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Introduction: History, Theory, Science Fiction (SF) Film

The present book centers on the American science fiction (SF) film in the twenty-first century. Currently, SF is one of the most popular film genres. This is evident not only from the numerous SF films (and television series) and their commercial success but also from the various fandom sites, discussion forums, magazines, conventions, and other virtual or real communities, which discuss passionately their favorite SF texts, be that film, TV series, video games, comics or books. The proliferation of the SF label in the current moment cannot be overlooked. According to IMDb, one of the most popular and legitimate online sources of the film industry, the 100 most profitable movies of all time include 39 films that are characterized as science fiction, rendering the SF genre as the third most popular, after the adventure and action labels. At the time of writing (January 2022), the first place in this list is still occupied by the 2009 epic SF movie, James Cameron’s Avatar, with a total revenue of $2.84 billion—a position which was briefly overtaken by another SF/superhero spectacle, namely, the latest installment of the “Infinity Saga” of the Marvel Cinematic Universe, Avengers: Endgame (now in the second place with a gross of $2.79 billion). Although these films draw on the conventions of other genres and modes, such as action, adventure, and superhero, among others, the science fiction elements are prevalent, situating the genre at the center of Hollywood’s production. These numbers confirm the ubiquity of SF conventions in high-profile Hollywood films. Although there are also medium- and low-budget SF films, some of which are discussed in this book, the genre currently is identified with Hollywood’s most lucrative product, the blockbuster franchise film. The genre’s current status can be attributed both to the industrial/economic parameters and to a variety of social and cultural factors—two aspects that are equally addressed in the present study.

Despite the fact that nowadays the genre enjoys cultural, artistic, and industrial recognition, this was not always the case. The science fiction label first appeared in the pulp magazines, specifically in the inaugural issue of Amazing Stories in 1926,1 and thus was associated with their low cultural status. Even though the label had circulated for a considerable time in the literary sphere, the cinematic genre was not established until the 1950s, when the generic characterization was officially recognized and used by the industry, audience, and critics (Sobchack 1987). The film genre’s initial formation was equally marked by this low critical status, since the majority of the films were B-movies targeted for the niche market of adolescents, and therefore the SF film was deemed as a juvenile, unsophisticated genre, unworthy of critical consideration. Despite the multifarious production of films in this first golden age of the genre, which included also big-budget productions, such as Forbidden Planet (1956) and the Day the Earth Stood Still (1951), among others (Cornea 2007), the disdain for it remained unchanged for the next two decades, and it was only in the second golden age of SF film during the 1980s that a critical reappraisal of the genre began.

The renewed interest in the genre was the result of both a commercial and an artistic growth of SF films, as well as the formation of new critical approaches on film genre theory. Although the release of 2001: A Space Odyssey in 1968 is considered as a turning point in the genre’s reception by both audience and critics, it wasn’t until the release of iconic SF films in the late 1970s that the second golden age of the genre began, along with a more systematic academic analysis of cinematic SF. Films such as Star Wars (1977), Close Encounters of the Third Kind (1977), Alien (1979), and Blade Runner (1982), among others, rendered the SF film as a major player, especially in the context of New Hollywood that revisited the most neglected genres of the studio era, such as horror, fantasy, and science fiction. These SF films were popular and critical successes, spawning a series of imitators that indicated that the genre necessitated scholarly attention. At the same time, genre criticism had already been established as an important site of academic study. Genre films were no longer considered as unworthy of critical examination, but instead they were deemed as contemporary myths that reflect the beliefs and social values of the era in which they circulate, and/or advance the film industry’s ideological messages (the ritual and ideological approaches to genre respectively). This new theoretical context combined with the commercial success of SF films generated an important number of critical essays on key generic examples (mainly Blade Runner [1982] and Alien [1979]). However, as Annette Kuhn (1990) notes, up until the 1990s, the SF film had rarely been dealt as a genre.

An exception to this theoretical and critical lacuna was Vivian Sobchack’s (1987) Screening Space. The American Science Fiction Film, which was among the first academic studies that critically engaged with the SF film. The author delineates the genre in relation to the horror film, arguing that it is shaped by the interaction of both scientific and magical elements, and giving the following definition: “The SF film is a film genre which emphasizes actual, extrapolative, or speculative science and the empirical method, interacting in a social context with the lesser emphasized, but still present, transcendentalism of magic and religion, in an attempt to reconcile man with the unknown” (1987: 63). Sobchack continues with the mapping of the visual and aural conventions of the genre, contending that although SF lacks a stable iconography it is still informed by a “consistent and repetitious use … of types of images which function in the same way from film to film to create an imaginatively realized world which is always removed from the world we know or know of” (1987: 63). The author adds that these types of images (and sounds) emerge from the dialectical synthesis of the familiar with the strange, inscribing the distinct audiovisual function of the genre. Sobchack’s influential account is reflective of the trends in film genre theory, which, up until that point, favored iconographical and/or structural/ritual approaches. These approaches to genre started to change from the 1990s onward, a shift that also informed the academic criticism of SF film, which begun more systematically after 2000.

