
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

“Science fiction is not what they think it is. It is not rocketships or monsters. It may contain these elements 
but they are not essential … Science fiction is about the real world, the world we live in today and the 

world we live in tomorrow. We live in a world where science affects every aspect of our lives, has changed 
our lives completely, and will change them even more in the future. Science fiction is about the impact of 

science upon people.”  – Harry Harrison 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Harry Harrison 
How to Write Science Fiction 

 
There is the craft of writing and the art of writing. 
The first can be taught. The second, while innate, 
can be improved. Since that is the difficult one, 
where observation laps into mysticism, let us put it 
aside for the moment and look at the first. 
 

Writing consists of the following: 
 

Reading 
Thinking 
Writing 
Editing 
Rewriting 
Mailing 
 

Reading must always come first. If you do not read 
all of the time, fiction and non-fiction, you will never 
learn to write. Pour it in; it is the raw material of 
your art as well as your craft. Buy books, borrow 
books, ransack your library, reread, read all of the 
books by authors you particularly enjoy. You 
should be doing this already. If you are not – give 
up any hope of ever being an author. 
 If you wish to write science fiction, read all of 
the SF you can. Read particularly in the fifties and 
sixties when ideas were being created. Read for 
content. While many authors write science fiction 
very well none of them, with the exception of Aldiss 
and Disch, can write very well. Read SF to find out 
what has been done (see Suggested Reading). 
Then read mainstream fiction to find out how to 
write. Learn from Kipling, Wells, Forster, 
Hemingway, Stevenson, all the writers of the past 
and near past who knew what they were doing. 
Read the moderns who also know: Waugh, Amis, 
Burgess, Forester, Masters. 
 Make up your own list. Read and reread the 
writers who give you pleasure, who appeal to your 
emotions, make you stop and think; the writers 
who know their craft. Then reread them and try to 
find out how they did it.  
 Read books on writing. Ninety-nine percent are 
rubbish, but you may stumble across a nugget in 
the dross. I can name only two that are worthwhile: 
The Art of the Novel by E.M. Forster, and 
Characters Make Your Story by Maren Elwood. ■ 
 

Originally published in Parallel Worlds #8,  
November 1995 

 

Science Fiction –  
Short Story & Novel 

 

The western novel is about the west, the historical novel 
is about history, the crime novel is about crime. The 
science fiction novel is not about science. 
 There are people who like to list all of the inventions 
that were written about first in science fiction, but this is 
thinking after the act. There is so much gadgetry 
proposed in science fiction by writers who know their 
technology, that it would be strange if some of it did not 
prove to be workable at some time. This is completely 
incidental. Science fiction is about the impact of science 
upon people, and upon their environment and society. It 
is very hard to give a single definition that will 
adequately describe all science fiction, so I shall not   Contents © Harry Harrison & Paul Tomlinson, 2007
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possibility into the future.) Of equal importance is the 
‘what if’ type of plotting that can be traced right back to 
H.G.Wells and his “What if pigs had wings?” Brian 
Aldiss said, “What if no more children were born?” and 
then he wrote Greybeard Robert Heinlein said, “What if 
we used the moon as a penal colony?”, then he wrote 
The Moon Is A Harsh Mistress. Daniel Keyes said, 
“What if we could raise a moron’s IQ by chemical 
methods?”, then he wrote Flowers For Algernon
(Charly in the movie version). 
 In order to write science fiction, one must not only 
like science fiction but must like science as well –
some one science, any science, all science; the 
science fiction author must be a fan of science. He 
must realise that there are no monster brains lurking in 
computers, ready to destroy us all, just as there are no 
secrets that mankind “should not know”. The scientific 
method is mankind’s crowning achievement. It is the 
only really new thing in the entire universe. With it our 
race of hairless apes can talk around the world in a 
fraction of a second – or can refine a few pounds of a 
particularly heavy rock and blow up that world. If you 
don’t think this is the most fascinating thing to ever 
come down the pike – then you should not consider 
writing science fiction. 
 Science fiction is idea orientated. The idea comes 
first – and is many times the hero – and the story 
follows. The complexity of the ideas is what determines 
the length of the story. A single concept produces a 
short story. It might be argued that most science fiction 
short stories are back-plotted, i.e., the ending is known 
in advance, then the story is filled in to reach the 
desired ending. Or the sequence is reversed and they 
are front-plotted, with a ‘what if’ statement, then a 
solution. There is little or no character development, 
because the characters are there to illuminate the 
concept. The basic story is not about the characters as 
people. The story is concept-orientated, not person-
orientated. One, or at most two, of the characters will 
be fleshed out personalities. The rest will be cardboard 
props with labels (laboratory assistant, soldier, second 
pilot) who do their bit and vanish. Only in the science 
fiction novel, and in the longer intermediate lengths, 
can character be developed to any degree. Even then, 
rounded and real as the people may be, the concept is 
king. John Wyndham had real people in The Day of the 
Triffids, yet their names are forgotten while his strange 
plant lurks in the memory. Can you remember the 
name of a character in any science fiction story or 
novel you have read recently? Now try this with Gone 
With The Wind, or Crime and Punishment, or any other 
general novel that you recall with warmth. There are 
exceptions of course to all these rules and statements, 
as well as an entire school of science fiction writers, 
often referred to as the “New Wave”, who would deny 
everything I have said. But these new writers would all 
admit that they write science fiction because they first 
read and enjoyed the basic stuff. You have to learn the 
rules before you can break them. 
 As an editor, I can truthfully say that there is very 
little good science fiction around in any length, old or 
new wave. As a writer, I can say that good science 
fiction is not easy to write. Of course the bad stuff is 
just about as simple to do as hack westerns – and is 
just about as important.                                               
 
