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One of the big things of concern to you as a fiction writer is genre. Fiction publishers and literary agents 

live and die by genres. Booksellers insist on it. But just what is genre? There are a number of definitions, but 
this one (my condensation of dozens online) seems to express it succinctly: 

The overall focus of your book. Some call this the main category or the topic of the book. 
This information is useful to publishers, literary agents, and booksellers to market your book to those 

who would appreciate it. The literary agent has to know how to pitch the book to a publisher. A publisher 
needs to know if your book fits within their scope and if they will be able to market it. The bookseller, 
whether your book is being sold as an e-book or in print, whether online or in a brick-and-mortar store, has 
to put it in the right place for their customers. 

Fiction has many genres and what are considered sub-genres. Romance, for example, can be broken 
down into sweet, historical, sensual, erotic, etc. Many consider Crime Fiction to be a sub-genre of Detective 
Fiction. (The beauty of online bookstores is that your book can be listed in more than one genre/sub-genre.) 
New fiction genres, such as Diverse Literature, BIPOC, and LGBTQ+, are coming up all the time. 

Don’t worry about which genres are most popular. And you don’t need to select a genre before you begin 
to write (but you may want to edit a bit when you’re done if you want to fit into a particular genre, such as 
taming love scenes to fit Sweet Romance or spicing them up for Erotica). Just write. Let your ideas flow and 
worry about the nuts and bolts later. 

There are dozens of articles online about genres. You can spend hours reading them, or you can look at 
this list (current as of the posting of this article) showing what genres publishers want (source). I have in-
cluded the various sub-genres and their definitions found online. 

Bear in mind that there is a lot of crossover (historical and romance, science fiction and thriller, etc.). 

Action & Adventure 
Focused on thrilling action sequences, courageous and daring feats, quick pace, thrilling near misses, and 

overcoming dangerous situations. Ideas and character development are not a focus. Plots often occur over 
different geographical locations, some (adventures more than action) focused more on a main character’s 
personal journey. This genre often meshes with crime, romance, thriller/ suspense, and science fiction. Car 
chases, shootings, physical altercations and danger, etc., are usually featured. Tension increases as you read, 
ending in a satisfying climax. 

AAccttiioonn  &&  AAddvveennttuurree  SSuubb--ggeennrreess  
Quests 

Magical or larger than life. 

Spies 
Uncovering secrets and saving the world. 

Wilderness 
In dangerous and/or exotic landscapes. 

Unlikely Duos 
Friends, lovers, and co-workers stick together 

for better or worse. 

Sports 
Fighting the clock, beating others to finish line. 
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African-American 
Focus on characters who are of African descent 

now living in the USA and their culture. 
See also Diverse Literature genre. 

BIPOC 
Stands for “Black, Indigenous, People of Color” 

per an online search. Multi-culture focus, diverse 
races and ethnicities in characters and plot elements. 

See also African-American and Diverse Litera-
ture genres. 

Catholic 
Fiction and nonfiction focused on topics related 

to this belief system. 

Children’s 
Geared to toddlers through 11, characters in that 

age range or even childlike animals. Lots of pic-
tures, few words, often teach a lesson. From baby 
board books to middle grade works (50,000 words). 

Christian 
Stories in a variety of genres (mystery, romance, 

Western, etc.), The plot and characters convey 
Christian ideas in a positive way. 

Comics & Graphic Novels 
More about format than topic. The term 

“graphic novel” started in 1964. Comics are short 
with separate panels leading to the punch line. 
Graphic novels use narrative art (illustrations and 
typography) in traditional panels or the artist’s own 
style. They are also book-length and present a com-
plete story. Modern technology adds interactive 
elements for more reader engagement. Used for a 
variety of genres, including manga, classic litera-
ture, and memoirs. 

Diverse Literature 
Stories in a variety of genres (mystery, romance, 

Western, etc.) featuring characters and situations 
who are from various races, cultures, persuasions, 
etc. See African-American and LGBTQ+ genres. 

