
The genre of Science Fiction
What is science fiction?
Science fiction is a genre that explores the influence of science and 
technology on people and society. It does not describe science as we 
know and use it in reality, but explores imaginary, future scientific and 
technological developments.

Hard science fiction
Science-fiction stories are often set in the future, and predict how 
technological changes will change the world we live in. Science fiction 
of this type has often successfully predicted real scientific developments 
and new technologies. For example, H G Wells predicted that man 
would one day walk on the moon in 1901, almost 70 years before it 
actually happened, and Arthur C Clarke described an idea very similar 
to the Internet, a ‘global library’, in a book published in 1962. Science - 
fiction stories that base themselves on detailed knowledge of current 
scientific developments are often called ‘hard’ science fiction.

Soft science fiction
Some other science-fiction stories are set in an alternative parallel time 
and explore a ‘what if’ situation. For example, what if Martians landed 
on Earth, what would happen, how would we communicate with them? 
Or what if there was a device that allowed us to read other people’s 
minds, how would this affect our lives? This kind of science fiction, 
which is interested in exploring how society works and in commenting 
on human behaviour, is often called ‘soft’ science fiction.

Science fiction, sci-fi or SF?
The term science fiction was first abbreviated to sci-fi in the 1950s in 
the USA. However, the term soon came to be used to talk about low- 
quality science-fiction stories and low-budget science-fiction films, and 
to distinguish between serious, high-quality science-fiction and poor 
quality, cheap sci-fi. Nowadays, serious science-fiction authors refer to 
the genre, and themselves, with the initials SF.
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The origins of science fiction
Ideas about the possibility of flying machines, alien races and advanced 
civilisations have existed throughout the history of literature. In early 
Arabic literature there are examples of space travel and other advanced 
technologies. In early Hindu writings there are descriptions of flying 
machines and submarines. Literary critics have argued that both  Dante 
and Shakespeare used elements of science fiction in their work.

Early science fiction
In the 16th and 17th centuries, scientists such as Galileo and Newton 
revolutionised the world of science. Writers throughout Europe took up 
their ideas and wrote about the possibilities of space travel, alternative 
worlds and alien cultures. Cyrano de Bergerac wrote about travelling 
to the moon in 1656. Jonathan  Swift wrote about alien cultures in 
Gulliver’s Travels in 1726.

Probably the best-known early science-fiction work in English is 
Mary Shelley’s Frankenstein, published in 1818. Although  it is usually 
classified as a horror story, it also contains key elements of science- 
fiction. The creation of the monster is based on scientific principles, its 
creator is a scientist, and the story explores the terrible consequences of 
pushing science beyond its normal limits. These are all themes which 
are seen again and again in science-fiction literature.

The fathers of modem science fiction
Jules Verne and H G Wells were probably the two most influential 
early science-fiction writers. Verne’s most famous stories, Journey to 
the Centre of the Earth (1864), From Earth to the Moon (1865) and 
Twenty Thousand Leagues Under the Sea (1870) were very successful 
and some believe that he was the first successful, full-time science- 
fiction novelist. He wrote in French and he is the third most-translated 
author of all time, according to the UNESCO  translations index.

H G Wells’s early novels, The Time Machine, The Invisible Man and 
The First Men on the Moon introduced a number of themes that are 
now classics of science fiction. His novel The War of the Worlds, which 
describes a Martian invasion of Earth, has also become a classic, as has 
The Island of Dr Thoreau, which explores the themes of vivisection 
(animal experiments) and genetic engineering (experimenting with

12 | Macmillan Literature Collections: The genre of Science Fiction



human, animal and plant genes). He and Verne are both often called 
the ‘fathers of science fiction’.

Science fiction in the 20th century
Cheap science-fiction magazines helped the science-fiction genre to 
develop and grow in the early 20th century.

One magazine in particular in the U SA had a very strong influence 
on the genre: Astounding Science Fiction, founded in 1930. Its editor, 
John  W Campbell, brought together a group of very influential writers, 
including Isaac Asimov, Arthur C  Clarke and Robert Heinlein. This 
was the beginning of the Golden  Age of science fiction in the USA. 
Campbell’s insistance on scientific detail meant science fiction started 
to be taken more seriously as a genre.

Political changes and scientific developments throughout the 20th 
century led to a number of developments in science fiction. Writers 
in the 1950s and 60s wrote about secret groups, police states and 
alternative realities. In the 1970s, new themes included environmental 
issues and the question of mind control. In the 1980s, authors started 
to write about computers, and in the 1990s, nanotechnology (building 
small machines using computer technology), artificial intelligence 
(computers which can think like human beings) and the influence of 
the Internet all became important new themes to explore.

Science fiction today
Science fiction continues to develop and explore new themes and 
discoveries in the 21st century. The Internet has become important for 
the genre, with hundreds of thousands of websites dedicated to science 
fiction. Many new authors publish their stories online.

Macmillan Literature Collections: The genre of Science Fiction | 13


