
The Postman By David Brin 1

The Postman By David Brin

The Postman By David
Brin

Downloaded from
remodelicious.com by

Palmer & Joel

REVISITING A MASTERPIECE: THE
ENDURING LEGACY OF THE
POSTMAN BY DAVID BRIN

Few science fiction novels have sparked
as much debate, admiration, and cultural
conversation  as  The  Postman  by
David  Brin.  Originally  published  in
1985, this post-apocalyptic tale won the
prestigious Locus Award for Best Science
Fiction  Novel  and  was  nominated  for
both the Hugo and Nebula Awards. While

many readers first encountered the story
through  the  1997  Kevin  Costner  film
adaptation,  the  novel  itself  offers  a  far
richer, more complex, and deeply human
meditation on hope, civilization, and the
stories we tell ourselves to survive. In a
literary  landscape  often  dominated  by
grimdark  dystopias,  The Postman by
David  Brin  stands  as  a  defiantly
optimistic counterpoint, arguing that our
greatest  strength  lies  not  in  weapons,
but  in  the  fragile,  powerful  bonds  of
community and communication.
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The Premise: A
World Without
Connection
The novel is set in the Pacific Northwest,
decades after a catastrophic war known
as  the  Doomwar  has  shattered  the
United States.  The protagonist,  Gordon
Krantz, is a drifter and a survivor—a man
who has learned to keep his head down
and his wits sharp. He wanders through
a  landscape  of  isolated  settlements,
techno-barbarian  warlords,  and
desperate,  scattered  communities
clinging to the last vestiges of pre-war
knowledge.

Gordon's  l i fe  is  a  constant,  grim
negotiation for food and safety. That is,
until  he happens upon the corpse of a
mail carrier, still wearing the faded blue
uniform  of  the  United  States  Postal
Service.  Driven  by  cold  practicality,
Gordon takes  the  uniform for  warmth.
But  when  he  arrives  at  a  struggling
settlement  and  is  mistaken  for  a
representative  of  a  still-functioning
federal government, he makes a choice
that  will  define  the  rest  of  his  life.  He
does  not  correct  the  assumption.
I n s t e a d ,  h e  b e g i n s  t o  d e l i v e r
letters—first as a simple act of kindness,
and then as a deliberate, world-changing
strategy.
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More Than a
Mailman: The
Power of
Symbolism in
The Postman by

David Brin
To  dismiss  The  Postman  by  David
Brin as a story about a mail carrier is to
miss the entire point of the novel. The
uniform, the mail, and the very idea of a
"Restored  United  States"  are  not  the

goal—they are the tool.  Gordon Krantz
understands something profound about
human nature: that people desperately
need  a  reason  to  hope.  They  need  a
story larger than themselves.
Br in ,  who  ho lds  a  doc to ra te  in
astrophysics and is known for his "Uplift"
series, weaves a narrative that explores
several interconnected themes:

The Importance of Narrative:
The novel argues that civilizations
are built on shared stories. The
myth of a surviving government
gives people the courage to
rebuild, trade, and defend
themselves.
Communication as Resistance:
In a world fractured by violence,
the simple act of carrying a letter
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is a revolutionary act. It re-
establishes lines of trust and
empathy.
The Danger of Cynicism vs.
The Value of Pragmatic
Optimism: Gordon himself is a
deeply flawed and cynical man. His
journey is one of learning to
believe in the lie he has created,
because that lie is the only thing
powerful enough to defeat the real
evil of the world.

THE TECHNO-BARBARIANS AND THE
HYPER-SURVIVALISTS

No analysis of The Postman by David
Brin  would  be  complete  without
discussing  its  antagonists.  The  novel
introduces two primary threats. The first
is  the  "Holnists,"  a  brutal,  pseudo-

medieval  warlord  society  that  rejects
technology and preaches a philosophy of
v io lent  s t rength .  They  are  the
embodiment of a world that has given up
on the future.
The  second,  and  far  more  terrifying,
threat is the "Survivalists" who hide in
the  mountains.  Brin  offers  a  deeply
chilling  critique  of  hyper-individualistic
survivalist philosophy. These characters
have  prepared  for  the  apocalypse,
stockpiled  weapons,  and  waited  for
society to collapse so they can rule over
the  ruins.  They  represent  a  nihilistic,
every-man-for-himself  worldview  that
Brin  directly  opposes  with  Gordon's
message  of  communal  rebuilding.
The  conflict  between  Gordon's  hopeful
lie  and  the  Survivalists'  brutal  truth
forms the novel's  central  tension.  Is  it
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better  to  believe  a  hopeful  falsehood
that  builds,  or  a  harsh  truth  that
destroys?

