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All You Zombies By Robert
Heinlein

All You Zombies By
Robert Heinlein: A
Masterpiece of Time

Travel Paradox

In  the  vast  landscape  of  science
fiction,  few  short  stories  have
achieved the intricate brilliance and
mind-bending complexity of All You
Zombies  By  Robert  Heinlein.



Originally  published  in  1959  in  the
Magazine  of  Fantasy  &  Science
Fiction,  this  tale  of  time  travel,
identity,  and  predestination  has
become a cornerstone of the genre.
Heinlein,  often  called  the  “Dean  of
Science Fiction,” crafted a narrative
that challenges our understanding of
self, causality, and the very fabric of
existence.  For  readers  and  writers
alike,  unpacking  All  You  Zombies
B y  R o b e r t  H e i n l e i n  i s  a n
intellectual  exercise  that  rewards
careful  attention  with  profound
insights  into  human  nature  and
narrative  ingenuity.

The Core Premise: A
Mind‑Bending Plot

The story  begins  in  a  bar  in  1970,
where  a  cynical  bartender  known
simply  as  “the  Narrator”  or  “the
Barkeep” listens to a strange young
man named “the Unmarried Mother.”
This young man, who we eventually
learn was born a woman named Jane,
recounts  his  extraordinary  life.
Raised in an orphanage, Jane grew up
to be a writer and fell in love with a
man who later  abandoned her.  She
became  pregnant,  gave  birth  to  a
daughter  who  was  kidnapped  from
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the hospital,  and then underwent  a
sex‑change  operation  to  become  a
man. The “Unmarried Mother” is now
a  male  recruit  for  the  Temporal
Corps, a secret organization of time
travelers who prevent disasters.

As  the  narrat ive  unfolds,  the
bartender reveals that he himself is a
temporal  agent.  He  recruits  the
young  man  and  takes  him  on  a
journey through time. But this is no
ordinary travelogue. The bartender is
a lso  the  man  who  abandoned
J a n e — t h e  s a m e  p e r s o n  w h o
impregnated her. And the kidnapped
baby?  That  baby  was  Jane  herself,

raised in the orphanage. In the most
shocking turn, the bartender is also
the  infant,  brought  back  to  the
orphanage to start the cycle all over
again.  In  short:  the  bartender,  the
young man, Jane, the baby, and the
seducer are all  the same person—a
single  time‑traveling  hermaphrodite
who is  his own mother,  father,  and
child.

The Narrative Genius
of Allan Z. (or Is It?)

Heinlein uses the classic motif  of  a
barroom  conversation  to  build



suspense.  The  dialogue  is  sharp,
casual,  and  peppered  with  dark
humor. The name “All You Zombies”
is  drawn from a line the bartender
delivers  near  the  end:  “You  know
what the trouble is with this world?
Nobody’s a real person. We’re all just
zombies—nothin’  but  a  bunch  of
conditioned reflexes.” This existential
punch line places the story not only
within  the  realm  of  time‑travel
physics  but  also  in  philosophical
territory.  The  “zombies”  refer  to
people  who  believe  they  have  free
will  but  are  actually  trapped  in  a
predestined  loop—just  like  the
protagonist  himself.

The story’s genius lies in its closed
causal  loop.  There  is  no  beginning
and no end; the protagonist creates
h i m s e l f  t h r o u g h  a  s e r i e s  o f
paradoxical  actions.  Heinlein  avoids
the  conventional  t ime‑travel
headache of “grandfather paradoxes”
by  making  the  protagonist  his  own
ancestor and descendant. The result
is a perfect ontological paradox that
has since become a gold standard in
the genre.

Themes of Identity
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and Self‑Creation

At  its  heart,  All  You Zombies  By
Robert Heinlein is a meditation on
identity. The protagonist is a person
who  has  been  male,  female,  and  a
baby. His entire existence is a closed
circuit. Heinlein challenges the notion
tha t  we  a re  p roduc t s  o f  ou r
environment or our biology. Here, the
environment  is  created  by  the  self.
The baby is raised in an orphanage
run by a mysterious organization (the
same organization that later recruits
him),  and  every  step  of  his  life  is
orchestrated by his future self.  This

raises unsettling questions: Can you
be the author of your own being? Are
we all just actors playing roles we did
not choose?

