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Science fiction, usually abbreviated as SF can be defined as “a narrative (usually in prose) of short story novella or novel length” (Cuddon 791). These stories are about an amazing variety of things and topics that are concerned with technological change, with scientific experiment, with climatic, geological or ecological change. Usually the setting is another planet or this earth projected into the future, or an imagined parallel universe. The term science fiction was first used in 1851 by William Wilson in his book A Little Earnest Book upon a Great Old Subject. He describes science fiction as a genre “in which the revealed truths of science may be given, interwoven with a pleasant story which itself may be poetical and true… (Cuddon 791). Darko Ronald Suvin one of the influential scholars of science fiction claims that three conditions must be met to classify a literary work as SF. First the world depicted must differ from the author’s own world in significant ways. Second, the world depicted, despite its differences, must still cohere to what Suvin calls “the cognitive norms” of the author’s own time. Finally the aforementioned two elements work together to produce a cognitive effect called “estrangement” (ostranenie).  He further comments-

Simply put “estrangement” (sometimes also translated as “making strange” or “defamiliarization”) is a process by which a recognizable place, person, or object is depicted in an unusual manner in order to make readers critically reassess their fundamental assumptions about that thing. (The Encyclopaedia of Literary & Cultural Theory 1308)

Some of the common themes that are explored in Assamese science fiction include space travel, natural disaster, cloning, alien invasions, innovations in the field of medical science, climate fiction, ecological issues threatening human existence and others. Recent trends in this field have brought about a revision of science histories and are actively changing its future. It is clearly observed that many Assamese science fiction writers adopt these contemporary features and characteristics in their work. The paper seeks to present a brief history of the origin and development of Assamese science fiction and further attempts to represent the environmental consciousness in some of the contemporary Assamese science fiction by exploring the relationship between nature and culture.
Mary Shelley’s Frankenstein (1818) has often been described as the first science fiction novel in English but true modern science fiction begins with Jules Verne’s Journey to the Centre of the Earth (French: Voyage au centre de la terra, 1864) and H G Wells’s The Time Machine (1895). The first ever attempt of writing a SF in India can be attributed to eminent Bengali scientist Acharya Jagadish Chandra Bose who wrote Niruddesher Kahini in 1896.  
The origin of Assamese science fiction is closely connected with the development taking place in the field of Assamese scientific writings. The emergence of modern Assamese scientific writing started in the mid nineteenth century with the advent of the missionaries. In 1849 Nathan Brown, an American Baptist missionary published a book on geography called Bhugol Xikshak. Anandaram Dhekial Phukan one of the leading figures of the ‘Orunodoi’ era played a vital role in the development of scientific writings in Assamese and he also published a book called Bhugol Prakaran (1849). During the post ‘Orunodoi’ era journals like ‘Bahi’, ‘Chetana’, ‘Axom Bandhob’ and others played a major role in popularising science literature.  The earliest notable Assamese Science fiction was Hariprasad Baruah’s Birchatiyar Desh (1937) and is often considered as the first Assamese SF. The novel describes the adventures of an inhabitant of the planet Jupiter. In 1938 Nagendra Narayan Chaudhury wrote a short story called Rasayan published in the ‘Abahon’ journal. It narrates the tale of a scientist who strives for eternal youth by introducing a special kind of chemical in his body. This story is considered to have played a major role towards popularizing Assamese SF.  

Saurav Kumar Chaliha (1930-2011) is a renowned Assamese short story writer who is known for his innovative narrative style and representation of the complexities connected with urban life and its people. His story “Mini Noise” (1966) is often considered a landmark in the evolution of Assamese SF. The same story was later renamed as “Awaz” and included in his collection of stories titled Gholam (1973) for which the writer won the Sahitya Akademi Award in 1974. The story describes an instrument that can reduce the level of noise pollution which is caused by rapid urbanization, machines, motor vehicles, aircrafts and others. The rise in the level of noise pollution is a curse for the urban environment and the protagonist makes a distinction between the mechanised worlds of urban with that of the life of tranquillity connected with the pastoral world. The narrator laments-

