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SECTION 1
Genre; Or, the Modern Proteus








Integral to the Plot: The Author-Reader Contract


by Ada Palmer and Jo Walton

NEW FOR THIS VOLUME

The detective must gather all the suspects in the parlor at the end because …

The sweet young secretary and her billionaire boss must take a while to get together because …

The giant robots must assemble into the larger giant robot before they beat the monster because …

The key characters must die in the last act of Hamlet because …

… because there is an unspoken contract between author and reader, which is rarely discussed yet has an enormous impact on many aspects of a story, including and beyond the plot, and which becomes especially visible as we look at works written in specific genres and subgenres, and works written in other time periods.

The author-reader contract is a set of expectations about the content of a story, set in the early phases of the reading process, or even beforehand, and which disrupt the reader’s experience if broken, unlike flexible reading expectations, which can be set by an author and then strategically broken in fruitful and enjoyable ways. The promises made in an author-reader contract can be very broad, or very specific, but the broad ones are a good place to start. Even before one starts reading a modern novel, the knowledge that it is a modern novel contracts the expectation that one or more core characters will be introduced early in the story, that they will experience character progression, and that the characters, people, details, and themes introduced will come together to develop toward some sort of climax, likely with a resolution or denouement. This is a very vague arc in some sense, but it is an arc, and if or when a novel violates it, if characters or themes are introduced that seem irrelevant and don’t connect up, if characters don’t appear to change at all from their experiences, or if the story doesn’t go anywhere, the reader will often feel dissatisfied. Note that, in this broad form, the author-reader contract is not about specific outcomes, i.e., whether a character will thrive or fail, but about the raw purpose of ingredients being in a story. For example, in most novels, if a character is introduced, the author-reader contract promises that that character’s presence will have a purpose which serves the larger whole and won’t be orthogonal or irrelevant. Similarly, the author-reader contract promises that when a character the reader has become invested in exits the narrative for the last time there will be some sort of resolution which gives the character closure. This closure can be positive (true love elopement!) or negative (sudden death!) but it must tie up the character, and one can sometimes see authors struggling to fulfill this contract in historical fiction when the immutable factual death or departure of a character happens to provide little closure (then the besieging general died of pneumonia, and the army went home), or in serialized television when an actor leaves abruptly, requiring the writers to struggle to produce character closure.

A more specific author-reader contract—one which does promise specific outcomes—gets set when a work is in a particular genre, subgenre, style, or mode. A novel whose cover proclaims it a romance novel has made a set of additional promises about the story centering on a couple eventually getting together after a set of obstacles. A novel whose cover proclaims it a cozy mystery has made a set of promises about the mood and setting: that the detective will be somewhat idiosyncratic, that a buffet of suspects will be presented to the reader each with a plausible motive, etc. A Shakespeare play which went on stage with the title “The Tragedy of” promised a wave of deaths in the last act, in a way different from something playbilled “The History of.”

Specialized subgenres make extremely specific contracts, often unintuitive to those unfamiliar with the genre. For example, romance novels vary in how sexually explicit they are, and some genres of romance code for levels of explicitness. The “Amish Christmas romance” subgenre, for example, is one which promises no sex in the story; the “hot romance” subgenre promises a large amount of sex in the story, but not as much or as explicit as “erotic romance.” Similarly epic fantasy contracts that the world will be at stake and the hero(es) will save it, and a cozy catastrophe will destroy civilization and bring humanity to the very brink of extinction (but never over it) in some ingenious way. Such contracts can be set even more narrowly within a specific ongoing series, or within a specific author’s works. One comes to realize that Mercedes Lackey novels will always have angst and horses, that John Webster plays will always have even more death and murder than average for tragedy, or that Georgette Heyer will always have witty repartee and Regency clothing details.

The author-reader contract is not identical with either genre formulae or setting up reader expectations, though in most abstract examples it can be hard to tell the difference. Genre tropes can be subverted, expectations can be set up only to have the rug pulled out from under them, and both of these things can be a delightful if unsettling experience if done well. But if the author-reader contract is violated, then the reader feels betrayed. It is the kind of broken promise that makes it hard to restore trust into a relationship. If a romance novel has the twist that the heroine gets together with the unexpected suitor instead of the expected one, that defies expectations, but if it has the twist that the heroine gets married in chapter 3 and the rest of the novel is about the social pressures of parenting and suburban life, that is not a romance novel, and if sold with a romance novel cover it will frustrate its readers, even if selling it with a different cover, as a different genre, might have worked. Setting up and then defying expectations can be very effective, and when thinking of the author-reader contract one’s mind easily goes to works which subvert, betray, or deconstruct expectations, but if we look first at the keeping of the contract, and how the author-reader contract shapes genres, we can see how those expectation-defying twists and endings which we find so exciting and satisfying succeed precisely because they set up and then defy expectations but still keep the fundamental author-reader contract.

Much of the power of a genre, especially a very formulaic genre like romance or cozy mystery, comes from keeping the contract, but doing so with exceptional skill, elegance, or cleverness. A mystery novel with a deeply original plot and structure can be very satisfying, but a profoundly formulaic mystery in which the suspects are all summoned to the final accusing parlor can be just as satisfying if not more so if the solution is really clever, the way the clues were distributed really satisfying, and it really sticks the landing, performing each step of its formula with excellence. We might compare such novels to gymnastics, in which the mystery with a deeply original structure is like a uniquely choreographed floor routine, while the formulaic mystery is like the athlete doing a specific vault, fun because we are watching a master of this art perform a set of formulaic motions with outstanding excellence.

One key element of the author-reader contract becomes visible through pointing out an unwritten axiom of science fiction: It will all make sense in the end. As science fiction readers, we need to trust the author as the author throws a lot of new things at us, incomprehensible things, bits and pieces of fractal strangeness, unfamiliar terms, new inventions, strange societies, etc.—just as the mystery writer seeds the narrative with clues to the true killer, the SF author seeds the narrative with clues about the way the world and universe work. We love this! Piecing together the tidbits to realize the exciting fact about the aliens, or about time and physics, or about how Earth has changed, can be a joy. But loving it involves trusting that the pieces we are being handed will come together to form an image, that when we spot some story-specific fact (the difference between a blue and a red vangata) that detail matters. We retain the information when we don’t even know what it is (Is a vangata a technology? A flower? An alien species?) trusting that it will eventually be worth it, and make sense. This is an author-reader contract: The reader is promising to work hard to gather puzzle pieces and put them together, while the author is promising that they will assemble into an exciting whole. A science fiction book can throw speculative ingredients at us thick and chaotically like wonders glimpsed in a menagerie, as in the works of A. E. van Vogt or Jeff VanderMeer, who pack their stories with inventive details while making clear to the reader that they are meant to be enjoyed in the moment, not as clues toward a larger whole. But this is a different structure from world-building-focused SF, and an author generally communicates which is the case quite early in a story, by having one set of puzzle pieces snap together, showing more will do so in the future, or having everything feel separate, like vignettes, signaling that the reader should expect no synthesis. Douglas Adams’s Hitchhiker’s Guide to the Galaxy books (1979–92) brilliantly do both at once, packing their pages with one-off references to aliens, events, or technologies, while other details do snap together to portray a larger world build, and the reader rapidly develops a clear and satisfying sense of which is which. But if some details do snap together early on, and the reader is led to believe that this book promises an ultimate image once the puzzle pieces have all been collected, yet in the end there is no larger whole, then the reader can feel betrayed. The larger image may follow or subvert a formula, overturn or reinforce expectations, but there needs to be some resolution, something that our effort in collecting puzzle pieces serves. We did the work of deploying our science fiction reading skills—in return it all needs to make sense in the end. What was that vangata anyway?

