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Toward a Definition of “Science Fiction” & “Fantasy”

In an effort to describe the difference between science fiction and fantasy in as concise a manner as possible, the claim has been made that science fiction looks forwards to a future which may never come to pass, whereas fantasy looks backwards to a past that never existed.  Noted literary critic Edmund Crispin would most likely find himself in agreement with this controversial statement; in his own, somewhat poetic phrasing, Crispin has placed the speculative SF genre within “the age-old voluminous literature of ‘If’” (Crispin 9).  As science fiction looks toward the potential future of our race, it naturally “presupposes a technology, or an effect of technology, or a disturbance in the natural order,” which must remain faithful “to the technical hypothesis and its attendant consequences... with all that that implies” (9).  In this way, SF is often able to call attention to humanity’s “big picture” on a cosmic, all-encompassing scale.  Equally important, however, is the genre’s ability to present intriguing sociological and moral dilemmas on a smaller scale, in a format readily accessible to the common person.  As Crispin states, the best science fiction compromises “all ethics and politics and sociology, is indeed a layman’s text-book of vividly stated problems in these fields” (15).  This definition explains why Crispin takes serious offense to those “intellectual” critics who have attempted to dismiss his genre of choice, calling it unrealistic and escapist.  Science fiction is “easily the least ‘escapist’ type of fiction currently available,” Crispin argues.  “What looks like a simple dream is in the long run, to all mankind everywhere, of the most urgent and immediate moment” (10).

Many of these same critics have issued similar complaints against fantasy literature, regarding the genre’s nonsensical, dream-like narratives as too unrealistic to be considered worthwhile.  In “From Elfland to Poughkeepsie,” Ursula K. Le Guin, a well-respected author of both science fiction and fantasy, freely admits that the latter is “nearer to poetry, to mysticism, and to insanity than naturalistic fiction” (Le Guin 84).  Oddly enough, the author’s defense of fantasy begins with the further confession that the genre is “not realistic...” but instead “superrealistic, a heightening of reality” (84).  Rather than constructing a pale imitation of “the perceived confusion and complexity of existence,” as most modern fiction attempts, good fantasy “tries to hint at an order and a clarity underlying existence” (87).  The serious writer of fantasy is additionally challenged to hold within their mind an entirely unique world, which they must bring to life for the reader through vivid descriptions.  To experience the works of the masters of this genre is to take your life into your hands:  we “should not feel too safe” (84) in fairy land, because going there “is a journey into the subconscious mind... it can be dangerous; and it will change you” (93).  Yet in the end, each perilous voyage will prove itself well worth the reward.  As Le Guin states, “When fantasy is the real thing, nothing, after all, is realer” (95).

If a comprehensive listing of these “masters of the fantasy genre” were to be composed, authors George MacDonald and Peter S. Beagle would undoubtedly find themselves listed alongside such names as Lewis and Tolkien.  This being said, one would hardly be amazed to discover that two of their greatest works (namely Phantastes and The Last Unicorn) adhere to Le Guin’s definition of ideal fantasy in nearly every detail.  MacDonald’s fantastic coming-of-age story tells the tale of Anodos, a young man who is forced to forgo the “confusion and complexity of modern existence” (Le Guin 87) in favor of a twenty-one day journey through Fairy Land.  By the time Phantastes has drawn to its strange conclusion, the adventure has proven precisely as poetically mystical, inevitably perilous, and utterly insane as Le Guin predicted.  Anodos is confronted by hordes of unrealistic creatures such as flower fairies and evil tree spirits, nonsensically becomes involved in such seemingly preposterous matters as an unrequited love affair with a lady of marble, and boldly faces danger while in the midst of a deadly pagan sacrifice.  Clearly, Fairy Land is a fully-realized creation within the mind of MacDonald, and just as clearly, this talented author has succeeded in transforming the “insane” events which take place against this unique backdrop into a unified whole.  As expressed through the person of young Anodos, the central theme of Phantastes is unyielding, all-consuming desire.  Yet MacDonald is not concerned with any of a multitude of earthly desires; he focuses rather on the much deeper spiritual desire for salvation.  Anodos is promised that “a great good is coming – is coming – is coming to thee” (MacDonald 185), a good he will experience only after passing through the final red-marked door of death, waking into the realm of everlasting life   Le Guin would argue that, although such a profound sentiment could no doubt be expressed through traditional fiction, no literary approach would have rung as true, or real, as the story of one man’s surrealistic journey through Fairy Land.