During childhood, in their search for a quiet place, they would sit on a rock near the river or wander into the fields. However, today, these spaces are filled with the sounds of transistors, motor vehicles, and the clamor from numerous factories, accompanied by the cacophony of workers. The deafening noise of aircraft further disrupts the peace and serenity that once defined rural life. As human civilization advances, the proliferation of machines has led to an exponential rise in noise levels, engulfing the entire planet. (Gholam 16)

Some of the notable writers who have contributed towards the growth and development of Assamese SF include Bijoy Krishna Deva Sarma, Dinesh Chandra Goswami, Nabakanta Barua, Bondita Phukan, Ranju Hazarika, among others. Bijoy Krishna Deva Sarma is a prominent Assamese SF writer and published his works during the 1960s. His science fiction includes 2466, Ek April (1960), Chandralokot Pratham Manuh (1969), Surjyor Sonali Apple (1976) and others. Chanralokot Pratham Manuh is often considered as one of the landmarks in Assamese Science Fiction. Eminent Assamese writer Nabakanta Barua has also written a SF titled “Apadartha” in 1982. A science fiction writer doesn't need to be a scientist, but they should possess a strong grasp of scientific methodology to craft compelling narratives. Any story that disregards the principles of scientific methodology cannot be classified as science fiction. These imaginative works have not only enriched Assamese literature in the realm of science fiction but have also made significant contributions to Assamese literature as a whole. Another category that has contributed to the growth of Assamese science literature is science fiction drama. A notable contribution is this genre has been made by Dinesh Chandra Goswami whose radio drama Poribrajok describes a protagonist who goes back into the past and the episode that follows makes it an interesting piece of work for the listeners. The drama was broadcasted in All India Radio in 1975. His other radio plays include- Robot Bijoy Naat (1986), Alok Spondon, Natun Satikar Sapon and others.

Dinesh Chandra Goswami is an eminent award winning writer who has immensely contributed to the genre of Assamese science fiction. He has managed to retain a special position in Assamese literature as he contributed maximum number of SF novels, short stories and plays.  His collection of short stories includes ‘Bhadratamapak Yantra’ (1985), ‘Ek Tarangar Dore’(1993), ‘Kalpajagat’ (2004). His novels comprise of Ejak Jonakir Jilikoni (1992), Sabda Nirontor Sabda (1992), Oti Bishista Samaj (2004) and others. The characters in these works preserve the human essence, even in an age where aesthetic and emotional sensibilities are at risk of being eroded by the corrupting influences of science and technology. The theme of the misuse of scientific knowledge, particularly when it falls into the wrong hands, is vividly depicted in the short story Bhadratamapak Yantra ("Modesty Measuring Device"). The story follows three young scientists who develop a device based on the principle of radio frequency. It is used to assess a person's wrongful behavior and is capable of taking appropriate action accordingly. However, the challenge of addressing complex and subjective concepts like modesty or correct behaviour remains unresolved. Instead, the story concludes with the message that tampering with technology can be extremely dangerous, as exemplified through the portrayal of Sanjay Chaudhury.  In the short story the narrator says-

…in order to measure modesty they are transforming it into some numbers, they will punish them and teach them etiquettes. They have taken the frequency caused in the minds of these three scientists as the average or how behaviours and manners generates new vibrations in the brain of a common man is taken as the standard and it is based entirely on the electromagnetic wave theory that Santa, Bipul and Sanjay give rise to this modesty measuring device. (Bhadratamapak Yanta 7)

Goswami’s writings are characterized by an optimistic perspective on science, often showcasing technological innovation and scientific breakthroughs. However, he does not overlook human values and sensibilities, even when they are challenged by the advancements of science and technology. In an interview, Dinesh Chandra Goswami reiterates the view that the interest in science literature in Assam has not declined but in order to reach the larger audience greater awareness and interest must be generated in the readers. While discussing his vision on Assamese Science fiction, the writer says-

The writer must have the knowledge of science; whatever is depicted in these fiction, be it a future scientific achievement or a new aspect of a machine, they must be based on any impossible principle or concept. (www.gonitsora.com)