When the author-reader contract is broken, the reader experiences what we might call fiction burn, like rope burn or rug burn, unpleasantness or pain caused by being rubbed the wrong way. If one has been faithfully collecting the clues in a cozy mystery, the actual solution can be shocking (the best friend! a disguised suicide! the detective himself! they all did it!), but it can’t turn out to be a random burglar or a new suspect out of nowhere that was not mentioned before. If in a fantasy with a detailed magic system (i.e., not one where magic is elusive and numinous) one has been faithfully keeping track of the details, and pieced together most of it, but fire magic just doesn’t seem to work like the others, and you spend the middle of the book thinking hard about what that tells us (is the fire god not real? is some other part of the system a lie?), and in the end it never gets addressed and fire just works differently for no clear reason, the dissatisfaction is fiction burn. This is not the same as defying expectations—that would be having the answer to what is up with fire magic be really unexpected, like that the whole fantasy setting is actually a dream—it’s more fundamental, the author betraying the unspoken promise that, in magic system fantasy, tracking the details of the magic system will have payoff.

We might compare this to a juggling routine. The author starts by tossing upward several balls, a grapefruit, and an egg, and we watch them go up and expect them to be elegantly caught, but we can be delighted if he deliberately lets the grapefruit spatter on the floor, or lets the egg fall but it turns out to be rubber, or he unexpectedly throws a ball into the audience—all of those defy expectations, and can work. Even letting all the items crash to the ground in chaos, or walking away and leaving them all hanging impossibly in the air can be audaciously satisfying, even without an explanation. (Though genre readers will expect either a scientific or magical explanation for why they didn’t come down!) None of these break the contract, but catching them all neatly one by one except the grapefruit and leaving it hanging up in midair without ever mentioning it again, as if something so strange and unique didn’t matter, that is the kind of niggling promise-breaking that will leave a reader permanently feeling betrayed. If the title of the juggling act were “Except the Grapefruit,” that alone could make the grapefruit lingering in the air into a charming variation instead of an inexplicable distraction, much like the long, slow setup of Shakespeare’s Love’s Labour’s Lost, whose sudden twist ending gives satisfaction to the title, which sent us into the theater with suspense as to how this will both be a comedy (promised in the period’s genre expectations to end with a wedding) and somehow have love’s labors be lost—the title without the twist, or the twist without the title, would have failed.

Those elements most core to the author-reader contract often center on moments when the author asks the reader to do work. Gathering the puzzle pieces of world-building, or spotting the clues in a murder mystery, requires the reader to do observation and memory work. Making guesses, or being in suspense about what is really happening or might happen, requires the reader to do expectation work. Asking the reader to become invested in a character, to care, to wish for outcomes (I hope our heroine escapes! I hope that tyrant goes down in flames!), or to empathetically share the experiences of a character requires emotional work. That work needs to have payoff. The observation and memory work must lead to something, whether the revelation of the mystery or the larger image behind the world-building; the expectation work must lead to an answer, whether the one we expected or one we didn’t; the emotional work must lead to some arc, some climax for the character, whether the ending we would want, the opposite, or something unexpected. Work on the reader’s part must engender payoff. When it does—when the character we have been rooting for either wins or fails—the impact is enormously powerful; when it doesn’t, when the character we have been rooting for just exits stage left and is not heard from again, we experience frustration and betrayal.

The 2001 murder mystery film Gosford Park is a brilliant example of subverting many expectations while keeping the contract. Our grand English country home is packed with aristocratic guests gathered for a shooting party, with a cast of servants downstairs, and we constantly discover more secrets and more people with motives to kill Mr. Body—the cozy mystery contract is firmly made. But the detective doesn’t solve the crime; in fact the detective is wholly useless, and the one person who does realize who-done-it doesn’t gather the suspects in to reveal the truth; she chooses not to pursue justice for murder at all. Expectations are subverted, yet the contract is fulfilled, because the fundamentals of the reading process, the parts of reading which asked the reader to invest emotion and effort, had payoff. The mystery is solved (our suspense work), the clues the reader (or viewer in this case) has been gathering do add up (our observation and memory work), the most engaging characters do get narrative closure (our emotional work), our efforts to guess the solution are proved either right or wrong (something the mystery reader specifically expects and enjoys), the true solution is clever (we applaud this vault on the horse), and—vital within the mystery formula—the character who solves the crime is one whose point of view we have been following closely as a through-thread throughout the story, so we solved it together with her as we usually would with a detective, even though we didn’t realize early on that she was our detective (that she was the character who was paralleling our work as we too solved the mystery). Even her choice to keep the solution secret defies one aspect of the formula but falls within the well-established scope of cozy mystery, because the detective sometimes choosing not to expose the murderer is something detective fiction from Conan Doyle onward has often done, and the question “In what circumstances will our detective choose to hide the truth?” is one we now expect to be asked of all detectives—this moment of revelation about the interior ethics of our detective is itself a rich and worthy payoff for the mystery reader’s emotional investment, one which some mystery series make us wait many volumes to receive. Expectations can be set up and defied, formulae varied, but in a work like Gosford Park the author-reader contract has been met because all the big questions are answered (why is the grapefruit not falling?) and all the work has had payoff. If the mystery had been solved by a minor character we barely knew (no emotional work) it would not have been satisfying; if we never found out which clues were vital and which red herrings (observation and memory work) it would not have been satisfying; if we had never learned the secondary secrets which made some of the non-guilty characters behave suspiciously so their suspicious behavior went totally unexplained (both observation and character investment), that would not have been satisfying. It works because it understands what elements are simply formulae which can be varied, and which are contracts which must requite the reader’s efforts.

The author-reader contract does not dictate the plot, but it can dictate ingredients that must appear in a plot, not because they are actually necessary to advance the plot, but because the contract promises that they will appear. A romance novel generally needs to have one or more obstacles that delay the lovers getting together. An action film needs to have a midpoint climax resulting in incomplete victory. A Shakespeare-era tragedy needs to have at least one character death before the last act, signaling the tragic trajectory. Both military SF and martial arts films must have a training montage. Women’s fiction (the specific genre, not identical with all literature aimed at women) needs to have at least one awkward family meal. A giant robot anime needs to have a launching sequence in which the support and bridge crew prepare machinery. The contract in such works precedes and shapes the plot, requiring that the plot accommodate the ingredients. To take an example so stylized that it throws the phenomenon into sharp relief, in the Yu-Gi-Oh! animated series—which is fundamentally a giant advertisement for a collectable card game—the game must appear in every episode, to a degree which Martin Billany pointed out in his satirical Yu-Gi-Oh! The Abridged Series (2006–ongoing) by having one villain ask another why they need to challenge the hero to a card game instead of just killing him, receiving an answer too truthful for a non-parody work to admit: “The card game is integral to the plot.” In fact, the card game has nothing to do with the plot; rather it is integral to something beyond plot: The contract Yu-gi-oh has made, both with the card game company and with the viewer, promises that key story nodes will center the card game. The plot itself, or at least the means by which the events occur (a knife fight vs. a card game) bend around the requirements of the author-reader contract.