Fantasy 
Stories revolve around magic or supernatural forces, rather than technology. Set in alternate, fanciful, in-

vented worlds (fanciful kingdoms versus universes used in science fiction) or in legendary, mythic past rely-
ing on magic. Characters include knights, wizards, kings, giants, faeries, goblins, gnomes, wizards, witches, 
dragons, and other mystical creatures. Actions include swordplay, archery, horseback riding, supernatural 
powers, talking animals, and spell casting. Plots often intricate and involved, dealing with impossible ideas – 
quests for precious objects, rescuing someone in distress, and battles against discernable good and evil. 

FFaannttaassyy  SSuubb--ggeennrreess  
Alternate History (Fantasy) 

Retelling historical events with magic and other 
fantasy elements such as some superpower. 

Arthurian Fantasy 
Set during the reign of King Arthur, featuring 

characters of Camelot, including the Knights of the 
Round Table. 

Bangsian Fantasy 
Historical figures interacting with the afterlife, 

created by author John Bangs. 
 

Children's Fantasy 
Gentler and aimed at very young readers. 

Comic Fantasy 
Fantasy setting with humorous (sarcastic, hilari-

ous, etc.) plot lines and characters who make fun of 
their surroundings, predicaments. Spoofs conven-
tions of the genre, or conventions of society. 

Contemporary Fantasy 
Modern-day or indigenous fantasy, set in con-

temporary times where magic and magical creatures 
secretly exist, living in our world or leaking over 
from alternate worlds. 
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Dark Fantasy 

Horror and gothic elements, sword and sorcery, 
or high fantasy setting, focused on the nightmarish 
underbelly of magic, with violence. 

Epic Fantasy 
See High Fantasy sub-genre. 

Fairytale Fantasy 
Uses motifs and plots from folklore, often ignor-

ing world-building standards common to fantasy. 

Fantasy of Manners 
Equivalent of “Comedy of Manners,” satiring a 

social class. 

Game-Related Fantasy 
Tales with plots and characters similar to high 

fantasy, but based on a specific role-playing game. 

Heroic Fantasy 
Heroes and conquests in imaginary lands, intri-

cate plot, many characters, nations, and grand bat-
tles, the fate of the world at stake, and an emphasis 
on Good versus Evil; the fantasy equivalent of mili-
tary science fiction. 

High Fantasy 
Told across a broad canvas, with a large number 

of characters and multiple settings, and depicting an 
epic struggle between good and evil in a fantasy 
world, either independent of or parallel to ours. 

Historical Fantasy 
Similar to Alternate History sub-genre, set in 

specific historical period with fantasy elements such 
as magic, mythical creatures, or characters but not 
altering history. 

Juvenile Fantasy 
For a younger audience with younger characters 

with certain abilities, possessions, or allies. 

Low Fantasy 
Gritty, grim, and more unattractive fantasy set-

ting with a cynical worldview where magic is 
minimal. 

Magical Realism Fantasy 
Fantasy and real elements combined with no 

seeming conflict between them, punctuates realities 
hidden meaning with magical elements. 

Medieval Fantasy 
Focus on 5th & 15th centuries during Medieval 

era, features knights, dragons, wizards, castles, etc. 

Mythic Fiction (Fantasy) 
Fantasy sub-sub-genre of mythic fiction, also 

overlaps with Mythpunk, stories inspired by or 
drawn from myth, folklore, and fairy tales. 

Romantic Fantasy 
Fantasy and romantic entanglements, with pro-

tagonists who are sometimes warriors out to right 
wrongs, or on a quest or journey, involved in a 
blooming love affair. 

Superhero Fantasy 
Heroes and villains with superpowers, abilities. 

Sword and Sorcery Fantasy 
Most common form with plenty of swordplay 

and magic spells along with medieval style adven-
ture and more concerned with immediate physical 
threats than high or heroic fantasy. 

Urban Fantasy 
Set in an urban area, usually in contemporary 

times and containing supernatural elements, but can 
also be in historical, modern, or futuristic periods, 
as well as fictional city settings. 

Weird (Fantasy) 
A discomfiting rather than consoling end. 

