array of potential outcomes. 

Hence, “chaos brings us a clearer perspective and understanding of 

the world as it really is” (p. 22). 

Furthermore, chaos theory states that within the apparent 

randomness of chaotic complex systems there are underlying 

patterns of interconnection, fractals, self-similarity, iteration, 

feedback loops. This contradicts the Aristotelian principle that things 

are the sums of their parts, but they are the sums of the relationships 

between those parts, and that the iterative nature of the laws 

governing them is one of the driving forces of complexity that 

occurs in the natural world (Williams, 1997, pp. 12-14). Accordingly, 

‘the butterfly effect’ interprets the complexity of the world around us. 

It also encourages us to consider the limitations of predictability in 

complex systems, and the potential for seemingly insignificant 

events to have significant and unforeseen consequences. Williams 

(1997) writes: 

Sensitivity to initial conditions also points out the folly 

of placing too much emphasis on the idea of 
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determinism. On the one hand, natural phenomena are 

subject to rigid physical laws, and some equations (at 

least theoretical ones) may be exact. In practice, 

however, noise, perturbations, and measurement 

limitations are always present and can reduce 

determinism to a physically meaningless concept, 

regardless of any underlying mathematical validity. 

Many physical systems behave so erratically that they 

are indistinguishable from a random process, even 

though they are strictly determinate in a mathematical 

sense (p. 184). 

Although originated from the natural sciences, “chaos theory 

has gained popularity in other disciplines such as the social sciences 

and the humanities as well as in medicine and economics” (Gerding  

& Ingemark, 2021, p. 1). Nancy Katherine Hayles in her seminal 

books: Chaos and order : complex dynamics in literature and 

science (1990) and Chaos and order: complex dynamics in literature 

and science (1991) introduces the applicability of chaos theory to 

humanities, especially in the realm of historical narratives.  Within 

the humanities, it is the historian that has shown the greatest interest 

in the potentials of chaos theory. Historians have found chaos theory 

relevant as it illuminates how the interconnections of social, 

economic, and political systems can produce unpredictable and 

surprising results in the course of history. In effect, chaos theory 

provides a more nuanced and complex understanding of this process, 

highlighting the sensitivity of historical systems to initial conditions 

and the importance of nonlinear dynamics. By focusing on the 

sensitivity of historical systems to starting points and the 

significance of non-linear relationships, chaos theory allows for a 

more sophisticated and detailed analysis of historical development.  

The Alternate History Novel 

The alternate history novel, also known as counterfactual 

history and allohistorical narrative,  is defined as “a form of 

speculative fiction that investigates the 'what ifs' of history, crafting 

stories that diverge from known events, building narratives based on 
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these imagined changes” (Hellekson, 2001, p. 13). Since the 1960s, 

“alternate histories have steadily gained popular status as the ‘what-

if’ tales of history” (Singles, 2013, p. 1). Alternate history narratives 

offer a unique lens through which to examine the complexities of 

historical development and the ways in which different outcomes 

might have emerged from the same historical circumstances. 

However, alternate history does not in any way deny the existence of 

the past real; “it focuses attention on the act of imposing order on 

that past, of encoding strategies of meaning-making through 

representation” (p. 63). Alternate history presupposes concrete, 

widely acknowledged historical timeline against which deviations 

can be measured. The power and popularity of this narrative form 

stem primarily from the reader's capacity to juxtapose the imagined 

"what if" scenario with the established, factual historical record. 

Consequently, for an alternate history to achieve its intended effect, 

the narrative must remain attached to recognizable historical 

processes and maintain reliable dynamics of cause-and-effect. 

Without this foundation, the story drifts away from the fundamentals 

of the genre and converting into a traditional fantasy novel. In 

essence, the interplay between the real and the imagined is what 

fuels the genre's plausible impact:  

Alternate histories assume and rely upon a prevalent 

record of historical fact, and their own version of history 

is based upon and part of this record; it is not an 

independent construct itself. Alternate histories are 

different in this way from revisionist histories (or 

‘negationism’), which construct their own histories with 

the purpose of challenging existing historical narratives 

or of doubting historical record (p. 44).  

A close reading of Robinson's The Years of Rice and Salt 

demonstrates that, despite its alternate setting, the narrative closely 

mirrors the trajectory of actual history. The novel's plot points, from 

the rise of tribalism and feudalism to renaissance, scientific 

advancement, industrialization, and even global conflicts 

culminating in the threat of nuclear war, echo the familiar stages of 
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historical development. Essentially, Robinson's alternate history 

follows a path remarkably similar to the one that produced the 

historical crises experienced by both the author and his audience, 

suggesting a cyclical nature to human civilization regardless of 

specific historical divergences. In an interview with Robinson, he 

accentuates the same point: 

And I must say, the complaints about alternative 

histories being “too much like” our history are always 

balanced, sometimes in the same commentator, by 

complaints that it is “too different to be possible,” and 

I have concluded that really one can’t win: alternatives 

to our world history are in some deep sense 

unthinkable. The alternative history then becomes an 

exercise in pushing at that limit and always asking 

“why” to one’s responses concerning “plausibility” or 

the like. It’s a subject worth much more discussion. 

(Szeman, I., & Whiteman, M. 2004, p. 180) 

Alternate history writers, in their pursuit of illuminating 

potential historical transformations, may sometimes construct 

elaborate, hypothetical timelines to serve as concrete illustrations of 

their theoretical frameworks. The act of constructing alternate 

histories, though fundamentally rooted in speculation, serves the 

crucial purpose of visualizing the potential trajectories of social, 

political, and economic transformations that could realistically 

unfold. Authors engaged in this practice strive to create a tangible 

and coherent representation of these hypothetical shifts, grounding 

their narratives in logical sequence of cause and effect.  

Alternate History Potentials 

The main concern of alternate history, namely the exploration 

of 'what if' scenarios, is fundamentally intertwined with the process 

of historical understanding. By prompting us to consider divergent 

paths, alternate history encourages a critical examination of the 

events that have shaped our present reality. These narratives 

underscore the causal interactive relationships behind specific 
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circumstances, revealing the profound implications of historical 

choices and challenging the notion that certain outcomes were 

predetermined. Furthermore, alternate history actively challenges the 

reader’s expectations, forcing a re-evaluation of perceived historical 

certainties. This subversion nurtures a critical perspective on the 

nature of reality and the subjective ways in which history is 

constructed and interpreted, ultimately deepening our understanding 

of the complex interplay between contingency and necessity. In this 

respect, Hellekson (2001) identifies alternate history as a "genre 

which allows readers and authors to explore theories of history and 

the idea of history as a literary creation” (p.13). Similarly, Hills 

(2009) states that ‘Sf’s use of alternate history is hence one way in 

which it can destabilize ontological perspectives and compel readers 

to see the “real” historical world in different, perhaps more critical 

ways’ (p. 437). 

