LEIGHTON’S LIST OF SPIFFY SCIENCE FICTION


Science fiction is often as much about concepts as it is about story; thus some of these titles are included not for their literary merit so much as the importance of the ideas they convey. Others, on the other hand, are compelling stories that speak for themselves.


In most categories I’ve included a recommended list of films that embody the style in question, and sometimes anime series or computer games if I can think of appropriate choices.


Naturally, these works are classified by premise, not by deeper meaning.

Apocalyptic Future


Stories about a world where most of humanity has been wiped out are nearly as old as public awareness of atomic bombs. Following the destruction of Hiroshima and Nagasaki, we were confronted with the possibility that our mistakes might completely destroy all of civilization, and naturally fiction soon sprang up to explore this disturbing idea.


Most apocalyptic future stories feature a world ravaged by nuclear weapons, but sometimes killer asteroids, environmental disasters or rampant disease are the cause of society’s downfall.

Films: Mad Max Beyond Thunderdome; The Terminator
Games: Fallout; Fallout 2

A Canticle for Leibowitz, Arthur M. Miller, Jr. A delightfully human and thoughtful book about the near and distant aftermath of nuclear holocaust, Canticle covers around 1000 years of time (thus virtually all the main characters die). It is one of the more interesting works that wrestles with spirituality. Like most religiously based works it patronizes those who are nonreligious by choice (just as explicitly non-religious works patronize the religious), but other than this failing it is often a moving tale.

Dark Future


Dark Future doesn’t always fit into the category of science fiction, at least in terms of classical science fiction that focuses on the physical sciences and engineering. However, I’ve included these stories here on the grounds that social science is also science in some sense. Dark Future features a civilization that has prospered numerically and economically, but nonetheless is not one that any thoughtful reader would care to be a part of.


1984, George Orwell. Orwell is often regarded as a prophet and a visionary for predicting what American society would become decades later, but my reading of 1984 (admittedly colored by Animal Farm, his allegory of the Russian Revolution) is that he was speaking about the problems in the Soviet Union of his time, and extrapolating to account for the future’s better technology. It’s a very influential work that discusses the problems inherent in a totalitarian state.


Fahrenheit 451, Ray Bradbury. For the benefit of societal stability, books and all controversial literature is banned. People are kept happy by television, which runs in every home during all waking hours. “Firemen” are soldiers with flamethrowers who inspect houses and burn any books they find. I highly recommend this book, as Bradbury is one of my favorite authors.


The Handmaid’s Tale, Margaret Atwood.  In a nutshell this is a 1984-ish future of American society: rather than exploiting the communist idea of absolute loyalty to one’s country, the Republic of Gilead appropriates Biblical language and with the spiritual consent of its people forms a hideous mockery of a theocracy.

Robots


Probably most science fiction has robots of one kind or another, but these stories are ones that focus primarily on the nature of robots and artificial intelligence and their role in society. These vary from contemporary Frankenstein tales where a robot destroys itself and its creators, to stories where robots provide incalculable benefits to human society, and everything in between.

Films: The Matrix (partially)


I, Robot, Isaac Asimov. Asimov was the first author to break away from the Frankenstein tradition of robots running amok; instead he described them as benefactors of humanity bound by his Three Laws of Robotics:


1) A robot may not injure a human being, or by omission of action allow a human being to be harmed.


2) A robot must obey orders given it by human beings, except where such orders would conflict with the First Law.


3) A robot must protect its existence so long as such protection does not conflict with the First or Second Laws.


This collection of short stories describes the development of the ever-more sophisticated robotic culture that is assumed in some of his later books.


The Caves of Steel, The Naked Sun, The Robots of Dawn, Isaac Asimov. This trilogy follows the adventures of a robot named R. Daneel Olivaw. It’s been years since I read the series, but it’s very well reputed.


Killdozer!, Theodore Sturgeon. This short story is one of the only bad-robot stories I remember clearly. An energy being takes over a computerized construction bulldozer that proceeds to wipe out the on-site construction crew. It’s suspenseful if you care about the characters, but I’m the type that cheers for Godzilla, the wrong Terminator, and in this case the mad construction vehicle. r0b0tz r0x0r!

