1 An introduction to science fiction

Science fiction is a genre (or form) of fiction that explores imaginary possibilities and consequences of developments in science and technology.  It is an extremely broad category of genre, crossing over into other areas of fiction including horror, fantasy and historical fiction.  Whereas the setting of science fiction stories may occur in the future, in an alternate galaxy or in an altered present, the thematic concerns of sci-fi tend to reflect a mixture of universal questions regarding humanity and the contemporary contexts of their composers.  Put another way, science fiction plays with answers to the big scientific questions we ask of our imaginations: WHAT WOULD HAPPEN IF ...?   

1. In the table below, for each question, speculate on a possible answer.  The first one is done for you.
	Question:  What would happen if ....


	Speculation

	humanity learns the secret of space traveling to other galaxies?
	We would eventually find worlds like our own...and aliens...and declare war on them.

	a liquid, found in the core of Uluru (Australia), contains alien DNA?
	

	we can clone human beings?
	

	scientists discover the ageing gene?
	

	the world runs out of fossil fuels?
	

	a deadly strain of airborne virus is accidentally released?
	

	whale song is translated into the most complex language ever discovered?
	


2.  Look carefully at your responses:

a. What do your speculations say about the way humans behave?
b. What are your major concerns about the future of humanity and/or the planet?
c. Do you think your concerns will change as you get older?  Why / Why not?
d. Do you think young people fifty years ago would have had the same concerns as you do now regarding the future of the planet?  What’s changed?  

An example of science fiction

2. The following extract is from Garth Nix’s science fiction novel, Shade’s Children.  The novel is set in the not-too-distant future after ‘the change’ when every human over the age of 14 suddenly vanished and droids appeared, gathering the remaining children into dormitories to be ‘harvested’ and made into battle droids.  The earth has become one vast battle arena, created for the enjoyment of aliens who watch gladiatorial-style battles on a massive stage.   
Only one ‘adult’, a being of artificial intelligence known as ‘Shade,’ has survived.  Shade coordinates a resistance movement against the aliens, from his base in an abandoned naval submarine, with the aim of taking back the earth.  His ‘soldiers’ are the children who escape from the dormitories.  

In this extract recent dormitory escapee Gold-Eye meets Shade for the first time:
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Activities: Thinking about language
1. Consider the way in which adjectives are used to describe Shade’s chamber and his robotic machines: ‘silvery tentacle’; ‘cavernous chamber’; ‘dark space’. Find at least two more examples of adjectives.

2. Consider movement and the use of verbs in the passage:

· ‘silvery tentacle slowly uncoiling’
· ‘moved in the shadows and corners of the room’
· ‘balanced lightly on eight segmented legs’.
Why do you think Nix create such an eerie and suspenseful atmosphere through his use of adjective and verb?  
3. Compare adjectives, verbs and nouns used to depict the machines to those used to depict the human characters:

	Shade’s machines


	Humans

	‘...they’d passed its scrutiny...’
	‘... he stood where he was, just looking ...’

	‘...coiled back up again’
	‘...he stumbled over the lip of the hatch...’

	‘...the light occasionally reflecting from their metallic sides’
	‘Gold-Eye ... shivered’

	‘balanced lightly on eight segmented legs...’
	‘...he stumbled ...’


a) In what ways are the human characters different to the machines?

b) What point is Nix trying to make about the difference between humans and machines?







	Gold-Eye looked up, meeting the glassy gaze of another silvery tentacle slowly uncoiling down from the ceiling.  It looked at them for a few seconds, then coiled back up again.  A loud click from the hatch announced that they’d passed its scrutiny and the way to Shade’s headquarters was opening.  


	But Gold-Eye didn’t walk in.  He stood where he was, just looking, till Ella gave him a bit of a push and he stumbled over the lip of the hatch and into the cavernous chamber.


	The room took up almost the entire aft of the submarine.  Once it had been filled with engines, fuel tanks and machinery.  Now it was a large open space – a dark space, with a single pool of light tight in the middle, about thirty paces from the hatch.  


	Things about the size of cats moved in the shadows and corners of the room, the light occasionally reflecting from their metallic sides.  Briefly, one scampered near the light and Gold-Eye saw it in its entirety – and shivered.  It had a bulbous body, balanced lightly on eight segmented legs.  Far too like a spider.  


	‘Robots,’ whispered Ella, seeing him shudder.  ‘They’re safe.  They work for us.’...


(Nix, Garth Shade’s children 1997. Ark Fiction. Allen & Unwin Pty.Ltd. Sydney. p41-42)