Beyond merely examining historical divergences, alternate 

history provides a platform for envisioning alternative futures. By 

analyzing potential pasts, authors can dismantle conventional 

assumptions about historical inevitability and present fictional 

believable possibilities for the future. This imaginative exercise 

serves as a powerful catalyst for social change, prompting a critical 

reassessment of the present. The main assertion here is that the 

creation of fictional narratives centered on modified historical 

trajectories and their subsequent, hypothetical futures transcends the 

mere act of imaginative storytelling. Instead, these explorations 

serve a dual purpose: they function as implicit endorsements and/or 

explicit critiques of the dominant social and political structures of 

the present day. Furthermore, this genre serves as a powerful tool for 

exploring contemporary social and political themes, from climate 

change to ideological conflicts, and provides a platform to re-

examine past injustices, fostering critical reflection on history's 

continuing consequences. By constructing alternative realities, 

authors provide readers with a unique analytical tool, a lens through 

which they can scrutinize and re-evaluate the assumptions and 

realities of their own lived experiences.  
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As for individual agency,  alternate history subjectifies 

history by examining individual choices, amplifying marginalized 

voices, and depicting the outcomes of historical shifts. By 

meticulously examining the impact of individual choices at crucial 

moments, like a soldier in an alternate war, it underscores how 

personal actions can dramatically alter the course of events. This 

genre excels at amplifying the voices of marginalized figures, those 

often downgraded to the hidden areas of traditional historical 

accounts. Moreover, alternate history serves as an effective vehicle 

for exploring contemporary social and political themes, ranging from 

the latent threat of climate change to the enduring complexities of 

ideological conflicts. By projecting these issues onto a reimagined 

past, it offers a fresh perspective on their present-day manifestations 

(Rosenfeld, 2002, pp. 95-97). 

The Intersection of Chaos Theory and Alternate History 

Narratives 

Chaos theory, which investigates complex dynamic systems, 

shares fundamental principles with the alternate history narrative. 

Both fields reveal similar systemic behaviors, including nonlinearity, 

interconnectedness, feedback loops, iteration, self-similarity, and 

fractals. These shared characteristics suggest “a common underlying 

structure, indicating that the complex dynamics observed in abstract 

theoretical systems are mirrored in the nuanced, human-driven 

systems imagined in alternate history narratives" (Hyles, 1991, p. 

17). The transformative influence of chaos theory reshaped scientific 

methodology and critical analysis, catalyzing the emergence of 

chaos science as an interdisciplinary discipline focused on nonlinear 

dynamics and the unpredictable emergence of complex behaviors. 

By prioritizing systems where small changes produce 

disproportionate outcomes, this shift permeated cultural and 

intellectual discourse, challenging rigid distinctions between 

empirical inquiry and theoretical frameworks. The termination of the 

old barriers between different fields of study allows for a more 

connected way of understanding complicated things. It shows us 

how systems, from nature to society, influence how we think and 
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experience our world. This new way of thinking not only connect 

different areas of knowledge, but also contend that chaotic patterns 

are everywhere, “the science of chaos is part of the culture, and that  

scientists, like everyone else, are affected by the culture in which 

they are immersed” (p. 4).  

The relationship between the ‘butterfly effect’ and alternate 

history novels lies in their shared exploration of the concept of 

causality and the impact of small changes on larger outcomes. White 

(1990) contends that historical events “appear not only to succeed 

one another in the regular order of the series, but also to function as 

inaugurations, transitions, and terminations of processes that are 

meaningful because they manifest the structures of plots” (p. 177). 

In other words, history is seen as more than just a timeline; events 

are interpreted as having narrative arch, functioning as beginnings, 

changes, and endings within structured plots.  In alternate history, 

the ‘butterfly effect’ refers to the idea that even a very small change 

at the point of departure can eventually cause a world which is 

radically different from our own. Once any change occurs in an 

alternate history, it causes a vast range of secondary effects, with 

different people meeting, having different children, living, and dying 

in different places, etc.  

In essence, the relationship between the ‘butterfly effect’ and 

alternate history novels is that they both investigate the intricate and 

often unpredictable ways in which small changes can lead to 

significant differences in the course of history and the world we 

know. This idea is closely related to the ‘butterfly effect’, as it 

highlights the importance of examining history in its entirety, rather 

than focusing solely on major events or figures. In the novel under 

study, Robinson frequently focuses on characters who are typically 

overlooked by traditional historical narratives– they might be 

ordinary people, those without power, or even nameless figures. He 

uses the ‘butterfly effect’ to argue that these seemingly insignificant 

characters, like the fluttering of a butterfly's wings, can set in motion 

events that drastically alter the course of entire civilizations. Their 

https://alternatehistorybooks.com/p1_glossary_point_of_departure.php


 
 

  29 

The ‘Butterfly Effect’ in Kim Stanley Robinson’s The Years of Rice and Salt     Helmy (2025) 

choices and actions, though perhaps not immediately visible, have a 

profound and lasting impact on the world around them. 

The application of the ‘butterfly effect’ to the study of history 

is both fascinating and challenging. It compels us to consider the 

intricate structure of events that weave together to shape the past but 

also presents limitations in our ability to ultimately pinpoint exact 

causes and effects. However, it is important to remember that the 

‘butterfly effect’ is not a justification for historical inaccuracy in 

alternate history novels. Essentially, even though alternate history 

gives authors freedom to imagine different "what if" scenarios, it is 

important that the story still makes sense. Readers need to believe 

that the changes in the story could actually happen because of the 

initial point of divergence. If the story jumps to unbelievable 

outcomes without a logical progression, it loses its credibility. 

Both the ‘butterfly effect’ and alternate history challenge the 

notion of historical determinism, rejecting the idea that events are 

predetermined or inevitable. The ‘butterfly effect’ demonstrates how 

seemingly insignificant actions can disrupt established patterns, 

while the alternate history’s emphasis on human agency highlights 

the capacity of individuals and groups to alter the course of history. 

In addition, both recognize the role of historical contingency, 

acknowledging that chance, accident, and prompt human decisions 

contribute significantly to shaping the past. This insistence on 

contingency counters any simplistic linear view of historical 

progression. Consequently, both the ‘butterfly effect’ and alternate 

history serve as critical lenses that challenge grand narratives and 

simplistic explanations, advocating for a more contextualized and 

intricate understanding of history, one that acknowledges the 

countless factors that contribute to its unfolding. 

The Years of Rice and Salt 

The Years of Rice and Salt, winner of Locus Award for Best 

Science Fiction Novel in 2003, is a sweeping narrative that 

reimagines the course of world history from the 14th century to the 

21st century. The novel deviates from conventional approaches by 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Locus_Award_for_Best_Science_Fiction_Novel
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Locus_Award_for_Best_Science_Fiction_Novel
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prioritizing social history over "Great Man" narratives. Instead of 

concentrating on political leaders and military battles, the novel 

centers on the everyday experiences of ordinary people, particularly 

women, as symbolized by the book's title. This deliberate shift 

illuminates how sweeping historical changes permeate and reshape 

the daily lives and routines of individuals within their specific social 

contexts, providing a nuanced and grounded perspective on 

historical impact. 

