
Worlds of Wonder Summary

"Worlds of Wonder" is an essay by Isaac Asimov, a renowned science fiction writer and

popular science author. The essay explores the evolution of science fiction as a literary

genre and its relationship with human imagination and scientific progress. Asimov

discusses how science fiction differs from earlier mythological and fantastical stories by

grounding its narratives in scientific laws and technological advancements.

Key Elements

Isaac Asimov: A prolific author (1920-1992) known for science fiction and popular

science books.

Three Laws of Robotics: Ethical rules for robots ensuring human safety and

obedience.

Science Fiction vs. Mythology: Science fiction is based on impersonal laws of

nature, unlike myths controlled by gods and magic.

Legacy: Asimov popularized science and inspired interest in technology and ethics.

Textual Evidence

Asimov states, "Science fiction cannot exist as a picture of the future unless, and until,

people get the idea that it is science and technology that produce the future." This
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highlights the genre's foundation on scientific progress.

Solved Example

Question: What distinguishes science fiction from earlier myths and legends according

to Asimov?

Answer: Science fiction is based on the understanding and manipulation of natural laws,

whereas myths rely on gods and magical forces. Science fiction reflects a universe

governed by impersonal laws, making it valid for modern times.

Practice Set

Level 1 – Easy

Who was Isaac Asimov and what is he famous for?

List the Three Laws of Robotics.

Level 2 – Moderate

Explain the difference between science fiction and mythological stories.

Why does Asimov consider science fiction a valid literary form today?

Level 3 – Challenging

Discuss how Asimov’s Three Laws of Robotics influence both science fiction and real-

world ethics.

Analyze the role of imagination in bridging ancient myths and modern science

fiction.



Answer Key

Isaac Asimov: A Russian-born American author and biochemist known for science

fiction and popular science.

Three Laws of Robotics: 1) A robot may not harm a human. 2) A robot must obey

humans unless it conflicts with the first law. 3) A robot must protect itself unless it

conflicts with the first two laws.

Difference: Science fiction is based on scientific laws; myths are based on gods and

magic.

Validity: Science fiction reflects a universe governed by natural laws, making it

relevant today.

Quick Reference

Science Fiction: Literature based on scientific principles and future possibilities.

Mythology: Stories involving gods, magic, and supernatural beings.

Three Laws of Robotics: Ethical guidelines for robot behavior.

Glossary

Prolific: Producing many works.

Ethics: Moral principles governing behavior.

Impersonal Laws: Natural laws that operate without human influence.

The Prescientific Universe

This section discusses the origins of science fiction and its roots in human imagination

before the scientific era. Asimov explains that before the Industrial Revolution, people

explained natural phenomena through myths involving gods and magical beings. These

stories fulfilled emotional needs for wonder and explanation but lacked scientific basis.

Key Elements



Prehistory of Science Fiction: Myths and legends served similar emotional needs

as science fiction.

Role of Priests and Magicians: They acted as early scientists by controlling the

universe through magic.

Mythical Creatures: Centaurs, Satyrs, Sphinxes, and others symbolized human

attempts to explain the unknown.

Transition to Science: The Industrial Revolution enabled the rise of science fiction

based on scientific laws.

Textual Evidence

Asimov writes, "In prescientific times, it was the priest, magician, wizard, shaman... who

filled the function of the scientist today." This shows the shift from magical to scientific

explanations.

Solved Example

Question: How did ancient myths fulfill the same needs as modern science fiction?

Answer: They satisfied the human longing for wonder and explained natural phenomena

through stories of gods and magical powers.

Practice Set

Level 1 – Easy

What role did priests and magicians play in prescientific times?

Name some mythical creatures mentioned by Asimov.

Level 2 – Moderate



Explain why myths were considered valid explanations in ancient times.

How did the Industrial Revolution influence the development of science fiction?

Level 3 – Challenging

Compare the emotional needs fulfilled by myths and science fiction.

Discuss the significance of the transition from magical to scientific worldviews.

Answer Key

Role of Priests: They were seen as controllers of the universe through magic.

Mythical Creatures: Centaur, Satyr, Sphinx, Harpy, Gryphon, Gorgon, Pegasus.

Validity of Myths: Faith in magical formulas was maintained by blaming failures on

human error.

Industrial Revolution: Marked the beginning of scientific understanding necessary

for science fiction.

Quick Reference

Mythical Creatures: Hybrid beings symbolizing unknown forces.

Prescientific Universe: A worldview dominated by gods and magic.

Industrial Revolution: Period of rapid scientific and technological change.

Glossary

Prescientific: Before the development of modern science.

Shaman: A person believed to have magical powers.

Faith: Strong belief in something without proof.

The Universe of Science Fiction



In this section, Asimov elaborates on the broad scope of science fiction as a genre. He

explains that science fiction is defined not by its content alone but by the scientific

background and setting. Stories from other genres can become science fiction if placed in

a scientifically plausible universe.

Key Elements

Genre Flexibility: Sports, Western, and jungle stories can be science fiction if set

in futuristic or alien environments.

Science Fiction Mysteries: Challenges and rules for writing fair mysteries within

science fiction.

Importance of Scientific Consistency: Writers must establish clear rules for their

imaginary societies.

Examples: Asimov’s own science fiction mysteries, "The Caves of Steel" and "The

Naked Sun."

Textual Evidence

Asimov states, "The writer must carefully explain to the reader all their boundary

conditions of the imaginary society... it must remain possible for the reader to introduce

the investigator." This emphasizes fairness and clarity in science fiction mysteries.

Solved Example

Question: How does Asimov justify the possibility of science fiction mysteries?

Answer: He argues that by clearly defining the scientific and societal rules, writers can

create fair mysteries where readers have access to all clues, maintaining the integrity of

the genre.

Practice Set



Level 1 – Easy

What makes a story science fiction according to Asimov?

Name two of Asimov’s science fiction mystery novels.

Level 2 – Moderate

Explain the challenges in writing a science fiction mystery.

How can other genres be adapted into science fiction?

Level 3 – Challenging

Discuss the importance of scientific accuracy and consistency in science fiction

writing.

Analyze how Asimov’s approach to science fiction mysteries maintains fairness for

readers.

Answer Key

Science Fiction Definition: Stories set against a background of scientific laws and

technology.

Novels: "The Caves of Steel" and "The Naked Sun."

Challenges: Need for scientific knowledge and clear rules to avoid unfair plot

devices.

Adaptation: Changing setting and background to a scientifically plausible universe.

Quick Reference

Science Fiction Mystery: A mystery story set in a scientifically plausible future.

Scientific Consistency: Clear and logical rules governing the story’s universe.

Genre Flexibility: Other genres can become science fiction with appropriate

settings.



Glossary

Boundary Conditions: Limits and rules within a fictional universe.

Red Herrings: False clues meant to mislead readers.

Extrapolate: To infer or predict based on known data.