   
 

attempt it. It is enough to realise what science fiction 
does. First, and most important, science fiction deals 
with today and tomorrow. All other fiction is about 
yesterday. Take almost any mainstream short story 
or novel. With a simple change of props, horses
instead of autos, it could have taken place at any 
time during the last hundred years because these 
writers are most interested in the eternal varieties of 
interpersonal relationships. Even if ‘today’ is      
mentioned or if the concept is in the author’s mind, it 
is ‘yesterday’ by the time the book is published. 
Science fiction holds the opposite view. If a story 
takes place ‘today’, it is the real today, even by the 
time it sees print, because it is about the existing 
world that has been changed in every way by the 
arrival of science on the world scene. If the story is 
about tomorrow, it is about the continued alterations 
and results of these changes. Science is the 
inescapable bedrock of science fiction. In the 
paleolithic science fiction days, the hard sciences 
dominated the field: chemistry, physics, biology, and 
the like. The wonders of the new things that could be 
invented and discovered were of the utmost 
importance. The rocket story was about how the ship 
was put together in the cellar, and the story ended 
when (“with a licking tongue of lambent flame...”) it 
blasted off. If you read about a rocket today, it will be 
treated as just another vehicle, as prosaic as the 
Boeing 707 is now, and the story will concern itself 
with the passengers aboard it. The softer sciences 
are being admitted to science fiction, and you will find 
stories based upon sociology, psychology, 
anthropology, political science anything and 
everything. 
 The basic attitude of the science fiction writer 
must be humanistic. He must feel that man is 
perfectible, that human nature can be changed, that 
this will not come about through wishing or praying, 
but by the application of intelligence, using the tools 
that the scientific method has given us. Once this is 
thoroughly understood, there will be no question 
about how science fact blends into science fiction. 
 The facts of science are there, all around us, 
inescapable. The science fiction author buys all the 
scientific magazines and books that he can afford to 
because he is fascinated by the ceaseless 
discoveries and the endless permutations of nature. 
There is even material galore in the daily press. I 
have a clipping on my wall with the headline DIRTY 
AIR MAY CAUSE ICE AGE: EXPERT. Isn't that a 
plot for a story? A few months ago, there was an 
article about how the Marines in Vietnam use 
dowsing rods to locate mines. This story plots itself: 
the contrast between the old soldier who doesn't 
believe and the rookie who does. Or take the 
announcement that flatworms fed on their intelligent 
and chopped up brothers became smarter 
themselves. Curt Siodmak read that and wrote 
Hauser's Memory. And how about the frightening 
overpopulation and over-consumption figures? I read 
them and applied them to New York City in the year 
2000, and wrote Make Room! Make Room! The list of 
extrapolations from new knowledge could be 
extended. (Science fiction has borrowed the term 
'extrapolation' from mathematics and made it its own: 
using present knowledge to extend a trend or  
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Where the science fiction short story is a vehicle 
for a single idea or concept, the novel, when it is 
not just a short story written long, can not only 
explore more complex concepts, but can show 
interrelationships. Ecology has far more inter-
connections than are possible between the 
characters in War and Peace. An ecological 
concept would have to be handled in the form of a 
novel. All the ‘earth destroyed’ novels are 
ecological, as are the multi-generation starship 
novels. 
 The ‘world created’ is also a novel-length 
concept. This is rarely found outside science 
fiction Islandia and the Tolkien books are the only 
examples that come to mind – yet this label could
be applied to at least nine out of ten novels inside 
the field. (Or more, I just went to my – unsorted –
science fiction novels shelf, and the first twenty out 
of twenty are ‘world created’ novels). In the 
science fiction field, this concept is as old as H.G. 
Wells, the man who invented modern science 
fiction in books such as The Sleeper Awakes and 
The Shape of Things to Come. A first-class 
science fiction writer can invent a world, down to 
the smallest detail – or generate the illusion that 
the smallest detail has been revealed – then 
populate it and set a story in it that could take 
place in no other world. This, I believe, is one of 
the reasons for the continuing, expanding, interest 
in science fiction. The western has the west, and 
the murder mystery has a corpse, and we have 
been there many times before. But, from time to 
time, in the best science fiction novels, the reader 
will have a chance to enter a wholly new and 
logical world and to watch an interesting story take 
place there. No other form of fiction can make this 
statement! 
 I wish there were an easy formula that I could 
give to tell just how to write the science fiction 
novel, or the short story. There is none. As a first 
step, the prospective science fiction writer must 
seriously like the stuff. Then he must accept the 
idea that we live in a changing world, not a 
repetitive, generation-unto-generation feudalistic 
one. Change in itself – like science – is neither 
good nor bad. It is just there. Then he must accept 
the concept that we can change change, that all 
things are possible. (Whether probable or not is 
another matter). Then he must read a great deal of 
science fiction, both old and new, to see what has 
been done. Then he must read a lot of non-
science fiction to understand what good writing is, 
because so much of science fiction is terribly 
written. Then he must apply seat to chair and 
fingers to typewriter and create something that 
never existed before. Then, and only then, he may 
have written a saleable piece of science fiction. 
Maybe. Still, there is very little competition at the 
top. Or at the bottom, for that matter. It is certainly 
worth a try. ■ 
 