In some sense the ingredients required by the author-reader contract are elements of formula, or genre, but it is useful to think about them in terms of contract, i.e., a set of promises the reader understands to have been made, as we aim to understand when changing, omitting, or subverting some element of formula causes delight in the reader, and when it causes dissatisfaction. The contracted ingredients in a story are not constraints but tools, which give the author the ability to perform outstandingly: landing a great vault, writing a brilliant death scene, planning a very clever romantic obstacle, directing a gorgeous training montage. They can also be defied and subverted to great effect, but the subversion requires that the writer and reader/viewer understand the fundamentals of the contract and the expectations of how it will be fulfilled, so that elements of formula are subverted while elements of the contract are not. Love’s Labour’s Lost can end with the promise of weddings delayed and still in suspense, but not without weddings coming into the story. In Helen Hoang’s romance novel The Bride Test (2019), the heroine fears how the hero will react on learning she has a secret child, but the hero is instantly charmed by the child, and the romance reader is equally charmed to recognize the subversion of a trope, but since the child is not an obstacle, different obstacles (culture clash, attitudes toward autism and immigration) must still delay the happy-ever-after to the end, or it is no longer genre romance. The street fighting anime Air Master requires a street fight just as Yu-gi-oh requires a card game, yet in one fascinating episode no fight occurs because the characters go to get Korean barbeque and spend the entire episode declaring their love for Korean barbeque in escalatingly hyperbolic terms; it subverts the expectation of a street fight, yet it keeps the promise of a street fight because the genre-savvy viewer recognizes the stylized passion of this food-love-fight as a parallel to the fight scenes, and because the viewer realizes this character development foreshadows the next fight to come. A cozy mystery can end with an unexpected murderer, or the detective being the murderer, or everyone being murderers, or no murder, just a complex accident—all of which subvert formula—but not with the solution never being revealed, or the mystery reader experiences the frustration and dissatisfaction of fiction burn.

Possibly the most useful book for learning to perceive the author-reader contract is Diderot’s Jacques the Fatalist and His Master (c. 1765–80), an atheistic response to Voltaire’s Candide (1759) and Laurence Sterne’s Tristram Shandy (1759–67), which pokes at the author-reader contract so much it helps expose many fundamental promises we don’t realize we make. In one scene, the two titular characters reach an inn on their journey and go to bed, so our narrator Diderot says he will tell us a different story while we wait for them to wake up, and plunges into a totally unrelated tale. This jarring moment violates an unspoken contract so basic that we weren’t even conscious of it: that the author of a novel or narrative will compress and skip time to enable narrative flow. Partway through the unrelated but nonetheless engaging story, Diderot declares that he is tired himself, and will get into bed along with the two characters, ending the chapter, so the next begins when they all wake up. Reader brain: You can’t do that! This even more jarring moment violates three contracts we hadn’t been conscious of: the contract that once we get invested in a tale we will get the ending unless there is a good reason to interrupt it; the contract that the author will make different sessions of writing feel contiguous to the reader, and not tell us when he takes a break or goes to bed; and the contract that the author cannot suddenly enter the same physical space with his fictional characters (many may recall the similarly clever violation when the narrator enters the story in Stephen Sondheim and James Lapine’s Into the Woods [1986] or when the critic steps onto the stage to answer the telephone in Tom Stoppard’s The Real Inspector Hound [1968]).

In another sequence, Jacques and his master split for a time, and Diderot asks us, the readers, which of the two we want to follow—Jacques being the more engaging character we naturally choose Jacques (as Diderot knows) but he proceeds to tell us that Jacques’s experience will be boring and the master’s interesting, then proceeds to describe the master sitting under a tree tediously playing with his watch and doing nothing. Diderot then tells us that, at that very moment, Jacques is declaring, “Oh, to think that today I should be accused of seducing a woman and arrested as a highwayman!” at which point we yell at the book (if you sit in a room as someone reads Jacques the Fatalist you can usually tell where they are because the impulse to speak aloud at Diderot is irrepressible) and demand to see Jacques. Diderot then warns again that we will regret this choice, but says he will grant our wish, and goes on to describe the most mundane and unremarkable sequence of events which could possibly result in someone being (for about fifteen seconds) accused of seducing a woman and being a highwayman. After the sequence, which can only be described as brilliantly uninteresting, we return to discover that Jacques’s master has been robbed by bandits, but we missed it because we asked to see Jacques’s tedious adventure. Reader brain: No, Diderot, you can’t do that either! This irksome and yet somehow still deeply enjoyable sequence is extremely powerful, because it makes us conscious of another author-reader contract so fundamental we never think about it: that the author, who knows more than the reader about what is going to happen, will judiciously choose what events, people, and places to follow to let the reader see the interesting parts. By setting up the reader to make choices—effectively writing a choose-your-own-adventure book where there is only one option because Diderot knows which one his reader will inevitably choose—Diderot makes it feel for a moment like it genuinely was our choices as readers that saw the tedious and missed the interesting parts of the adventures, and in the moment of mental whiplash when we object that, no, it was entirely Diderot who did that, not us, we are reminded of the unspoken contract that the order of events are the responsibility of the author, and the author must respect and appropriately reward the trust the reader has placed in the author by letting the author dictate the reader’s next experiences.

Jacques the Fatalist pans down to the very lowest layer of the many-layered author-reader contract to show us elements we often forget are there. While a specific genre (romance, cozy mystery, Enlightenment philosophical novel) makes genre-specific promises (a couple getting together, a mystery revealed, adventures which provide radical social and theological commentary), underneath those lie the more fundamental promises of a novel (development, climax, characters having a narrative purpose, threads coming together). And yet, with enough skill, Diderot can peel even those away. Unlike the meandering yet always purposeful-feeling Candide, Jacques the Fatalist is truly structureless: a journey with no stated origin, destination, or purpose, undertaken by characters with no backstory or real introduction, is constantly interrupted by elements which don’t connect up, new characters who appear and depart without narrative closure, random events without foreshadowing, just like in real life. All narrative promises—character introductions, side characters having a purpose, events contributing to a conclusion—are broken. Diderot gets us so accustomed to all the usual contracts being broken we no longer crave them. The same reader who spent the first chunk of the book enjoying it yet mildly annoyed that the story isn’t going anywhere then reaches an end which (240-year-old spoiler alert) just stops. The reader is irked. Diderot says: Oh, are you irked, reader?—well, here is an alternate ending from a manuscript I think might be fake. The new ending gives everything a formulaic satisfying ending requires—a sudden reason for the journey, a dramatic backstory, love, drama, revenge, resolution—and it feels totally wrong! An ending like that doesn’t fit what we just experienced. All the work the reader put into following the meanderings of this bizarre and unique narrative, into arguing with Diderot, into following stories which don’t come together, it can’t have a mundane, normal ending! That is the wrong payoff. We end our experience laughing with delight as we realize that the first totally unresolved ending was the only ending that could give the right resolution to such a tale.

What Diderot does is so wonderful and audacious that even though we are yelling at him that he can’t do it, and he knows that perfectly well, we love him anyway, and he knows that too. He sets up a relationship with the reader even more fundamental than all the contracts we expect, one based on his own sincerity and warmth, and gives us a literary and philosophical experience that reaches out of the book and draws us in, as the critic is drawn onto the stage in The Real Inspector Hound. The bit where we’re arguing with Diderot and saying he can’t do that is not on the page, but it’s definitely part of the experience of reading the book.