In this novel, Robinson explores how world history might 

have been different if the Black Death plague had killed 99 percent 

of Europe's population, instead of a third as it did in reality. Divided 

into ten books (parts), each telling the story of a crucial moment in 

this world's history through a group of characters who are reborn 

into each of the ten parts, the story spans 700 years of turmoil and 

development, from the army of the Muslim conqueror Timur to the 

21st century, with Europe being re-populated by Muslim pioneers, 

the indigenous peoples of the Americas forming a league to resist 

Chinese and Muslim invaders, and a 67-year-long world war being 

fought primarily between Muslim states and the Chinese and their 

allies. While the ten parts take place in different times and places, 

they are connected by a group of characters that are reincarnated into 

each time but are identified to the reader by the first letter of their 

name being consistent in each life. The cyclical reincarnation of 

characters allows Robinson to explore the complex and often 

unpredictable consequences of this altered historical trajectory: 

imperialism, colonialism, enlightenment, slavery, the suppression of 

knowledge, the role of women in society, metahistory, mysticism, 

and the search for meaning and purpose in life. The book, therefore, 

engages with different cultural perspectives, highlighting the 

diversity and interconnectedness of human experiences. 

Robinson's novel masterfully merges meticulous historical 

detail with a well-crafted fictional narrative, prompting readers to 

reconsider established historical interpretations. Robinson's alternate 

timeline, designed to mirror our 2002 reality, underscores the 

enduring nature of human development. Through this parallel world, 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Black_Death
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Timur
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Indigenous_peoples_of_the_Americas
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Reincarnation


 
 

  31 

The ‘Butterfly Effect’ in Kim Stanley Robinson’s The Years of Rice and Salt     Helmy (2025) 

he suggests that despite variations in historical events, underlying 

social patterns and trajectories remain remarkably consistent, 

revealing a kind of inevitability in the broad strokes of human 

progress. The novel explores how forces like tribalism, feudalism, 

and the pursuit of empire lead to similar social stages, including a 

renaissance, scientific progress, industrialization, and global 

conflicts, ultimately culminating in the recuring ghost of nuclear 

threat, demonstrating the cyclical nature of the human history. While 

the novel is an alternate history, it exemplifies interdisciplinarity, 

weaving together history, religion, science, sociology, philosophy, 

and more into a consistent narrative that investigates the 

complexities of human progress. 

The Years of Rice and Salt profoundly explores the conflict 

between historical inevitability and human agency, questioning 

whether our lives and societies are predetermined or subject to 

change. The novel uses a blend of Buddhist metaphysical philosophy 

and chaos theory to depict history as a complex, unpredictable 

system, where even small actions can have significant, unforeseen 

consequences. This approach challenges the idea of fixed historical 

patterns, suggesting instead a fluid and dynamic process shaped by 

the interplay of countless individual and collective choices. The 

novel thus mirrors the core tenet of chaos theory, the butterfly effect, 

which brings about: interconnectedness, nonlinearity, bifurcations, 

feedback loops, fractals, and iteration, all are fundamentals to chaos 

theory in physics.  
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The Butterfly Effect in the novel 

 

It was reported that a Chinese guy had eaten an infected bat, 

an incident initiating  the spread of the COVID-19 pandemic and 

disrupting global systems. The Black Death, a mid-14th-century 

pandemic caused by the Yersinia pestis bacterium, vividly illustrates 

the profound social impact of disease. Spreading rapidly across 

Europe via infected fleas on rats traversing trade routes, this 

catastrophic plague resulted in a great loss of life, eliminating 

between 30% and 60% of the continent's population, and serving as 

a historical testament to the transformative potential of widespread 

illness (Hellekson, 2001, p. 40). Robinson, in The Years of Rice and 

Salt, takes this historical disruption to an extreme, exploring a 

hypothetical scenario where the Black Death eliminates 99% of 

Europe's population. This thought experiment, much like the concept 

of the ‘butterfly effect’ popularized by Edward Lorenz, highlights 

the significant role of contingency in historical development. By 

imagining a world where European hegemony is drastically altered, 

Robinson's novel challenges the notion of historical determinism, 

suggesting that seemingly small, unpredictable events can 

dramatically redirect the course of civilization, allowing alternative 

power structures to emerge and flourish. In Robinson's narrative, the 

Black Death is not merely a historical event, but the critical moment 

that dramatically alters the course of world history. By devastating 

approximately 99% of Europe's population, this catastrophic 

pandemic effectively dismantles Western hegemony, creating a 

power vacuum that allows non-European civilizations to flourish. 

Freed from the restraints of European colonialism, China rises as a 

leading maritime and technological power, the Islamic world 

becomes a centre of intellectual and spiritual exchange, and 
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Indigenous American societies develop sophisticated political and 

cultural systems, resilient against external domination. This radical 

restructuring of global power dynamics serves as the foundation for 

the novel's exploration of recurring historical patterns. The Black 

Death, therefore, functions as both a pivotal historical catalyst and a 

unifying narrative framework, connecting disparate timelines to 

scrutinize the complicated structures of human progress and decline, 

and highlighting the profound and lasting impact of a single, 

devastating event. 

In order to provide an in-depth analysis of the dynamics of 

the alternate history imagined in The Years of Rice and Salt, I will 

apply the main tenets of chaos theory resulting from the butterfly 

effect (the Black Death) to the literary analysis of the novel: 

Interconnectedness Nonlinearity, Bifurcations, Fractals, and 

Feedback Loops respectively. 

1. Interconnectedness 

Chaos theory states that within the apparent randomness of 

chaotic complex systems there are underlying patterns of 

interconnection. Williams (1997) articulates the misconceptions 

associated with ‘random’, “most people think of ‘random’ as 

disorganized, haphazard, or lacking any apparent order or pattern. 

However, there is a little problem with that outlook: a long list of 

random events can show streaks, clumps, or patterns” (p. 22). Being 

chaotic, thus, does not mean a system is not governed by laws that 

can interpret the nonlinear dynamics of that system. In other words, 

though a system can be described as chaotic, their dynamics are 

connected by principles which are known as ‘sciences of chaos”.   

The Years of Rice and Salt takes the form of a series of 

connected novellas crossing several hundred years of alternative 

history. In order to manage the analysis of such sweeping narrative, 

written in about 730 pages, a concise summary of the ten books 

(novellas) is necessary to capture the panoramic spaciotemporal 

settings of the novel. Across the novel's ten books, Robinson 

meticulously traces the intricate interplay between individual agency 
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and historical forces, illustrating how pivotal moments shape 

