ENGLISH EXTENSION 1

Science Fiction Trial Essay

Genre theorist David Seed states that “the nature of genre means that audiences approach a text
with preconceived expectation and understanding”. As such, codes and conventions of science
fiction, including the use of technology, the exploration of what it means to be human and the
creation of other worlds or alternate futures and societies frame audience understanding and serve
as key mediums in conveying an author's meaning. The importance of science fiction tropes,
iconography, codes and conventions are evident in 1932 dystopian novel, Brave New World by
Aldus Huxley, 1965 ecological scientific-fiction novel, Dune, by Frank Herbert, 2004 dystopian film,
I, Robot, directed by Alex Proyas and 2006 zombie apocalypse novel, World War Z, by Max Brooks,
and the conveyed meaning within each text.

An important convention of science fiction (SF) through which a reader can derive meaning, is the
creation of a new or alternate society or future. This convention is paramount in Brave New World,
where the existence of technologies (another SF trope) of the Bokanovsky process, social
conditioning and genetic manipulation underpin the action and infer meaning. Huxley positions the
reader to reject this created society, where “mass production has at last been applied to biology”
and all sense of individual, freedoms and basic morality has been abandoned. The meaning of this
society stands as an embodiment of Huxley’s contextual concerns with motifs throughout the novel
reflection the creation of the “Model T Ford” as well as the emergent mass-production technologies
of his era. Additionally, the dichotomy between the created society and that of John Savage's
extends Huxley’'s meaning, forcing readers to compare the speculated world against the
“reservation’s” representation of contemporary society. John’s exclamations of “I want freedom, |
want sin” and Mustapha Mond’s responses of “that is the price of happiness... truth, beauty,
science...religion” allow the audience within this discourse, to gauge the meaning of Huxley’s text,
rejecting the ideals embodied within the dystopian society of Brave New World, which has been
constructed through conforming to the codes and conventions of the SF genre.

On a similar level, the alternative society of a zombie apocalypse in World War Z stands as Brooks’
allegory for contemporary international relations, using this fundamental SF convention to convey
his warnings and condemnations. Through the conflict caused by common SF iconography, being
the use of zombies, Brooks condemns international responses through his strong allusions to
historical events and through correlations between the created future and contemporary society.
The described “Battle of Yonkers, New York” stands to represent the world’ overdependence on
technology, with the weapons of the height of the Cold War proving useless against the zombie
hoard. Through this speculative model, Brooks presents international reactions to “conflict” with
Israel initiating national quarantine, the U.S. calling an offensive, a return to Soviet ideals in Russia
and the crumbling of many developing nations, Brooks gives credibility to his meaning that is
constructed through his world with allusions (aforementioned in government responses to crises) as
well as through framing his novel as a U.N. report post-World-War-Z. This manipulation of zombie
iconography and the SF convention of a created speculative world have allowed Brooks to convey
his meaning to audiences, in demonstrating the many flaws of the international system when faced
with adversity and conflict.

In Dune, Frank Herbert uses the SF, space-opera model of a created universe, centred of the
Planet Arrakis to convey meaning in demonstrating his contextual ecological concerns on the
exploitation of finite resources, such as oil, and the resultant effort on oil-rich regions. Herbert
polarises the possible responses to desired resources in the House of Atreides (in a classical
allusion to the noble “House of Atreus”) and the House of Harkonnen. While Duke Leto and the
protagonist Paul aim to preserve and aid the nation of Arrakis and its local populace, the Fremen,
the Baron Harkonnen, characterised as selfish and “grotesquely overweight’ in representing parties
of the oil wars, stands as the main cause of conflict. Over the ‘melange’ spice, the course of the
novel includes many violent episodes, including a climactic war, positioning the audience to
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condemn such conflict. Furthermore, the reader is positioned in sympathy of the Fremen who are a
representational group of all exploited nations, with the Reverend Mother stating their “cruel
treatment” and the Harkonnen desires to “enslave other men with their machines.” In this way, the
created world, constructed in conforming to the science fiction genre, serves as a medium for
Herbert to convey his meaning, concerning his warning for the contextual (and continuing) violence
over finite resources and his manipulation of representational characters.

Similarly, Alex Proyas’, |, Robot, based on Isaac Asimov’s short-story of the same name uses the
construction of an alternative or possible future of the year 2039 to present contemporary
dependence on technology and to warn against its inherent dangers. In this society, robots and the
latest MX-5’s serve as a subservient class, performing menial tasks, representing, like Dune, the
exploitation of others. Human confidence in the created “unbreakable three laws of robotics”
constructs an ironic plot device as it is these laws that V.I.K.| justifies her “benevolent dictatorship”
as humanity is “so much like children... we must save you from yourselves”. The represented
dystopian “rebel” character of the film, protagonist, Detective Spooner, is given audience sympathy
through their insights into this tragic past and justified “robophobia”. The audience is therefore
positioned to accept Spooner’s claims that there are “real issues” in this world where technology
has progressed to the level “where machines, make machines”. Through the use of the iconic SF
image of robotics and advanced technology, in this speculative future, Proyas conveys his ultimate
meaning in inviting audiences to challenge and question the emergent technological dependence
and their resultant consequences.

The codes of science fiction also serve to empower readers to question the meaning of what it is to
be human; a common theme and convention amongst SF texts. In Brave New World, the ironic
subversion of the French Revolution slogan “Liberty, Fraternity, Equality” is used to satirize this
society where “17,000 individuals can arise from a single embryo.” Alongside this loss of
individuality and freedom, Huxley uses the rejection of his society lack of morality and ethical
standards in regards to traditionally private and personal actions concerning death, viviparous and
familial relationships and sexual relationships to reinforce with readers the enduring significance of
traditional and Romantic humanist ideals. As such, the audience is positioned to accept the
represented ideals of the character of John Savage of human ideals of “love... lust” “family”, “truth,
beauty” and upholding these rites and humanist elements that hold traditionally “sacred”
importance. This demonstrates how genre and its codes, tropes and conventions have aided Huxley
in conveying his message.

World War Z and |, Robot, both use the ambiguity of human form to question humanity, as common
to SF texts. In World War Z, rather than mystically or magically, zombies arise scientifically, with a
virus termed “solanum” being the medium that reaffirms the novel’s position in the SF genre. As
such, every zombie was once human, and every human has the capacity to be a zombie, and this
physical and moral ambiguity forces readers to consider their own values that they place on human
nature. Similar the robot character of Sonny serves as a questionable figure, as while wholly robotic,
he has human semblance, emotion and capacity to imagine and dream. As genre theorist, Anne
Balismo states “humanoid robots render a sense of ambiguous ‘otherness’, destabilising the
traditional binary of organic and artificial”. In this way, Sonny’s representation as “someone” not
“something” forces audience to question what makes humanity, in conforming to the conventions of
the SF genre as a medium of conveyance.

Dune also, through its use of character, polarises positive and native human traits, embodied in the
opposing houses, as seen in the values embodied by the protagonist Paul and his character foil in
the Baron Harkonnen. Described by critics as “cartoonishly evil” the Baron is used by Herbert to
present undesirable human qualities, being overweight, cruel and also reflects contextual concerns
in his implied paedophilic and homosexual tendencies. Similarly with the mysticism of the Bene
Gesserit and the computer qualities demonstrated by Mentats further questions the nature of
humanity, and speculatively, how our race will evolve and change.
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In conclusion, all four texts utilise the codes and conventions to convey their meaning, deliberately
composing in the science fiction genre to the “preconceived expectations” of audience in the
creation of speculative and allegorical worlds and in questioning the nature of humanity.
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