Jacques the Fatalist pans so far down through the layers of author-reader contract that it reaches the barest base, beneath even the structure of a novel or story, the one unbreakable contract: that after the reader reads each sentence, they will want to read the next sentence. That is the genuine bare minimum needed to get the reader from the first page to the last. Everything above is optional, a contract, established between the author and the reader in the early pages, and often, for modern novels, in the marketing: the title, cover, publishing line, etc. Those additional contracts, above the basic sentence-level contract, are invaluable tools the writer uses, the apparatus (the vaulting horse, and rings, and padded floor) with which the writer can display mastery. The contracts layer on each other. Consider the contracts—many of them kept, with key elements subverted—which give Agatha Christie’s Murder on the Orient Express its power, from narrowest to broadest: Poirot mystery > Agatha Christie mystery > cozy mystery > murder mystery > novel > book > text. Consider the contract which gives John M. Ford’s The Final Reflection its power: Star Trek: The Original Series novel > Star Trek novel > hard SF novel > novel > book > text. Very often, when an expectation is subverted, it is just one layer in this multilayered contract that is overturned, leaving the rest intact in a structure that supports and emphasizes the subverted layer. In Murder on the Orient Express, a key detail of the cozy mystery formula is subverted at the which-suspect-did-it stage, but it keeps all the contracts of a Poirot mystery (his personality and methods of solving the crime), an Agatha Christie mystery (selection of genteel suspects gathered for the accusation at the end), a general murder mystery (a body, a solution), as well as of a novel (characters introduced for a purpose, climax, denouement) and book (satisfying at book length) and text (after each sentence one wants to read the next). To go back to an earlier example, Gosford Park is a stately house mystery > mystery > detective mystery > movie, only the detective mystery layer turns out to be a feint, while all the promises of the other layers are amply fulfilled.

In the first chapter of He Knew He Was Right (1869), Anthony Trollope takes us in breakneck pace through the entire arc of a normal Trollope novel: The hero and heroine meet, fall in love, obstacles divide them, are overcome, and they marry at the end of the chapter, while the usual Trollope formula would have them marry at the end of the book. Then the rest of the very long book looks at the disintegration of their terrible marriage. If Trollope wanted to write a book about the disintegration of a bad marriage, he could have begun after the wedding with the couple returning home from their honeymoon when things begin to go wrong, or he could have written the entire book as a sequel to one of his earlier novels that end at the altar. Either of those choices would have made He Knew He Was Right a very different book. Making it a sequel to another where the wedding was the happy ending would have felt like an absolute violation of the contract of the first book, which concluded with the expectation that the characters would live happily ever after. Making it start after the wedding would have lost the possibility, dangled before us in the first chapter, that they ever could have lived happily ever after. Trollope’s layers are Trollope novel > Victorian novel > sentimental romance > novel > book > text. Only the sentimental romance layer is subverted, since it’s still very much a Victorian novel, and he never violates those expectations and formulae. He makes you gasp at the speed he’s going through the motions of a romance in that first chapter, but it’s a gasp of admiration as much as anything. Trollope also subverts expectations, though fulfilling every tick of the author-reader contract, when he makes a man the heroine of Phineas Finn (1867–69).

Many have discussed the surprise they felt at the death of Ned Stark toward the end of A Game of Thrones (George R. R. Martin, 1996). The book introduced multiple protagonists early on, beginning with the Stark family, and broadened out from there. Because Ned is cleverly set up to feel like a key protagonist, with the right mixture of grimness, earnestness, strength, and outsiderness to be an epic hero, even as Ned is imprisoned by enemies, we’re worrying about the possibility of ongoing disability from his broken leg but not expecting him to actually be beheaded—it feels (intentionally) too much like the many near fatal tribulations that epic heroes go through. The layers at work are epic fantasy > fantasy > novel > book > text, and what the death is subverting is the expected pacing, timing, and significance of character death within an epic fantasy. The shock is powerful, even though it isn’t the first substantial death in the book—early on the Stark children and Jon Snow all receive direwolf companions, and one of the wolves is killed early, another driven away, leaving Sansa and Arya without protection, contrary to expectations, but the animal protector/partner formula is not as familiar as the epic hero formula, so the subversion isn’t as striking. The wolf’s death helps establish the work as on the grimdark side of epic fantasy, but still lies within a familiar pattern. Ned’s doesn’t. That is the only major subversion in the text, but, while he may have lost some readers, for those who kept reading, the series gained enormous power from the subversion, since after that point the reader now believes no character in A Song of Ice and Fire is safe, and reads on to the subsequent volumes with much more trepidation than usual. Deep into an epic fantasy—as in many genres—it’s hard to make the reader actually fear the protagonist might die at any moment; it just doesn’t happen, so efforts to create suspense over deadly threats to a protagonist don’t succeed; threats to a secondary character, or the reputation of a character, or a character’s precious possession are much more worrying, because they could really occur. In the middle of an Indiana Jones film, whether and how Indiana gets his iconic hat back after an action sequence is genuinely more suspenseful than whether he will die. But after Ned Stark’s unexpected death, Martin’s readers are prepared to genuinely fear for the life of any character at any time, adding great power to the series. Martin has not, in the four subsequent volumes, killed any other characters dear to the reader in unexpected ways or at unexpected times, but he hasn’t had to—the spell of that first powerful subversion still lasts.

Another variation on the same method gave power to the series Attack on Titan, in which our group of plucky recruits go through a team-building and training montage so recognizable from mecha and other familiar anime subgenres that it makes the reader/viewer unconsciously expect mecha pacing, which—since Mobile Suit Gundam in the 1970s—has mandated no character deaths within the main crew until a single one happens at the dramatic midpoint. When instead our plucky novices are slaughtered right and left in their first battle, we discover suddenly that we are in survival horror pacing, not mecha pacing, creating an enormous shock which would not have been so shocking without the careful imitation of the mecha formula. As with A Game of Thrones, the reader/viewer continues prepared to fear that any character may die at any time, even if no further deaths among the core cast follow for a long time.

Unspoken author-reader contracts have an especially strong though often inverse impact on our reading of pre-modern works, or works translated from another culture, since when we are not familiar with the genre promises of another era, or the literary traditions of another culture, we lack the formula expectations that the authors expected us to have. A Game of Thrones doesn’t expect readers who haven’t read Tolkien; Attack on Titan doesn’t expect readers who haven’t seen mecha; Agatha Christie doesn’t expect Murder on the Orient Express to be anyone’s first murder mystery; and Don Quixote doesn’t expect readers unfamiliar with the tropes of chivalric and Arthurian romance he is inverting. Dante didn’t expect readers who hadn’t read Virgil, or who didn’t know the details of the scandalous story of Paolo and Francesca, nor did he expect readers who had read the Iliad—unavailable in Dante’s time—of which one needs read literally only one word to end up baffled when Dante puts Achilles in the circle of lust instead of the circle of wrath. At the end of The Tempest (1611) most modern people are dismayed when Prospero—without much setup—throws away his magic books (why?!), but Shakespeare didn’t expect the play to be seen by audiences unfamiliar with Marlowe’s mega popular Doctor Faustus (1588), in which Mephistopheles kept luring Faustus deeper into damnation with the bribe of tempting magic books. Shakespeare also didn’t expect readers who did read modern fantasy, with its many bookish wizard heroes, who can consequently suffer fiction burn. This tends to affect fantasy readers more than general playgoers, since if one has no strong expectations, then the destruction of the books is merely distressing (as all book destruction is), but if the playgoer approached this world of spirits and wizards expecting it to stick to the logic of bookish magic fantasy—that the books are precious and should be passed on to young wizards through apprenticeship—the scene can rub the wrong way so much as to overwhelm one’s experience of the play.