The common themes in Assamese SF include space travel, natural disaster, cloning, planetary travels, alien invasions, innovations in medical science and others. Bondita Phukan “an avid fan of Arthur C Clarke, Ray Bradbury and Issac Asimov” is one of the prolific women writers of the genre. Her SF story collections are based on robots, extra-terrestrial beings and their relationship with human beings, human organ transplantation and others. In Xondhan (2011) the author narrates the tale of a NASA scientist who has invented a planet that has the same kind of atmosphere as earth but is situated seven light years away. Another novel Jodi (2011) based on the issue of human cloning. She raises several ethical issues that are connected with the research in the novel. In the novel Chaturmatric (2012) the novelist discusses the world of fourth dimension and how human beings fail to comprehend the same. While expressing her opinion on the present scenario of SF in Assam the writer states-

Imagination is important for the writers and to create the chutzpah among readers. Now there is interest amongst many people for such books. Even I have been approached by several publishers. (The Times of India)

Lakshmi Nandan Bora is a remarkable writer particularly known for his depiction of Assamese rural life and culture in his fiction. His novel Kayakalpa (“Rejuvenation”) published in 2002 is often considered as a science fiction that portrays the strong human desire for immortality and to prolong the period of youth and to remain forever young. The novel narrates the tale of Dr Anuj Kriplani, a scientist of international repute who returns to India, rejecting the artificial and corrupt life in America. He started his experiment in India to discover the remedy of aging in the traditional knowledge systems of India and finally he learns the secret of eternal youth from a spiritual Guru. Towards the end of the novel the protagonist realises his folly of undermining the ethical aspect of his invention and refused to reveal the secret of his discovery to the world. The novel particularly explores how destructive temptations and an unchecked desire for fleeting happiness can ultimately derail one’s life. It also highlights that the unrestrained advancement of science and technology, devoid of ethical considerations, cannot bring true happiness; instead, one should seek it within the human heart. The story depicts a true picture of the state of decay that is prevalent in the society and it also raises certain ethical questions on the issue of social responsibility that is connected with scientific advancements. Thematically this novel bears echoes from another story by Nagendra Narayan Choudhury called Rasayan (1938), in which the novelist presents the character of Dr Phukan, dedicated to improve the condition of mankind through his research. The novel Kayakalpa has been translated into English and is titled Kayakalpa Elixir of Everlasting Youth.

During the mid-twentieth century translations of SF have gained popularity in Assamese literature. The notable among them is Adrisya Manav (1956) by Hemabala Das which is a translation of The Invisible Man by H G Wells. There is one more translation of the same work which is titled as Adrishya Manuhjon (2001) by Abhijit Sarma Baruah. Dinesh Chandra Goswami translated Arthur C. Clarke’s 2001: A Space Odyssey into Assamese and is titled 2001-Akhon Mahakash Odyssey (1986). H G Wells’s War of the Worlds (1898) has been translated as Mahajagatik Juddha (1993) by Ajizul Hussain. Saurav Kumar Chaliha also translated Robert Louis Stevenson’s Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde into Assamese. These translations introduced the readers to the great works of SF and contributed a lot towards popularizing science fiction among the Assamese readers. Moreover popular Assamese magazine like “Bismoi” has also contributed significantly for the growth and development of SF in Assam. It also provided a platform for the new writers to experiment with new themes and issues. In recent times, the demand for science fiction has risen among the Assamese readers as more and more special editions of magazines published during Bihu and Durga Puja have been exclusively dedicated to SF. In the present literary context there has been a revival of interest in SF in Assam. But there is an urgent need for more translation in Assamese. In an interview noted Assamese SF writer Dinesh Chandra Goswami commented regarding the present trend of science fiction in Assamese. He says-

There are two aspects of scientific writings in Assam.  First one is that, if someone writes about sun-moon, stars, wild animals or about hills mountain ranges, rivers like that of geography or anything related to sky or the universe, then those write ups are well accepted. But the second aspect is that, science fiction is a completely different genre and our writers and critics don’t value them as part of literature. However there is a group of readers, who have developed avid interest in science fiction and that’s why editors have started asking for science fiction stories and novels in special issues of newspapers and magazines. (www.gonitsora.com) 

