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Read the article about the good and the bad of science fiction writing:

	Science fiction has presented us with some of the most interesting stories ever. From exploring the horrors of space to the wonders of time travel, sci-fi has given us many memorable moments and characters whose existence we can only dream about. Cyborgs gone rogue, aliens living among us or ordinary people gaining special abilities after contact with the unexplained.

Sci-fi is full of familiar tropes and themes that get trotted out time and again. Here are ten such tropes, some of which are still able to say something new about the world we live in, while others are relics of a tired past and need to retire.

Human Incubators

The plot is progressing innocently enough when suddenly a character keels over, complaining of intense stomach ache. Soon a grotesque movement is detected in the abdomen of the character, and a vile alien creature comes bursting out of the stomach. Cue shock, horror, and nausea.

The word "Alien" literally means "Other," and to have such a creature that is not of this world not only among us but actually living inside us is one of the most horrifying scenarios a sci-fi character can face, as seen in the movie Alien or more recently Venom.

Genius v Super Genius

Remember in the MCU how Tony Stark and Bruce Banner were established as among two of the smartest men on Earth for the longest time? Then Shuri showed up and made Banner look like an idiot by solving a problem relating to Vision's physiology in seconds that had stumped Tony and Bruce for years. The filmmakers also confirmed that Shuri is several leagues above Tony and Bruce in terms of intelligence. The same thing happened in  Sherlock, even though it isn't technically sci-fi, where Sherlock is established as a genius, then Mycroft is established as far smarter than him, and finally, their sister Eurus comes along and makes them both seem like simpletons in comparison.

Such tremendous gulfs in intelligence don't actually exist in real life, and randomly creating a new character who is "way, way smarter" than already established geniuses is a cheap narrative device used to hype up the new character at the expense of making the earlier characters look like fools.

Cryosleep

The universe is an impossibly vast place, and traveling the stars would make for a very boring story if it had to include the tens and hundreds of years it would take to travel to other galaxies. Fortunately, putting the characters in cryogenic sleep is a handy way to cut through all that time and go from the start of the journey directly to the end where the characters enter a new world.

As a bonus, the sleep often has an interesting side effect on the plot, from making a character lose their memory, lose command over their body, accidentally end up in the wrong location or time frame, or find themselves dealing with any number of interesting, unexpected developments that occurred while they were asleep.

Everything is a Simulation

"It was a dream all along!" stopped being a mind-blowing revelation sometime in the '90s. Nowadays, it's often a cheap plot device used to make all kinds of interesting/disturbing events take place that can be hand waved away as part of a dream/simulation that does not affect the actual plot.

Ancient Astronauts

Finding out that aliens have visited our planet in the past can be great way to connect the story of Earth from the past to whatever current predicament the characters of the story are facing. Maybe the aliens were responsible for creating life on Earth. Maybe they hid something on the planet. Maybe they have been secretly influencing our history for untold eons. The possibilities are endless, and allow the best sci-fi narratives to anchor to the past, as opposed to only occurring in some nameless future, as is usually the case with most science fiction stories.

Aliens are Us but Better

How many times have you seen an alien in a sci-fi setting who appears and behaves just like us, but with minor cosmetic differences? It is hard to believe that a species that belongs to an entirely different planet, with completely different biological origins, and far greater scientific advancements than us, enabling them to visit our planet, would have the exact same mental capacity, motivations, and weaknesses as ordinary humans. A lot of such stories make do with giving the aliens a look and feel similar to an existing, exotic culture that exists on Earth instead of trying to explore how life on other planets would differ from Earth, which is what the best sci-fi stories attempt to do.

Alternate Reality

One of the most intriguing concepts in science is the multiverse: infinite alternate realities existing side by side, each exploring a new fork in the map of reality created by each new choice or random change in the universe. Alternate realities in sci-fi allow us to explore multiple sides to the same story, some of which are good and hopeful, while others are dark and horrifying. This is different from the "It was all a dream" trope, since each of those realities is as real and valid as the others.

Strange Devices

Sci-fi stories about superhumans are filled with mysterious objects that exist solely in order to grant superpowers to ordinary humans. Like an alien rock found on earth, or an alien device found in an abandoned ship, or a lake with mysterious, alien radiation.  The problem with a lot of these plot devices is they are treated like magical objects straight out of a fantasy rather than sci-fi.

