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A two-hour break from reality for $8 plus popcorn is promised for those who go to the movies.  An assault to the senses, an emotional ride, or a cheap thrill wrapped in silicone, these are all things one can get from any number of movies.  Granted, some can make you think about things: relationships, life, family, sex, and any number of mundane banalities of everyday life.  Science fiction promises more though; promises escape from the ordinary, transports us to the extraordinary. 

Science fiction by definition is simply fiction in which the plot or background of the story is heavily reliant on fantastic, speculative scientific and technological developments. A science fiction movie always contains some element of the unreal.  Some suspension of disbelief must take place, more than believing that people would do such things, we are required to believe that what the author presents to us is a plausible impossibility.  Science fiction speculates about what could be.  Of course, self-named science fiction gurus would think the above ideas are too general and miss the actual point, but it is the common view of the people that has to be taken into account when analyzing thought in media.  For the purpose of general analysis of a very broad genre, the previously stated theory is more than sufficient.

The fact is science fiction has no real rules.  This is not to say that science fiction doesn’t have conventions, just that the format has a highly open ended nature. This unconventionality is, ironically enough, Science fiction’s primary convention.  The speculative nature of the genre lends itself to being more capable of handling and exploring the strange, the mysterious, and even the bizarre.  This may be due, in large part, to the strange, mysterious, and often bizarre nature of the people that dream up the plots and concepts of most science fiction films.  Then again, the strange, mysterious, and often bizarre nature of science fiction fans can’t hurt the proliferation of that particular convention.

The second almost universal convention of science fiction is the larger than life nature of the conflict, and often, the characters wrapped up in those conflicts.  The protagonist(s) are rarely fighting a force that they actually stand a reasonable chance of defeating.  Instead, they are usually set up against a foe or force of epic or near epic proportions.  In this manner, the human (or alien, or mechanical, or amorphous, etc.) spirit can be shown to grow, change, and overcome the archetypal antagonist. In the Star Wars trilogy we see the completely milquetoast Luke Skywalker pit against the vast Galactic Empire.  Against all odds, he succeeds through strength of will (the Force) and manages to not only save the entire galaxy but his own father. He becomes a serious responsible person able to stare down the Emperor knowing it means his death, something he had no intention of being at the beginning of the series.  Furthermore, he confronts the evil within himself; and unlike his father, he overcomes it, and his triumph allows him to save his father from darkness.  In many ways, this inner struggle is more important than the Galaxy.  The Matrix also had an everyday hero thrust into extraordinary circumstances that, at first, seem beyond his control but are truthfully completely in his control. In fact, he ends up with more control than he could have even dreamed of in the beginning of the movie.  This is another film where the protagonist’s inner struggle is equally important to the story as the action.  Extraordinary personal transformations such as these are very common in science fiction films.  

The most common setting of all is, perhaps, outer space.  Full of wonder and mysteries and easy to speculate about, space works well because it is unexplored.  Time also often plays a role in the plot and background of a science fiction film.  Science fiction’s reliance on such fantastic technological developments often causes such stories to take place in the future, sometimes the far off future.  However, just as often the plot of a science fiction film is set or eventually leads back into the past.  Such manipulation of time is not limited to just the setting.  Very often, the protagonist must race against time for some reason or another, often to save the world.  Of course, as science advances and old theories become outdated science fiction must constantly adapt to remain accurate and believable as possible.  In a truly ironic way, science fiction, the genre where anything is possible, must carefully monitor fact in order to paint a believable alternate universe.

Science fiction also constantly pushes the limits of current special effects technology, creating new technologies that affect other movies.  Computer animation, stop motion animation, bullet time photography, and blue screening are all things that science fiction has created or perfected.  The movie Final Fantasy spent almost $8,000,000 on animating their computer-generated character’s hairstyle alone.  Astronomical special effects budgets are becoming increasingly common as the expectations of the public rise. 

Dystopian and Post-Apocalyptic themes are common in the sub genres of psychological Science Fiction and Cyberpunk.  The latter is a rather new form, being born in the 80s with Ridley Scott’s Blade Runner.  Usually in this type of film, the hero is in fact beaten by society and sometimes himself.  In this type of film, the endings could rarely be called happy. Often they are filmed with dark impersonal shots, often shying away from close-ups until the climatic scenes.  Many of the movies start and/or end with long shots of the city or some icon of the sociological entity where the character’s struggle took place.  This urban wasteland of darkness contrasts with the light of the hero and when victory is finally achieved, it becomes a sort of renaissance.  The prospect of surviving our own self-inflicted destruction allows for impressive stories while subtly hinting at a possible future.

There are so many different types and flavors of science fiction, from the space opera, to the ultraviolent nearly-horror, to giant robots, to what might as well be a romantic comedy in space, to the humorous spoofing of old popular conventions, to the old popular conventions themselves; it would be a rare person indeed who could honestly say they like “all” science fiction.  And that, in many ways, is the beauty of the genre, there is really something for everyone if they can get past the sticker attached to it, science fiction is just about everything we deal with on an exaggerated scale, a long time ago, in a galaxy far, far away.