The term ‘dystopia’ has recently come to be applied to work of fiction, including science fiction that represents “a very unpleasant imaginary world in which ominous tendencies of our present social, social and technological order are projected into a disastrous future culmination” (Abrams 417). In ecotopian fiction, the author posits either a utopian or dystopian world revolving around environmental conservation or destruction. Mary Shelley’s The Last Man (1826) published in the early part of nineteenth century has often been considered as an example of modern apocalyptic novel. Kate Rigby states that this novel is “one of the most remarkable English disaster narratives … which imagine the virtual extinction of the human species as a result of pandemic disease” (217). Cyberpunk, a new wave in SF, set generally in “dystopic future where daily life is affected by rapid technological change, a ubiquitous data sphere of computerised information and invasive modification of the human body” (Person). The representative work of cyberpunk was Neuromancer (1984), a novel by William Gibson.

There is a growth of new genre in the late 2000s called climate fiction abbreviated as cli-fi includes a growing body of fiction literature that deals with global change and man-made climate change. Danny Bloom coined the term “cli-fi” in 2006. This new genre of new fiction is treated by many as an offshoot of science fiction. Science fiction writing can be dystopian in nature, we can see –through the power of allegory-into the future. We can see what could happen if we succumb to the dangerous and reckless behaviour of our anthro-dominated commodification and destruction of the natural world. There are many instances in Assamese writings in which the writer adopts these feature and characteristics in their work. Abhijit Sarma Baruah’s short story “Aitar Sadhu” (“Grandma’s Tale”) published in the Durga Puja special issue of Dainik Asam magazine in October 2016 depicts a horrifying picture of the world caused by global warming and climate change that has led to the melting of the Artic sea ice and the glaciers leading to rising sea levels. The story takes place in some time in the near future when the entire planet has been inundated by water due to global warming and not a trace of land is to be found. The grandmother and her grandchild Priya are now living in floating houses as no land remains to building homes. Priya finds it hard to accept grandmother’s version of the past. The grandmother says-

Listen, these floating houses used to exist on land in earlier times. People in the village used bamboo to construct houses. But in the city bricks, cement, iron and other materials are used to build big structures. Some buildings are very tall and there are number of floors attached to it. (Dainik Asam 188)

The short story creates a general awareness on the issue of human-induced devastatingly serious issues like global warming and greenhouse effect which has posed a big threat to the existence of mankind. The narrator portrays a disastrous future and his way of imagining the future is also very bleak by means of which he intends to give a warning to adopt the model of sustainable development to protect the environment and the planet. He states-

See what human beings have done. Men are building factories by destroying the forest, polluting the green environment and constructing big houses for them, increasing number of automobiles and all of these led to global warming. It means earth’s temperature has risen many times. In earlier times there was a considerable amount of ice at the poles and in the Antarctic. The scientists warned them by saying that if this present trend of temperature rise continues then the ice would start melting and it is going to be a matter of concern for all. (Dainik Asam 189)