Cracks in the System

Most societies in sci-fi films start out looking perfect. But then the protagonist slowly starts noticing the cracks in the system. The absence of free will. Or the suppression of individual voices. Or the absolute power wielded by a faceless government entity. These cracks grow bigger as the story progresses until the protagonist realizes their perfect society is deeply flawed and rises up in revolt against the system. Such narratives are the purest expressions of the Individual VS Tribe narrative that philosophical treatises have explored since the dawn of civilization.

Destroy an Entire Army with a Single Blow

Once the hero rises in revolt, it is time to destroy the giant, faceless hostile entity. And this is often surprisingly easy. In both the Avengers movie and it's sequel, killing the main villain immediately caused his giant army to also get shut down. Likewise, in a lot of sci-fi, the final fight between a small, plucky rebel group and the much more powerful, better prepared and more experienced villains ultimately comes down to one hugely lucky and entirely circumstantial blow that the heroes manage to strike against the enemy that miraculously ends the fight in an immediate victory. And that is simply not how actual wars pan out.


Unlocking Vocabulary – find the definitions of the following words:

trope - ____________________________________________________________________________

rogue - ____________________________________________________________________________

grotesque - ________________________________________________________________________

physiology - ________________________________________________________________________

predicament - ______________________________________________________________________

valid - _____________________________________________________________________________

plucky - ___________________________________________________________________________

entity - ____________________________________________________________________________
Writing Task

Using information from the article, create an information leaflet or fact file about the positives and negatives of science fiction.

Read the extract from the beginning of The War of the Worlds by H. G. Wells. It describes how an alien spaceship has crashed to Earth and a crowd of people have gathered. At this moment, the UFO is opening and an alien is about to appear.

	I think everyone expected to see a man emerge - possibly something a little different to a human, but mainly just like a man. I know I did. But, looking, I saw something stirring within the shadow: greyish billowy movements, one above another, and then two bright disks--like eyes. Then something resembling a little grey snake, about the thickness of a walking stick, coiled up out of the writhing middle, and wriggled in the air towards me--and then another tentacle appeared. 

A sudden chill came over me. There was a loud scream from a woman behind. I half turned, keeping my eyes fixed upon the cylinder shaped UFO, from which other tentacles were now appearing, and began pushing my way back from the edge of the crater. I saw astonishment being replaced with horror on the faces of the people around me. I heard gasps and shrieks as people backed away. I found myself standing there alone, and saw the people on the other side of the crater running away. I looked again at the cylinder, and uncontrollable terror gripped me. I stood, petrified and staring. 

A big greyish rounded thing, the size, perhaps, of a bear, was rising slowly and painfully out of the cylinder. As it bulged up into the sunlight, it glistened like wet leather. Its two large, dark-coloured eyes stared at me. The head of the thing was rounded, and had, you might say, a face. There was a lipless mouth under its eyes which quivered and panted, and dripped saliva. The whole creature heaved and pulsated. One long tentacle gripped the edge of the cylinder while another tentacle swayed in the air. 

Those who have never seen an alien can hardly imagine the strange horror of its appearance. It had a peculiar V-shaped mouth with a pointed upper lip, no chin and a  wedge-like lower lip, its mouth quivered constantly, its slow breathing in a strange atmosphere made it seem inhuman, crippled and monstrous. There was something like fungus in its oily brown skin, something in its slow and heavy movements that was unspeakably nasty. Even at this first encounter, this first glimpse, I was filled with feelings of disgust and dread. 

Suddenly the monster vanished. It had toppled over the top of the spacecraft and fallen into the crater, with a thud like the fall of a great mass of leather. I heard it give a peculiar thick cry, and then another of these creatures appeared darkly in the opening. I turned and, running madly, made for the first group of trees, perhaps a hundred yards away but I could not take my eyes off these things. 


1. List four things we learn about the alien from the first paragraph.

2. How does the main character react to the alien appearing?

_____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

3. Look at how the reactions of the people in the crowd are shown. How do these lines create tension? Complete the table with more quotes of your own from paragraph 2.

	Evidence
	Effect

	“keeping my eyes fixed upon the cylinder shaped UFO”
	The adjective ‘fixed’ shows he can’t avoid looking the alien, perhaps because he’s never seen anything like it before. Or, more likely, he’s afraid to look away because he doesn’t know what the creature will do next.

