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AMERICAN SCIENCE FICTION. THE HISTORY OF THE
GENRE

The history of any literary tradition - a genreliis case - is complex and
multifaceted. The focus in this article is limitexthose events and trends in the
history of American science fiction which seem mgstmane to the genre
itself. The time history of the genre rangers fritva undifferentiated "wonder
stories” of the later I century through a mid- twentieth-century zenith of
separation and self-awareness that began to break @y the late 1960s,
mirroring the wider cultural upheavals of that pekriand finally concluding
with the cyberpunk sensibility of the early 1980s.

Typically inaugurated with the 1818 publication bfaiy Shelley's
Frankenstein, science fiction has wended its way through Americalture
throughout the twentieth century. The scientificl dachnological discoveries
that began during the Industrial Revolution haveticmed to shape the lives of
the entire planet's population, and none more sn those of Americans.
Shelley's literary mediation on the changing dyrabdtween humanity and its
technology has found numerous repetitions and wetiains in American
writers over 179 years. These mediations have becatfectively referred to as
science fiction.

Even though the term "science fiction" was firsedidy the English
writer William Wilson in an 1851 treatise on thegtty of science, it was
Amazing Stories editor Hugo Gernsback's use of the term in 1928résonated
with what most people now think of when they hdw term— space travel,
bug-eyed aliens, and wondrous technology [7, 7-8].

In 1888, Edward Bellamy publisheldooking Backward, 2000-1887.
Within two years, its wide popularity was manifesie the establishment of 162
Bellamy clubs, political leagues inspired by tharmges in society that Bellamy
envisioned in his novel. While the 2000 of the rlowas Utopian, the
presentation of that Utopia prefigured Hugo Gernklsaemphasis, forty years
later, of the educational or instructional posgtiles (and even responsibilities)
of science fiction. The generic importance of Belé novel rests not only in
its agency in shaping the future through the Bejlatabs, but on its vision of a
future logically extrapolated from current conditioand in its opening up of the
future as a viable setting for literary fiction pQ-21].



The wide popular appeal of Bellamy's novel ignéetbnsumptive demand
for the texts that would come to be called scidiat®n in the following years.
Facilitating the productive supply of science fictiwas "the development of the
technique of producing cheap paper from wood- pirpthe 1880s, [which]
created the possibility of mass production of cheagazines as well as by the
name by which they came to be known - the pulp85%7.,In addition to the paper
itself, the introduction of mechanical typesettiftrgore sophisticated flatbed
process, and the envention of the Napier and Haoidsr press" also helped to
increase avilability of science fiction [3, 441hd inexpensiveness of the pulps
helped science fiction gain the wide readershipyelsas the low respectability,
which was to characterize the genre for the nesdrser eight decades. While the
long-term political effects of the Bellamy clubs menegligible, especially, for
example, in comparison with Arthur C. Clarke's prest idea of a global
communications network utilizing geosynchronousliiggs [9, 71], Bellamy's
novel strengthened or in some cases initiatedeth@etncy of the genre to expect
such realistic foreshadowing of future technolodies its authors.

While these foreshadowing tended to be darker nofiean science fiction
following World War | thanks to the "back yard" expence of the technologies
of tanks, airplanes, mustard gas, and machine danthe United States the
distance from the immediacy of war helped shetteséience fiction community
from thinking of the future as darkly as its Eurapecounterpart. Hence, the
growth in American science fiction continued relaty unabated from its roots
in the late nineteenth century, gaining a largelience who relied on pulps such
as Weird Tales, Amazing Stories, and Astounding Science-Fiction to keep
up-to-date on recent scientific and unscientifiddss with the help of the
magazines' stories and editorials. The year 192@lsafirst specifically science
fiction magazine Amazing Sories, edited by Hugo Gernsback. Gernsbackwas
one of the early catalysts of science fiction whwo,his editorials and his
publishing decisions, manifested much of what etwlgntieth-century science
fiction is known for: the concern with educating thublic on the developments
in science and technology, and the emphasis orc lagd rationality as a
problem-solving technique [7, 51] more importaniith his use of the term
"science fiction," Gernsback forced the genre toobee aware of itself as such:
"Those who had written or published scientific roe, invention stories,
"different stories," or scientific fiction beforba advent of Hugo Gernsback do
not seem to have spent time wondering about hodefme the genre within
which they were writing. If there were no attempisdefine the genre, then
arguably the writers were not conscious that theyewwriting within a genre,
and therefore were not writing within a genre. Agerequires a consciousness
of appropriate conventions, a certain aesthetid, eren a certain ideology, as
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well as readers who have particular expectatianis. inore than a publishing
category, because it assumes some bond or imagioatyact between writer
and reader. Science fiction is what science fictioiters write for science fiction
readers” [7, 51].