Cyberpunk


Like Apocalyptic and Dark Futures, Cyberpunk is often (though not always) restricted to life on earth. Although most cyberpunk stories feature robots and AI, the primary focus is on the merging of humanity with technology through the internet and through cybernetic implants. Society changes, but so does humanity itself.

Films: Bladerunner
Anime: Ghost in the Shell; Serial Experiments Lain


Ghost in the Shell (manga), Masamune Shirow. This is the only graphic novel on this list, and it earns its keep easily. Unlike the movie, which skimps on complications to save time, this work sets up a continuum of intelligent machines from the clearly inhuman on one end to cybernetically modified humans on the other, and it’s not at all clear where to draw ethical lines between them. Even more impressive is that it lists references (even if most of them are in Japanese). The artwork is beautiful, too.


Neuromancer, William Gibson. This archetypical cyberpunk novel is well known among techies. Case is a hacker who must discover the secret behind a mysterious entity known as Wintermute. Nearly everyone in the hacking community knows and loves this book.

First Contact


Is there life out there, and if so, what’ll happen when we find it? Some stories predict an immense boost in our civilization and culture, some propose total disaster, and you can find just about anything in between. 

Films: 2001; Alien; Aliens
Games: Starcraft; Brood War
Anime: Robotech


2001: A Space Odyssey, Arthur C. Clarke. The book is worth reading especially if you’ve seen the movie; it’s different in places. The sequels are 2010, 2090, and 3001, and are fun if you want to know the background behind the monolith, but I think it’s nicer to leave it as a metaphor. One thing I didn’t like was that 2010 was the sequel to the movie 2001 rather than the book, and I seem to remember 3001 being a little too preachy for my taste. Still, Clarke is known for packing a lot of interesting ideas into his works, and of particular interest to Matrix fans is the chair-based instantaneous learning apparatus featured in 3001.


The Berserker Wars, Fred Saberhagen. This is arguably the least pleasant read on this entire list, but the concept is so impressive to me that I include it here. Humanity was on the verge of destroying itself when people expanded to the rest of the solar system. It was a Golden Age™ for a brief time until again there were too many people and not enough resources, and once again the weapons got bigger and better. Just before a catastrophic war broke out, an alien species called the Carmpans interfered. The Carmpans told the humans of their pacifist society that had made astonishing advances in arts, architecture, philosophy, and culture over the last millennium. Humanity prepares to disassemble its weaponry and embrace a life of peace when they discover the rest of the story: the Carmpans have been all but annihilated by a race of sentient machines called Berserkers that are programmed to destroy all life. The peaceful Carmpans have come to the warlike humans as their last hope for survival.


Ender’s Game, Speaker for the Dead, Orson Scott Card. Although this series continues into several more books, the first two are the only ones I recommend unreservedly (or at all). It is the only book and sequel to each receive both the Hugo and Nebula awards. Ender’s Game reminds you what it’s like to be a child.


Storm Over Warlock, Ordeal in Otherwhere, Andre Norton. I need to read the first one again and the second one for the first time, but I seem to remember how unusual it was that the aliens in Storm Over Warlock actually behaved in alien ways.

Human Expansion and Exploration

Because our sun has a finite amount of nuclear fuel, there will come a time in the future where we must move out of the solar system if the human race is to survive. Granted, this time is five billion years away (give or take about 5%), but the idea of expanding human civilization beyond Earth is a science fiction staple. Sometimes alien species are involved and sometimes they’re not; the common thread underlying all these stories is the effects of expansion and stellar colonization on human society.


Dune, Frank Herbert. On the barren desert world of Arrakis, Paul Atreides takes advantage of fabricated prophecies to rally a desert people behind him to defeat the Harkonnen clan. 


Foundation, Isaac Asimov. I need to read it again, don’t remember much useful at the moment.


Man Plus, Frederik Pohl. This one I read a long while ago; humans are modified so that they can live on Mars. 


The Martian Chronicles, Ray Bradbury. This was also hard to categorize, as it is part First Contact and part Apocalyptic Future; however, the unifying theme of this collection of short stories is humanity’s expansion to Mars, so I think it belongs here. Skilled authors can make you feel for characters you’ve never physically met; Bradbury can make you feel for entire civilizations you know virtually nothing about.