humanity's trajectory. In the opening book, the devastating impact of 

plague and conquest, coupled with characters like Bold's firm 

resilience, reveals how seemingly singular choices can generate far-

reaching consequences, as noticed in the consequences of Timur's 

retreat. The second book investigates the realm of spiritual and 

social upheaval, where characters like Kokila and Bistami challenge 

oppressive power structures, reimagining religious creeds and social 

gender norms. The third book explores the unintended consequences 

of colonial ambition, highlighting the tragic repercussions of the 

Chinese fleet's accidental discovery of the Americas, which leads to 

disease, exploitation, and the decimation of indigenous cultures. The 

fourth book chronicles the evolution of empirical science from 

deceptive alchemy, showcasing how the pursuit of knowledge, while 

capable of progress, can be co-opted by empires for control. In the 

fifth book, cultural synthesis becomes a form of resistance, as 

Fromwest, a displaced samurai, aids the Iroquois in their struggle 

against colonization by blending traditional practices with innovative 

strategies. The sixth book focuses on a widow's intellectual and 

poetic defiance, bridging Confucian, Buddhist, and Muslim worlds, 

and clashing with the Qing dynasty's brutal enforcement of 

conformity. The seventh book examines the paradoxical nature of 

technological advancement, demonstrating how steamships and 

balloons both empower liberation in Indian Travancore's rivalry with 

the Ottomans and deepen the reach of colonial oppression. The 

eighth book portrays the catastrophic consequences of global 

industrialized warfare between Muslim and Chinese empires, 

culminating in widespread devastation. The ninth book explores the 

ethical dilemmas of post-war rebuilding, as scientists struggle with 

nuclear ethics and strive to prevent apocalypse, balancing the 

potential for cooperative progress against the dangers of militarized 

science. Finally, the tenth book, through Bao Xinhua's metahistorical 

reflections, encapsulates the novel's cyclical view of history, arguing 

that progress is not linear but a perpetual struggle, renewed by each 

generation's pursuit of justice and knowledge (Pak, 2019, p. 58). 
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To weave together the novel's expansive narrative, which 

spans diverse times and places, and to link the grand social shifts 

with the intimate lives of its characters, Robinson employs the 

concept of the Bardo as a unifying cosmological framework. 

Drawing from Tibetan Buddhist beliefs, the Bardo is presented as a 

transitional space, an afterlife where souls contemplate their past 

actions and future rebirths. This allows for a unique, all-

encompassing perspective on their cyclical existence, encompassing 

their many lives, deaths, and subsequent reincarnations. The Bardo 

serves as a critical juncture, offering a panoramic view of the 

characters' interconnected and seemingly perpetual journey through 

multiple lifetimes. By using this device, Robinson seamlessly 

connects the macro and micro narratives, providing a cohesive 

understanding of the characters' enduring experiences within the vast 

historical tapestry he creates: 

In the Bardo they recognize that they belong to a “jati,” 

a group of souls whose fate is collective and who thus 

reencounter each other in existence after existence. 

Robinson here is adapting the Buddhist genre of 

“jataka”: collected folktale-like “birth stories” that 

purport to recount the previous lives of the Buddha 

before (but leading toward) his awakening ( Prettyman, 

2011, p. 350). 

Between lives, the characters briefly unite in the Bardo and 

discuss their progress. Every time the group are reborn, they appear 

in different locations around the world, belonging to different 

nationalities, being of different genders, and so on. Some of them 

might not even come back as humans, “I died as mineral and came 

back as plant, died as plant and came back as animal, died as animal 

and came back a man. Why should I fear? When have I ever lost by 

dying? Yet once more I shall die human, to soar with angels blessed 

above. And when I sacrifice my angel soul, I shall become what no 

mind ever conceived (Robinson, 2002, p. 421). In one Bardo 

interval, the souls wonder whether their reincarnations are guided by 

a “Great Mind” (destiny) or pure chance. This mirrors scientific 
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debates about determinism versus randomness dichotomy in chaotic 

systems. The Bardo  thus becomes a narrative lens where readers see 

the process of history being interrogated, not just its outcomes. 

The narrative's structure, built upon the concept of cyclical 

reincarnation, serves to underscore the fluid and flexible nature of 

identity and investigational reality. Characters, repeatedly reborn 

into diverse historical and cultural contexts, demonstrate how 

identity is not fixed but rather a dynamic construct shaped by the 

union of past experiences and the ever-shifting sociopolitical 

environment. Each life, a unique iteration, is closely linked to prior 

existences, echoing the interconnectedness postulated by chaos 

theory. The interconnected web of human experiences across 

timelines reveals how seemingly minor decisions and actions, taken 

by individuals in any era, reverberate across generations, forming 

profound moments for social evolution. These unpredictable 

reverberations, which often transcend immediate understanding, 

underscore the latent power of individual agency in shaping 

historical trajectories, exposing the interconnected causality that 

fixes human choices to collective decisions. By emphasizing the 

nonlinear relationship between cause and effect, the narrative 

underscores the fragility of social progress, where even marginal 

interferences can alter the course of cultural, political, and ethical 

patterns, thereby illuminating how human history and existence are 

shaped by a delicate and complex mix of both random occurrences 

and deliberate choices. This suggests that our past, present, and 

future are not solely determined by either fate or free will, but rather 

by a constant interaction between the two. This interplay reveals the 

intricate and often unpredictable nature of our journey through time 

and the meaning we ascribe to our existence. 

Moreover, the Bardo functions as a realm of moral 

revisionism, where individuals are compelled to confront the 

consequences of their actions, underscoring the importance of 

morality and ethical conduct, and fostering a sense of moral 

accountability in preparation for their next incarnation. Rooted in 

this Tibetan Buddhist tradition, the Bardo provides a lens through 
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which to explore non-Western cultural and philosophical 

perspectives, acting as a powerful metaphor for the universal human 

experience of transition and transformation. Psychologically, it also 

offers a deep insight into the human psyche, revealing the characters' 

concealed fears, desires, and motivations. 

To visually and conceptually connect the disparate timelines 

and characters, Robinson employs a recurring naming convention, 

assigning each reincarnated individual a name beginning with the 

same letter. This deliberate choice serves as a narrative thread, 

subtly bridging the gaps between seemingly unrelated lives. For 

example, Bold, the warrior, transforms into Bihari, the village 

woman, and then Bistami, the Islamic scholar, all sharing a 

foundational "B" and a consistently positive nature. Similarly, "K" 

manifests as Kya, a tigress, and Kuo, a passionate social 

revolutionary, consistently embodying a fiery spirit and a drive for 

justice. "I" begins as a seeker of knowledge, declaring "I want to 

know everything!", and evolves into Iwang, a detached but brilliant 

scientist. The "B" characters are primarily action-oriented, engaging 

directly with the world, while the "K" characters are driven by 

rebellion and social change. The "I" characters, conversely, are 

primarily intellectual, delivering theoretical expositions on science 

and religion. However, these theoretical pauses, particularly when 

"I" and "K" dominate the narrative, can occasionally disrupt the 

novel's pacing, shifting the focus from action to extended 

philosophical discussions. This naming device therefore acts as a 

structural tool that highlights the interconnectedness of these 

characters, while also indicating their consistent personality traits 

through their various lives (Prettyman, 2011, p. 350). 

In The Years of Rice and Salt, Robinson conceptualizes 

global civilization as a self-organizing, chaotic system— mirroring 

principles of chaos theory— where the endless exchange of trade, 

ideas, and reincarnated souls echoes Bold’s realization that, “every 

day we wake up into a new world, each sleep causes yet another 

reincarnation” (Robinson, 2002, p. 324). Robinson's novel posits that 

human survival depends upon interdependence, encompassing 
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scientific collaboration, intercultural synthesis, and collective ethical 

accountability, a concept resonant with Hayles's "Chaos Bound" 

emphasis on the generative potential of dynamic disorder and 

connectivity. The narrative's dependence on reincarnation as a 

structural device metaphorically represents the nonlinear, cyclical 

nature of historical progression, while simultaneously symbolizing 

humanity's iterative capacity for sociocultural regeneration. By 

dexterously embedding this chaotic interconnectedness, dissolving 

hierarchical distinctions between central and peripheral narratives, 

the novel reconceptualizes history as an emergent phenomenon. This 

approach articulates a complex interplay between individual agency 

and systemic forces, revealing a continuous process of 

transformative evolution that underscores both the inherent fragility 

and the remarkable resilience of social development. 