Science fiction and fantasy literature are often considered to have pioneered new ways of thinking about the relationship between man and nature. Ecocriticism ushers in a new way of interpreting and understanding the consequences of the destruction of the natural world, humanity’s impact on the environment, and the possible solutions to these issues. Science fiction writers also raises a lot of issues concerning humanity and environmental destruction. Science fiction offers a stark warning for humanity’s reliance on technological progress, depicts a society that has disconnected itself from the natural world in favour of a life that resembles the warnings and consequences of technological determinism. As humanity continues to progress, exploiting and consuming more resources, SF writers became aware of the detrimental effects that humanity’s progress is having on the natural world. Science fiction has an ability to bring the readers out of their comfort zone into a world where the landscapes and characters are unfamiliar, thereby placing them within a world outside of their current modes of knowledge. In doing so, it stirs the imagination and asks the readers to step outside the prescribed anthropocentric constructions of knowledge and into new unfiltered modes of experience and knowledge- a shift from an anthropocentric paradigm to an ecocentric or biocentric paradigm. 
Imran Hussain's short story "Encroach" tells the poignant tale of a young, ailing girl whose only companions are her elderly grandfather and a majestic, age-old tree in her compound—one that becomes almost like a soul mate to her. The story explores the tension between nature and culture, highlighting the shifting values in an era of globalization. With the establishment of Columbia Plastics Limited, the landscape undergoes a drastic transformation, as the once-thriving forest cover rapidly declines, leaving behind an arid and barren land. The grandfather reminisces about a time when the region was rich with valuable trees like saal and segun, lamenting how the greed of smugglers and terrorists has stripped the land of its former glory. The grandfather laments:
The large forest began to shrink each day. Hungry elephants began to stop travelers on the road to beg for food. The hot water spring too dried up in the course of time. Now, the forest remained in name only. In its place, the multinational Columbia Plastics Ltd now thrives. The numerous plastic products and poly-bags produced in that industry were now flooding the market. (The Water Stories and other Stories 79)
But the problem arises when a group of men arrive to cut down the tree in order to set up satellite transmitters in its place. In a state between wakefulness and sleep, Bristi senses someone sitting beside her. At first, she is unsure of who it is, but soon she realizes that it is the Tree Man—a spectral figure seeking her help. In a solemn voice, he says, "I am the soul of the aged tree. I have come to see you one last time… before they finish me off in the morning.” The cutting of the tree is marked by a wild storm, with flashes of lightning and rolls of thunder. The unpredictable behavior of the weather clearly indicates the effect of climate change as Bristi commented, “Now a days, storms broke out frequently, setting ablaze their treeless horizon. They came without warning and lasted long too, these unseasonal storms”. The story raises concerns about the alarming situation caused by climate change, leading to acid rains, habitat destruction, draughts, floods and wildfires. The baby bird that Bristi rescued from the fallen nests, its body is covered with festering sores due to the effects of acid rain. 
The narrative employs a dreamlike, magical realism style, blending realistic settings and characters with fantastical elements. Bristi later felt that the tree man had entered her room and noticed that the old man bore marks of injury and was without limbs—neither hands nor feet. Holding him in a tight embrace, she wept, "What is wrong with you?" Bristi saw that the old man's face had darkened with fear, and blood streamed profusely from his half-sawn head. As the storm raged outside, the tree man let out a deep, anguished groan. In a flash of lightning, she saw that the tree had been uprooted. The next morning, Bristi found her grandfather seemingly asleep. But when she rested her head on his chest, there was no sound of labored breathing—only a silence as cold and still as a desert night.
The juxtaposition of the grandfather’s suffering with that of the fallen tree—gasping for breath, blood streaming from its half-sawn head—dissolves the boundary between humans and non-humans. Here, nature is depicted as lifeless, utterly destroyed, and relegated to the past. Once thriving, it now exists only in the grandfather’s dreams and memories. The narrative presents nature as sick—transformed by human intervention and technological advancements, which emerge as the primary forces disrupting the interdependence between humanity and the natural world. This defamiliarized portrayal of nature and the environment challenges the reader’s perception, inviting them to see the world anew—a hallmark of science fiction.
Recent trends in the field of science fiction has brought about a revision of science histories and are actively changing its future. SF is different from fantasy as it employs physical and scientific principles not yet discovered but at the same time not contrary to the methodology of science. A new generation of writers is striving to synthesize science fiction with ecocriticism, cybernetics, artificial intelligence, and nanotechnology, raising concerns about human existence in an era of pervasive posthumanism. Assamese science fiction writers must collaborate closely with publishers to cultivate interest in the genre and expand its reach among diverse readerships. While staying informed about emerging trends and developments in Western science fiction, they must also integrate local cultural elements and human values, ensuring that their work reflects Indian ethics and preserves its distinct identity. In this context, one of the pertinent techniques that these writers seemed to adopt is to delve deep into Indian mythology to recreate and amalgamate the mythical stories with respect to the methodology of science and to examine how much relevant the wisdom in it to counter the chaos created by depletion of earth resources, catastrophic loss of biodiversity, climate change, cyborgs, artificial intelligence, genetic engineering, nanotechnology and others.
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