The turn of the century saw the publication of important academic accounts of the cinematic genre (see King and Krzywinska 2000; Telotte 2001; Cornea 2007; Johnston 2011; Bould 2012; and others). Although there is a plethora of literary definitions of science fiction, with one of the most influential being Darko Suvin’s (1972) theorization of SF as “the literature of cognitive estrangement”—a definition that the present book partially employs—cinematic definitions of the genre are far fewer. Nevertheless, the publications that appeared after 2000 occasionally included a definition for the SF film. For example, Geoff King and Tanya Krzywinska maintain that “science fiction deals with the problems and promises offered by science, technology and rationality in an imaginative context given shape by the aims of film industry” (2000: 2). Christine Cornea (2007), reformulating Tzvetan Todorov’s (1975) theorization of the fantastic, defines SF as “a genre that is demonstrably located in between fantasy and reality” (2007: 4). The author selects the word “fantasy” to suggest a wider framework that exceeds the literary bounds of the fantastic, while the term “reality” is described as “the perceived model of the known world as constructed through narratives and through media” (2007: 4). With this reframing of the fantastic, Cornea aims to associate narratives with social reality, thus situating the genre’s formal and thematic considerations within its historical and cultural contexts. Keith M. Johnston (2011) offers an open definition, claiming that

A definition of the science fiction genre from an academic perspective might focus on thematic areas around technology, science, futurism or the figure of “the Other”. An equally valid definition might come from popular identification of iconographic elements such as flying saucers, robots, ray guns and aliens. A third discussion of the term, from an industrial perspective, might focus on special effects and spectacle. Any attempt to understand the genre must engage with all three and accept that further viewpoints are equally valid.

(2011: 7)

The above definitions, or, in certain cases the lack thereof, are indicative of the new paradigm in genre theory that was introduced with the work of Rick Altman (1999) and Steve Neale (2000). In his influential “A Semantic/Syntactic Approach to Film Genre,” first published in 1984, Altman (2012) reconciled different approaches to genre, arguing that an effective genre criticism should consider both the semantic elements of a genre (common traits, attitudes, characters, shots, locations, sets, etc.) and the way these elements are combined in structures (syntax). Altman (1999) later elaborated on this dual approach, proposing a semantic/syntactic/pragmatic approach. This revision stresses the importance of the multiple uses of the genre, and that different user groups perceive and interpret genres in different and even conflicting ways. Thus, the meaning of genres is not located only within the filmic texts, but mostly it is generated by the way they are perceived and used by various spectator groups, producers, distributors, exhibitors, cultural agencies, and others. In turn, Neale argues that genres do not consist only of films, but also “of specific systems of expectation and hypothesis that spectators bring with them to the cinema” (2012: 179). According to the author, genres can exist under theoretical as well as industrial and institutional labels and are always in excess of a corpus of work. Therefore, both Altman and Neale consider genres not only as collections of films, but mainly as discursive practices that include the shifting exchanges between filmic texts, audiences, industry, and critics. In this new generic paradigm, attention is shifted from issues of classification and taxonomy to the examination of the “historical contexts of genre productions, the forms inherited from other media … and the institutional practices … through which genres become available … to audiences” (Langford 2005: 12).

Another significant aspect of contemporary film genre theory is the issue of genre mixing. Janet Staiger (2012) notes that classical Hollywood never produced pure genres, since the bulk of classical Hollywood production always involved at least two plots for every movie, the one usually being the romantic subplot. Thus, the purity hypothesis in genre analysis is unfounded due to the fact that “every work involves more than one genre, even if only implicitly” (Staiger 2012: 207). Likewise, Altman argues that despite common assumptions of the opposite, “Hollywood prefers romantic genre-mixing to the classical ideal of genre purity” (1999: 129), in order to assure a film’s appeal to the widest possible audience. In this way, studios not only produce but also promote mixed genres. Related to genre mixing is the concept of belonging or participating in a genre. Celestino Deleyto maintains that “every text participates in one or several genres, there is no genreless text; there is always a genre and genres, yet such participation never amounts to belonging” (2012: 223). Therefore, one film can participate in several genres, using a variety of conventions and patterns. This process results in the “heterogeneity within individual texts and thus within genres” (Bould 2013: 44). Indeed, the filmic corpus on which the present book is based includes films that, besides the science fiction label, also encompass—according to IMDb—characterizations, such as adventure, action, thriller, drama, comedy, fantasy, horror, mystery, family, romance, crime, and war. Given this heterogeneity, as well as the historical and process-like nature of genres, their theoretical delineation is often avoided since they are fluid, historical processes that always elude fixed meaning.