Time Travel

The premise almost speaks for itself. Some stories feature historical explorations that try to shed light on mysterious parts of history; some feature tortured souls who go back in time to right a wrong; some feature would-be power snatchers who try to alter history for their own benefit. Nearly all involve mind-numbing complications.

Films: Terminator 2
Games: The Journeyman Project

The Big Time, Fritz Leiber. While most tales of time travel deal with small changes to the timeline, the world in this book is continually being revised and rewritten by two opposing armies, the Snakes and Spiders, who are trying to influence the outcome of a conflict two million years in the future. An interesting grunt’s-eye view of a war of epic magnitude.


The Doomsday Book, Connie Willis. A 21st-century (or maybe 22nd-century) researcher named Kivrin travels back to the early 14th century just in time to meet the Black Plague, while her colleagues struggle against a virulent outbreak of an unknown disease in her own time. This book will show you almost first-hand how epidemics impact individuals and societies.


A Sound of Thunder, Ray Bradbury. This short story is one of the most accurate in its depiction of time travel, in the sense that our timeline is a chaotic system: small changes lead to huge effects. While many time-travel stories will feature a historical assassination with the result that the future is just as it was, minus one or two people, this one shows that the accidental killing of a prehistoric butterfly wreaks unimaginable changes on human society.


The Time Machine, H.G. Wells. The original novel of time travel, worth reading for historical significance even if you don’t like the writing itself. Physicists had dealt with time as a dimension for decades prior to this work, but this was the first time such an idea had been popularized.

Biology


After Crick and Watson discovered DNA in the 50’s, stories abounded with variations on genetic engineering and mutating diseases and so forth. Unlike much of science fiction which focuses on the hard sciences (especially physics) and engineering, the themes of these stories have to do with biology. Whereas the Cyberpunk genre explores humanity modifying itself by making itself more mechanical, these works often feature humanity’s efforts to directly modify its natural biology.

Anime: Generator Gawl


Flowers for Algernon, Daniel Keyes. This is a poignant story of a mentally retarded man given an experimental operation to increase his intelligence. It’s a beautiful example of creative storytelling, as most of the story is done through journal entries.


Red Queen Complex, Dirk Draulans. I’d have to read this again to judge its literary merit, but it’s an interesting concept and I’ve read it recently so here it is. A virus wipes out most of the men on earth, so society is forced to use genetic research to help women reproduce almost asexually. As the plot thickens it appears that the women actually wanted things to turn out this way.


Solution Three, Naomi Mitchison. This imaginative work posits a society several decades past an immense population crunch, one that was resolved by outlawing heterosexual relationships. Reproduction is now accomplished entirely through cloning, with children raised communally. 

Humor


Try as I might, I can’t find a serious theme in these stories. They’re just fun, and like the works of Voltaire their wit occasionally reveals a scathing insight or two (or not).

Films: Galaxy Quest
Games: Space Quest: The Sarien Encounter; Space Quest V: The Next Mutation
Anime: Tenchi Universe


Dirk Gently’s Holistic Detective Agency, The Long Dark Tea-Time of the Soul, Douglas Adams. Dirk Gently is arguably the most dysfunctional detective in all of literature, but somehow his zany and almost pathological methods get results. 


The Hitchhiker’s Guide to the Galaxy, Douglas Adams. Funny man. Read the book or I’ll assault you with a wet codfish. The four others in the series are undoubtedly funny too but I haven’t read them yet.


The Last Hero, Terry Pratchett. Maybe this is more fantasy than science fiction, but the daVinci-type inventor brings an engineering perspective into a world of magic and mayhem. Great fun, with gorgeous pictures!

ADDENDUM: A FEW OF MY LEAST FAVORITE THINGS.


A. Not Science, Just Fiction

Etymologically, one would expect there to be some “science” in this thing called “science fiction”. More precisely, it is understandable for a story to feature and explore some of the results of science without actually bringing the science into it, but one hopes that when the term “science” is invoked it is not horribly misused and misunderstood.