2. Nonlinearity 

 

 

Williams (1997) contends that nonlinear means “output is not 

directly proportional to input, or that a change in one variable does 

not produce a proportional change or reaction in the related 

variable(s)”. To put it simply, “a system's values at one time are not 

proportional to the values at an earlier time” (p. 17). He further 

explains that the word dynamics implies “force, energy, motion, or 

change. A dynamical system is anything that moves, changes, or 

evolves in time. Hence, chaos deals with what the experts like to 

refer to as dynamical-systems theory (the study of phenomena that 

vary with time) or nonlinear dynamics (the study of nonlinear 

movement or evolution)” (p. 18).    
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To break it down, the term "dynamics" refers to the forces, 

energy, movement, or transformations that drive change in systems. 

A dynamical system is any entity or process that evolves, shifts, or 

adapts over time— like the orbits of planets, the growth of a 

population, or the fluctuations of the stock market. Chaos theory, 

often connected to dynamical systems theory, explores how complex, 

unpredictable behaviors emerge from these evolving systems, 

particularly those governed by nonlinear interactions (where small 

changes can lead to excessively large, unexpected outcomes). In 

essence, it studies how systems that appear disordered or random— 

such as weather patterns or ecosystems— still follow underlying 

patterns or rules, even if their long-term behavior is difficult to 

predict.  

Linear thought operates on the principle that every action 

produces a proportional reaction, viewing the total of a system as a 

simple accumulation of its individual components. This method 

strives for conclusive solutions and outcomes, aiming to provide a 

single, fixed answer to any given issue. However, nonlinearity, as 

explored within chaos theory, disrupts this conventional perspective. 

It reveals that minor initial conditions can initiate significant 

consequences, demonstrating that the relationship between cause and 

effect is unpredictable. Furthermore, it suggests that a single 

problem can generate an infinite set of possible answers, and that the 

emergent properties of a whole system cannot be fully understood by 

merely summing its parts.  

Similarly, The Years of Rice and Salt whose underlying 

structures, moving vigorously in cycles, echo the same principles of 

the systems of dynamics. Unlike traditional historical fiction, which 

often follows a linear trajectory of cause and effect, Robinson’s 

novel embraces cyclicality, synchronism, and the Buddhist concept 

of reincarnation to challenge Western notions of progressive time. 

Here, nonlinearity is not merely a stylistic choice but a thematic and 

philosophical framework that reshapes how we understand history, 

agency, and interconnectedness. The novel subverts the linear 

understanding of narratives by depicting history as a series of cycles: 
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empires rise and fall, innovations are lost and rediscovered, and 

social reforms face backlash. These cycles suggest that history is not 

a straight line but a spiral of recurring struggles and lessons. The 

novel uses nonlinearity to dismantle traditional historical 

frameworks and imagine a world where diverse cultures coexist, 

clash, and evolve. The novel transcends a mere examination of 

historical events, instead locating itself as a futuristic meditation on 

humanity’s collective trajectory, urging readers to confront the 

profound implications of their actions within the continuous flow of 

the present moment. By shifting focus away from static narratives of 

the past, the story tries to acknowledge the invisible threads of 

interdependence that connect individuals, societies, and 

ecosystems— a web where every decision, however minor, 

reverberates across time and space. Bold observes, “The subtlest 

airflow may avert the hurricane” (Robinson, 2002, p. 433). This 

thematic essence invites the readers to deal with the ethical 

significance of their choices, framing the present not as an isolated 

entity but as a dynamic process where the future is perpetually 

shaped. In Robinson’s novel, nonlinearity becomes a tool for hope— 

a way to see history not as destiny, but as a garden of splitting paths, 

each waiting to be tended. 

Robinson's narrative investigates the complex and non-linear 

dynamics of cultural and technological exchange, moving beyond a 

simplistic view of civilizations merely exchanging ideas or 

resources. Robinson deliberately illustrates how the interactions 

between the Islamic, Chinese, and Indian worlds, for example, 

generate transformative, emergent phenomena. The fusion of Islamic 

astronomical insights with Chinese engineering expertise, or the 

incorporation of Indian mathematical systems with Persian literary 

traditions, serves not as a mere cooperative process, but as a catalyst 

for the creation of totally new paradigms. These interactions bring 

about new philosophical schools, innovative scientific 

methodologies, and sophisticated sociopolitical patterns that are not 

simply the sum of their parts, but rather complex, original creations 

born from the dynamic interplay between distinct cultures. The 

novel thus underscores that true advancement arises from the co-
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operative blending of diverse intellectual and cultural traditions, 

resulting in the birth of entirely new and complex systems of thought 

and practice (Kneale, 2009, pp. 241-242). This phenomenon mirrors 

the concept of ‘emergence’ in chaos theory, where narrative 

properties arise from the harmonious interplay of diverse 

components, defying reduction to their individual parts. In doing so, 

the novel not only critiques linear notions of historical development 

but also offers a vision of progress rooted in the chaotic, 

collaborative potential of global exchange, where the future is 

shaped not by isolated actors but by the collective display of ideas 

across borders and ages. 

3. Bifurcation 

 

 

A bifurcation is “a sudden qualitative change in a system's 

behavior, occurring at a fixed (critical) value of a control parameter. 

The change can be subtle (small change in the system's behavior) or 

catastrophic (large change in behavior) (Williams, 1997, p. 102). In 

other words, as any system gradually changes, the system's behavior 

remains relatively stable until it reaches a critical value— the 

bifurcation point. At this point, a tiny change in the system results in 

a significant qualitative change in the system's dynamics. It is like a 

trunk of a tree which at a particular moment split into two branches, 

and each branch split into more branches and so on. Each split 

represents a different trajectory which will ultimately result into 

another trajectory in an endless process. 
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In analyzing the concept of "bifurcations" within Robinson's 

The Years of Rice and Salt, the study essentially examines the 

critical intervals where historical trajectories deviate, giving rise to 

alternative realities. The novel's narrative foundation rests upon a 

singular, immense bifurcation: a dramatically mortality rate of the 

Black Death in Europe, a pivotal event that fundamentally reshapes 

the world's course. This hyper-lethal plague serves as the primary 

divergence, a point of no return where the familiar path of history 

ends, and a radically new one begins. From this initial, catastrophic 

shift, a wave of secondary bifurcations unfolds. The absence of a 

dominant European power fosters the rise of alternative empires, 

particularly within the Islamic world and China, each developing 

unique cultural and political systems that represent distinct 

branching points in history. Furthermore, the novel explores how 

technological and scientific progress diverges based on these 

newfound cultural and political contexts. Similarly, the evolution of 

social structures, philosophical ideas, and religious beliefs generates 

further bifurcations, with the emergence of social movements, 

interpretations of religious texts, and the development of 

philosophical doctrines all representing potential turning points. 

