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EXPLORING THE MIND-BENDING
UNIVERSE OF GREG EGAN’S
AXIOMATIC

In  the  landscape  of  modern  science
fiction,  few  names  command  as  much
respect—and  perhaps  as  much
mystique—as Greg Egan. An Australian
author  and  former  programmer,  Egan
has  carved  out  a  unique  niche  for
himself  by  blending  rigorous  scientific
speculation with profound philosophical
questions. His work is not for the casual
reader seeking light entertainment; it is
dense,  demanding,  and  deeply
rewarding.  Among his  most  celebrated
offerings  is  the  short  story  collection
Axiomatic,  first  published in  1995.  This
collection serves as an ideal entry point
for newcomers and a treasure trove for
longtime  fans.  In  this  article,  we  will
explore  the  core  themes,  standout
stories, and lasting impact of Greg Egan
Axiomatic—a book  that  challenges  our
u n d e r s t a n d i n g  o f  i d e n t i t y ,
consciousness,  and  reality  itself.

What Makes
Axiomatic a
Landmark

Collection?
Axiomatic brings together eighteen short
stories  that  originally  appeared  in
magazines like Interzone  and Asimov’s
Science Fiction between 1989 and 1992.
What  unifies  these tales  is  not  a  shared
setting  or  characters,  but  a  shared
commitment to taking a single, startling
premise  and  following  its  logical
consequences to the very end. Egan has
often  stated  that  he  writes  science
fiction  that  is  "as  realistic  as  possible"
given  current  scientific
understanding—even  when  that
understanding  leads  to  profoundly
strange places. The title Axiomatic itself
suggests  a  set  o f  fundamenta l
assumptions from which everything else
follows. Each story in the collection can
be seen as a thought experiment built
upon its own unique axiom.
The collection is particularly known for
its  exploration  of  consciousness and
identity. Nearly every tale grapples with
what it means to be a person, to have a
self,  or  to  change  that  self.  Egan
approaches these questions not through
mystical metaphors but through the lens
of  cognitive  science,  physics,  and
mathematics.  For  readers  who  enjoy
hard  science  fiction  that  does  not  shy
away  from  philosophy,  Greg  Egan
Axiomatic  remains  a  touchstone.

Key Themes in
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Axiomatic
THE FRAGMENTED SELF

One of the most recurring motifs in the
collection is the idea that the self is not a
unified whole, but a collection of discrete
modules that can be altered, copied, or
erased.  In  stories  like  "Learning to  Be
Me" and "Closer," Egan examines neural
i m p l a n t s  t h a t  c a n  t a k e  o v e r
consciousness,  or  technologies  that
allow individuals to swap mental states.
These tales force readers to ask: If your
brain can be replaced piece by piece, at
what point do you cease to be you? Egan
does  not  offer  easy  answers,  but  he
presents  the  problem  with  startling
clarity.

MATHEMATICS AS REALITY

Egan  is  famously  a  mathematical
realist—he  believes  that  mathematics
describes an objective reality that exists
independently  of  human  minds.  This
conviction shines through in stories like
"The  Infinite  Assassin"  and  "The
Demon’s  Passage,"  where  higher-
d imens iona l  spaces ,  quantum
mechanics, and formal logic become the
fabric of the plot. The author does not
shy  away from using  technical  jargon,
but he integrates it so smoothly into the
narrative  that  even  readers  without  a
scientific  background  can  grasp  the
essential  ideas.  The  mathematics  in
Axiomatic  is  not  decoration;  it  is  the
engine of the story.

ETHICAL DILEMMAS OF
TECHNOLOGY

Another prominent theme is the ethical
weight of advanced technology. In "The
Moral Virologist," a scientist discovers a

way  to  rewrite  human  morality  by
altering the brain’s reward pathways. In
"Unstable Orbits in the Space of Lies," a
future  society  uses  a  machine  that
detects lies with perfect  accuracy—but
at a terrible psychological cost. Egan is
not  a  technophobe,  nor  is  he  a  naive
optimist;  he  presents  technologies  as
tools that reveal human nature in all its
complexity.  The  stories  in  Axiomatic
serve as cautionary tales, but they also
celebrate  the  human  capacity  for
adaptation  and  wonder.

Standout Stories
from the
Collection
Whi le  every  story  in  Greg  Egan
Axiomatic  has  its  merits,  a  few  have
become classics, frequently anthologized
and discussed by fans.

"LEARNING TO BE ME"
This story is perhaps the most famous in
the collection. It follows a man who has a
"neural  jewel"—a  tiny  device  that
gradually  learns  to  simulate  his  brain.
When the jewel  is  fully  trained,  it  will
replace his original brain, allowing him to
live forever.  But the process raises an
unsettl ing  question:  the  original
consciousness must be destroyed. Is the
person with the jewel the same person,
or  a  perfect  copy?  Egan  masterfully
builds  tension  as  the  protagonist
grapples with his own impending "death"
even as he continues to live. The story is
a  powerful  exploration  of  personal
identity  and  the  nature  of  continuity.
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"THE INFINITE ASSASSIN"
Here,  Egan  tackles  the  concept  of
multiple  worlds  and  parallel  universes.
The protagonist is an "assassin" whose
job is  to  hunt  down rogue versions of
himself  from  alternate  timelines.  The
narrative structure mirrors the subject:
the  story  itself  feels  fragmented,  with
sentences  that  loop  and  repeat,
reflecting the chaos of infinite realities. It
is  a  challenging  read,  but  one  that
rewards patience with a dizzying sense
of cosmic scale.