Wuxia Fantasy 
Based in China, usually during Imperialism, 

where the protagonist battles human or supernatural 
beings with martial arts traditions and philosophies. 
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Feminism 
Fiction that focuses on strong women resisting 

old social ideas such as being subservient to men 
and keeping to the roles of housewife and mother. 

 
 

Fiction 
Some publishers just say they want fiction. 

These stories involve events, characters, and infor-
mation that are not real or are loosely based on real-
ity. They can take place in real locations, but other 
factors might be changed. 

Historical Fiction 
Stories about real people or events in a certain period of history or revolving around a political or social 

event of a particular time and with several fictionalized/dramatized elements. Blending real history and fic-
tional invention can vary. Usually, characters and events are enriched with historically accurate details from 
a specific time period. Many tell stories involving actual historical figures or historical events within histori-
cal settings. They portray a way of life unfamiliar to modern audiences. 

HHiissttoorriiccaall  SSuubb--ggeennrreess  
Family Sagas 

Dealing with several generations of a family. 

Famous Figures 
Fiction, nonfiction, involving prominent figures. 

Hidden Histories 
Secret heists, deals, and populations that lived 

without a voice. 

Historical Women 
Female protagonist.  

Historical Romance 
Conflicted love in a factual historical setting. 

Traditional Histories 
Characters back in time with historical events. 

War Narratives 
Stories from the perspective of those involved, 

including generals, soldiers, civilians, or prisoners. 

Horror (also Paranormal & Ghost) 
The main character usually faces and must overcome demonic or supernatural beings. Evokes fear, fasci-

nation, revulsion, sympathy, and dread through supernatural elements or psychological circumstances. Some-
times considered dark fantasy where the laws of nature are violated. Common characters are werewolves, 
vampires, zombies, ghosts, monsters, and people considered crazy and bent on harming others (serial killers, 
etc.). Higher rates of death and torture than most genres. Extremely suspenseful and contain gory or graphic 
violence. Satanic-type antagonists are common in the occult subgenre. 

HHoorrrroorr  SSuubb--ggeennrreess  
Child in Peril 

Abduction and/or persecution of a child. 

Comic Horror 
Either spoofing horror conventions or mixing 

gore with dark humor. 

Creepy Kids 
Children, often under the influence of dark 

forces, begin to turn against the adults. 

Dark Fantasy 
Horror with supernatural and fantasy elements. 

Dark Mystery/Noir 
Inspired by hard-boiled detective tales, set in an 

urban underworld of crime and moral ambiguity. 

Demons 
Supernatural entities, similar to devils and often 

described as originating from hell, that are typically 
malicious and either create fear and violence or at-
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tempt to coerce or lure humans into evil deeds. 

Erotic Vampire 
 Horror linking sexuality and vampires, but with 

more emphasis on graphic description and violence. 

Fabulist 
 Derived from “fable.” Anthropomorphized ob-

jects, animals, or forces of nature present a story 
with a moral lesson. 

Fairytale Horror 
Less kind, gentle story not for kids. Originally, 

fairytales were rather violent and/or horrifying, with 
children and adults meeting terrible fates. 

Ghosts 
Incorporeal spirits of deceased persons (some-

times animals) often with paranormal activity (cold 
spots, glowing orbs, objects moving by themselves). 

Gothic 
Precursor to the Horror genre, tells tales of mys-

teries, forbidden love, ruined castles, moral decay, 
fallen aristocracies, madmen, imprisonment, perse-
cution and spirits. Depicts the encroachment of the 
Middle Ages upon the 18th century Enlightenment. 

Hauntings 
Possession of a particular structure by ghosts, 

demons, or poltergeists. 

Historical 
 Set in specific, recognizable period of history. 

Humorous Horror 
Black humor combining horror and comedy. It 

may be parody, pastiche, or completely original. 

Lovecraftian/Cthulhu Mythos 
Notion that our world was originally ruled by 

aliens, now out of sight, waiting to return and de-
stroy humanity. The Cthulhu Mythos involves any 
the “Elder Gods.” Created by author H.P. Lovecraft. 