	“A sudden chill came over me”


	

	
	

	
	


4. How big is the alien? Copy out the quote which tells us.

__________________________________________________________________________________

5. Look at the description of the creature in paragraphs 3 and 4. How does the writer make it seem awful? Write three PETER paragraphs about how effective the description is.
POINT
EVIDENCE
     TECHNIQUE   
     EXPLANATION

READER
a) ____________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

b) ____________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

c) ____________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
Writing task:
Write a description of a spaceship landing on earth and the aliens that appear from inside it.
Six Haiku by Karen Anderson

1

The white vapor trail

Scrawls slowly on the sky

Without any squeak.

2

Gilt and painted clouds

Float back through the shining air,

What, are these stars, too?

3

In the heavy world’s

Shadow, I watch the Sputnik

Coasting in sunlight.

4

Those crisp cucumbers

Not yet planted on Syrtis -

How I desire one!

5

In the fantastic

Seas of Venus, who would dare

To imagine gulls?

6

When Proxima sets

What constellations do they

Dream around our sun?
 A haiku is a traditional Japanese poetic form which was originally used to write about nature. Here, Kate Anderson uses an old technique to write about very modern ideas.

1. All haiku follow the same pattern so you need to work out what that is. Complete the following:
Is there regular rhyme or rhythm? __________________

Number of lines - ________________________________

Number of syllables on line 1 - ______________________

Number of syllables on line 2 - ______________________ 

Number of syllables on line 3 - ______________________

2. What technique is used in the first haiku?

__________________________________________________________________________________

3. What image is Anderson trying to connect to the vapour trail? (Hint: the trail is a white line. Also, think about the word ‘scrawl’ – what so you normally use it to describe? Finally, what ‘squeak’ can you associate with scrawl?)

______________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

4. Sputnik is the world’s first artificial satellite, launched by the Russians. According to Anderson, is Sputnik’s movement easy or difficult? Use a quote to explain your answer.

________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

5. What do you think Syrtis could be?
____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

6. List two other things similar to Syrtis.
7. What technique is used in haiku 4? Is it effective? Why?
________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

Writing task:

Write a series of haiku about a topic of your choice. 

If you can’t think of a topic, write them about your family and/or friends, one haiku for each.

Read the extract from the short story by Henry Slesar:

	Examination Day

The Jordans never spoke of the exam, not until their son, Dickie, was twelve years old. It was on his birthday that Mrs. Jordan first mentioned the subject in his presence, and the anxious manner of her speech caused her husband to answer sharply.

‘Forget about it,’ he said. ‘He’ll do all right.’

They were at breakfast table, and the boy looked up from his plate curiously. He was an alert-eyed youngster with flat blond hair and a quick, nervous manner. He didn’t understand what the sudden tension was about, but he did know that today was his birthday, and he wanted harmony above all. Somewhere in the little apartment there were wrapped, beribboned packages waiting to be opened, and in the tiny wall-kitchen something warm and sweet was being prepared in the automatic stove. He wanted the day to be happy, and the moistness of his mother’s eyes, the scowl on his father’s face, spoiled the mood of fluttering expectation with which he had greeted the morning.

‘What exam?’ he asked.

His mother looked at the tablecloth. ‘It’s just a sort of Government Intelligence test they give children at the age of twelve. You’ll be taking it next week. It’s nothing to worry about.’

‘You mean a test like in school?’

‘Something like that,’ his father said, getting up from the table. ‘Go and read your comics, Dickie.’

The boy rose and wandered towards that part of the living room which had been ‘his’ corner since infancy. He fingered the topmost comic of the stack, but seemed uninterested in the colourful squares of fast-paced action. He wandered towards the window, and peered gloomily at the veil of mist that shrouded the glass.

‘Why did it have to rain today?’ he said. ‘Why couldn’t it rain tomorrow?’

His father, now slumped into an armchair with the Government newspaper rattled the sheets in vexation. ‘Because it just did, that’s all. Rain makes the grass grow.’

‘Why, Dad?’

‘Because it does, that’s all.’

Dickie puckered his brow. ‘What makes it green, though? The grass?’

‘Nobody knows,’ his father snapped, then immediately regretted his abruptness.

Later in the day, it was birthday time again. His mother beamed as she handed over the gaily colored packages, and even his father managed a grin and a rumple-of-the-hair. He kissed his mother and shook hands gravely with his father. Then the birthday cake was brought forth, and the ceremonies concluded.

An hour later, seated by the window, he watched the sun force its way between the clouds.

‘Dad,’ he said, ‘how far away is the sun?’

‘Five thousand miles,’ his father said.