During the inter-war period, the "walls" of the exate fiction separate
position began to be raised. Young readers whaghaan up reading the early
pulps now became writers who could safely assutbasa of science fictional
knowledge in their readers. These fans were $tdl ¢ontrolling force in the
genre, writing to the editors of the pulps, critiqy stones they found
unacceptable.

In tracing the literary evolution of ence fiction, 1938 is a convenient
starting point for the next period of the genréne Golden Age. It has been
suggested that the Golden Age of the Science Rigsiavhen the reader is 14
years old with an intact sense of wonder and aniticad attitude towards texts.
However in 1938 John W. Campbell, Jr. became thtoredf Astounding
Science-Fiction and continued to be a guiding voice in the gehreugh the
magazine's 1960 title changeAoalog, and until his death in 1971. While he
shared with Gernsback a belief in the importancehef educational role of
science fiction, he primarily considered it to bategtainment, and like
Gernsback, used his editorials and publishing d@wsto shape science fiction
in his own image. Rather than focusing on the gagiged the technology which
fueled much earlier science fiction, Campbell recied the readers' attention to
the effects of the technology on more realistic and well-depeld characters.
Towards that end, he emphasized the soft scierfckmlogy, sociology, and
psychology, as well as history and parapsycholofye science that was
necessary for a reader's understanding was noanget plopped unexpectedly
into a text. Rather, Campbell encouraged a mormigsa mixing of story and
background, which started science fiction on thadrto literary quality and
respectability. Although that goal was still sorheee decades hence. The depth
and plausibility of plot, setting, as well as thenfastic technology that the
authors created also gained importance under Cdinpbelid a more credible
and logical connection between the narrative and



established facts. Finally, rather than the singaieapolation of the future from
current conditions, which started with Bellamy hal€entury earlier, Campbell
emphasized historicahange - the future was not going to be just like todathw
the addition of flying cars and space travel, beeathe very conditions of
existence are going to change, in part at leasausex of the technological
changes themselves [7, 56-57].

While Gernsback helped define the genre, Campbebed Science
Fiction by expecting more of his writers and of #uglience. By nurturing greater
textual sophistication, thereby expanding the dsnbmundaries. Campbell
provided science fiction writers with more freeddm consider what they
produced: the tide of the genre began to turn tdsvaroduction, although the
consumption of science fiction continued to maimits gravity in the transaction
of meaning. The significance of this transitiorslia the fact that the legacy of
science fiction's consumption-driven beginning Bbtilds considerable sway,
much more than in other literary genres, where fdezlback loop from the
audience to the authors is more tenuous. Honing skills under Campbell in
Astounding as well as in other magazines after World Warwliiters like
Asimov, Bradbury, and Robert Heinlein, who werentiselves the product of the
pulps and the science fiction genre, began to ekgdrom withtin [7, 64].

The early 1950s saw a spurt of growth for the geheving slowly
developed until then almost exclusively in the ulagnd their offspring
magazines. The increasing literary standards imydlkeCampbell drew scores
of writers to the field who were acommodated by agazine boom. In 1949
three new science fiction magazines started, fout951, seven in 1952, and
fourteen in 1953. Even though most did not lastartban several issues, and
some older, established magazines folded duringlivade, the opportunities
for writers to publish were exceptional, and wexpanded and qualitatively
changed in 1952. Even though high-speed pressesyantidetic glue had then
developed as early as the mid-1930s, publishingédid not connect science
fiction with these developments for another twoatkss [8,443]. In 1952, four
publishing houses started science fiction papek tiaes with such authors as
Ballantine, Pocket and Sgnet. While the others sharpened their skills in the
magazines in the late 1950s. Authors like PhilipDick and Frank Herbert, as
well as Ursula K. LeGuin, Harlan Ellison, J. G. Bad, Kurt Vonnegut and
Samuel R. Delany started their publishing careensnd this science fiction
"publishing boom" [1, 58].

Increasingly, science fiction writers considerectithwork to be an
intellectual game of "what if... ?" which led thémo playing with classic themes
and plots [7, 88]. While the genre had been a sépannit for some time,
inward-looking and self referential, by the mid-085more and more authors
were capitalizing upon the genre's tropes by d@ietpthem. Here lies the
heyday of the genre because with many of it gemeaikers and conventions in

place, authors began to self-consciously play titise signifiers and strategies.
In return, the audience responded favorably becthesgenre was suificiently
established and the readers sufficiently well-readhandle the growing
self-reflexivity of science fiction literature dag the last half of the decade.