The “fairy land” as brought to life in The Last Unicorn is in many ways similar to the “Elfland” of MacDonald’s invention.  Of course, this discovery of sameness should not be regarded as a great revelation, given that Beagle’s work is a conscious, meta-fictional attempt to parody, and poke light fun at, the stereotypical fairy tale or fantasy story.  The Last Unicorn, like so many romantic tales before and since, consists of a daring quest through a strange and perilous world where magical creatures and talking animals assist in the undoing of a great evil which has plagued the land.  In the end, the curse is lifted, good triumphs over evil, and peace and prosperity reign supreme.  On its basic, most simplistic level, The Last Unicorn could be considered “playing at dragons,” or as Le Guin describes it, “a game:  a pure pretense with no ulterior motive” (Le Guin 84).  Beagle’s brilliance lies in his ability to take as a general outline the most generic, clichéd fantasy story ever told and transform it into a tale which is unique, important, and altogether his own.  Although he “plays at” the broadest fantasy archetypes imaginable, each character is bestowed with an interesting twist.  Beagle’s “Merlin” is an incompetent street magician, his “Maid Marian” looks more like an old hag, his “Prince Charming” is overweight and spoiled, and his unicorn suffers from such an identity crisis that she falls in love with a human being. Through each of their individual quests for self-identity, these unusual characters form the basis of The Last Unicorn’s universal theme.  “The unicorn screamed...  The castle quaked... the Red Bull hesitated, shuffling in the sand, lowing doubtfully” (Beagle 189).  Here Beagle is expressing that, in order to become the kind of person we desire, we must first be willing to stand up against our worst fears, as represented in this tale by “the shadow” of the Red Bull.  Even after facing down her fear, however, the unicorn is left with the hard realization that, in real life (and as Le Guin has pointed out, the best of fantasy is realer than “real”), there is no such thing as “happily ever after.”  Despite her many accomplishments, including a retransformation into the shape she had longed to return to, this magical creature is left with a profound regret for the love she was forced to leave behind.

One would have had to miss the point entirely in order to label these fine examples of brilliant, universally significant fantasy as merely “escapist.”  The critics who have been foolish enough to apply an identical label to the highly influential works of H.G. Wells are likewise woefully naive.  Despite the fact that Wells was working through the pulp fiction construct of the “Tale of Wonder,” The Time Machine remains a landmark work in the history of speculative fiction, precisely because this journey into the distant future adheres so readily to Crispin’s science fiction ideals.  The time machine itself is the “novum,” the great technological leap forward, but whereas the time traveler could easily have used this improbable invention to embark upon many light-hearted (not to mention best-selling) adventures, Wells instead remains faithful to the responsibilities represented by this new technology.  Science fiction is “much engrossed with Doom” (Crispin 14), according to Crispin; this sentiment is legitimized by Wells having envisioned, quite literally, the final Doom of humanity.  After 800,000 years of carefree luxury, our culture’s “haves” have developed into ignorant, post-human cattle who are constantly preyed upon by our “have-nots,” that is, the former proletariat, who have evolved into an agile goblin-race after millennia of toiling beneath the earth’s surface.  In a very real sense, H.G. Wells had “rediscovered Original Sin” (14) and was by no means afraid to, in Crispin’s terms, “rub our noses in” the sociology and politics of his day.  “Ages ago... man had thrust his brother man out of the ease and the sunshine.  And now that brother was coming back – changed!” (Wells 58).  The primary underlying theme of The Time Machine is clearly the injustice inherent in the class divisions of turn of the century British society.  Given the highly socialist leanings of Wells during this era, his decision to transform his first hugely successful SF novel into “a layman’s text-book of vividly stated problems” (Crispin 15) in this particular field is less than surprising.