"THE DEMON’S PASSAGE"
This story involves a mathematician who
discovers  that  a  particular  set  of
equations can summon a kind of demon,
or  alien  intelligence,  from  a  higher
dimension. The demon offers knowledge,
but  at  a  pr ice.  The  story  b lends
mathematical  elegance with  a  folkloric
sense of a "deal with the devil," and it
showcases  Egan’s  ability  to  make
abstract  concepts  feel  immediate  and
terrifying.

"CLOSER"
Perhaps the most emotionally raw story
in  the  collection,  "Closer"  imagines  a
technology  that  allows  two  people  to
merge  their  minds,  sharing  every
sensation and thought. The plot follows a
couple who try this, only to realize that
true intimacy can be destructive. Egan
examines the paradox of love: we want
to  be  close  to  another  person,  but
complete fusion destroys the individual
self. It is a dark and poignant tale that
exemplifies  the  humanist  core  beneath
the  hard  science.

Egan’s Writing
Style and
Influence
Greg Egan’s prose is often described as
clinical,  but  that  is  not  necessarily  a
criticism. His sentences are precise, his
dialogue  sparse,  and  his  exposition
dense. He rarely provides hand-holding;
he expects the reader to keep up. This
approach can be intimidating, but it also
creates  a  sense  of  in te l lectua l
e n g a g e m e n t  t h a t  i s  r a r e  i n
contemporary  genre  fiction.  The  stories
in  Axiomatic  demand  that  you  think
actively, not passively consume.
Egan’s  influence  on  the  science  fiction
community has been substantial. Writers
like Ted Chiang, Alastair Reynolds, and
Hannu Rajaniemi have cited him as an
inspiration. Chiang’s Stories of Your Life
and  Others  (which  includes  the  story
that  became  the  film  Arrival)  shares  a
similar  approach  of  building  narratives
around  single  scientific  or  philosophical
"what-ifs." Reynolds’s hard space opera
owes a debt to Egan’s rigorous world-
building. And Rajaniemi’s The Quantum
Thief nods to Egan’s playful but serious
use of abstract concepts.
Within the subgenre of "hard SF," Greg
Egan Axiomatic stands alongside works
like Permutation City (also by Egan) and
Arthur  C.  Clarke’s  short  stories,  but  it
has  a  distinct  flavor.  Where  Clarke
looked  outward  to  the  cosmos,  Egan
looks  inward—to  the  mind,  to  the
equations  that  describe  consciousness,
to the paradoxes of self-reference.
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Why Axiomatic
Remains

Relevant Today
Nearly  thirty  years  after  its  initial
publication,  Axiomatic  has  not  aged
poorly.  On  the  contrary,  many  of  its
premises have become more pertinent.
The  rise  of  neuralink,  brain-computer
interfaces,  and  debates  about  AI
consciousness  make  stories  l ike
"Learning to Be Me" feel prescient. The
ethical  questions  Egan  poses  about
identity,  memory,  and  reality  are  now
part of mainstream discourse.
Moreover,  the  collection  serves  as  a
superb example  of  how to  write  short
science  fiction.  Each  story  is  tightly
focused, often fewer than twenty pages,
yet they contain more ideas than many
novels. For aspiring writers, studying the
structure  of  Egan’s  tales—the  way  he
introduces  a  concept,  develops  its
implications,  and  delivers  a  punchy
resolution—is  invaluable.

How to Approach
Reading
Axiomatic
If you are new to Greg Egan, Axiomatic
is  an  excellent  starting  point,  but  be
prepared to work. It is not a book to read
while  distracted.  I  recommend reading
one story at a time and taking time to
reflect.  Some  stories  require  multiple
readings to fully grasp the implications.
Keep  a  d ic t ionary  and  maybe  a
Wikipedia  tab  open  for  terms  like

"quantum  decoherence"  or  "Gödel's
incompleteness  theorems."  But  do  not
be  discouraged;  the  payoff  is  immense.
The  stories  will  linger  in  your  mind,
shaping  the  way  you  think  about
everything from personal identity to the
nature of the universe.
For readers who prefer thematic unity,
Axiomatic  can  be  grouped  into  loose
categories.  The  first  few  stories  deal
primarily  with  self-modification  and
identity.  Middle  stories  explore  higher
dimensions  and mathematical  realities.
Later tales touch on social consequences
and  ethics.  Yet  this  is  not  a  strict
division;  Egan  often  weaves  multiple
themes together in a single story.

Comparison with
Other Egan
Collections
Greg Egan has published several short
story collections, including Our Lady of
Chernobyl (later incorporated into other
collections)  and  Luminous  (1998).
Axiomatic  is  generally  considered  his
strongest,  though  Luminous  also
contains excellent works like "Oceanic."
Where Luminous leans more toward the
cosmic and the alien, Axiomatic remains
firmly  grounded  in  human
consciousness. For readers who want to
explore  Egan’s  work  further,  reading
Axiomatic  first  provides  the  essential
foundation.

Conclusion
Greg  Egan  Axiomatic  is  more  than  a
collection of science fiction stories; it is a
rigorous  exercise  in  imagination  and
logic. It  challenges readers to question
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their  most  basic  assumptions  about
selfhood, reality, and knowledge. Egan’s
approach—treating  science  not  as  a
backdrop  but  as  the  protagonist—has
influenced  a  generation  of  writers  and
will continue to do so. Whether you are a
long-time fan  of  hard  SF  or  a  curious

newcomer  looking  for  fiction  that
respects  your  intelligence,  Axiomatic
deserves a place on your bookshelf. Pick
it up, read it slowly, and let Egan’s ideas
unfo ld .  You  wi l l  not  come  away
unchanged.