Occasionally, lack of contract familiarity can add power to a story. When Japanese horror movies like Ringu (1998) started to be translated into English, viewers found it shocking and enthralling because it was impossible to predict who would live and die, or when and why the threat would strike; this is because the ethical logic behind such films—who gets killed, who survives, what kind of transgression dooms a character—draws on Japanese ghost story traditions shaped by Shinto and Buddhism instead of Western ghost story traditions shaped by Christian ideas of purity and Providence (things like “don’t have sex in a horror film or you’ll die”). Many horror fans’ first exposure to Japanese horror was therefore shocking in a good way (since horror aims to shock), and the first few Japanese horror films one saw were more shocking and powerful than later ones, since with repeated exposure the unfamiliar logics became familiar. In the anime film Le Portrait de Petite Cossette (2004), a young man working in an antiques shop is haunted by visions of a beautiful young murdered woman whose portrait hangs in his shop, and The Picture of Dorian Gray (1891) prepares Western audiences somewhat to understand the period when it seems the portrait and the ghost are two different spirits, with the idealized portrait version of Cossette tormenting both the hero and the ghost of real Cossette, but nothing in the Western haunting tradition prepares us for the real antagonist to be the wooden chest of drawers and other furniture from the murder room whose natural spirits (ayakashi) present in the wood and craftsmanship were traumatized by witnessing the murder and became destructive or sick spirits (mononoke). With The Ring and A Game of Thrones alike, the shock and unpredictability of an unfamiliar formula delights some readers/viewers while discomforting others.

Such examples help us see how the author-reader contract is not the same as formula or expectations. We often set up expectations and either meet or subvert them, but, especially in genre works, differentiating the author-reader contract for that genre from what is simply an expectation can help us explain why some subversions enthrall the reader and others distress or frustrate. The death of Ned Stark subverted expectations and formula, but if Game of Thrones had started out seeming like an epic fantasy but then no existential threat actually showed up (no bad winter, no White Walkers), and it all just turned into a romance or a family drama, it would have violated the contract of epic fantasy, and frustrated many readers. If Game of Thrones had killed all the Stark family at the end of the first volume, so the time the series spent introducing them and getting us invested in them turned out to be a tangent unrelated to the main plot, it would have violated the contract of a novel (that the characters are introduced to contribute to a main story), and frustrated readers even if it kept the contract of epic fantasy. Martin’s own joke that the last volume of A Song of Ice and Fire will be nothing but a thousand pages describing ice and snow blowing over bones and corpses is funny because we realize it would violate even the fundamental contract, not only of a novel, but of a book—that it must be book-length to tell its story; even Jacques the Fatalist keeps more contracts than a thousand pages of bones and snow.

In sum, the author-reader contract is much more fundamental than conscious reader expectations, tied to the logic of a text rather than events. One promise of world-building genre fiction is that the puzzle pieces the reader works to collect will come together in the end to paint a coherent image—this does not dictate anything about the plot, characters, or events, but if the puzzle pieces don’t add up, the reader will be frustrated. One promise of science fiction is that the story will think through the second-order consequences of a new technology—this does not dictate anything about the plot, characters, or events, but if an obvious second-order consequence of the new technology has been ignored, the reader will be frustrated. One big difference between genre fantasy and magical realism is that the genre fantasy contract promises that the consequences of the fantastic element will be deep and significant, consistent through the world, while in magical realism the fantastic element will not affect the larger world and serves mainly as an allegory to help key character(s) undergo character development—anyone who has started reading or watching a work thinking it was fantasy only to become frustrated as the fantastic element has no consequences, or the protagonist never investigates the implications of the ghost or spirit or vision, has experienced fiction burn as magical realism fails to keep the unspoken contract of genre fantasy. The contract in cozy mystery that there won’t be terrible world-changing consequences to the death; the contract in weird horror that the threat will remain beyond understanding just enough to remain slightly numinous; the contract in genre romance that the process of the couple getting together will itself be ornate and interesting, becoming stable only at the end; the contract in fairy-tale fantasy that all the familiar ingredients of a fairy tale will appear—these contracts must be kept even in examples of each genre which subvert both formulae and expectations, and indeed the fact that all the core contracts are kept even when formulae are subverted is what makes the subversion so impressive and satisfying. Sticking the landing even when the detective doesn’t solve the mystery; when the horror threat is secretly the human heart; when the true love is the best friend, not the billionaire; when the witch is the protagonist and the prince the bad guy—subversions satisfy because they keep the contract even without the familiar motions, and many stories which do keep the familiar motions still satisfy because they stick the landing well. Teresa Nielsen Hayden has said, “Plot is a literary convention. Story is a force of nature.” Thinking about the author-reader contract—when crafting a story, when experiencing a story, when frustrated by a story and trying to articulate the reason—helps unpack many aspects of how that force of nature that is story works down at its deepest roots, where the red vangatas gnaw it away and the tears of the blue vangatas heal it toward new growth.
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Sometimes you order macaroni and cheese at a fancy restaurant, and the pasta is handcrafted elegant florets, the sauce a blend of small-batch heritage cheeses, accented with truffle oil and artisanal breadcrumbs, and it’s delicious, but somehow it just isn’t mac and cheese. And sometimes you read a fantasy or science fiction book, and all the ingredients are gorgeously wrought, but somehow it just doesn’t hit the spot of feeling like what your gut expects from SF&F.

This difference is a window on the question what is genre?

Some science fiction and fantasy comes from a community of people who read a lot of SF&F, are familiar with and draw on a vast toolkit of SF&F techniques and tropes developed by earlier writers (Golden Age, New Wave, Cyberpunk, etc.), and who craft their stories thinking of readers familiar with the same. We can call this imprint science fiction and imprint fantasy, not because it’s always published by an SF&F publisher or in an SF&F magazine (Le Guin’s Nine Lives was in Playboy, and Heinlein’s “—We Also Walk Dogs” in The Saturday Evening Post) but because its authors read work put out by SF&F imprints, are responding to books in SF&F imprints, and are the target audience of Reactor or Strange Horizons, and of fat paperbacks with rockets or dragons on the cover. Many such authors also go to science fiction cons or participate in SF&F fandom online. Others don’t participate in that way much, if at all, but eagerly devour the kinds of works celebrated by the awards that the imprint SF community gives to the best of its own work (Hugos, Nebulas), and reply to them through their work in an interconnected conversation.

Separately, some science fiction and fantasy comes from writers who have read very few books with rockets or dragons on the cover, but are shaped by other genres—mainstream literature, memoir, mystery, chick lit, etc.—and pick up a fantastic or science fictional concept (sometimes from reading a few books, or hearing a summary, or from separate media, like film, TV, or comics), and write work which, like our gourmet truffle mac, has the ingredients, but combines and treats them in a way which doesn’t use the techniques and tools of imprint SF and isn’t interested in being part of the same conversation. We can call this external science fiction or external fantasy, since it may contain a sentient robot, a Mars expedition, a time loop, or a vampire, but when you come from reading imprint SF&F, it may be delicious, but just doesn’t feel like mac and cheese. Magical realism is the best-known example, but there are also technothrillers, the ways imagined tech appears in James Bond films or aliens in SF sitcoms, and (especially) literary SF.