Magical Realism 
Inspired by Latin-American authors, with ex-

traordinary forces or creatures in otherwise normal, 
real-life settings. 

Manmade Horrors 
Non-supernatural creatures or situations pro-

duced by man or a by-product of industry or tech-
nology. Creatures produced by mad scientists or ge-
netically created viruses, toxic pollution, mutated 
animals, etc. Intended to create fear. 

Monsters 
Creatures that are typically malevolent, some-

times act violently, often supernatural. Vampires, 
werewolves, and zombies, but can include other 
shape shifters, mermaids, gillmen, Bigfoot, chu-
pacabra, the Loch Ness monster, or King Kong. Can 
also mean deformed humans such as a hunchback. 

Mythic Fiction (Horror) 
Told in the backdrop of ancient mythology and 

folklore with pagan pantheons of gods and nature 
spirits (e.g., nymphs and banshees). 

Occult 
Witchcraft, wizardry, satan worship, esoteric 

brotherhoods, and communion with evil spirits. 

Post-Apocalyptic Horror 
An end-of-the-world scenario where an event 

has destroyed most of the population. Survivors bat-
tle for diminished resources. May verge on science 
fiction, post-nuclear holocaust, other manmade 
situations, emphasizing horror of situation. 

Psychic Abilities 
Features antagonists, frequently children, with 

psychic abilities such as telekinesis, ESP, mind con-
trol, pyrokinesis, etc. The intent is to produce fear. 

Psychological 
Antagonists are non-supernatural, often a serial 

killer or a human with a disturbed psyche. Can in-
volve altered realities, insanity, and a human with 
horrific but not supernatural aspects. Close to 
thriller or mystery novels, but focused more on pro-
ducing fear rather than resolving a mystery. 

Quiet Horror 
Subtly written, creating fear/suspense through 

atmosphere and mood, not graphic description. 
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Religious 

Religious icons and mythology, especially the 
angels and demons, in a horrifying story. 

Science Fiction Horror 
Darker, more violent twist, often with alien in-

vasions, mad scientists, or experiments gone awry. 

Splatterpunk 
Fairly new and extremely gory. As much vio-

lence and graphic description as it can muster. 

Supernatural Menace: 
Rules of normal existence don't apply, often fea-

turing ghosts, demons, vampires and werewolves. 

Technology 
Feature technology run amok, venturing increas-

ingly into the expanding domain of computers, cy-
berspace, and genetic engineering. 

Vampires 
Features vampires which are in nearly every 

culture in the world (lamia from Greece, the wur-
dalak from Russia, and the goong-si from China). 
Prior to 19th century, European vampires were foul, 
ragged creatures rising at night from their graves to 
stalk victims (often family members). Changed 
radically due Dr. John Polidori’s 1819 short story 
“The Vampyre” and Bram Stoker's 1897 novel 
Dracula. The ability to shapeshift (usually into a 
bat), erotic seduction, and a stake through the heart 
to slay the creature became common elements. 

Weird (Horror) 
A more traditional form featuring strange and 

uncanny events (Twilight Zone). 

Werewolves 
Features supernatural creatures, humans by day, 

afflicted with lycanthropy and can shape shift into 
monstrous wolf-like creatures at night (typically 
when there is a full moon). 

Witches 
Features old women with tall, pointed hats, bent 

over a cauldron, holding a broomstick, or accompa-
nied by a black cat. May also be young or male 
(warlocks or sorcerers), and may be good rather 
than evil. They cast spells to cause mischief and 
havoc. 

Young Adult 
Aimed at a teen market, often with heroes the 

same age, or slightly older than, the reader. 

Zombies 
Re-animated corpses with no free will. Prior to 

1968, a recently deceased revived by a Haitian voo-
doo practitioner to perform manual labor (usually 
on a plantation). In 1968 redefined as a reanimated 
corpse eating the living and only stopped by damag-
ing the brain (usually with gunshots). 