Dickie sat at the breakfast table and again saw moisture in his mother’s eyes. He didn’t connect her tears with the exam until his father suddenly brought the subject to light again.

‘Well, Dickie,’ he said, with a manly frown, ‘you’ve got an appointment today.’

‘I know Dad. I hope –’

‘Now, it’s nothing to worry about. Thousands of children take this test every day. The Government wants to know how smart you are, Dickie. That’s all there is to it.’

‘I get good marks in school,’ he said hesitantly.

‘This is different. This is a - special kind of test. They give you this stuff to drink, you see, and then you go into a room where there’s a sort of machine –‘

‘What stuff to drink?’ Dickie said.

‘It’s nothing. It tastes like peppermint. It’s just to make sure you answer the questions truthfully. Not that the Government thinks you won’t tell the truth, but it makes sure.’

Dickie’s face showed puzzlement, and a touch of fright. He looked at his mother, and she composed her face into a misty smile.

‘Everything will be all right,’ she said.

‘Of course it will,’ his father agreed. ‘You’re a good boy, Dickie; you’ll make out fine.

Then we’ll come home and celebrate. All right?’

‘Yes sir,’ Dickie said.  


1. How does the title suggest that the test is a very important one?

____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

2. What does Dickie want the most for his birthday?
____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
3. Is Dickie loved by his parents? Include evidence in your answer.

__________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

4. Mr and Mrs Jordan react differently to the idea of the test. Find quotes to show this.
Mr Jordan - ________________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________________________

Mrs Jordan - _______________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________________
5. What impressions are you given about the test? What do you think it could involve?

________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

6. How well do you expect Dickie to do in the test? Give at least two reasons for your answer.

__________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

7. From Mr Jordan’s explanation of the test what seems to be a very sinister (threatening) aspect of it?
__________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

Writing task:
You are going to write a short story with the title ‘The Test’. 

1. List as many different tests as you can think of. 

2. Choose one of these tests and write a story about it. 

Read the opening from The Maze Runner by James Dashner:
	He began his new life standing up, surrounded by cold darkness and stale, dusty air.

Metal ground against metal; a lurching shudder shook the floor beneath him. He fell down at the sudden movement and shuffled backward on his hands and feet, drops of sweat beading on his forehead despite the cool air. His back struck a hard metal wall; he slid along it until he hit the corner of the room. Sinking to the floor, he pulled his legs up tight against his body, hoping his eyes would soon adjust to the darkness.

With another jolt, the room jerked upward like an old lift in a mine shaft.

Harsh sounds of chains and pulleys, like the workings of an ancient steel factory, echoed through the room, bouncing off the walls with a hollow, tinny whine. The lightless elevator swayed back and forth as it ascended, turning the boy's stomach sour with nausea; a smell like burnt oil invaded his senses, making him feel worse. He wanted to cry, but no tears came; he could only sit there, alone, waiting.

My name is Thomas, he thought.

That ... that was the only thing he could remember about his life.

He didn't understand how this could be possible. His mind functioned without flaw, trying to calculate his surroundings and predicament. Knowledge flooded his thoughts, facts and images, memories and details of the world and how it works. He pictured snow on trees, running down a leafstrewn road, eating a hamburger, the moon casting a pale glow on a grassy meadow, swimming in a lake, a busy city square with hundreds of people bustling about their business.

And yet he didn't know where he came from, or how he'd gotten inside the dark lift, or who his parents were. He didn't even know his last name. Images of people flashed across his mind, but there was no recognition, their faces replaced with haunted smears of color. He couldn't think of one person he knew, or recall a single conversation.

The room continued its ascent, swaying; Thomas grew immune to the ceaseless rattling of the chains that pulled him upward. A long time passed. Minutes stretched into hours, although it was impossible to know for sure because every second seemed an eternity. No. He was smarter than that. Trusting his instincts, he knew he'd been moving for roughly half an hour.

Strangely enough, he felt his fear whisked away like a swarm of gnats caught in the wind, replaced by an intense curiosity. He wanted to know where he was and what was happening.

With a groan and then a clonk, the rising room halted; the sudden change jolted Thomas from his huddled position and threw him across the hard floor. As he scrambled to his feet, he felt the room sway less and less until it finally stilled. Everything fell silent.

A minute passed. Two. He looked in every direction but saw only darkness; he felt along the walls again, searching for a way out. But there was nothing, only the cool metal. He groaned in frustration; his echo amplified through the air, like the haunted moan of death. It faded, and silence returned. He screamed, called for help, pounded on the walls with his fists.

