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What’s with the name, “Science Fiction”? 

 

 From the various novels, such as 1984, Brave New World, The Handmaid’s Tale, etc, as 

well as the from the notes and short readings in class, it has been firmly established that one of 

the major focuses of the science fiction genre is society.  It focuses on society in the sense that it 

takes what are believed to be utopian ideals, and shows how they can be taken to the extremes 

and turned into dystopian nightmares.  This fixation and examination of negative aspects of 

culture and civilization is a rather common concept expounded on in literature in general. 

However, it is not unique to this particular genre.  What makes the genre unique is in the 

particular way it exposes the flaws in society.  It takes that which is perceived as an asset, or at 

least as only a minor threat, and then shows how it could become a controlling element that 

dooms mankind to oppression and ignorance.  It creates a culture that, from the outside, appears 

as though it has solved every problem and there is harmony, but in actuality is rotting and 

decaying.  This is what we call science fiction.  But my question then is, why is it called 

“science” fiction?  Why is science so related to the structure and control of society?  Is 

technology necessary to subdue the masses? 

 As I was pondering this question, I started to wonder just how exactly “science” and 

“fiction” were defined.  So before I go too deep into my questions, I thought it best to be clear 

what exactly I was questioning.  Science, according to Dictionary.com, is “systemized 

knowledge in general” and fiction is “an imaginary thing or event, postulated for the purposes of 

argument or explanation”.  From my understanding, that means that science merely describes 

organized information and fiction is something created to clarify something else.  The definition 

for “technology” was as follows; “the sum of the ways in which social groups provide 

themselves with the material objects of their civilization” meaning anything that a people use to 

obtain stuff. 

 According to Janet Kafka in “Why Science Fiction?”, the genre began with magazine 

stories, mostly about space exploration.  Although there were a few novels written prior to the 

pulp magazines that are considered science fiction such as M.W. Shelley’s Frankenstein, the 

term did not really appear until the short stories.  These stories were aimed at young men and 

were in Kafka’s view, “action-orientated, sexless, and simplistic”.  They were more for 

entertainment than for inspiring deep introspection.  However, after Sputnik’s launch and the 

space race, the genre changed its focus somewhat.  The curiosity and imagination that marked 

the first wave of science fiction turned from beings on other planets, to the humble inhabitants of 

Earth.  From this review of the history of the genre, we can see that its roots are in stories that 

aimed to provide creative, entertaining, adventure tales using the latest technologies and 

scientific discoveries as a base.  Sounds good so far, the title “science” fiction clearly fits. 

 However, that does not appear to be the case in some of the later novels that fall under 

the science fiction category.  In fact, in George Orwell’s 1984 the civilization and society in the 

novel has ceased to engage in scientific discoveries or the advancement of technology.  “In all 

the useful arts the world is either standing still or going backwards” (Orwell 159).  There were 

some examples of progressive equipment, including the “telescreens” which were like today’s 



television screens in that they transmitted visual and auditory elements to the viewer.  However, 

they also transmitted visual and auditory elements back as well, so that the government could 

keep a vigilant eye on its citizens.  This was about the only example of advanced technology.  In 

fact, the most dramatic and pivotal event of the story was brought about using very old methods.  

After weeks and months of old fashioned torture, the main character, Winston, is finally broken 

with the threat of having his face gnawed by a rat. 

 The only real advancement I saw in the book was the advancement in the philosophy of 

the ruling party.  Towards the end of the novel O’Brian, a leading member of the society’s rulers, 

is explaining to Winston why the Party (the government) has been successful where past 

oligarchies failed.  “We are different from all the oligarchies of the past in that we know what we 

are doing…We know that no one ever seizes power with the intention of relinquishing it.  Power 

is not a means; it is an end” (Orwell 217).  Basically what O’Brian is saying the Party has done is 

it has recognized its true goals and stayed focused on them.  They have not even attempted to say 

that they were working for the betterment of their people, but wanted only power.  They were not 

even concerned with wealth, comfort, or life.  The leaders of the Party were subject to their own 

rules; they lived relatively humble lives and died along with everyone else.  They were interested 

only in controlling and for the most part they did so exceptionally well in 1984 without the use of 

fancy technology. 

 I guess that if we take away our (or at least my) preconceived notions about what science 

and technology mean, “if-fiction” novels such as Orwell’s 1984 embody the idea behind science.  

Although no visible chemistry, physics, biology, or engineering is involved in the manipulation 

of the masses in the book, there is plenty of organization and the use of “systemized knowledge”.  

The Party systematically regulates every aspect of its citizen’s lives; from what they know, see, 

do, wear, hear, even to what they think.  Every written document is kept in line with whatever 

the Party’s current agenda is.  My question then is this: are such novels dealing with 

utopias/dystopias considered science fiction because the management and control of a nation is a 

science?  Can the new forms and uses of manipulation tools such as propaganda and surveillance 

discussed in such books be considered advancement in technology? Can books like 1984 really 

bear the title “science” fiction? 