Beyond these large-scale historical shifts, Robinson underscores the 

significance of individual choices as micro-bifurcations, highlighting 

how even seemingly minor decisions made by characters can subtly 

alter the outcomes and contribute to the overall tapestry of this 

alternate world. In essence, The Years of Rice and Salt meticulously 

traces the dynamic effects of a single, profound bifurcation, 

demonstrating how a singular deviation can lead to a complex 

network of alternative histories. 

The primary bifurcation element of the text begins with Book 

One, ‘Awake to Emptiness,’ and Bold’s travels with the Mongol 

emperor Temur on his attempted conquest, not of China (as was the 

case in our timeline), but of the West. This decision, one of the first 

bifurcations of history after the novel’s portrayal of a European 

extinction caused by the Black Death, depends on the toss of a coin 

and leads the Khan to journey to the West and to the lands of those 

wiped out by the Plague. Bold, one of Temur's horsemen, 
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remembers his Khan asking him where he should conquer next; he 

suggests flipping a coin. Later Temur's ghost tells him ‘I flipped the 

coin just like you said, Bold. But it must have come up wrong’. Bold 

suggests that ‘Maybe China would have been worse’, but Temur 

disagrees; ‘I should have gone to China’ (Robinson, 2002, p. 17). 

In Book Two, ‘The Haj in the Heart’,  Katima's decision to 

establish an egalitarian city represents a significant bifurcation 

within the context of the novel. Faced with the prevailing 

hierarchical structures and power imbalances of her time, her choice 

to find a new path, a society rooted in equality, acts as a critical 

divergence from the expected trajectory. This act of founding a city 

based on egalitarian principles is not merely a political or social 

choice; it is a profound bifurcation, a point where the potential for 

alternate social structures manifests. It creates a branching timeline, 

a new possibility where the dominant paradigms of the world are 

challenged and reshaped. Katima's vision, and the subsequent 

development of her city, becomes a focus of secondary bifurcations, 

as each social, political, and economic decision made within its 

walls further deviates from the established norms, creating a 

profound effect that potentially alters the course of the world around 

it. 

"Ocean Continents," the third book in the novel, details the 

pivotal moment when the Wanli Emperor's naval expedition, 

initially intended for the conquest of Japan, deviates for its course 

due to the powerful Kuroshio Current, resulting in the unexpected 

discovery of the Americas. This accidental encounter unfolds with 

profound and tragic consequences. The Chinese fleet's interactions 

with the indigenous Miwok people are marked by the unintentional 

introduction of devastating diseases, a forerunner of future 

calamities. Further south, the fleet's advanced weaponry allows them 

to narrowly escape a ritualistic sacrifice in a civilization rich in gold, 

highlighting the potential for both technological advantage and 

cultural misunderstanding. Upon their return to China, the sailors' 

tales of easily subdued lands and abundant resources plant the seeds 

for future exploitation and colonial ambitions. This narrative thread 
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underscores the complex and often tragic consequences that follow 

from this initial, accidental discovery (bifurcation). 

4. Fractals 

 

 

A fractal is “a pattern that repeats the same design and detail 

or definition over a broad range of scale. Any piece of a fractal 

appears the same as we repeatedly magnify it” (Williams, 1997, p. 

195). The above picture shows how to make a Sierpiński triangle, a 

special shape that looks the same no matter how close you look. It 

starts with a solid triangle, then you cut out a triangle in the middle. 

You keep doing this to the remaining triangles, making smaller and 

smaller holes. The big triangle at the bottom shows what you get 

after repeating this many times– a pattern of triangles within 

triangles, where each small triangle looks just like the big one. This 

repeating pattern is “what makes it a fractal. Such repetition of detail, 

or recurrence of statistically identical geometrical patterns as we 

look at smaller-upon- smaller parts of the original object, is the 

unifying theme of fractals. Fractal patterns don't have any 

characteristic size” (p. 196). 

Fractals symbolize the interaction of order and chaos. In 

literature, fractals can manifest through narrative structures, thematic 

repetitions, and symbolic motifs that reflect life’s interconnected 

complexity. In The Years of Rice and Salt, the multiple stories that 

circulate throughout the long period of time depicted in the novel are 

parts of a single epic narrative to the extent that they are 

retrospectively incorporated into an account of history which 
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provides a basis for a vision of the future to strive toward. This view 

of the multiple similar stories throughout history as belonging to a 

single global narrative is itself a main fractal that leads to more and 

more fractals. Like the recursive shapes of a fractal, the novel’s 

structure, characters, and themes echo one another, creating a 

tapestry where individual choices resonate through centuries, and 

civilizations rise and fall in familiar rhythms. 

In geometry, fractals are closely related to ‘self-similarity’ 

which means, “any part of the object, enlarged and refocused to 

whatever extent necessary for comparison, looks like the whole. The 

central theme is the preservation of detail upon magnification” (p. 

199). At its core, The Years of Rice and Salt  employs a fractal-like 

structure, where self-similar patterns recur across scales of time and 

narrative, mirroring the complexity of both natural systems and 

human history. The novel transcends a simple alternate history 

narrative, examining the profound concept of self-similarity across 

large spaciotemporal settings. The novel masterfully employs this 

principle, not through rigid mathematical fractals, but through the 

recurring patterns of human experience, societal structures, and the 

very essence of its characters. 

The cornerstone of this self-similarity lies within the ‘Jati’, 

the group of reincarnating souls who steer the novel's alternate 

timeline. Their repeated lives, though occurring within vastly 

different historical contexts, exhibit striking parallels. Characters 

consistently embody certain archetypes, struggling with similar 

moral dilemmas, and pursuing recurring targets. This creates a sense 

of echoes across time, where the past reverberates within the present 

and future. 

This self-similarity extends beyond individual lives to 

encompass the broader sweep of historical processes. The rise and 

fall of empires, the retreat and tide of cultural influence, and the 

recurring cycles of conflict and cooperation all demonstrate a form 

of self-similarity. Though the specific details vary, the underlying 

patterns remain consistent, suggesting that certain fundamental 

forces shape human history regardless of context. Robinson further 
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reinforces this concept through the diffusion of ideas and 

technologies. The spread of religious beliefs, philosophical 

doctrines, and scientific advancements often follows similar patterns, 

regardless of their origin or destination. Cultural exchange, 

migration, and trade affairs act as paths for these patterns, creating a 

sense of interconnectedness and self-similarity across diverse 

geographical regions. 

In The Years of Rice and Salt, the ‘Bardo’, a transitional 

space between lives, serves as a crucial narrative mechanism, 

reinforcing the novel's exploration of self-similarity and historical 

recurrence. Within this metaphysical realm, the reincarnated 

characters possess the unique ability to reflect upon their past lives. 

