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ABOUT THE AUTHOR

Praised by the New York Times as “a kind of pulp-fiction
Kafka, a prophet,” Philip K. Dick (1928–1982) was the
author of 44 published novels and more than 120 short
stories. The Man in the High Castle (1962) received the
Hugo Award, and Flow My Tears, the Policeman Said
(1974) won the John W. Campbell Memorial Award.
Films based on Dick’s work include Blade Runner (based
on his 1968 novel Do Androids Dream of Electric Sheep?),
Total Recall (from his short story “We Can Remember It
for You Wholesale”), and Minority Report. His work has
won numerous other international awards and been
published in twenty-five countries.

ABOUT VOICES FROM THE STREET

Twenty-five-year-old Stuart Hadley is a television salesman
for Modern TV Sales and Service in Cedar Groves,
California. He and his pregnant wife, Ellen, are struggling to
make ends meet in their two-room apartment, and although
he comes from a wealthy background, Stuart is reluctant to
ask his family for help. But his boss, Jim Fergesson, wants to
expand by buying O’Neill Appliance, and is weighing the
notion of promoting Stuart to the manager of Modern while
he takes over the new store himself.

Stuart is dissatisfied with this seemingly complete life, his
restlessness initially manifesting itself in weekly drunken
binges during which his violent temper occasionally earns
him a night in jail. At the home of his friends Dave and
Laura Gold, Stuart meets Marsha Frazier, who publishes a
“high-type quarterly,” Succubus, and flatters Stuart by
remembering that he used to be a painter. He finds
himself inexplicably drawn into attending the meetings 
of an apocalyptic religious group, the Society of the
Watchmen of Jesus, which is led by a charismatic black
man, Theodore Beckheim.

As Stuart and Marsha gradually become more involved, 
a sexual tension grows between them. She arranges a
personal meeting for Stuart with Beckheim, who urges
him to join the Society. But Stuart also begins to uncover
some surprising truths, such as the fact that Succubus is

Philip K. Dick
Voices from the Street

“The word ‘primordial’ pops up frequently in
Voices, and it’s tempting to read this early book as a

Dickian ur-text. Most fascinating is how Dick’s
major theme—a playful, terrifying disjuncture

between realities—has leaked into this seemingly
solid, realistically rendered setting.… He reworks
the territory of soured domesticity (à la Richard

Yates and John Updike) in a working-class milieu
anticipating Raymond Carver. Decades later, 

his oeuvre (like Philip Roth’s) is lovingly 
enshrined in our national pantheon.”

—LOS ANGELES TIMES
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actually a racist, neofascist tract, and that Marsha’s 
relationship to Beckheim is far from casual in nature.
Ultimately, his interactions with Marsha and the Society
will propel the increasingly unbalanced Stuart into an
escalating series of events that threaten to shatter what
little grip on reality he has.

TOPICS FOR DISCUSSION

1. Though a native of Chicago, Philip K. Dick lived most
of his life in California, and set much of his work there.
How does the setting of Cedar Groves and its proximity
to the distinctive yet differing cultures of Los Angeles and
San Francisco inform Voices from the Street?

2. This novel was completed and set in 1952, the year
Dick sold his first short story, yet it remained unpublished
until a quarter-century after his death. Had it appeared at
the time, what effect do you think the book and its critical
reception would have had on his career?

3. Dick is best known as a science-fiction writer. 
How does Voices from the Street, despite being mainstream
fiction, explore such common Dickian themes as the
nature of reality, the threat posed by nuclear weapons, 
the effects of materialism, and religious obsession?

4. “I’m an intellectual,” Stuart tells a police sergeant at the
start of the novel. “I’m a thinker. A dreamer.” Is that how
he truly sees himself? Do you agree with this self-assessment?

5. Casual bigotry—against blacks, Jews, gays and others—
is pervasive in Voices. Do these appear to be Dick’s own
biases, exclusively those of his characters, or simply the
tenor of the times? Are such attitudes more acceptable
when encountered in a historical context?

6. Classified as 4-F due to liver trouble, Stuart is unable to
serve in the Korean War. How have his feelings about war
changed since World War II? Has the Bomb affected them?

7. How does Stuart react to Ellen’s pregnancy and the
eventual birth of Pete? How much of what happens, and
what Stuart does later on, is a result of his feelings about
fatherhood?

8. Stuart is visited by his sister Sally, who says that she had
made him “weak.” What can we infer about the history of
their relationship, and about Stuart’s feelings towards Sally?

9. Initially skeptical that religion is “just another business,”
Stuart then becomes fascinated with Theodore Beckheim,
head of the Society of the Watchmen of Jesus. Is he
genuinely thirsting for spirituality, merely looking for
someplace he can belong, or something else?

10. Stuart’s violent sexual encounter with Marsha is 
brutal and shocking. Does the reader get the impression
that she in any way “deserved” what happened or brought
it upon herself?

11. Stuart’s plan for Pete leads him into new depths of
self-destructive behavior and violence. Do your feelings
about the character change any as a result? Are his actions
forgivable?

12. Fergesson blames himself for what happens to Stuart.
Why? Is this self-blame justified?

13. Near the end, Dick refers to “the whirr of cars and the
hushed voices of people. Uneven sounds, carried by the
night wind, the mixed voices, human and mechanical,
from the street.” How do these voices function on a
metaphoric level? How do they affect Stuart?

14. The conclusion finds Stuart reunited with his family
and full of plans for the future, yet Ellen feels that
“nothing of him had survived.” Is this ending happy, sad,
or ambivalent?

PRAISE FOR VOICES FROM THE STREET

“Passion and paranoia drive this early novel by the
visionary Philip K. Dick, prophet of a generation trapped
between the atomic age and the apocalypse. Written at
the dawn of his career, Voices from the Street is as fresh
and tough as if he’d finished it yesterday.”  —KIT REED

“Unflinching, intense, and disturbing, Voices from the
Street is a fascinating microcosm of the essential themes
Philip K. Dick would unpack, novel by novel, in the
decades following its completion in 1952. It is a neces-
sary, unifying piece of the puzzle that was Philip K. Dick
and further illuminates his kaleidoscopic exploration of
the nature of reality and what it meant, for him, to be
human.”  —KATHY GOONAN

“If Philip K. Dick’s classic SF novels are gospels preaching
of man’s struggles with a hostile universe, Voices from the
Street is their Q document.”  —MICHAEL CASSUTT

“Remarkable…echoes of Dick’s contemporaries such as
Ralph Ellison, Richard Yates, Rod Serling, Raymond
Chandler, and early Kurt Vonnegut Jr. resonate, and a
bonus exists in Dick’s impeccable eye for detail…. 
Dick fans will be in rapture.”  —PUBLISHERS WEEKLY

“Well written, it is a welcome addition to its author’s large
and brilliant canon.”  —BOOKLIST
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“Despite its period context, Voices is surprisingly relevant
to today. The rampant paranoia may no longer be about
communists, the war may not be in Korea, but the symp-
toms are the same.  Actually, the rejection of the evils of
the military-industrial complex and American myths is
even more relevant now than when Dick wrote this bleak
novel of alienation…Dick predicted the moral landscape
of the future, if not its outward technology, with fright-
ening accuracy. Highly recommended.”  —Starlog