Originally published in The Writer, May 1970 
 
 

 
 
 

Recommended Reading 
with Basic Concepts 

 
 

Aliens  
The War of the Worlds – H.G. Wells 
The First Men in the Moon – H.G. Wells 
A Princess of Mars – Edgar Rice Burroughs 
A Martian Odyssey – Stanley G. Weinbaum 
Mission of Gravity – Hal Clement 
The Dark Light Years – Brian W. Aldiss 
West of Eden (trilogy) – Harry Harrison 
 
Alternate Worlds / Parallel Worlds 
Lest Darkness Fall – L. Sprague de Camp 
Bring the Jubilee – Ward Moore 
A Transatlantic Tunnel, Hurrah! – Harry Harrison 
Rebel in Time – Harry Harrison 
Stars and Stripes Forever (trilogy) – Harry Harrison 
The Alteration – Kingsley Amis 
Harry Turtledove – All Titles 
 
Antigravity 
The First Men in the Moon – H.G. Wells 
 
Generation Starships 
Universe – Robert A. Heinlein 
Non-Stop – Brian W. Aldiss 
Captive Universe – Harry Harrison 
 
Matter Transmission 
A for Anything – Damon Knight 
Rogue Moon – Algys Budrys 
One Step from Earth (short stories) – Harry Harrison 
 
Time Travel 
The Time Machine – H.G. Wells 
Time Patrol – Poul Anderson 
Rebel in Time – Harry Harrison 
 
Short Stories 
Stories of Your Life and Others – Ted Chiang 

 



Harry Harrison   
A Brief Biography By Paul Tomlinson 

 
“Instead of reading technical, hard-science writers like 
Isaac Asimov, I was interested in Harry Harrison and a 

fantastic, surreal approach to the genre.”  
– George Lucas 

 