Humor (Comedy Fiction) 
The story has a series of funny or comical events or scenes intended to make the reader laugh. Can also 

be about a quirky character. The story can have drama, romance, mystery, or other genre elements. 

HHuummoorr  SSuubb--ggeennrreess  
Funny Fiction 

Just plain entertaining. 
 
 
 

Parodies 
Makes fun of something 

through imitation. 
 
 

Satire 
Uses familiar situation to 

highlight a ridiculous aspect or 
moment. Ddarker than parody. 
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Islam 
Both fiction and nonfiction focused on topics re-

lated to this belief system. 

Jewish Literature 
Both fiction and nonfiction focused on topics re-

lated to this belief system. 

LGBTQ+ 
Main characters are lesbian, gay, bisexual, 

transgender, etc. Stresses and cultural/social issues 
based on their sexuality, seeking validation, under-
standing with family and in the workplace, and is-
sues arising from being different such as prejudice, 
AIDS, self-loathing, bullying, violence, religious 
condemnation, denial, suicide, and persecution. 

Literary Fiction 
Usually slower-paced, advanced vocabulary, poetic or flowery language, longer and more complex sen-

tences, unusual story structure and/or writing style, character-driven, complex themes, highly original and/or 
intellectual ideas, not-so-simple and/or less-than-happy endings. Focus on human condition, inner lives of 
characters and themes. Artistic value, literary merit, political criticism, social commentary, reflections on 
humanity. Many articles about fiction genres say less popular and difficult to market and more rare. How-
ever, it is still named as an acceptable genre on about half of the publishers reviewed for this article. 

LLiitteerraarryy  SSuubb--ggeennrreess  
Dramas 

Character-focused. 
Experimental Works 

Turns writing on its head. 
Classic Literature 

Timeless and lasting quality. 
 

Manga 
Stylized animation and comics originating in Japan. 

Middle Grade 
Stories for children aged 8 to 12. Main protagonist is always under age 12 and shows him or her coping 

with life and dealing with internal conflicts. 

Mystery & Crime 
Mystery is less gritty and action-based than crime fiction and can also move into supernatural, while 

crime is more focused on hard facts and cold courtrooms. Puzzles and suspense, not rapidly developing ac-
tion plotline. Often grouped as crime/detective/true crime. Also known as ‘whodunits’. A crime being com-
mitted or having been committed that an amateur or professional detective needs to solve. Can also be about 
a criminal’s life. Often crosses over or meshes with suspense, thriller, detective, mystery, action, and/or ad-
venture genres. First published in 1829, but not taken seriously until early 1900s. 

MMyysstteerryy  &&  CCrriimmee  SSuubb--ggeennrreess  
Amateur Detective 

Solved by amateur, generally in profession or 
affiliation with access to information about crime. 

Caper 
One or more criminals carrying out a compli-

cated scheme. 
Child in Peril 

Involves the abduction or persecution of a child. 

Classic Whodunit 
A crime solved by a detective, from detective’s 

point of view, with clues available to the reader. 

Comic (Bumbling Detective) 
Played for laughs, often featuring a grossly un-

skilled detective who solves the crime anyway. 
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Cozy 

Set in small town or single home. Suspects are 
present, know one another. Detective is amateur or 
retired character using experience to solve town's 
mystery. Supporting characters frequently dismiss 
his beliefs that more to the mystery than community 
believes. No incident, violence, or profanity. 

Courtroom Drama 
Takes place through the justice system, often a 

defense attorney proving the innocence of his client 
by finding the real culprit. 

Crime and Killers Fiction 
Grittier, more action-based than mystery, a rap-

idly developing action plotline. Hard facts and cold 
courtrooms but can include supernatural. Malicious 
masterminds on the run, mobsters. 

Culinary 
Characters and action involving cooking. 

Dark Thriller 
Ventures into the fear factor and graphic vio-

lence of the horror genre. 

Detective Fiction 
Detective solves a case from start to finish. Au-

thor drops clues, reveals information, so reader can 
try to solve the case. Exciting hook, suspenseful 
pacing, and ends with a satisfying conclusion an-
swering the reader’s outstanding questions. 

