1 ¢ Science Fiction and the Unusual |

Science fiction can always be counted on to contain the unusual—new
life-forms, other planets, future eras. Science-fiction fans always enjoy
reading and thinking about these strange, scary, and incredible
things.

Science-fiction stories are not usually set in the “familiar” world of
today. By setting a story in another place or time, or merely altering our
own world, an author can create a society that is different from what
we know. This society might be totally different, or different in only one
small way. The author steps back from the world we live in and looks
at it as an outsider might. And that, of course, is what the author hopes
you will do as well. This technique is called distancing. Through
distancing you are able to escape your own narrow world and look at
things from a new viewpoint.

Readers are encouraged to compare the world of the story with the
world we actually live in and see the similarities as well as the dif-
ferences. Is the author’s imaginary world better than our own? If so,
how might we make our own world better? Is the author’s imaginary
world a wasteland? If it is, what can we do to make sure our own world
doesn’t end up the same way?

Take a look at the world of the future that Ray Bradbury has
created in “A Sound of Thunder” What is unusual about it? What
comparisons with our own world might this story lead you to make?

Eckels glanced across the vast office at a mass and
tangle . . . of wires and steel boxes, at an aurora that
flickered now orange, now silver, now blue. . . .

“A real Time Machine.” He shook his head. “Makes you
think. If the election had gone badly yesterday, I might be

. here now running away from the results. Thank God Keith
won. He'll make a fine President of the United States.”

The most unusual element of the world that Bradbury has created
is the Time Machine. There is no such thing, of course, as a machine
that takes people back in time. Yet it is fascinating to think about time
travel. What might one find? What might happen if a time traveler
stepped into the past?

A familiar element of this imaginary world is the presidential
election. We can assume that in the year 2055 the President of the
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2 ¢ Science Fiction and Science

Every good science-fiction story contains a kernel of science. The story
itself may be wildly improbable, but it must be backed up by a believ-
able scientific theory.

There are two reasons for this “rule.” The most obvious one, of
course, is that without an element of science it can’t be science fiction.
But there’s a more important reason: If the author includes something
that you know to be true, then you are more inclined to go along with
the rest of the story.

For example, the average reader would be insulted by a story in
which a giant monster rises out of the sea and devours a city. But
suppose the reader is first reminded that radiation can cause animal
cells to mutate, or change—even grow. Then suppose the story involves
a nuclear explosion under water, something we know has actually
occurred. With these two facts in mind, you might be willing to
concede that it could be possible that a giant monster was created as
aresult of atomic radiation. Then you could possibly imagine the giant
creature rising out of the sea and swallowing up San Francisco. So
you put aside the belief that the occurrence is next to impossible, and
you are able to enjoy the story.

Science-fiction writers must be careful about the accuracy of the
scientific facts included in their stories. If there is a glaring error in
the scientific information, then it is impossible to believe the rest of
the story. For instance, take the idea of time travel that is presented
in “A Sound of Thunder.” If the characters in the story had traveled
back in time sixty million years and met John F. Kennedy, you
probably would have stopped reading. You may be willing to accept
the possibility of time travel, but there is a definite limit. On the other
hand, to go back sixty million years and meet a dinosaur, you might
say to yourself, “Sure, why not?” and continue reading.

Another element of science can be found in the following passage
from the story. What theory do you find here that is generally believed
to be true? What effect does this theory have on the rest of the story?

[

“A Time Machine is damn finicky business. Not knowing

it, we might kill an important animal, a small bird, a

roach, a flower even, thus destroying an important link in
 a growing species.”

Science Fiction 381
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3 ¢ Science Fiction and Society

Most science fiction contains a lesson or an opinion about modern
society. This sort of “statement” is usually implied, not stated outright.
It is suggested in the message of the story. That is why science-fiction
writers always use ideas that are familiar when inventing new
creatures or planets. When you think about their creations, chances
are they will remind you of someone or some place you already know.
At this point, you are able to understand the author’s implied message
because you can relate to it.

In “A Sound of Thunder” Ray Bradbury comments on the kind of
leaders a society chooses. You can best understand his message if you
know something about history. The story was written in 1952, not long
after World War II. The brutal reign of Adolf Hitler in Germany was
still fresh in people’s minds.

In the following passage, a minor character in the story describes
two candidates for President of the United States in the year 2055.
What kind of leader would each make? Which of these candidates do
you think the author would have voted for?

“Thank God Keith won,” [said Eckels.] “He’ll make a fine
President of the United States.”

“Yes,” said the man behind the desk. “We're lucky. If
Deutscher had gotten in, we’d have the worst kind of dicta-
torship. There’s an anti-everything man for you, a
militarist, anti-Christ, anti-human, antiintellectual. People
called us up, you know, joking but not joking. Said if
Deutscher became President they wanted to go live in 1492.”

The candidate named Keith sounds honest and trustworthy. He’s
undoubtedly the one the author would have voted for. But the other,
Deutscher, is described as “anti-everything,” a tyrant interested only
in his own wants and ready to wage war against those who challenge
him. It’s no coincidence, considering when the story was written, that
this candidate has a German-sounding name— Deutscher. The author
wanted readers to connect Deutscher with Hitler.

The author’s attitude is clear. Leaders like Deutscher and Hitler are
a threat to peace and progress. The author suggests that even minor
changes in society could result in completely different kinds of leaders—
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