Character Depth:
Gordon Krantz
and the Women
of the Story
Gordon Krantz is not a typical hero. He is
a  former  actor  and  a  dreamer,  not  a
warrior.  He  is  often  scared,  frequently
lucky,  and  always  improvising.  This
makes him a relatable and compelling
protagonist.  His  internal  monologue
reveals a man constantly wrestling with

his own conscience. Is he a savior, or a
con man? The beauty of The Postman
by David  Brin  is  that  the  answer  is
"both."
Furthermore, the novel features strong,
complex female characters,  which was
somewhat ahead of its time for mid-80s
science fiction. Characters like Abby, the
leader  of  the  settlement  of  Oakridge,
and  Dena,  a  fierce  and  capable  young
woman,  are  not  mere  love  interests.
They are leaders,  fighters,  and decision-
makers  who  chal lenge  Gordon's
assumptions  and  often  push  the  plot
forward  with  their  own  agency.  They
represent the practical, grounded side of
rebuilding  a  world,  in  contrast  to
Gordon's  theatrical  idealism.
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Thematic Depth:
Feminism,
Ecology, and
Hope
One  of  the  most  subtle  but  powerful
aspects of The Postman by David Brin
is its commentary on gender roles in a
post-collapse  society.  Brin  envisions  a
world  where  the  hyper-masculine,
warlord model of the Holnists is a dead
end.  The  communities  that  thrive  are
those  that  embrace  cooperation,
including  a  more  balanced partnership
between  men  and  women.  The  novel

suggests that the survival of the human
race depends not on raw strength, but
o n  n u r t u r i n g ,  t e a c h i n g ,  a n d
connecting—traits  tradit ional ly
marginalized in  a  "might  makes  right"
worldview.
Ecology also plays a significant role. Brin
does not romanticize the pre-war world.
The  Doomwar  was  caused  by  human
folly,  and  the  natural  world  is  slowly
reclaiming the ruins of civilization. The
novel implies that the best future is not
a return to the old, consumerist society,
but  a  new,  more  sustainable  and
integrated  way  of  l iving.
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Why The
Postman Matters
More Than Ever
in the Modern

Age
Reading The Postman by David Brin
in the 21st century feels eerily prescient.
We  l ive  in  an  age  of  information
overload, algorithm-driven isolation, and
a  growing  distrust  of  institutions.  The
novel's  central  question  feels  more
urgent than ever: How do we maintain
faith in a shared reality?

Brin's  answer  is  difficult  but  hopeful.  He
suggests  that  we  must  consciously
choose to participate in the "mail route"
of our own time. We must be the ones
who deliver the news, the stories, and
the  empathy  that  hold  a  society
together. The book is a powerful rebuke
to the cynicism that so easily creeps into
our  digital  l ives.  It  argues  that  a
beautiful  lie,  told for the sake of love,
can become a profound truth.
Furthermore, the novel serves as a stark
warning  against  the  "Survivalist"
mentality  that  is  resurgent  in  popular
culture.  The  fantasy  of  "bugging  out"
and  going  it  alone  is  shown  to  be  a
selfish,  destructive  delusion.  The
Postman by David Brin  champions a
far more difficult, but far more rewarding
path: the path of rebuilding, one letter,
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one conversation, one community at a
time.

A Comparison:
The Book vs. The
Film
It  is  impossible  to  discuss  the  novel
wi thout  address ing  i t s  famous
adaptation. The 1997 film starring Kevin
Costner  is  a  decent  post-apocalyptic
a c t i o n  m o v i e ,  b u t  i t  i s  a  p o o r
representation  of  the  book.  The  film
simplifies the plot, turning it into a "good
guys vs.  bad guys"  western.  It  largely
omits the Survivalist  threat,  downplays
the feminist themes, and turns Gordon

into a more conventional action hero.
For  readers  who  have  only  seen  the
movie, reading The Postman by David
Brin is like discovering an entirely new
story.  The  book  is  smarter,  more
philosophical, and far more rewarding. It
i s  a  novel  about  ideas,  not  just
explosions.  The  film  focuses  on  the
conflict;  the  book  focuses  on  the
concept.

