‘The Other’ in Science Fiction

What is ‘the other’? 

‘The other’ can be described as ‘the being that is NOT like us.’ 

‘The other’ is different, confusing, unsettling, alien. In works of science fiction, ‘the other’ is often an alien from another world, humans from another time/dimension or machines with a given purpose. 

In many of these texts, the complication of a sci-fi narrative is the lack of understanding between ‘the other’ and ourselves. In other texts, the complication of the narrative is a battle of survival between ‘the other’ and ‘us’.

‘The other’ is created through opposites: ‘the other’ is everything we are NOT. 

As a result, ‘the other’ is a perfect device for defining humanity by revealing what humanity is not. 

An early example of ‘the other’ from literature is from the famous science fiction writer H.G. Wells. Despite writing over a century ago, Wells predicted such technology as laptops, video phones and the space shuttle. His writing also sparked an entire genre of Hollywood films about invasions from Mars. 

Read the excerpt taken from his novel ‘War of the Worlds’, written in 1898. Wells's main character describes his first glimpse of the machines from Mars. 
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Activities 

1. Using different colours and a key, highlight Well’s use of the following to describe the machine:

a) nouns 

b) adjectives 

c) verbs 

d) imagery

b) Look at your highlighted words. What impression of ‘the other’ is H.G. Wells trying to give the reader about these machines? 

c) Why do you think Wells calls the machine a ‘Thing’? 

d) Why give the ‘Thing’ the power of speech? 

e) At the conclusion of his novel, the machines (and the aliens inside them), despite their obvious power and size, are destroyed. What is Wells saying about humanity if it can survive such terrible creatures?

2. Write your own description of your first sighting of ‘the other’ using powerful descriptive language.
War of the Worlds excerpt
And this Thing I saw! How can I describe it? A monstrous tripod, higher than many houses, striding over the young pine trees, and smashing them aside in its career; a walking engine of glittering metal, striding now across the heather; articulate ropes of steel dangling from it, and the clattering tumult of its passage mingling with the riot of the thunder. 

A flash, and it came out vividly, heeling over one way with two feet in the air, to vanish and reappear almost instantly as it seemed, with the next flash, a hundred yards nearer. 

Can you imagine a milking stool tilted and bowled violently along the ground? That was the impression those instant flashes gave. But instead of a milking stool imagine it a great body of machinery on a tripod stand... 

Seen nearer, the Thing was incredibly strange, for it was no mere insensate machine driving on its way. Machine it was, with a ringing metallic pace, and long, flexible, glittering tentacles (one of which gripped a young pine tree) swinging and rattling about its strange body. It picked its road as it went striding along, and the brazen hood that surmounted it moved to and fro with the inevitable suggestion of a head looking about. Behind the main body was a huge mass of white metal like a gigantic fisherman's basket, and puffs of green smoke squirted out from the joints of the limbs as the monster swept by me. 

And in an instant it was gone... As it passed it set up an exultant deafening howl that drowned the thunder - "Aloo! Aloo!"--and in another minute it was with its companion, half a mile away, stooping over something in the field. 
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