Another marker of science fiction's developmentamhgeneric maturity
was the 1956 publication &fi Search of Wonder by Damon Knight. This book is
not important only because it was the first criticallection on contemporary
science fiction, but also because it was both enitty a fan and published by
Advent, a fan-based publishing house in Chicago [7, 13&kpite being joined
by the academic journdxtrapolation three years later, critical and academic
works concerning science fiction were slow in cogrfior the next decade and a
half. The consistently growing loyalty and sizetlo¢ fan base over time also
marks the maturation of the genre: the annWrld Science Fiction
Convention, started in 1939 and only skipping 1942 and 194teses to the
continuing importance of science fiction consumptio

While the early 1960s saw the development of the Méave in British
science fiction, this next major phase did not gaimmentum in the United
States until the later years of the decade. Witteremces ranging from
Egyptology to popular music to advertising, the Nlave reflected the early
developments of postmodernism. The New Wave alsoifested the
decentering of the subject and the absence ofgtesitruth” or "authority" that
postmodernism is predicated upon. The authors ®fAimerican New Wave
incorporated "a genuinely interest in style, psyogizal complexity, and .. .
character, as well as some topics that were at tesventionally regarded as
taboo by traditional science fiction standardshveiéx topping off the list" [7,
173]. The American New Wave also reflected theilegédge of a postmodern
sensibility.

The importance of the New Wave rests in breachiegyenre walls and in
moving it closer to literary respectability not ghrough a more self-conscious
and nuanced literary approach, but also throughawareness of reality's
complexities, technology's inability to address ntheand the pessimistic
appraisal of human nature [7, 175]. While the Neww&/was mainly a title
imposed upon selected science fiction that deviatemn the classic
preoccupations of the genre, it also points to ltkginnings of the genre's
devolution and decentering.

The fragmentation of the genre, typified by traaigilly-oriented science
fiction writers', editors’, and fans' resistancéi®writing of the New Wave, was
aided by the growing field of fantasy literaturehioh was given an enormous
boost when two separate houses concurrently reghdali J.R.R. Tolkien'She
Hobbit andThe Lord of the Ringstrilogy in 1965, one year after the United States
began sending regular troops to Vietnam. The foxobkerence of the genre was
further destabilized by the increasing numberseafdle writers. Although they



are not all considered to be feminist writers, thveiices also helped shape the
traditionally male-dominated science fiction gerf¢hile the lunar landing in
1969 brought home the fact that science fiction avpart of everyday life, much
genre-challenging science fiction diverged widetgnii the classic roots of
previous decades.

Frank Herbert'®une (1965) and Philip K. Dick'®0o Androids Dream of
Electric Sheep? (1968), are both products of the New Wave. Helbenvel is
complex and pessimistic about individual human reatwhile endowing the
species as a whole with a drive to better itséthoaigh this is accomplished
through conflict and violence. The fully realizedltare of the Fremen in the
novel is the clearest indicator of the literary gdexity toward which science
fiction was now moving. From foodways to languagkioetics, Herbert created
a detailed culture from an anthropologist's noBag. what makes this novel so
groundbreaking for the genre is that it also a¢tdithe depth, complexity, and
literary aspirations which science fiction had besarching for over the previous
four or five decades. While the focus on politit$tie novel can now be regarded
as a logical extension of the space operas of 3364, in 1965 it was new and
exciting; no doubt this was one of the reasons Whye won the first-ever
Nebula Award in that year.

Philip K. Dick'sDo Androids Dream of Electric Sheep? "remains a prime
example of New Wave science fiction, with its exiedy dark portrayal of a
future inundated with drugs, advertising, economérsl neuroses. This last is
most clearly illustrated by the main characterterise concern with whether or
not his neighbors suspect that his pet sheepfacirelectric” [4, 189].

By the early 1970s, scholars began to look at seiéiation seriously, and
the long sought-after goal of literary respectpilivas within reach. While
Extrapolation had been around since 1959, two more academimgtsur
appeared in the early 197@undation: The Review of Science Fiction in 1972
andScience-Fiction Studiesin 1973.

The final recognition of the science fiction geweme with cyberpunk,
starting with the 1975 publication of John Bruns&hockwave Rider, and
finally with Ridley Scott's 1982 filnBlade Runner and William Gibson's
Neuromancer in 1984. Cyberpunk literature utilized classicesde fiction
iconography as well as New Wave sensibilities i@ating bleak near-future
worlds stocked with sex, drugs, prosthetics, coms,tcosmetic surgery, and
the reign of information as power [7, 194]. Reattto the years of Reagan
presidency is observed in cyberpunk writing throdigh focus on economic
conditions, which are usually very serious for hiit the most wealthy
individuals on the planet. The consistent questignof what is reality in
cyberpunk relies on the decentered subject of pmdmmism - the recurrent
imagining of a non-American future through Japangsepolitical economic
dominance [7, 198].

Both the explosion of the Challenger shuttle inudap of 1986 and the
discontinuation of the Star Wars Defense prograd®®3 added up some new
features to the genre: current technology is n@ves-inspiring as it is written,
and a technological solving of a terrible problem favored myth of classic
science fiction - is still and ever a dream.

Though the genre has acquired new tendencies atutdés pertaining to
the present-day times, it is still capable of ivuod the audience and getting
evetyone interested in what imaginery future woddsld be like.
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