Key Takeaways
from The
Postman by
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David Brin
To summarize the enduring power of this
novel, consider the following points:

Hope is a strategic resource. In1.
a post-apocalyptic world, the most
valuable commodity is not food or
bullets, but a reason to believe in
tomorrow.
Stories build reality. The2.
institutions we take for granted
are held together by shared belief.
When belief collapses, so does
civilization.
Community is the only survival3.
strategy. The lone wolf is a myth.
True resilience comes from
cooperation, trade, and mutual
aid.

The messenger matters.4.
Gordon Krantz’s journey shows
that sometimes, the most powerful
thing you can do is simply show up
with a message of connection.
Science fiction can be5.
optimistic. Brin proves that a
story about the end of the world
does not have to be hopeless. It
can be a call to action.

The Literary
Legacy of David
Brin
David Brin is one of the most important
voices  in  modern  science  fiction.  His



10

10 The Postman By David Brin 2024-04-06

work consistently challenges the "Might
makes right" trope that dominates the
genre. In The Postman by David Brin,
he  crafted  a  narrative  that  is  both  a
thrilling  adventure  and  a  deep  moral
inquiry. He asks us to consider what we
would do if the world fell apart. Would
we hoard resources, or would we build
bridges? Would we become wolves,  or
would we become postmen?
The  novel  has  inspired  real-world
applications as well. It has been praised
by  social  thinkers  and  community
organizers for its model of "bottom-up"
rebuilding. It is a favorite among those
who study the sociology of disaster and
resilience.  The  idea  that  a  simple
uniform and a sack of mail can restart a
nation  is  a  powerful  metaphor  for  the
importance  of  civic  infrastructure  and

social trust.

A Deeper Look at
the "Restored
United States"
A key plot  point  in  The Postman by
David  Brin  is  the  concept  of  the
"Restored  United  States"  or  "R.U.S."
Gordon  fabricates  this  idea,  planting
rumors of a functioning government in
Minnesota. He even forges letters from a
fictitious "President General." This grand
deception is the engine that drives the
plot.
However, Brin is careful not to portray
this deception as purely cynical. As the
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novel  progresses,  Gordon  sees  the
effects  of  his  lie.  People  begin  to  trade
more. They start to plan for the future.
They resist the Holnists. The lie becomes
a  self-fulfilling  prophecy.  By  the  end  of
the book, it doesn't matter if the R.U.S.
was  real  or  not—what  matters  is  that
people  believed  it  was  real,  and  that
belief was enough to save them.
This  is  a  profound  statement  on  the
nature of social contracts. Governments
are,  in  a  very  real  sense,  "imagined
communities."  They  exist  because  we
agree  to  act  as  if  they  exist.  The
Postman by David Brin explores this
idea  to  its  fullest,  suggesting  that  we
have  the  power  to  re-imagine  and
rebuild our communities at any time, as
long as we are willing to participate in
the shared story.

Conclusion: The
Letter That
Keeps Arriving
The Postman by David Brin  is more
than a classic science fiction novel; it is a
manual  for  the  soul  in  difficult  times.  It
reminds  us  that  civilization  is  not  a
building or a government, but a verb—an
ongoing  act  of  creation.  It  is  the
conversation we have with our neighbor,
the letter we write to a stranger, and the
hand  we  extend  to  those  who  have
fallen.
In  a  genre  filled  with  warnings  about
what  we  might  become,  Brin  offers  a
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vision of what we can be. It is a story
that  insists  that  even  in  the  darkest
night,  the  most  powerful  force  in  the
universe is a simple, human connection.
For anyone feeling overwhelmed by the
problems of the modern world, this novel

offers  a  surprisingly  practical,  deeply
humane,  and  ultimately  triumphant
message: Carry the mail. Deliver the
hope. The thread of civilization is in
our hands.