This introspective process allows both the characters and the reader 

to discern the fractal nature of their existence, where recurring 

personality traits and thematic struggles manifest in diverse 

historical contexts. Thus, reincarnation transcends its conventional 

metaphysical role, becoming a powerful tool for examining the 

enduring aspects of human character and the cyclical nature of 

historical events. The reincarnated characters' interconnected lives 

within Robinson's narrative form a rich and intricate pattern of 

recurring personal traits and persistent struggles, demonstrating a 

compelling sense of self-similarity across different historical 

contexts. While their social settings and roles vary dramatically, 

their essential personalities remain remarkably consistent. For 

example, Bold's inherent stubbornness, which initially manifests as a 

warrior's firm determination in Mongol society, reappears as a 

stubborn scientific curiosity in a later incarnation. Similarly, Kya's 

transformation from a concubine in Ming China to a revolutionary 

scientist during the Travancore Enlightenment illustrates a profound 

personal journey of liberation. Each individual life, therefore, serves 

as a microcosm, encapsulating the novel's overarching themes of 

historical cyclicality and the enduring nature of human character. 

The Bardo, the transitional space between lives, functions as a 

critical analytical tool, allowing both the characters and the reader to 

discern these recurring patterns and to comprehend the fractal nature 

of both individual lives and the broader historical narrative.  
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The Years of Rice and Salt employs fractal geometry as both a 

structural and metaphorical tool, showcasing humanity's resilience 

by depicting history as a non-linear, dynamic system of repetition 

and variation, and suggesting that within the chaotic patterns of 

existence, enduring connections and renewal offer a path forward; 

this fractal vision challenges linear, Eurocentric narratives, 

emphasizing human agency within historical fluidity, and presenting 

self-similarity as a metaphor for hope, illustrating that even within 

cyclical patterns, the potential for transformative change and the 

ability to "steer" through uncertainty remains. 

5. Feedback Loops 

 

Feedback in general is any response to something sent out. In 

mathematics, it is translated as "what goes out comes back in again. 

It is output that returns to serve as input. In temporal processes, 

feedback is that part of the past that influences the present, or that 

part of the present that influences the future (Williams, 1997, p. 19).  

Robinson's The Years of Rice and Salt intricately weaves the concept 

of feedback loops throughout its narrative, demonstrating their 

profound influence on individual destinies and the trajectory of 

civilizations. The reincarnated souls, K, B, I, and S, are bound by a 

karmic feedback loop, where actions and decisions in one lifetime 

reverberate through their subsequent incarnations, resulting in a 

chain of consequences that shape their future selves. This cyclical 

pattern highlights how choices determine the path of their lives. 

Furthermore, the novel's alternate historical framework is driven by 

feedback loops that amplify the influence of non-Western 

civilizations. The absence of European dominance creates a space 

for the growth of Islamic and Chinese empires, where scientific and 

cultural exchanges accelerate technological progress and establish 
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global dominance. Similarly, the resilience of indigenous nations, 

such as the Lakota and Iroquois in the New World, fosters a 

feedback loop of cultural preservation and political empowerment, 

which in turn inspires resistance among other marginalized groups. 

However, the narrative also acknowledges the accidental 

consequences of scientific advancement, illustrating how 

innovations like alchemy and atomic research initiate destabilizing 

feedback loops, leading to increased warfare and global crises.  

Bitsami, one of the main characters in the novel,  says, “we 

are the sum of all those who came before us, their stories etched into 

our very souls” (Robinson, 2002, p. 323). The novel suggests that 

our personal identities are not isolated entities, but rather the 

collective product of ancestral legacies. It underscores the profound 

realization that we are inherently linked to the past, emphasizing 

how the stories, experiences, and struggles of our predecessors 

deeply influence and shape our fundamental character, revealing that 

we are, in essence, the embodiment of generations past. It is through 

this intergenerational exchange of wisdom, struggles, triumphs, and 

hopes that we develop a profound sense of belonging and 

interconnectedness, recognizing that we are the living embodiment 

of our collective history. If, as one of the characters suggests, 

individuals are “a thread in a tapestry that has unrolled for centuries 

before us and will unroll for centuries after us” (Robinson, 2002, p. 

663), then, alternate histories help us to assess the possibilities 

inherent in that fabric for an extension into the future.  Hyles (1991) 

contends that "control theory, with its emphasis on feedback loops 

and cybernetic systems, offers a powerful framework for 

understanding the ways in which literary texts regulate and are 

regulated by the cultural and historical contexts in which they are 

produced" (p. 33). By examining the feedback loops inherent in the 

creation and reception of literature, we can discern how texts both 

regulate and are regulated by the cultural and historical forces that 

surround them. Literary texts, in this view, are not isolated pieces 

but rather integral components of a complex system, where they both 

respond to and shape the norms, values, and discourses of their time. 
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Conclusion 

In Kim Stanley Robinson's The Years of Rice and Salt, the 

author crafts an alternate historical trajectory where Eastern empires, 

rather than their Western counterparts, become the dominant forces 

shaping global events. This narrative, while diverging from our 

known history, serves as a plain reflection, revealing how the East, 

in this fictional construct, surrenders to the same destructive 

tendencies that characterized Western expansion: the development of 

mass destructive weaponry, the burden of colonial and imperial 

agendas, the perpetuation of racial discrimination, and the 

enforcement of religious fanaticism. The catastrophic Long War, 

lasting 67 years and resulting in the deaths of approximately a billion 

people, further underscores the narrative's bleak portrayal of human 

evils. Social hierarchies, too, remain oppressive, with women 

relegated to second-class citizenship in many regions of the Muslim 

nations and facing only marginally better conditions within China. 

The exploitation, displacement, and murder of conquered peoples 

occur across the globe, painting a grim picture of power dynamics. 

However, amidst this depiction of recurring human failings, 

Robinson's narrative offers a crucial insight by presenting history as 

a series of contingent moments, each full of alternate possibilities. 

While the novel meticulously chronicles the cyclical 

repetition of historical errors, demonstrating how Eastern empires, in 

their ascendance, replicate the destructive patterns of their Western 

predecessors, the narrative ultimately transcends this bleak portrayal 

to offer a vision of futuristic hope. Despite the recurring motifs of 

war, plague, and sociopolitical collapse, which underscore 

humanity's propensity for self-destructive behavior, the novel's 

conclusion shifts towards a more optimistic trajectory. Set in the 25th 

century, the final chapter depicts a world where humanity, having 

endured the catastrophic "Long War," embarks on a conscious and 

deliberate reconstruction of civilization. The Kerala, a representative 

of this evolved civilization, articulates a vision of a future devoid of 

oppressive hierarchies, where traditional structures of authority, both 

civil and religious, have been dismantled, “This is the world we want 
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you to help us make, and then we will see for the first time what 

kind of creatures we really are” (Robinson, 2002, p. 21). 

An important feature of the novel is its interdisciplinary 

outlook as it vigorously blends history, religion, science, and 

philosophy to present a comprehensive exploration of human 

civilization, urging readers to move beyond linear perspectives, 

value cultural diversity, and acknowledge the interconnectedness of 

knowledge. This method underscores the power of interdisciplinary 

storytelling in illuminating the intricate dynamics of our past, 

present, and potential futures, positioning the novel as a vital 

examination of the ideas shaping our world, as encapsulated in the 

Budor’s metaphor of humanity as "gardeners of the future, tending 

the seeds of the past" (Robinson, 2002, p. 690). This 

interdisciplinarity is also incarnated in the interplay between the 

butterfly effect and Robinson’s alternate history.  

