Two views of science fiction as a genre

The two texts which follow are introductions to science fiction collections which give a wider view of the theory behind SF and of the kind of writing being pro​duced today.

Text A

Brian Aldiss

Rather than attempt to define what science fiction is – a venture
 often attempted and never with complete success – I Will leave the stories [...] to speak for themselves and provide their own sort of definition. One point, though, is worth making straight away. The best science fiction does not depend for its effect upon a slavish adherence to
 scientific accuracy; only some of the worst concerns itself with trying to achieve such adherence. The chief ingredient of sf – to use its more familiar name – is something that in literature has proved more vitalizing.

In Samuel Johnson's novel, The Prince of Abissinia
, Rasselas comes across a man – Johnson calls him an artist – who is trying to build a flying machine. Having a partial success with his design, the artist claims great things for the future of flight. Rasselas says, ”I am afraid that your imagination prevails over
 your skill, and that you now tell me rather what you wish than what you know.”

This is a fair rough summary of science fiction. If I had to make one general criticism of it, I would say that often its writers bite off more than they can profit​ably chew – an honourable fault; and that if the genre has one notably strong point, it is that in it imagination prevails.

SF is the literature of the unorthodox. In it, you find new ideas, some of them wild, some of them useless, some of them ideas that everyone will eventually be forced to face. And not only ideas but those larger dreams also that Jung calls ”archetypes”
. If we can say that ideas look forward and archetypes gaze backward, they come together often in today's science fiction to give it its unique flavour and fascination, sometimes conflicting, sometimes complementing. Science fiction, more than any other form of writing, is typically the fiction of today.

This is why an sf story can give you such a powerful stimulus: it is about what is happening to you.

There was a time when stories, plays, and poems were rarely about ordinary people. They concerned themselves with the Great: with kings and queens, or gods, or with the very good and the very bad. This convention changed, either because the world grew more sophisticated
, or because ordinary people, multiplying and acquiring
 a voice, demanded to see themselves in their literature and art.

But there is a disadvantage about an art form concerned with ordinary people; it is apt to
 prove a pretty ordinary art form. And so it turned out.

A grocer does not always want to read about grocers, nor a housewife always want to watch plays about housewives. So a reaction set in; many people began to seek something they found less dull. The popular forms established to meet these needs were generally debased
 and tended to sensationalism. This was particularly so last century; it is arguably less so this century, with the further spread of education, though nobody would deny that current
 forms of entertainment – any current form, including science fiction – leave much to be desired. However, people do find the excitement they require in tales of action, in detective novels, thrillers, cowboy films, gangster sagas, TV serials and so on. But here again they run into a difficulty, particularly if they are young; for although we all need excitement, we also need imagination, and this is frequently lacking in popular entertainment. As the body cannot flourish without exercise, so it is with the mind.

I believe this is the prime reason why we read science fiction. Not only is it tre​mendously exciting; it gives scope
 and power to our mental world.

Notice that, in the main, sf remains a form of fiction about ordinary people. The stories in this collection range far in space and time; they are set on different planets and in different centuries; they introduce alien creatures and monstrous machines, strange modes of being, strange customs – but in every case bar
 two, the heroes are normal enough, and we pass their like in a busy street every day. Yet there remains a difference about these people, and it is a significant difference: they are inhabitants of the future.

In reality, there is no future. When does the future begin? In 1984? In five years' time? In one? Tomorrow? Next minute? The next tick of the clock? Now? What​ever the answer, whenever we think the future starts, we can never reach it. One steps into it and – hey presto!
 – it is the present! All we can do is imagine the future, and of course everyone imagines a different future, according to his own hopes, fears, and knowledge; in short, according to his personality.

When I was a boy in the thirties, I read as many science fiction stories about the future as I could lay my hands on. Often those stories were set in the nineteen-​sixties; our sixties then were The Future; but they were never depicted
 as we now experience them. (That is no adverse
 criticism of the stories, for the business of sf is to imagine, not to predict – otherwise it would be written in the future tense rather than the past tense.)

The future, in fact, is a blank wall stretching endlessly ahead of us. So it will always be unless someone develops one of the devices we read about, a time machine or precognition
. We cannot see through the blank wall. All we can do is to project on to it our speculations about it, as we project colour slides of our holidays on to a screen. Our speculations can be based only on what we know or guess; it follows that our image of the future – our many images of the future – are really carica​tures of today.

And this is why ordinary people in stories of the future seem so meaningful, so capture our imagination: they are us. They are us, magnified into what we hope or dread to be. Their moral predicaments
 and adventures reflect the predicaments and adventures of our inner lives.

Of course, this is by no means the only function of science fiction, although I believe it to be the main one. Sf is also a good medium for dramatizing a sociological or scientific development. And however seriously we take it, it is foolish to forget that it is a source of great enjoyment and amusement. It is a token
 of the scope of science fiction that some people read it for intellectual stimulus, some for escape. It may safely be prescribed
 as sedative
 or stimulant.

Text B

Lester del Rey

Ideally, science fiction should have all the virtues of every other type of fiction. The elementary requirements
 for enjoyable reading are that it be well written and have believable characters involved in interesting situations, the outcome of which is important to them. Additionally, science fiction should follow the known logic of science, to prevent it from falling into the category of mere
 fantasy.

But there is another element that must be present in every good science fiction story. It should excite a feeling of wonder, of something beyond the ordinary. It is the expectation of finding such wonders that makes the reader turn to science fiction rather than to more conventional tales of adventure.

There was a time, forty or fifty years ago, when what was then called ”scientifiction” had little more than this sense of wonder to recommend it. Most of the writing was dreadful, the characters were little more than stick figures, and the plots were creakingly
 devoted to
 nothing but gadgetry
. Yet, bad as they were, these stories opened the imagination to wonderful vistas of the future, of the triumph of mankind beyond normal limits, and to all things strange and alien.

Today, the situation has changed. The newer writers – and the older ones who have survived in the field – have learned their craft well. The writing is incredibly better. Gone are the horrible clichés of the worst of pulp fiction
: the trite
 mad scientists, and the banal heroines who are mere props
 for the hero to save from a fate worse than death. Gone are the spate of
 pseudo-science words and the plethora of meaningless adjectives.

Happily, in the best of science fiction the sense of wonder is still with us.

We need that feeling of wonder today, perhaps more than ever, when mainstream literature
 and our daily newspapers keep telling us that – in the words of Wordsworth – ”The world is too much with us; late and soon, / Getting and spending, we lay waste our powers ...”. We need to be reminded that the future is still unexplored territory and that we can read to the end of the sonnet and ”Have sight of Proteus rising from the sea; / Or hear old Triton blow his wreathed horn.”

There can still be marvellous sights and sounds in that future. And science fiction can surely present them to our minds, to lift us above the humdrum
 of the dull and ordinary burdens
 in our daily lives.

This is not a plea
 for ”happy” stories, incidentally. Wonder comes in many forms – whatever touches our imaginations and lets us share in hitherto
 unseen visions. Nightmares can have wonders of their own, as can wish-dreams. It is the richness of the vision that counts, not necessarily the nature of it.

The sense of wonder remains the essential of good science fiction. Here and there, scattered through the books and magazines, marvellous visions can be found, often better done than ever before. And the joy of putting together a book such as this comes from finding those visions of wonder and bringing them together for others to share.
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