This difference is not quite the question what is genre, but some of the tools we use to define genre can help us think about what they share, and don’t share. One classic way to define genre is to look at the furniture of the genre: romance has star-crossed lovers, science fiction has people crossing between the stars, fantasy has wizards with stars across their hats. This way of slicing up genre would not distinguish between imprint SF&F and external SF&F—a ghost is a ghost whether the author uses it to power a magic system or (as magical realism does) as an allegory of how we struggle to communicate with our parents. A competing classic definition of genre (we will explore these more in the next chapter) is that it is a publisher and bookseller marketing category: Something published as romance is romance (put out by a romance imprint, with a romance cover and a romance font), something published as science fiction is science fiction (rocket on the cover, Tor, Ace, DAW, Orbit, etc., or in an SF magazine), something published as fantasy is fantasy, etc. This may seem to match the difference between imprint SF&F and external SF&F, but not quite. Susanna Clarke’s Jonathan Strange & Mr Norrell and Piranesi, Michael Chabon’s The Yiddish Policemen’s Union, and Kazuo Ishiguro’s Never Let Me Go are all examples of books whose authors read lots of SF&F and were responding to SF&F, writing with the same tools, pacing, and methods you would find in a Tor or Orbit book, but were put out by avowedly mainstream we-are-not-a-genre-press! presses, marketed to mainstream readers, but when Worldcon attendees pick them up, we recognize our mac and cheese. The occasional inverse also happens, in moments like Tor’s translated edition of Andreas Eschbach’s magical realist The Carpet Makers, and Jill Paton Walsh’s Knowledge of Angels, whose US hardcover edition was put out by her usual US publisher, Houghton Mifflin, but Bantam (in their SF&F line) did the paperback. By defining imprint SF as books written by and for readers of Tor, DAW, Strange Horizons, etc., not as works published by those genre imprints, the term imprint SF helps us describe a third and better definition: Genre is a conversation. Romance novels are in conversation with other genre romance, science fiction with other science fiction, and so on.

This is what makes imprint SF and external SF feel so different in those moments when we take up our fork and taste either luscious comfort-foody mac and cheese or artisanal campanelle in heritage cheese sauce.

Such SF&F shares a lot more than having spaceships or dragons; it shares pacing, structural methods, vocabulary, and a familiarity with past work. In imprint SF&F, you can quickly say empath, or ansible, or were-swan, or necronaut, or post-FTL economic revolution and move on immediately to the second- or third-order consequences of that concept and trust the imprint SF reader to get it without pausing for a 101-level explanation: “FTL means ‘faster than light’ and the introduction of this technology revolutionized the economy…” This toolkit includes more than concepts; it also and especially includes techniques, like incluing (scattering pieces of clues throughout the text and expecting readers to keep track of them), use of names for world-building, use of snippets of “nonfiction” within the text (document within a story), and knowing how much or how little explanation any given element needs. Within imprint SF, sentences like Heinlein’s famous “The door dilated” or Samuel R. Delany’s homage “The door deliquesced” expect readers to step right on through.

Imprint SF is a conversation which has been going on for just about a century, coalescing when the first SF magazines, and especially their letter to the editor columns, formed reader communities and an SF-fan identity (see the “History of Science Fiction Publishing” chapter for details on this history). From those fumbling beginnings, imprint SF has become a conversation with expectations and a toolkit for doing useful future work. The conversation of imprint SF thrives in the wider discussions about books and stories which thrived originally in fanzines and at conventions and now also thrive online, but there is also an all-important conversation within the books and stories themselves. A story comes out in which an author introduces a new tool or raises a new question, and a flurry of other stories take up that tool and address that question, whether in the form of the Asimov stories in I, Robot sparking many other great stories about robots, AI and technology transforming labor, or even more directly, how Samuel R. Delany wrote Trouble on Triton as a response to reading Ursula K. Le Guin’s The Dispossessed. In 1952 Ray Bradbury published “A Sound of Thunder,” in which time travelers step on an insect in the ancient past and thus change the outcome of an election in the present, and thereafter everyone had that concept, so it allowed many other writers to publish stories that assume the reader is familiar with that trope so they can riff on it, as in R. A. Lafferty’s 1967 “Thus We Frustrate Charlemagne,” which zips through repeated examples of time editors making small changes with ripple effects, trusting us to understand the concept so he can center the story on the editors themselves. This in a nutshell is how imprint SF could get more sophisticated over time, trusting the reader to know the 101 level and moving on to the 202.

When Ken Liu translated Liu Cixin’s The Three-Body Problem in 2014, readers of the Tor edition instantly recognized, not just its exciting new ideas, but that it was responding to familiar ones, using the familiar SF toolkit, a moment which made many think for the first time about how Anglophone imprint SF had not only been being translated into other languages for decades, but that its readers had taken up the SF toolkit and replied to the ongoing conversation. It had been a one-way conversation, because translation out of English is much more common than translation into English, so these replies never made it back to the Anglophone community, until The Three-Body Problem and other recent efforts to bring out translated works (especially in magazines) finally helped the conversation become two way. There is also a triangular version of this conversation in the case of Japanese SF&F, because very little Japanese prose SF&F gets translated into English, but Japanese readers of Heinlein or Le Guin often write manga or make anime, one of the few forms of SF from other cultures that does get translated into English in quantity, so there’s a pattern of Anglophone imprint SF being translated and absorbed in Japan, responded to in manga or animation, then the manga being translated, and some Anglophone imprint SF writers also consuming anime and manga and replying in their work, a triangular transmission in which the conversation moves not only between Japanese and English but between text-only and serial visual media. People writing today are responding to Tezuka responding to Asimov, and to Banks responding to Cherryh, influenced even if they haven’t read a particular specific work, because the tools, concepts, and questions get passed down through other voices in the conversation. This long conversation is how Ada could write Terra Ignota and then only afterward read Cordwainer Smith’s “Scanners Live in Vain” (1950), James Blish’s A Case of Conscience (1958), and Frederik Pohl’s The Gold at the Starbow’s End (1972), and 100 percent recognize the ancestors of parts of her own work.

Doris Lessing’s Shikasta (1979) has aliens secretly living on Earth and affecting history in conspiracy theory–like ways. Margaret Atwood’s Oryx and Crake (2003) is a postapocalyptic story about global warming. It’s clear their literary authors are using SF tools—one of the sequels to Shikasta even takes place on another planet—but neither of them are interested in engaging with the imprint SF conversation in any way. Andy Weir’s novel The Martian and even more his second novel, Project Hail Mary, have great tech, but imprint SF readers often comment on the slightly odd feature (is that … gorgonzola?…) that he explains the tech in what feels like a bit too much detail, all of it correct and interesting, but there’s just a bit more of it than instinct expects—his models include lots of comics, and the film Apollo 13, so he doesn’t have quite the same instinctive pacing that most imprint SF writers have for exactly how much to describe the tech and how much to skip over to get to other questions (character, social science, philosophy). SF&F film and television also gives us a taste of these subtle variations (is there sage in this sauce?), not because the writers don’t read imprint SF (lots of them do!), but because executives and directors want wide audiences, and tend to push writers to still explain at 101 level concepts so well-explored in imprint SF that current works just mention them (empath, FTL) and move on. A friend who writes for TV once described a meeting to get network approval for a script for an episode involving a vampire, in which the network executive asked, “What is the vampire’s motivation?” to which the writers answered, “It wants to suck blood,” to which the executive actually did reply, “I think you need to explain that to the audience.” It’s easy to laugh, though we need to remember that everyone meets the concept of a vampire, empath, or FTL for the first time at some point, and many people don’t enjoy (as imprint SF&F readers do) being plunged into a world of unfamiliar concepts and being left to roll with it.