Heinlein’s  treatment  of  gender  and
sexuality was remarkably progressive
for  1959.  The  protagonist’s  sex
change  is  presented  without
judgment,  as  a  medical  procedure
that  simply  corrects  a  “mistake  of
nature.” This matter‑of‑fact handling
of transgender identity was decades
ahead of its time. The story does not
dwell  on  sensationalism;  instead,  it
u s e s  t h e  t r a n s f o r m a t i o n  t o
underscore  the  fluidity  of  identity.



Jane becomes a man, but he remains
the same consciousness—proving that
the self is not tied to the body.

Time Travel and the
Predestination
Paradox

Heinlein was fascinated by the logical
implications  of  time travel,  and  All
You Zombies By Robert Heinlein is
perhaps  his  most  rigorous  thought
experiment.  The  Temporal  Corps
exists to “guard the timeline,” but its
agents—like  the  bartender—actively

create the very events they pretend
to  correct.  The  story  suggests  that
time is a closed loop; everything that
happened, happens, and will happen
is  fixed.  The  protagonist’s  journey
through time is not an exploration of
alternate realities but a confirmation
of  a  single,  unchangeable  timeline.
There is no free will, only the illusion
of choice. The bartender’s final line,
“We  are  all  zombies,”  hits  hard
because  we  recognize  ourselves  in
that trap.

This  concept  has  been  explored  in
other stories—like a classic episode of
The  Twilight  Zone  or  the  movie
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Predestination  (which  is  directly
based on this  story)—but  Heinlein’s
original  remains  the  purest,  most
concise  expression  of  the  idea.  In
fewer than 10,000 words, he builds a
complete  paradox  that  feels  both
logically  airtight  and  emotionally
resonant.

Why This Story
Endures in Science
Fiction

Decades after its publication, All You
Zombies  By  Robert  Heinlein

continues to be studied, adapted, and
admired. Its influence can be seen in
works  by  writers  like  Ted  Chiang,
Greg  Egan,  and  Christopher  Nolan
(especially  in  Tenet).  The story  has
been adapted into a feature film in
2014,  starring  Ethan  Hawke  and
Sarah Snook, which expands on the
original  material  while  staying
faithful to its core. The movie brought
new  attention  to  Heinlein’s  short
fiction, but the story itself remains a
masterclass  in  economy:  every  line,
every  detail  serves  the  central
paradox.

Heinlein’s  own  career  spanned



decades, and he wrote many famous
novels  like  Starship  Troopers  and
Stranger in a Strange Land. Yet many
critics argue that his shorter works,
such  as  this  one,  are  where  his
sharpest  ideas  shine.  All  You
Zombies is often anthologized and is
a frequent entry in “best of science
fiction” collections. It appeals to both
casual  readers  who  enjoy  a  twist
ending  and  serious  scholars  who
deconstruct  narrative  structures.

Semantic Analysis:

The Title and Its
Meaning

The  phrase  “All  You  Zombies”  is
deliberately ambiguous. On one level,
it  is  a  literal  exclamation  by  the
bartender directed at the “Unmarried
Mother”  and  by  extension  all  of
humani ty .  On  another  leve l ,
“zombies”  refers  to  the  mindless,
repetitive  nature  of  existence.
Heinlein may also have been playing
with  the  religious  concept  of  the
“zombie”  as  a  soulless  being—here,
we are all soulless because we have
no true agency.  The story does not
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mention  actual  undead  zombies;
i n s t e a d ,  i t  u s e s  t h e  t e r m
metaphorically.

Some readers also interpret the title
as  a  reference  to  the  protagonist
himself, who is like a zombie in that
he repeats the same actions over and
over, forever trapped in his own time
loop.  The  “All  You”  is  a  collective
address,  blurring  the  line  between
the individual and the species.  In a
sense, the story argues that each of
us  i s  a lone  in  our  sub ject ive
experience, yet we are all reflections
of the same cosmic joke.

