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of the present and possible future, to carry his heroes farther and
farther afield in other "voyages ertrdordinaire"-to the polar re-
gions, to the sea bottom, to the Earth's center, to the Moon.

The Moon had been a staple of the tellers of travel bles ever
since Lucian of Samosata in the first century AD. It was thought
of as iust another distant land, but what made it difierent in
Veme's case was that he made the effort to get his heroes there by
scientific principles that had not yet been applied in real life
(though his method was unworkable as described).

After hing other writen took men on longer voyeges to Mars
and to other planets and finally, in 1928, E. B. Smith, in his The
Skylark of Space, broke all bonds with his "inertialess drive" and
carried humanity out to the distant stars.

So science fiction began as an outgrowth of the travel tale,
difiering chiefly in that the conveyances used do not yet e:cist but
might exist if the level of science and technology is exhapolated
to greater heights in the future.

But surely not all science fiction can be viewed as travel tales.
What of stories that remain right here on Earth but deal with ro
bots, or with nuclear or ecological disaster, or with new inter-
pretations of the distant pasf for that matter?

None of drat, however, is "right here" on Earth. Following
Verne's lead, whatever happens on Earth is made possible by con-
tinuing changes (usually advances) in the level of sciencr and
technology so that the story must take place "right there" on fu-
ture Earth.

What, then, do you think of this definition: "science fiction
stories are extraordinary voyages into any of the infinite supply of
conceivable futures"?
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simply because it is the longer word and therefore has an air of
pretentiousness about it.

A rvord which is used exclusively for made-up items and never
for real ones is "6ction," from a Latin word meaning "to invent."

What such magazines contain, then, are stories-or tales-or,
most precisely, fi ction.

Naturally, fiction can be of different varieties, depending on the
nature of the content. If the events recounted deal mainly with
Iove, we have "love stories" or "love tales" or "love fiction." Simi-
larly, we can have "detective stories" or "terror tales" or "mystery
fiction" or "confession stories" or "Western tales" or "iungle'fiction."

The items that appear in the magazines of our own field deal,
in one fashion or another, with future changes in the level of sci-
ence or of sciencederived technology. Doesn't it make sense, then,
to consider the items to be "science stories," or "science tales,,'or,
most precisely, "science fiction"?

And yet "science fiction," which is so obvious a name when you
come to think of it, is a late development.

fules Verne's extraordinary voyages were called "scientific fanta-
sies" in Great Britain and the term "science fantasy" is still some-
times used today. "Fantasy" is from a Greek word meaning
"imagination," so it isn't completely inappropriate, but it implies
the minimal existence of constraints. When we speak of "fantasy,'
nowadays, rve generally refer to stories that are not bound by the
laws of science, whereas science fiction stories dre so bound.

Another term used in the 1g2os was "scientific romance.', Ro-
mance was originally used for anything published in the ,,Ro-
mance languages," that is, in the popular tongues of western
Europe, so that it was applied to material meant to be read for
amusement. More serious works were written in Latin, of course,
The trouble is that "romance" has come to be applied to love sto-
ries in particular so that "science romance" has a wrong feel'to it.

"Pseudoscience stories" was sometimes used, but that is insult-
ing. "Pseudo" is from a Greek word meaning "false" and while
the kind of extrapolations of science used in science fiction are not
true science, they are not false science either. They are "might be
true" science.

"superscience stori€s," still another nt-T.tl is chilclish'

trr-i9r6, when Hugo Cernsback published the frrst magrzinc

ever to be devoted exciusively to science fiction' he callcd it t\nnz'

ing Stories.' -"fti, 
.rught on. When other magazines appeared, synonl'ms for

""-rring" 
"*rr" 

f,.qo.nity utta' We had Astounrling 'storics' -As-

t""iiii"Z Stories, li;' o"ai' Stories, Mam el Stories' an<l Storf lir r g

Stones ill on the stands, when the world and I u'ere young'

Such names, ho*eue', io not describe the natttre of the stories'

tutii."i, efte.i on the reader, and that is insufficient' A story cart

^^ t", astound, astonish, and startle-you;.it can cause )rotl to tnar-

;;i;;a wonder; and yet it 
"eed 

not be science fiction' It need not

,urn b. fiction. Something better was needed'-'C"-rb".k 
knew th"t."He had originally tho'ght o[ calling.his

ttg."it.-S" entific iiiio"' That is hard to Pronounce-:tti:llt:l

ii."gi, .rtiefly tecause of the repetition of the syllable "fic'"

#hy;t.;.ilin. the words and ellminate one of those syllablcs?

We then have "scientifiction'"
"Scientifiction," tt ough, is an ugly word' hard to ttnderstlnd

""a, 
iiu"atrstood, fitefy L 

""t-ofi 
tho*e potential readers rvho

;;;; in. "r.i.niific' with the "difficult'" Gernsback thereforc

"i.J 
tft. word only in a subtitle: Amazing Stones: tlrc Magazhre

"|-\i"t,n"tion. 
He introduced "stf" as the abbreviation of

ir.i.nin.tion" and both abbreviation and word are still userl

sometimes.
When Gernsback was forced to give lp Ann:ing Storics, lrc

poUfirf,.a a competing magazine Science,Wonder Storics' In its

first issue lJune r9z9)"he u"sed-the term "science fiction"' ancl the

"UUrauirtion 
"s.f."'-oi "sf" without periods-became popul:rr' C)c-

""rionrtty, 
the word h" bee" hyphenated as "science-fiction"' brrt

that is onlY done rarelY'
The stoiy, however, doesn't end there'.

Since 196o, in particular, science fiction has tended to shift at

least some of its emphasis from science to society' from gadgcts t<r

;;;;b. Ittiilrdeals?th changes in the level of science an<l tech-

iofogy, but those .tt""go moie-farther into the backgrorur<l'

I believe it was Rob"ert Heinlein who first suggested tlurt tvcr

1 1

THE NAME OF OUR FIELD

. l

I



28 ASIMoV ON SCIENCE FICTION

ought to speak of "speculative fiction" instead, and some, like
Harlan Ellison, strongly support that move now.

To me, though, "speculative" seems a weak word. It is four syl-
lables long and is not too easy to pronounce quickly. Besides, al-
most anything can be speculative 6ction. A historical romance can
be speculative; a true crime story can be speculative. "Speculative
fiction" is not a precise description of our field and I don't think it
rvill work. In fact, I think "speculative fiction" has been intro-
duced only to get rid of "science" but to keep "s,f."

This brings us to Forrest J Ackerman, a wonderful guy whom I
love dearly. He is a devotee of puns and wordplay and so am I,
but Forry has never learned that some things are sacred. He
couldn't resist coining "sci-fi" as an analog, in appearance and
pronunciation, to "hi-fi," the well-known abbreviation for "high
fidelity."

"Sci-fi" is now widely used by people who don't read science
fiction. It is used particularly by people who work in movies and
television. This makes it, perhaps, a useful term.

We can define "sci-fi" as trashy material sometimes confused, by
ignorant people, with s.f. Thus, Sfar Trek is s.f. while Godzilla
Meets Mothra is sci-fi.

Arrsnwono 3
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After the oiginal appearance of the preceding essay,
Fonest I Ackerman wa slightly chafed by the last few
paragraphs and wrote to me, defending the, "sci-f'
abomination.

Relax, Forry, you've won.
There, are millions of people who talk about "sci-fi."

The newspapers, TV, radio, the nonscierue fction
m,agazines, the general public, all speak of it exclu-
sively as "sci-fi." Even the nhscription department of
rTry very own magazine cdn't seem to use anything but
"sci-fi."

NAME OF OUR FIELD
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