Julie Taymor’s fascinating musical Spider-Man: Turn Off the Dark is infamous for its tech challenges, and most people who know it was substantially revised have only heard it was for tech reasons, but the original set out to actually resemble the experience of reading a real Marvel comic book, by having a “nerd chorus” of geeky kids discussing and analyzing the Spider-Man stories (“What makes a villain ultimate?”) in the familiar way nerds do, and went far beyond the simple movie-level plot of Spider-Man fights Green Goblin to plunge us into a world where the goddess Athena banished Arachne to a prison dimension, and Peter’s spider nature gets him caught up in her efforts to take revenge on reality via the logic: internet = world wide web = controllable by spiders. Sitting in the audience, when we got to the moment of We need to fight her on the Astral Plane, Ada heard the theater fill so universally with a chorus of confused people whispering to neighbors, “What’s an astral plane?” that one could actually see the conspicuous knots of nerds nodding in understanding, like rocks of salience in the sea of confusion. Those nerds were comics and imprint SF readers, while the rest of the audience was 100 percent ready for Peter Parker to fight Green Goblin, or ghosts to help us communicate with our parents, or Andy Weir to explain Martian potato farm biology, but not for a work which demanded familiarity with the many shortcuts and tools of imprint SF. The tools and shortcuts of imprint SF mean that works like the Broken Earth trilogy, Terra Ignota, or indeed Piranesi can jump over the 101-level explanations of genetics, geology, and that vampires suck blood to do things at 300 level. Both 100- and 300-level courses are essential, and the revised Spider-Man musical sent a larger percentage of the audience home unconfused, but for the minority who enjoy investing hours and experience points in leveling up our imprint SF&F reading skills, the Arachne on the Astral Plane version was truly awesome.

Another reason imprint SF and external SF often feel so different is that there have been historic and prestige reasons that authors and presses have kept them segregated. There has historically been an odd gradient of respectability with regard to science fiction generally. At first, works like Voltaire’s Micromégas and Shelley’s Frankenstein, and those by Jules Verne and H. G. Wells, which we could call proto-SF works with SF furniture, were still entirely respectable as part of a body of work by a writer, much of whose output had no SF content. But once imprint SF started to exist in the 1920s, with a community of readers and writers coalescing around SF as a category and community, the wider world of literature immediately started to deplore it. The lurid covers and cheap paper of early SF magazines and paperbacks (more on this in the chapter “History of Science Fiction Publishing”) made it seem like trash to those who didn’t read it, and it also came to be seen as something aimed at teenage boys, which an adult (man or woman) might be ashamed to be seen with. As the very conventions and techniques developed that made SF sophisticated on its own terms, it drew away from other genres, mostly because of their scorn. And at the same time, it stopped being approachable for an external reader, since understanding it required familiarity with its tropes, techniques, and reading protocols (see chapter on Genre Protocols)—when an intelligent adult picks up a story and finds a frustrating and difficult read, packed with unfamiliar terms and confusing settings (what is world-building?) that can easily reinforce negative stereotypes.

Within imprint SF, there also developed a desire to distance written SF from movie and TV SF, and from the tie-in novels associated with them. The term sci-fi, invented in the 1960s by fan and magazine editor Forry J. Ackerman as an abbreviation (and pun on hi-fi), came to be used within the imprint SF community as a disparaging term for shallow Hollywood SF, with the clear negative sense that the following anonymous doggerel shows:

Gentle reader, you may wonder why

SF’s not the same as sci-fi

Well, you see there’s a fine line

Between Robert Heinlein

And “Revenge of the Two-Headed Fly.”

From outside the imprint SF community, this “fine line” was, of course, utterly invisible, but you can still often notice that people who have been in the SF community a long time call it SF, not sci-fi.

For many years, academics did not consider imprint SF or sci-fi as worthy of study. When they did come to study it, from the 1980s on, they tended to approach it from a background of mainstream literature—the gourmet pasta which was closer to their usual diet than the mac and cheese of imprint SF. Such scholars and critics generally preferred works that could be read allegorically and symbolically (mmm, truffles) to works where the ghost really was a ghost and now we’re dealing with how humanity reacts to proof of ghosts being real. SF courses at universities tend to assign a very limited range of books, many coming from external SF—a fact we confirmed in 2016 by gathering over a hundred syllabuses of courses on SF offered that year at Anglophone colleges and universities, and comparing them to Arthur Evans and R. D. Mullen’s studies from 1996 (alas, little had improved). In addition to Frankenstein and Verne and Wells, who predate the solidification of SF as a conversation and community, they tended to assign Brave New World, Nineteen Eighty-Four, Cloud Atlas, Solaris, and the few texts they assigned that are imprint SF were generally not what an imprint SF reader would name as representative, like Ballard’s The Drowned World and Dick’s Martian Time-Slip, never Asimov’s Foundation or Bujold’s Barrayar. Additionally, most courses in our sample assigned only two books by women, Frankenstein and Ursula K. Le Guin’s The Left Hand of Darkness (1969), which is a wonderful book, but unlike all her other work, it is the one specifically about gender. Le Guin’s equally great and award-winning novel The Dispossessed (1974) appeared in none of the hundred-plus courses, and an academic who was teaching The Left Hand of Darkness said to Jo in 2017 that he had never heard of it. Giving students The Left Hand of Darkness allows women and gender to be dealt with and dismissed together in one class, without acknowledging that men also write about gender (Delany’s Trouble on Triton would be great), and women about thousands of other things.

Back to the stigma of SF: Publishers like to have clear water between their SF imprint, which publishes imprint SF, and their other book lines, even when their literary writers are writing external SF. Some writers have been asked by their publishers or agents to distance themselves from imprint SF by promising not to blurb any imprint SF books or go to conventions for a period of years, to be acceptable as literary writers. And because of this stigma, when writers of other kinds of literature want to include some SF&F furniture (a time loop, for example) or a tool from the toolbox of imprint SF, they generally also want to distance themselves from it (and are encouraged by publishers, reviewers, and book sales to do so). The expectation that a literary writer must say “No” to “Is your book SF?” sometimes gets so ingrained that authors are pressured to give it automatically without even letting themselves think about the question. A few years ago, one rising literary author who published a novel that definitely had science fiction elements said in a TV interview that her work wasn’t science fiction because it wasn’t written in the future tense, an easy moment to mock, but it actually shows that someone who identified as a literary writer worthy of a TV interview had never let herself look at or think about imprint SF at all, cutting herself off from a world she probably would have loved simply due to the persistent assumption by critics and pundits that what was cheap pulp a century ago remains cheap pulp forever.

The term speculative fiction is a fruit of this thorny vine. The term is often attributed to Heinlein, who used it in an essay in 1947, but it is documented back to 1889 when it was used to describe fantastic literature. It is also used by scholars to describe fantastic elements in works by writers as prestigious as Shakespeare or Euripides. However, it only entered widespread use in the 1960s and early 1970s as a term for external SF to distance it from (bad, cheap, insular, etc.) imprint SF. After a pause, it was thrust back into use by Margaret Atwood, who defined it as “no squid in space” science fiction about things that could plausibly occur, but by embracing the term she also solidified its positioning as a label for when respectable, literary, mainstream-selling writers borrow SF furniture but don’t want to be associated with the (bad, cheap) world of SF. Right now many SF&F readers use speculative fiction or spec fic as a broader synonym, embracing how supernatural horror, urban fantasy, magical realism, realistic dystopia, etc. are all kindred literatures, but, especially in literature reviews, one still finds the baggage of the fact that the term was developed precisely by and for people who wanted to distance themselves from inferior (sigh) SF. All science fiction is speculative. Le Guin, who had status both within imprint SF and in the mainstream, engaged in public with both Atwood and Kazuo Ishiguro about their coyness about using the terms science fiction and fantasy for their work. Ishiguro had said he was afraid people would say he’s a fantasy writer, to which Le Guin riposted that it was “like watching a man falling from a high wire while he shouts to the audience, ‘Are they going to say I’m a tight-rope walker?’” All the same, this attitude of drawing away the hem of the garment has persisted, summed up beautifully in Penguin UK’s About the Author section in John Wyndham’s books, which it describes as “a modified form of what is unhappily known as ‘science fiction.’” The Penguin staff writer who wrote of this “unhappiness” did so in 1961, but Penguin kept using the text at least as late as 1979—scare quotes with a long reach.