Relation to Heinlein’s
Other Works

Heinlein  explored  time  travel  in
earl ier  stories  such  as  By  His
Bootstraps  (1941),  which  also
features  a  c losed  loop  and  a
protagonist who meets his future self.
But  All  You  Zombies  By  Robert
Heinlein  takes  the  concept  to  its
logical extreme. In By His Bootstraps,
the  protagonist  creates  a  loop with
multiple  versions  of  himself.  Here,
the  loop  is  condensed  to  a  single
person in  multiple  roles.  It  is  as  if
Heinlein wanted to refine his earlier



idea into a pure, irreducible paradox.

The  story  also  touches  on  themes
common  in  Heinlein’s  later  work:
self‑reliance,  the  unreliability  of
conventional history, and the fluidity
of  morality.  The  protagonist’s
actions—abandoning  a  pregnant
woman,  stealing  a  baby,  recruiting
oneself—are morally dubious, yet the
story  does  not  condemn  them.
Heinlein often wrote about characters
who  transcend  conventional  ethics
because they serve a larger purpose,
usually  their  own  survival  or  the
continuation of a lineage. In this case,
the lineage is literally the self.

The Story’s Influence
on Modern Media

The 2014 film Predestination  is  the
most direct adaptation, helmed by the
Spierig  brothers.  It  expands on the
story  by  showing  more  of  the
Temporal  Corps’  missions  and  the
protagonist’s life as Jane. The movie’s
slow‑burn reveal  mirrors the story’s
structure,  and  its  ending  remains
faithful  to  the  original.  For  many
viewers, the film was an introduction
to Heinlein’s  genius.  Critics  praised
its  ambitious  storytell ing  and
emotional depth, though some found
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the paradox head‑scratching. Yet the
fact  that  a  50‑year‑old  short  story
could inspire a major motion picture
is a testament to its enduring power.

Beyond film,  references to  “All  You
Zombies”  appear  in  literature,
television,  and  even  music.  The
phrase itself has become a shorthand
for a specific kind of predestination
paradox.  It  is  frequently  cited  in
discussions  about  the  philosophy  of
time, often compared to the concept
of the “ontological paradox” used by
philosophers  like  David  Lewis.
Heinlein, a graduate of the U.S. Naval
Academy  and  a  man  with  a  deep

interest  in  engineering  and  logic,
would likely appreciate that his story
is now a textbook example of logical
puzzles.

Writing Style: Crafting
a Perfect Loop

Heinlein’s  prose  in  this  story  is
deceptively simple. He uses colloquial
language,  slang,  and  a  casual  tone
that masks the complexity of the plot.
The  first‑person  narration  by  the
bartender  is  intimate  and  sardonic.
He  sounds  like  a  worldly,  slightly
tired  observer,  which  makes  his



eventual  revelation  all  the  more
shocking. The dialogue feels natural,
like two strangers meeting in a bar
and swapping unbelievable tales. This
accessibi l i ty  is  a  hal lmark  of
Heinlein’s  best  work:  he  makes
mind‑bending ideas feel like everyday
conversation.

The  story’s  structure  mirrors  its
theme. It begins in the middle, loops
back  to  the  beginning,  and  ends
exactly  where  it  started—with  the
bartender waiting for the “Unmarried
Mother”  to  walk  in  again.  The
circular  nature  of  the  narrative  is
itself  a  formal  embodiment  of  the

predestination  paradox.  Every
reading reveals new details; the story
rewards those who pay attention to
small clues, such as the bartender’s
references  to  having  “done  this
before”  or  his  familiarity  with  the
Temporal Corps’ procedures.

Conclusion: Why You
Should Read All You
Zombies

In a world saturated with time‑travel
stories, All You Zombies By Robert
Heinlein remains a shining example
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of how to do it  right.  It  is  concise,
clever, and chilling. It asks profound
questions  about  identity,  fate,  and
loneliness, all while entertaining with
a twist  that still  surprises first‑time
readers. Whether you are a longtime
science‑fiction fan or a newcomer to
the  genre,  this  story  of fers  a
masterclass in narrative brevity and

philosophical depth. Read it once, and
y o u  w i l l  b e  h a u n t e d  b y  i t s
implications. Read it twice, and you
will  begin  to  see the loops  in  your
own life. Read it three times, and you
may realize that, in the words of the
b a r t e n d e r ,  w e  a r e  a l l  j u s t
zombies—but  what  g lor ious ,
self‑created  zombies  we  are.