Espionage 
The international spy novel, based less on action 

than on solving the “puzzle.” Today less focused on 
traditional enemy spies than on terrorists. 

Forensic 
Solved through the forensics lab, featuring de-

tail and scientific procedure. 

Hard-boiled 
Detectives, who are rather jaded, rough charac-

ters, solve mysteries. 

Heists and Capers 
An antihero genre focused on planning and exe-

cuting a crime, told from the criminal’s perspective. 

Historical 
Takes place in a specific, recognizable period of 

history, with emphasis on the details of that setting. 

Inverted 
The reader knows whodunit, but the suspense 

arises from watching the detective figure it out. 

Locked Room 
The crime is apparently committed under im-

possible circumstances (but eventually a rational 
explanation is revealed). 

Medical 
Generally involves a medical threat (e.g., a viral 

epidemic), illegitimate use of medical technology. 

Noir 
Inspired by hard-boiled detective tales, set in an 

urban underworld of crime and moral ambiguity. 

Police Procedural 
A crime solved from the perspective of the po-

lice, following detailed, real-life procedures. 

Private Detective 
An independent snoop-for-hire, evolved from 

tough-guy “hard-boiled” detectives to professionals. 

Psychological Suspense 
Focused on the intricacies of the crime and what 

motivated the perpetrator to commit them. 

Romantic 
The crime-solvers fall in love. 

Supernatural 
Mystery with characters having abilities beyond 

normal humans. 

Technothriller 
A spinoff from traditional thriller mystery, em-

phasis on high technology. 

Thriller 
Often international scope and more action. 

Woman in Jeopardy 
Focused on a woman put in peril by a crime and 

struggling to overcome or outwit the perpetrator. 
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Young Adult 

Aimed at a teenage audience, with a teenage 
hero detective pursuing criminals generally less vio-
lent but often scary. 

 
 

Novella 
More of a form than a topic. Shorter (fewer 

words – check with the publisher) than full novels. 
 
 

Picture Book 
Illustrations are usually more important than the 

words. Often produced by a writer and an illustra-
tor, but some do both. Usually geared toward chil-
dren 8 or younger. 

Poetry 
More of a form than a topic. Contain writings in 

poetic form, such as haikus, odes, and sonnets. 
Sometimes poetry books are called “chap books,” 
containing collections of small poems. 

Religion & Spirituality 
Stories from the point of view of the particular 

religion (Amish romances seem to be very popular, 
for example). Prophecy, angels, and demons in-
cluded along with spiritual choices and forgiveness. 

Romance 
Chivalry and adventure and focused on the burgeoning love relationship between two people, often a 

man and a woman and often from the woman’s point of view. There is always conflict that hinders the rela-
tionship, but has a happy ending. Often combined with other genres, such as Mystery & Crime, Historical 
Fiction, Westerns, and Urban Fiction. The amount of desire and sensual tension ranges from light to heavy. 

RRoommaannccee  SSuubb--ggeennrreess  
Chick-Lit Romance 

Usually humorous romantic adventures geared 
toward single working women in their 20s and 30s; 
not used much anymore in favor of the Women’s 
Fiction genre below. 

Christian Romance 
Both hero and heroine are devout Christians, 

typically focused on a chaste courtship, and men-
tioning sex only after marriage. 

Contemporary Romance 
Set in post World War II, focused on the present 

period. Over half of romance genre market share. 
Modern characters and true-to-life settings. Couples 
who meet on the street or in a cafe and immediately 
hit it off or hate each other. Often comedic. 

Erotic Romance (Romantica) 
Strong sexual content, coarse language, ro-

mance, erotica. Open bedroom doors, sexual scenes 
described candidly. Includes women’s erotica, 
erotic fantasy, erotic memoirs, and erotic romance. 

Fantasy Romance 
See Romantic Fantasy sub-genre in Fantasy 

genre. 

Glitz/Glamour Romance 
Jet-set elite and celebrity-like characters. 