Heartfelt though Wells’ humanitarian appeal may have been, few authors in the genre have managed to bring to life a moral and political issue more vividly than did Walter M. Miller.  Penned in 1959, during the darkest days of the Cold War, the three bleak “cantos” which compose A Canticle for Leibowitz track the historic and scientific progress of a post-apocalyptic America.  These ominous conditions had sprung from the womb of the atomic bomb, a novum that was not technically “new” even at the time of the work’s original composition.  However, the novel does not waver from Crispin’s definition, because although the complete nuclear annihilation that is presupposed is not a new technology in itself, it remains “an effect of technology” (Crispin 9) that the majority of humanity had not yet fully considered (let alone experienced).  However, Miller’s dire warning against the potential horrors of nuclear warfare is granted additional potency due to his unique choice of narrative structure.  Rather than simply making the case that a single nuclear strike could provoke a retaliation brutal enough to plunge the world into a second Dark Age, A Canticle for Leibowitz further presupposes that, were this devastated human race ever to crawl from blissful ignorance to Second Renaissance, mankind would nevertheless be doomed to repeat its mistakes.  Countless centuries of survival and advancement would result only in an endless cycle of prideful and senseless destruction.  As Miller, though Abbot Zerchi, raves, “When mass murder’s been answered with mass murder, rape with rape, hate with hate, there’s no longer much meaning in asking whose ax is bloodier...  Why do they do it all again?” (Miller 282).  Like Wells before him, Miller’s work appears to provide further validation of Crispin’s observation that, by and large, the science fiction genre is “skeptical about man” and “engrossed with Doom” (Crispin 14).  However, if Miller’s justification for creating such “depressing” or “pessimistic” fiction is that his readers, like the brothers of the Leibowitzian order, will become educated to the dangers he presents and actively endeavor to shield humanity against its eventual downfall, then perhaps “the world will just be that modicum the better, and the prospect before us just that modicum the better” (16) as a result of A Canticle for Leibowitz.

Obviously, no definition of “science fiction” or “fantasy” could possibly prove all-inclusive, given the vast range within which these terms have been put to use.  That being said, one could hardly imagine two definitions that would apply to the four works of literature in question more readily than those proposed by Edmund Crispin and Ursula K. Le Guin.  Both The Time Machine and A Canticle for Leibowitz make use of the cultural and political ills of the present day in order to extrapolate a grim future for the human race.  The issues in question are, as Crispin expects, of “immediate moment” (Crispin 9), and in sounding the warning bells far in advance, Wells and Miller hope to inform humanity of these potential pitfalls before it is too late to avoid them.  In much the same way, Le Guin’s definition reflects wonderfully upon Phantastes and The Last Unicorn, two fantastic fairy tales whose inherent unrealism serves to express their underlying themes in a deeply meaningful, profoundly artistic fashion which “real world” fiction could never accomplish.  Naturally, the definitions prove less than perfect when held up against the widest possible variety of applications.  After all, not quite all of science fiction is speculative or predictive, and one could certainly develop a novum-centered SF yarn that had absolutely nothing useful to say about modern ethics, or sociology, or religion.  Whether this exciting, Crispin-defying science fiction story would be in any respect worth reading is another matter entirely, of course.  Likewise, there has certainly been no shortage of recent fantasy novels whose forced unrealism has resulted only in their remaining significantly less real than real life, and within which the “order and clarity underlying existence” (Le Guin 87) has appeared to be anything but inherent.  In conclusion, the definitions of Crispin and Le Guin are unsatisfactory when applied to the vast scope of the terms in question.  As regards the best of their respective genres, however, these two definitions have proven themselves wholly satisfactory.
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