The Years of Rice and Salt utilizes the interdisciplinary world 

outlook to fundamentally challenge deterministic interpretations of 

history, instead presenting a nuanced view of the past as a complex 

tapestry woven from contingent events. This perspective underscores 

the intricate interplay of diverse factors, including the agency of 

individuals, the unpredictable nature of contingency, and the 

profound interconnectedness of seemingly disparate elements. By 

rejecting simplistic all-inclusive grand narratives, the novel 

advocates for a more sophisticated understanding of historical 

processes, one that acknowledges how even seemingly insignificant 

actions can cause substantial and unexpected consequences. Hence, 

this study employs chaos theory not merely as a metaphorical device 

but as a foundational structural and thematic framework. Through 

the integration of nonlinear narratives, the exploration of emergent 

systems, and the persistent critique of deterministic viewpoints, the 

novel vividly illustrates the inherent beauty and terror of a universe 

where seemingly minor choices can culminate in vast, unpredictable 

futures. This narrative strategy directly mirrors the novel's central 

message: history is not a fixed, absolute system but rather a dynamic 

and fluid interaction where humanity's collective actions, however 
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chaotic and seemingly random, possess the potential for 

transformative redemption and the creation of alternative realities. 

References 

Abbott, H. P. (2008). The Cambridge introduction to narrative (2nd 

ed.). Cambridge University Press. 

Aldiss, B. (1988). Alternate worlds and alternate histories. In J. 

Gunn (Ed.), The new encyclopaedia of science fiction (pp. 

13–15). Garland. 

Alkon, P. (1994). Alternate history and postmodern temporality. In T. 

R. Cleary (Ed.), Time, literature and the arts: Essays in honor 

of Samuel L. Macey (pp. 65–85). University of Victoria Press. 

Barthes, R. (1981). The discourse of history (S. Bann, 

Trans.). Comparative Criticism, 3, 7–20. 

Burke, P. (2001). New perspectives on historical writing (2nd ed.). 

Polity Press. 

Carr, D. (2001). Getting the story straight: Narrative and historical 

knowledge. In G. Roberts (Ed.), The history and narrative 

reader (pp. 197–208). Routledge. 

Collins, J., Hall, N., & Paul, L. A. (2004). Counterfactuals and 

causation: History, problems, and prospects. In J. Collins, N. 

Hall, & L. A. Paul (Eds.), Causation and counterfactuals (pp. 

1–58). MIT Press. 

Dannenberg, H. (2008). Coincidence and counterfactuality: Plotting 

time and space in narrative fiction. University of Nebraska 

Press. 

Doležel, L. (2010). Possible worlds of fiction and history: The 

postmodern stage. Johns Hopkins University Press. 

 



 
 

   52 

Journal of the Faculty of Arts ort Said University, 32(32, PartThree)          April, 2025 
 

Ferguson, N. (Ed.). (2001). Virtual history: Alternatives and 

counterfactuals. Basic Books. 

Gallagher, C. (2007). War, counterfactual history, and alternate-

history novels. Field Day Review, 3, 53–66. 

Gerding, H., & Ingemark, D. (2021). Beyond Newtonian Thinking- 

Towards a Non-linear Archaeology - Applying Chaos Theory 

to Archaeology. Current Swedish Archaeology, 5, 49-64. 

https://doi.org/10.37718/CSA.1997.04  

Gevers, N. (1997). Mirrors of the past: Versions of history in science 

fiction and fantasy. University of Cape Town Press. 

 

Hassig, R. (2001). Counterfactuals and revisionism in historical 

explanation. Anthropological Theory, 1(1), 57–72. 

Hayles, N. K. (1990). Chaos bound: Orderly disorder in 

contemporary literature and science. Cornell University Press.  

Hayles, N. K. (1991). Chaos and order : complex dynamics in 

literature and science. University of Chicago Press.  

Hawthorn, G. (2012). Plague and fertility in modern Europe. In 

Plausible worlds: Possibility and understanding in history 

and the social sciences (pp. 39–80). Cambridge University 

Press. 

Hellekson, K. (2001). The alternate history: Refiguring historical 

time. Bowling Green State University Popular Press.  

Hills, M. (2009). ‘Time, Possible Worlds, and Counterfactuals.’ In 

M. Bould, A. Butler, A. Roberts, & S. Vint (Eds.), The 

Routledge companion to science fiction (pp. 433–441). 

Routledge.  

Johns-Putra, A. (2006). The history of the epic. Palgrave. 

https://www.google.com/search?q=https://doi.org/10.37718/CSA.1997.04


 
 

  53 

The ‘Butterfly Effect’ in Kim Stanley Robinson’s The Years of Rice and Salt     Helmy (2025) 

Keay, J. (2009). China: A history. Basic Books. 

Kneale, J. (2009). Counterfactualism, utopia, and historical 

geography: Kim Stanley Robinson’s The Years of Rice and 

Salt. Utopian Studies, 20(2), 232–252.  

Lorenz, E. (1963). "Deterministic Non-Periodic Flow". Journal of 

the Atmospheric Sciences, 20(2), 130-141.  

Mendlesohn, F. (2002). The years of rice and salt. SFRA Review, 

257, 24–27. 

Pak, C. (2019). ‘It Is One Story’: Writing a Global Alternative 

History in Kim Stanley Robinson’s The Years of Rice and 

Salt. In Sideways in Time: Alternate History and 

Counterfactual Narratives (pp. 54-70). Liverpool University 

Press.  

Prettyman, G. (2011). Critical utopia as critical history: Apocalypse 

and enlightenment in Kim Stanley Robinson's The years of 

rice and salt. Extrapolation, 52(3), 338-364. 

https://doi.org/10.3828/extr.2011.52.3.5  

Robinson, K. S. (2002). The years of rice and salt. Bantam Books.  

Rosenfeld, G. (2002). Why do we ask, "what if?" Reflections on the 

function of alternate history. History and Theory, 41(4), 90–

103.  

Seager, R. H. (1999). Buddhism in America. Columbia University 

Press. 

Singles, K. (2013). Alternate history: Playing with contingency and 

necessity. De Gruyter.  

Szeman, I., & Whiteman, M. (2004, July). Future politics: An 

interview with Kim Stanley Robinson. Science Fiction 

Studies, 31(2), 177–188.  

https://doi.org/10.3828/extr.2011.52.3.5


 
 

   54 

Journal of the Faculty of Arts ort Said University, 32(32, PartThree)          April, 2025 
 

Thurman, R. A. F. (Trans.). (1994). The Tibetan book of the dead. 

Bantam. 

Wegner, P. E. (2009). Learning to live in history: Alternate 

historicities and the 1990s in The Years of Rice and Salt. In 

W. J. Burling (Ed.), Kim Stanley Robinson maps the 

unimaginable (pp. 98–112). McFarland. 

White, H. (1990). The content of the form. Johns Hopkins University 

Press.  

Williams, G. (1997). Chaos theory tamed. Taylor and Francis. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 