 
 
It is impossible to list everything that Harry Harrison has 
ever done. I know this because I’ve tried to do it: I spent 
14 years compiling his bibliography, and it still isn’t 
complete. 
 After high school, Harry was drafted into the army – 
this being World War II – where he learned how to 
shoot guns and repair computers. Leaving the army at 
the end of the war, Harry signed up for art college. 
Before he’d even finished the course, he’d teamed up 
with Wally Wood and was producing professional comic 
book art: they did cowboy stories, and romance stories, 
and romantic cowboy stories. Then they did some 
horror and science fiction stuff for a company called EC 
Comics. 
 When the comic book boom came to an end, Harry 
moved from drawing to writing; he wanted to be a 
science fiction writer, but discovered that he could make 
twice as much money writing ‘true’ stories for adventure 
magazines: stories like ‘I Ate A Pygmy’ appeared, 
accompanied by photographic ‘evidence.’ During this 
period there were also occasional forays into writing 
mystery stories, plus comic scripts for The Saint 
newspaper strip, and even a ghosted novel for Leslie 
Charteris (Vendetta for the Saint, filmed for TV years 
later). The writing paid the bills, but wasn’t artistically 
satisfying: a few SF short stories written during this 
period were what Harry really wanted to do. One of 
them, published in 1957 in Astounding, introduced a 
character which would stay with him for the next fifty 
years. The story was called ‘The Stainless Steel Rat.’ 
 Encouraged by John W. Campbell, Harry wrote his 
first SF novel, Deathworld. Half-a-dozen more were to 
follow, some of them straight SF adventure novels, 
others a little more tongue in cheek. At the same time, 
he wrote the scripts for the Flash Gordon newspaper 

comic strips. A Transatlantic Tunnel, Hurrah! was one 
of the ‘Campbell era’ novels, and was Harry’s first 
‘alternate history’ novel. Stonehenge would come a little 
later, and later still the bestselling trilogies West of 
Eden, Hammer and the Cross, and Stars and Stripes. 
 Needing to flex his artistic muscles once more, Harry 
wrote Bill, the Galactic Hero – an attack on the military 
and on militaristic SF, and a ‘non-Campbell’ story – 
which was published in New Worlds. A number of 
daring and angry short stories were  also written during 
this time.  
 Soylent Green marked Harry’s first brush with 
Hollywood. But his detective story Make Room! Make 
Room!, set against the backdrop of dreadful 
overpopulation wasn’t deemed dramatic enough, and 
so a cannibalism conspiracy was added to spice things 
up. Fortunately much of the novel’s background 
appears on the screen, and there is Edward G. 
Robinson’s last on-screen performance to enjoy. And 
perhaps Charlton Heston’s much quoted final line 
wouldn’t have been quite the same if they’d stuck to the 
original: ‘Soylent Green is soya beans and lentils!’ 
 

 
 

Harry Harrison & Edward G. Robinson on the set of Soylent Green 
 
Harry worked on a number of other film projects over 
the years – with Roger Corman among others – but 
sadly none made it to production. Harrison novels were 
successfully adapted for other media: radio plays and 
readings; a board game; at least one computer game; 
and – taking us full-circle – comic books, most notably 
2000AD’s excellent adaptations of the Stainless Steel 
Rat books. 
 Rumour has it that Harry Harrison is currently 
working on a non-fiction book about analogue 
computers, which he worked with during World War II. 
There is also a series of original graphic novels in the 
pipeline. And maybe even an autobiography. The last of 
these should make great reading, for Harry has known 
all the great names in SF, and done almost everything 
there is to do, which means he has a million great 
anecdotes. ■ 

 
“Harry Harrison is a fine craftsman who writes highly 

entertaining science fiction adventure stories like 
Deathworld, Deathworld-2, Deathworld-3, The Plague 

from Space, and The Daleth Effect. He also manages to 
pull off the difficult trick of writing hilariously funny 

science fiction like Bill, the Galactic Hero. And finally, 
he can be as serious and ‘meaningful’ as any writer in 

the field, as witness his prophetic novel about 
overpopulation, Make Room! Make Room!”   

– Dean R. Koontz 