This brings us back to the artisanal mac and cheese.

Sometimes, external SF is excellent, and achieves fantastic things by putting an SF tool in service of another conversation. Michael Chabon decided to use both alternate history and the feel of a noir detective novel in The Yiddish Policemen’s Union (2007), a book mainly interested in being in a conversation about Israel. Nevertheless, Chabon is a longtime reader of comics and imprint SF (just check out his photo on Wikipedia, with that lushly unstylish long hair and beard and button-up shirt with atoms and planets all over it, and you can envision him walking the halls of Worldcon), so the imprint-SF reader picking up the book found that he used the tools of the trade as smoothly and powerfully as any expert, producing something which was good as imprint SF, as mainstream literature, and as a noir detective novel. Chabon also, though not published as imprint SF, eagerly joined Science Fiction Writers of America (SFWA) when his book was nominated for a Nebula. Ishiguro, Rainbow Rowell, and Audrey Niffenegger are other good examples, and, more complexly, David Mitchell. In contrast, when Iain Pears, Doris Lessing, Emily St. John Mandel, and Margaret Atwood write works which use the furniture of SF, they produce works that feel very definitely like artisanal cheese sauce, not mac and cheese. There is a common pattern wherein a writer is a master of parts of craft that are common to all genres (characterization and character arc, for example), but has very little familiarity with the special tools imprint SF has developed, and consequently uses them clumsily (explaining too much or too little, being heavy handed, getting the science irksomely wrong for no reason), even as the non-SF aspects of the book are brilliant. Jennifer Crusie, for example, is a truly excellent romance writer and writer overall, and sometimes includes fantasy elements like ghosts in her romances, but when in Wild Ride her characters get extended, solid, really convincing proof of the existence of a demon (she also does it with a ghost in Maybe This Time), they nonetheless end up doubting and denying the existence of what they saw in a way that just doesn’t feel plausible at all to an imprint SF&F reader who has spent a lot of time thinking about what kinds of proof of the supernatural are or aren’t convincing. Such authors are also often unfamiliar with imprint SF such that they think some idea or concept that was cliché in imprint SF circles by 1950 is new and innovative now—Douglas Adams calls this “reinventing the wheel and arguing about what colour it should be and how many corners it should have.” David Mitchell is in all other ways a terrific writer, but Jo often wants to weep at the unoriginality of the external SF parts of Cloud Atlas with its banal cyberpunk future and its Luddite postapocalyptic wasteland. It’s as if someone served you the most delicious soup you’d ever eaten, followed it with a wonderful soufflé, and then started carefully layering the subtlest truffle and the most beautiful cheese on a mess of gluey reheated stuck-together noodles. If somebody writes a bad book, it’s a bad book, but if somebody writes something where all but one of the ingredients are masterful, which could so easily have been wonderful, but messes it up by not bothering to check the fundamentals of how genetics or light speed works, it’s like watching an athlete vault magnificently and then trip over their own feet when bowing.

Imprint SF&F has often borrowed from the conversations of other genres, particularly horror, mystery, and romance. It is also influenced by other media that use SF&F furniture: comics, manga, animation, and the sci-fi fruits of Hollywood, whose 101-level engagement with what SF is doing on the 300 level still often triggers waves of “Hey, that movie about Mars gave me neat notions for a way more complicated story about Mars.” But imprint SF&F is much less often influenced by external SF&F. There are many reasons for this. The great, sophisticated things external SF&F is doing are usually great and sophisticated in terms of character, emotional arc, methods of introducing a scene, or comparing two moments of catharsis, aspects that are not actually the SF&F part, so while some imprint SF&F readers do read and enjoy them, they’re just as likely to be influenced by the non-SF&F work of those same mainstream writers, since that work still has all the things such authors are doing at master level, while the SF&F side will generally be fairly simple. When wowed by a stunning opera singer who can sing while juggling three balls, you may learn a lot from their singing and other skills of poise and stage presence, but if you’re used to juggling five-plus balls it’s not the juggling that’s your takeaway. It is also the case that mainstream publishers work to make such books not look like SF&F, and imprint SF&F readers are less likely to pick up a book whose cover has an artsy photo of a woman silhouetted in front of the sea than one with an alien landscape which codes 303-level SF here, friends! Also, fundamentally, imprint SF&F readers are in the middle of a conversation, and often more interested in the next interesting thing someone in that conversation is about to say than they are in listening to a conversation in a different corner of the room, even if their ear catches the word planet. Many SF&F fans do read and enjoy Mitchell, Lessing, and Atwood, as many also read Vikram Seth, Patrick O’Brian, and Hilary Mantel, but we read them with the expectations we have when we move to a different conversation at a party, not when we’re at the SF&F table in the corner.

It’s hard to find a perfect term for things, and imprint SF&F and external SF&F are definitely not perfect terms to describe the difference between SF&F written by readers of the long, evolving conversation descended from those 1920s pulps and SF&F written by people who have picked up some SF&F tools without stopping by our table in the corner. But it is valuable to be able to describe the causes of that feeling of reading a book and coming away with that slightly off sense that This isn’t the SF&F I know. The craft is full of masterful writers, both within and outside the imprint SF&F conversation, so as we talk about the details of the craft, and skills, and how a different story can excel at five or six particular techniques, we need terms to describe and group those techniques, and to talk about how many of those which make SF&F capable of reaching such high peaks come from the accumulation of 303-level tools and methods thanks to the conversation being so intense, so plural, and so long. Mac and cheese is simple, but the full breadth of SF&F is a giant banquet, covering the table before you with dish on glistening dish, all made with recipes and methods that have origins and histories. If we know to marinate our eggplants, to use chestnut flour to enrich our chocolate cake, to fry our frittata in a 50/50 mix of butter and olive oil so the oil’s smoke point is perfect for a golden crust, and to sous vide some cuts of meat while flame-grilling others, and if we have such advanced culinary concepts as fondue, stuffed pastas, sushi, or the occasional stunt-cooking turducken, the banquet is only this rich because thousands of chefs before us have developed these techniques and let us taste. And now we can articulate why so many dishes in the banquet share the same culinary logic, while a few others stand out: Some are shaped by tools and techniques honed via the imprint SF&F conversation, others by different traditions borrowing just one ingredient. Understanding that difference, we can now bite into both with the right expectations to be pleased, rather than surprised and dismayed, when a particular dish has or lacks something we expected. We have all had the experience of biting into a dish expecting it to be one way and being unpleasantly shocked (Why is this chicken weirdly sweet?! Why is this apple tart salty?! Why is this bao bun burningly spicy?!) when we might have enjoyed it if we’d understood what we were biting into (This is a fifteenth-century recipe for cinnamon almond chicken; this is a German savory cheese and apple tart; this is a Chinese Indian fusion place, so that bun is filled with vindaloo.). By understanding the traditions that shape different kinds of SF, we can see what we’re looking at, and better understand the astonishing array of tools at the disposal of today’s imprint SF writers, why only some of them can be deployed successfully in other kinds of SF, and how those differences shape and produce the work we love to love.
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