The best example I’ve found so far comes from the last episode of season 1 of the X-Files. The X-Files isn’t exactly science fiction and doesn’t claim to be, but it does feature Scully, an FBI agent who in her less honest moments claims to speak for the scientific community. Scully, together with an untitled researcher who has somehow managed to sequence some alien DNA with an electron microscope (?!?), has just found out that the alien’s genetic material contains two additional base pair components (in addition to the usual A, C, G, T). Contrast the following responses, if you will:

REAL SCIENTIST [excited]: Holy $%*@!! This is an amazing discovery that will revolutionize biology! Not only that, my colleagues and I will be able to publish our arses off for the rest of our careers! I’m calling everyone I’ve ever met to buy them a drink!

SCULLY [disturbed in a cute pouty sort of way]: This goes against all of science!


Besides completely mischaracterizing the reaction of scientists to the previously undiscovered, Scully commits the unpardonable sin of confusing scientific processes with their results.


Repeat after me: “Science is not a list of facts.”


Repeat after me: “Our models of the universe are tentative and utilitarian. They are not epistemological security blankets.”


Repeat after me: “When solid data contradicts our models, we revise our models. We don’t throw up our hands in despair.”


Repeat after me: “I will not mislead people about science no matter how much fanboys like to see my frowny-face.”


It’s difficult to find a work in any medium that misses the boat so completely as the example above. Still, every now and again I’ll run into a story that tries to disturb the reader by describing a situation that goes against “all of science” when in fact all it does is make itself look silly.


B. Look At Those 21st Century Fools, Especially the Readers!

This peeve of mine takes much less effort to explain. As science fiction often takes place in the future, it’s not uncommon for there to be an occasional snide remark about what silly things people did and believed in the 20th or 21st century. This in itself is okay; we ourselves use the term “medieval” in a similar way. What bugs me is when this becomes a dominant theme. I like reading stories; I don’t like reading propaganda for a society that doesn’t exist.


C. Xenonymphophobia?

I don’t like explicit descriptions of people having sex with strange non-humanoid alien beings. I haven’t actually read any, but I dislike the idea so much that I include it here anyway.


D. Excessive antiproselytizing

I see far too much about the “cultural war” (it’s not really) between religion and secularism in everyday media for me to enjoy seeing it in the stories I read. Too many stories uncritically assume that eliminating religion will solve humanity’s problems, when communist countries such as China, North Korea, and the former USSR have demonstrated that such is not the case. The reverse idea—that if we would only convert to a particular religion everything would be warm and fuzzy—turns my stomach even more, whence my disgust at the Left Behind series and everything of Frank Peretti’s that I’ve seen; but thankfully this theme does not appear very often in science fiction. Much more common is an uncritically negative view of religion.


Don’t get me wrong, there are issues that need to be addressed within and from outside organized religions, and a work that honestly approaches this, even while concluding that one (or all) religion is worthless, will not bother me so long as it addresses the primary existential and ethical problems that religion purports to answer. Because the secular humanist tradition is so young, it doesn’t have the massive and varied cultural background common to established religions, and as such, insights derived from secular principles are doubly important. But a mindless repetition along the lines of “religion is irrational” where it is assumed without discussion that “irrational = bad” is more flag-waving than philosophizing.

APPENDIX I: FURTHER READING


Take a look at the Hugo, Nebula, and Philip K. Dick award winners; an internet search will quickly give you all of them. Works that receive the Hugo or Philip K. Dick awards are probably known and liked by a lot of science fiction fans; Nebula award winners are well esteemed by science fiction authors. (Fantasy works can also receive the Hugo and Nebula, but don’t be afraid to broaden your horizons.)

APPENDIX II: WEBSITES
The Science Fiction and Fantasy Writers’ Association (they give out the Nebula awards):

http://www.sfwa.org
APPENDIX III: FANTASY I LIKE

Just to show that I’m not an uncultured lout, here are some of my favorite fantasy titles, alphabetized by author.


Alexander, Lloyd. The Chronicles of Prydain. This series is written for kids or maybe young teens, but it’s a good read for anyone who’s read the Mabinogion (the authoritative compendium of Welsh mythology). Thanks to the immor[t]al Brooks it’s become popular to create fantasy worlds ex nihilo, but now and again it’s fun to find a fantasy work grounded in established mythology, especially one so underused as the Welsh mythos. The full series runs: The Book of Three; The Black Cauldron; The Castle of Llyr; Taran Wanderer; and The High King. 