However, as Altman (1987) notes, theory and history cannot be separated, since the theoretical genres are already historical, and the historical ones emerge, among others, from previous theoretical and critical discourses. The current shift from text to context in genre analysis should not lead to the exclusion of theory, but rather an articulation of theoretical issues with historical, economic, and cultural aspects shaping genres. I believe this articulation is best accommodated by social semiotics, that is, the combination of semiotic theory with the examination of social and historical parameters (Lagopoulos and Boklund-Lagopoulou 2014). This approach informs the present monograph, which focuses on the contemporary American SF film by coupling theoretical and historical considerations. Specifically, the book offers a theoretical map of the genre in the 2001–20 period, while placing it in the current industrial context and locating contextual and thematic concerns. This critical discussion is based on a corpus of 204 films that were produced or co-produced in the United States and released in the above-mentioned timeframe. In this way, the present book takes a different path from the majority of studies of the genre that discuss selective films that span different time periods and countries. Despite the importance of considering the historical development and transnational dimensions of the genre, a more focused research on specific time period and place can shed light on the particular expression that the genre acquires in a given historical and social context, and thus contribute to the ever-growing scholarship around the SF film. The book is divided into two parts. Part 1 consists of Chapters 1 and 2, charting theoretical and historical aspects of the genre. Part 2 includes Chapters 3–8 and centers on the filmic texts of the genre, which are grouped in six cycles. Below, I provide the chapter outline.

Chapter 1 is the theory/methodology chapter. Here, I develop my own theorization of the genre based on two semiotic tools: Algirdas J. Greimas’s semiotic square and narrative grammar. In particular, I delineate the two semiotic squares that describe the genre’s deep structure, and I label them “SF bodies” and “SF worlds.” The first square describes the genre’s other-than-human ontologies, while the second square illustrates SF’s imaginative worlds. Each square generates three new positions from the interaction of their basic terms; thus, the two squares create a total of six new terms. These new positions/terms provide the basis for the corpus’ division in six cycles. The first three cycles that emanate from the interactions of the first semiotic square (SF bodies) are (1) the techno-humans, (2) the alien encounters, and (3) the creatures. The other three cycles that originate from the second semiotic square (SF worlds) are (4) the dystopia/utopia, (5) the zones, and (6) the fantastic worlds. Next, I examine the surface structure, by combining Greimas’s narrative grammar with a theoretical concept of the genre, the “cognition effect” (Freedman 2000). At the end of the chapter, I also include a section about the corpus on which the research is based. I refer to the criteria for the formulation of the initial corpus, and how it was subsequently revised according to the chosen methodology.

After the theoretical formulations of Chapter 1, Chapter 2 moves to the exo-semiotic sphere, examining the genre’s historical context—mainly, industrial and economic parameters informing millennial SF films. In particular, the chapter delves into two facets of the genre’s production context, which are associated by the central role of technology in both contemporary Hollywood, and the SF film. The first aspect explores how the workings of “Conglomerate Hollywood” (Schatz 2009) inform the contemporary SF film. The second strand delves into a specific industrial discourse, namely how the genre’s most prominent directors regard the role of technology, and special effects in particular, in the genre’s shaping.

Chapters 3–8 discuss the genre’s six cycles, connecting structural, thematic, and contextual analyses. That is, each chapter offers a brief background, situating each cycle in its social and historical context, before moving on to the discussion of narrative themes in relation to particular cultural discourses. Therefore, these chapters tackle issues of the genre’s cultural significance. Chapters 3–5 include the cycles of the first semiotic square, addressing the genre’s “SF bodies,” that is, the other-than-human bodies that populate the genre, relating different thematic concerns with each category. Chapter 3 analyzes the techno-human cycle, arguing that the narratives in this category foreground issues of the technological body and its different expressions. Chapter 4 examines the alien encounters cycle, linking the image of the alien body with racial discourses. Chapter 5 delves into the creatures cycle, exploring how the films negotiate the relationship between humans and their artificial creations. Chapters 6–8 continue with the cycles of the second semiotic square, focusing on the “SF worlds,” that is, the genre’s imaginary worlds and the cultural discourses that they evoke. Chapter 6 charts the dystopia/utopia cycle, associating its collapsing worlds with the environmental discourses surrounding the Anthropocene era. Chapter 7 examines the zones cycle and its confined spatiotemporal configurations, which I discuss in relation with the limits and impasses of technological progress. Chapter 8 addresses the fantastic worlds cycle, associating the category’s grand vistas with notions of the technoscientific
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