Nothing.

Thomas backed into the corner once again, folded his arms and shivered, and the fear returned. He felt a worrying shudder in his chest, as if his heart wanted to escape, to flee his body.

"Someone ... help ... me!" he screamed; each word ripped his throat raw.

A loud clank rang out above him and he sucked in a startled breath as he looked up. A straight line of light appeared across the ceiling of the room, and Thomas watched as it expanded. A heavy grating sound revealed double sliding doors being forced open. After so long in darkness, the light stabbed his eyes; he looked away, covering his face with both hands. He heard noises above--voices--and fear squeezed his chest.
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Unlocking Vocabulary – find the definitions of the following words:

lurching - __________________________________________________________________________

predicament - ______________________________________________________________________

flaw - _____________________________________________________________________________

smear - ___________________________________________________________________________

 ceaseless- _________________________________________________________________________

amplified - _________________________________________________________________________

shudder - __________________________________________________________________________

bustling - __________________________________________________________________________

Focus on the text:

1. How is Thomas feeling in the first paragraph? Use a quote to explain your answer.

______________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

2. List four things you learn about the setting from the first three paragraphs.
3. What does Thomas’s mind make him imagine?

__________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

4. What can’t Thomas remember?

______________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

5. What happened when the lift stopped?

______________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

6. The writer uses language to show us the panic Thomas is feeling in this extract. Find five quotes that prove this.

7. Choose two of your quotes and write a PETER paragraph for each.
POINT

EVIDENCE
     TECHNIQUE   
      EXPLANATION

READER
a) ____________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

b) ____________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

Writing task:

Desert Island Plane Crash

Whilst flying to an exotic destination, your plane spirals out of control, there are only five parachutes to save five passengers. You will land on a deserted island, with no one else there. 

Decide on the five people who you think most deserve the parachutes. Remember, that you will need to survive on the island until help arrives. 

Once you have made your choices, write a short paragraph about each one and explain why you chose them.

a) 35 year old female, has 3 children at home, single mum, artist.

b) 12 year old male, straight ‘A’ student, wants to be a police officer, high I.Q of 150.

c) 18 year old male, studying engineering, part-time comedian, obese.

d) 21 year old male, wheelchair user, Paralympic archery champion.

e) 15 year old female, pregnant, high school student, great at science.

f) 16 year old male, high school dropout, boyfriend of person above and the baby’s father.

g) 30 year old male, nurse, has a husband.

h) 19 year old male, ex-army soldier, missing one arm, single.

i) 70 year old Scandinavian female, retired lawyer and judge.

j) 42 year old female, doctor, suffers from depression.

k) 55 year old Russian male, investment banker, very wealthy.

l) 40 year old male, dentist, leader of boy Scouts group.

m) 30 year old American male, famous actor, known to use drugs.

n) 14 year old male, football player, has paper-round. 
o) 38 year old male, pilot of the plane, has the flu.
Read the article by Nancy Kress, a science fiction writer:

	Science and Science Fiction: the Good, the Bad, and the Ugly

One of the scariest statements I ever heard came from a young relative of mine: “All the science I know I learned from your books!” To which I replied, gasping a little, “But you know I make it up, right?”

But not entirely—which raises a critical question. While much has been written about how to use science to create, plot, or enhance one’s fiction, not as much has been written about how speculative fiction impacts our understanding of science. Consider the following: Haijun Yao, editor of China’s major SF magazine, Science Fiction World, told me last year that the Chinese government, which banned SF during the Cultural Revolution, is now very enthusiastic about its publication. The reason, Mr. Yao said, is that reading science fiction encourages young people to learn about science.

Many, many more people see science fiction movies than read print SF.

Almost all SF movies, and much print SF as well, depicts science that is misleading at best, harmful at worst.

The misleading first. Whenever I have taught science fiction as literature, I have had students who believed the following:

Cloning will lead to groups of people who are telepathic with each other, or who duplicate the moral bearings of the original DNA bearer, or are inherently evil and monstrous because, well, after all, they’re clones. Not “real” human beings.

Aliens who contact Earth will aggressively want to use humans as slaves or food, or will want our gold or water or expertise.

If we destroy the Earth’s ecology, future generations will just move to other planets, so don’t worry.

Going into a black hole can take us into the past.

Sometimes it helps to point out obvious dissents:

Cloning is just delayed twinning.

