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Starship Troopers, viewed from the Hollywood perspective of the movie with the same title, presents a picture of a totalitarian, militaristic society.  In fact, the story’s author, Robert Anson Heinlein, intended to depict an entirely different picture.  Much of the actual plot remains in place as Johnny Rico pursues his high school sweetheart into civil service and ends up in the infantry fighting an alien and remorseless enemy1.  But the subtext Heinlein so adeptly inserted into his stories evaporates as the focus shifts from his internal thoughts and emotions to his external actions.  But even the text version of the story draws criticism, largely in part due to reviewers who ignore Robert Heinlein’s background and motives for writing the story.

Starship Troopers depicts the growth of social responsibility in its main character.  Heinlein saw a failure of responsible electorate.  He addressed this theme in the character of the feckless Johnny Rico, who volunteers for civil service for the worst of possible reasons but whose experiences teach him the value of both his society and his responsibility to it.  Heinlein’s military background clearly colors his depiction of Rico’s career, but he does take the time to expand on other aspects of the society.  Ironically, Heinlein’s writings often contain large amounts of background, leading critics to label him as “preachy”2.  While this discourse can be taken, in part or whole, as the message of the story, such an approach mistakenly ignores the development of the main character in relation to his environment.

To begin to understand Heinlein’s perspective in writing this story, his background must be explored.  Virginia Heinlein, his third wife, provides a brief biography in his posthumous book of memoirs, Grumbles From the Grave, further abbreviated here3.  

Bam Lyle Heinlein gave birth to the third of her seven children in 1907 in Butler, Missouri and, together with her husband Rex Ivar Heinlein, raised him there and in Kansas City.  Both locations and his Bible belt background show up strongly in his writings.  He entered the Naval Academy in 1925 and received his commission in 1929, serving aboard the USS Lexington and later the Roper.  On the latter assignment he contracted tuberculosis and retired from active duty at age 27.  After a failed bid for office in California politics (one of many careers he attempted),  he began writing. He paused only to perform engineering work for the Navy during WWII.  In 1947 divorced his second wife (there had been a brief first marriage in the late 20s) and married his second (and last – Virginia never left his side before his death in 1988 and continued to edit his work until her own death in 2004).
Heinlein tended to some extremely moralistic (and some amoral, depending on your viewpoint) views of human behavior.  He depicted such behaviors in black-and-white fashion and often described himself as both inhibited by and reactionary to his mid-Western upbringing.  This arguably shows up in Starship Troopers in such various aspects as civil punishment and the dry, peck-on-the-cheek approach to sex in the book (the movie differs somewhat in this aspect.)

His military background, extending from his active service to WWII, shows up most strongly in his depiction of Rico’s career.  His own experience would have been vastly different, but he doubtless had contact with the Navy’s sister service – more than one Marine shows up in various writings.  In any case, military science was taught at the Naval Academy, so he could certainly draw on his store of knowledge to depict such a career path.  Surely he felt strongly about the contribution of the military, both during and after active service, to the society which supported it.  Even so, he pointed out in his own writing on the subject4 (Expanded Universe, pp.397) most service positions would be non-military and there would be no conscription.

Heinlein clearly had strong political leanings.  In fact, his writing career began as a direct result of his failure in politics5.  He wrote his first book, For Us, the Living, to explore some political ideas he held.  The book remained unpublished but it served to give him a taste of the writing process. His first published works were short stories presented to pulp magazines of the period.  By the time his first novel was published in 1947, he long since piled up other projects to write and his first effort languished until after the death of Virginia Heinlein. More a political polemic than a story, it contains the seeds of many ideas which recur in Robert’s later writing. One theory on why he never published it during life points out the thorough mining of the work for story ideas; he possibly felt it would be redundant to pursue it further6.
By the time 1958 rolled around, the Robert Heinlein name on a book associated it with a certain style.  His juveniles, written for Scribner’s despite constant warfare with his editors over content7, contained far more adult (but not sexual) themes than usually accepted.  His adult fiction, while racier, shared the same moralistic outlook.  Despite vocal criticism, his books continued to sell extremely well.  And then one day, Virginia woke him to show him a newspaper ad.
The ad ran on April 5, 1988, paid for by the SANE Committee8, a political action group concerned with the Arms Race and specifically calling for a ban on weapons testing, even if enforcement must be unilateral.  To Heinlein, this equaled surrendering advantage to the Soviets.  He gave his reasoning in Expanded Universe9 and later found himself justified when the Soviets resumed testing despite the treaty eventually enacted.  However, he reacted at the time by starting an ultimately unsuccessful counter-campaign and stopping work on his current novel to begin work on Starship Troopers.
Starship Troopers reflected his growing lack of confidence in the casual majority to manage their own affairs in the international arena.  He judged most of the SANE committee not merely wrong; he also deemed them uneducated and unqualified to dictate national policy.  His experience with and under military leadership obviously colored his ideas about how government should work, yet he did not advocate a military government.  He advocated an educated and, above all, involved electorate.  His held a utopian vision of a responsible electorate able to think critically about the issues and not led about by slogans or emotions.  He proposed a fairly liberal process in Starship Troopers – anyone could serve and earn the franchise, anyone could opt out.  He held more complex personal views of government and published the dualistic paradox of Democracy in Time Enough For Love thusly:
“Democracy is based on the assumption that a million men are wiser than one man.”10
“Autocracy is based on the assumption that one man is wiser than a million men.”11
This showed his recognition of the problems associated with both approaches (and, by extension, all forms of government), and yet he still felt government and cooperation, in themselves, worthy human traits.  His mainly concerned himself with the leadership selection process and many of his books cover variations on this theme.  However, due to the spark of the SANE ad, Starship Troopers remains perhaps the most polarized expression he ever made of the problem.


And so the story of Johnny Rico becomes the journey of an average member of a society to a citizen, in the enfranchised sense of the word. He sacrificed much for his nation and emerges ready to become a responsible leader for it.  The story does not end with the end of his service and, in fact, we do not know if he survives. But we do know he resolved into a responsible member of his society.  And therein rests the moral of the story.
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