Brooks, Terry. The Sword of Shannara. Why do I love this book? If something with characters this one-dimensional can be published, then anyone, including my brother’s late goldfish Rex, can hope to someday see their name in print.


Card, Orson Scott. Enchantment. Fun book, me likie.


Dickson, Gordon R. The Dragon and the George. This delightful series features a mild-mannered history grad student and his wife who are thrown into an alternate medieval past with dragons, wizards, trolls, genies, mercreatures, and a talking wolf named Aargh. He (Dickson, not Aargh) smuggles quite a bit of medieval history into the stories too, and this is what makes the series so enjoyable. The sequels are The Dragon Knight; Dragon on the Border; The Dragon At War; The Dragon, the Earl, and the Troll; The Dragon and the Djinn; The Dragon and the Gnarly King; and The Dragon in Lyonesse. Since Dickson passed away in 2001, the series is fixed at 8 books.

LeGuin, Ursula K. A Wizard of Earthsea. The Earthsea stories are arguably my favorite fantasy works of all time. (My appreciation of Lord of the Rings goes beyond mere favoritism.) Whenever I hear the word “fantasy” my first instantaneous thought is of Sparrowhawk sailing along the Archipelago. Yes, this was my third or fourth fantasy series and I was very young, but it stood up to the scrutiny of “Okay, I’m older now and let’s read it again.” This was originally a trilogy, with the other two being The Tombs of Atuan and The Farthest Shore, but then Tehanu: The Last Book of Earthsea joined them to make…a tetralogy?


Lieber, Fritz. Ill Met in Lankhmar. Together with Tolkien, the tales of Fafhrd and the Grey Mouser are required reading for any serious Dungeons & Dragons fan. The early Dragon magazines featured several F&GM short stories, and the series was clearly influential on early D&D development. The full series goes as follows: Swords and Deviltry, Swords Against Death, Swords in the Mist, Swords Against Wizardry, The Swords of Lankhmar, and Swords and Ice Magic. (Ill Met in Lankhmar is the final chapter of Swords and Deviltry).


Rowling, J.K. Harry Potter and [something different for each book]. Harry Potter, whom I call Harold Potter just to be annoying even though it explicitly says in Book I that his name is NOT Harold, has sold a mind-boggling number of books. It’s a good series, currently five long until Rowling gets around to writing the sixth.


Tolkien, John Ronald Reuel. Lord of the Rings. ‘Nuff said.

APPENDIX IV: POPULAR SCIENCE


It is often the case that science fiction serves as a gateway drug to actual science. It’s pretty flipping hard to imagine a stranger universe than the one we live in. Accordingly, here are a few recommendations for general science reading that doesn’t go too much into the underlying mathematics (or analysis in the case of the selections from the social sciences). I’ll add more categories later.

A. General Science
Feynman, Richard. Surely You’re Joking, Mr. Feynman!, The Pleasure of Finding Things Out.


Sagan, Carl. The Demon-Haunted World.

B. Mathematics

Enzensberger, Hans Magnus, et al. The Number Devil.


Hofstadter, Douglas. Godel, Escher, Bach: An Eternal Golden Braid.


Paulos, John Allen. Innumeracy: Mathematical Illiteracy and its Consequences.

Sabagh, Karl. The Riemann Hypothesis: The Most Important Unsolved Problem in Mathematics.

C. Physics

Einstein, Albert. The Evolution of Physics.


Feynman, Richard. Q.E.D.

Greene, Brian. The Elegant Universe.


Hawking, Stephen W. A Brief History of Time.

D. Biology

Dawkins, Richard. The Blind Watchmaker.


Gould, Stephen Jay. Hen’s Teeth and Horse’s Toes.


Mayr, Ernst. What Evolution Is.


Ridley, Matt. Genome. 


Weiner, Jonathan. The Beak of the Finch: A Story of Evolution in Our Time.

E. Neurology

Ramachandran, V.S. Phantoms in the Brain.


Sacks, Oliver. The Man Who Mistook His Wife for a Hat.

F. Astronomy


Sagan, Carl. Cosmos.