Aliens, whose different evolutionary paths will result in biology probably not based on DNA, will be unable to eat us or mate with us. Water and gold are more profitably mined on an asteroid than carried up a gravity well. Robots are more efficient than human slaves at hard labor. Any star-faring race already has more scientific expertise than we do, or we would be going to them.

No solar-system planet can as yet support sustainable human colonies, and the stars are way out of reach.

A black hole smashes everything down into unrecognizable forms of matter—even Matthew McConaughey (yes, I hated that movie).

Alas, sometimes saying these things does no good. Movies and books are powerful.

However, that the “science” the public learns from SF is debatable doesn’t strike me as the worst problem. That comes from another source: Writers and scriptwriters often make science itself the villain. A problem involving some scientific advance—cloning, nanotechnology, AI—is set up, and all the negative aspects of the tech are brought out, exaggerated, falsified, and blamed. I understand the impetus for this—I’m a writer, too!—which is to create the conflict necessary to drive any story. But the cumulative net effect is the impression that new science and its offspring, new tech, are invariably bad.

In the movie Ex Machina, robots turn murderous.

In countless SF stories, AI tries to take over and must be fought, shut down, destroyed.

Cloning produces not crops or food animals that can feed an ever-expanding population, but rather the oppressive (and ridiculous) one-world biological totalitarianism of Gattaca.

There are exceptions, of course. The Martian, book and movie, portray science as savior. My favorite line is when the protagonist, faced with the problem of basic survival, vows, “I’m going to science the shit out of this!” The film Contagion depicts an accurate, science-driven response to a worldwide pandemic (as, incidentally, does my own Tomorrow’s Kin, to a pandemic with much different causes). Many authors write thoughtful explorations, not hopped-up modern Luddism, about the implications of emerging technologies. There are not, in my not-all-that-humble opinion, enough such SF authors.

Before you try to lynch me with that symbol of nostalgic obsolescence, the used typewriter ribbon, let me just say that I’m not calling here for Pollyannaism about science, or for the removal of exciting adventure SF, or of that venerable SF subgenre, the cautionary tale. “If this goes on…big trouble ahead!” is a fair structure for SF. Nor am I saying that fantasy doesn’t have a cherished place in speculative fiction. Nor that such sui generis hybrids as Charlie Jane Anders’s delightful romp, All the Birds in the Sky, shouldn’t contain her wildly inventive combination of magic and implausible science—especially if they’re as wittily written as that award-winning novel.

I am saying that I wish writers and—particularly movie makers—would look harder, deeper, and more thoroughly into their scientific subjects when the tone of their work is hard-science plausibility. There are many dramatic ways to exploit, for fictional purposes, the actual boons and pitfalls of science, without an overload of wrong, sometimes ludicrous, disinformation.

After all, readers are listening, watching, noting. It would be nice if they didn’t get the impression that everything produced in a science lab (food, energy, medicines, data) is aimed at harming them. A little realistic balance is what I’m calling for here.

Is that really too much to ask?


Unlocking Vocabulary – find the definitions of the following words:

enhance - __________________________________________________________________________

speculative - _______________________________________________________________________

inherently - ________________________________________________________________________

ecology - __________________________________________________________________________

sustainable - _______________________________________________________________________

impetus - __________________________________________________________________________

obsolescence - ______________________________________________________________________

venerable - ________________________________________________________________________

Focus on the text:

1. In the first paragraph, why is Kress shocked at her relative’s confession?

______________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

2. Why is the Chinese government encouraging the reading of science fiction?

____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

3. Kress says that people believe impossible things are true because they’ve read about them, e.g. alien aggression. What counter arguments does she provide to show these beliefs cannot be true? Choose two examples and explain in detail.

a) ____________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

b) ____________________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
4. List the persuasive devices you can find in the article. (remember DAFOREST)

	Technique
	Evidence

	
	

	
	

	
	

	
	

	
	


5. Choose two of your examples and explain their effect using PETER paragraphs.

           POINT           
EVIDENCE
      TECHNIQUE       EXPLANATION
READER
a) ____________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

b) ____________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

Writing task:

Aliens have landed in Scunthorpe! Write the newspaper article that appears on the front page.

Plan your work:

Think of a short and eye catching headline:

What happened?

Who was involved? 

Where did it happen?

When did it happen? 

Who will you interview about the event?

Write two short quotes from them:

Now you have your notes, write up your story in a newspaper format.