Historical Romance 
Takes place in a recognizable historical period. 

Pre-war romance, set before World War II, is less 
common as society shifts from the war generation. 

Inspirational Romance 
Established in 1980, the chaste relationship be-

tween the two Christian protagonists upholds their 
virtues and unyielding faith in god. 

Multicultural Romance (LBGTQ+) 
Officially launched in 1994, focused on multi-

cultural and interracial love stories. Layers romance 
with the experiences of race issues. Characters are 
non-white and usually black or hispanic. 
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Paranormal Romance 

Supernatural, manifestations of the paranormal, 
most commonly vampires, demons, ghosts, witches, 
werewolves, creatures of the underworld, or humans 
with special abilities,. Not restricted by time, or 
worlds. 

Regency Romance 
Defined by reign of British Regency from 1811 

to 1820, these stories have a style all their own. 
Diligent obedience to manners and etiquette. 

Romantic Comedy 
Focused on humor (screwball antics to witty in-

terplay). Stories combining Romance and Humor 
genres, with a couple dealing with their attraction to 
each other. Often sexual tension and social interac-
tion between the characters that are at odds with 
their inner feelings inspires conflict and humor. 

Romantic Suspense 
Admirable heroine versus an evil force but the 

romantic aspect takes priority. Focused on the bud-

ding romance of the two protagonists as they join 
forces to solve a mystery. Plot driven, no profanity. 

Science Fiction Romance 
Love story between two beings in futuristic set-

ting. 

Sensual Romance 
Based on the sensual tension between hero and 

heroine, including sizzling sex scenes. 

Spicy Romance 
Married characters resolve their problems. 

Sweet Romance 
A virgin heroine and little or no sex. 

Young Adult Romance 
Written with the teenage audience in mind, with 

a suitably lower level of sexual content. 

Science Fiction 
Speculative stories with strong elements of technology and explained with thorough details and are a fo-

cus on plausibility. Centered around the effects and ramifications of computers and machines, can involve 
traveling through space, time, or alternate universes, as well as alien life forms. Not necessarily plot driven. 
Often takes place in the future. 

SScciieennccee  FFiiccttiioonn  SSuubb--ggeennrreess  
Alien Invasion 

A technologically-superior extraterrestrial soci-
ety invades Earth with the intent to replace human 
life, enslave it, or use it as food. 

Alternate History Science Fiction 
Speculative. A key historical event has taken a 

different course, causing an alternate history. Fre-
quently on Earth but doesn’t have to be. Shows how 
world would be different. 

Alternate/Parallel Universe Science Fiction 
Self-contained separate reality coexisting with 

our own, ranging from small geographic region to 
entirely new universe, or multi-verse (several uni-
verses). “Alternate reality” is a variant of our own. 
“Parallel universe” is more general, without any re-
lationship (or lack) with our own universe. 

Apocalyptic/Post-Apocalyptic Science Fiction 
Focused on end of civilization through nuclear 

war, plague, or some other general disaster. Post-
apocalyptic is after such a disaster, often immedi-
ately, and focused on survivors, but may be consid-
erably later, where existence of pre-catastrophe 
civilization forgotten or mythologized. Often future 
world is agrarian, non-technological, only scattered 
technology remain. False utopian or dystopian. 

Artificial Intelligence (AI) Science Fiction 
Fiction featuring AI which is computer science 

dealing with intelligent behavior, learning and adap-
tation in machines, focused on producing machines 
to automate tasks requiring intelligent behavior, 
plus answering diagnostic and consumer questions, 
handwriting, speech, and facial recognition. 
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Biopunk Science Fiction 

Film noir, Japanese anime, and post-modern ele-
ments blended in underground, nihilistic biotech so-
ciety. Characters join forces to fight against  bio-
technology companies, totalitarian governments, 
evil corporations, exposing their wrongdoings. 

Climate Fiction (Cli-Fi) 
Generally take place in the world as we know it 

or in the near future and often include dystopian or 
utopian themes involving climate factors and poten-
tial futures based on humanity's response to those 
impacts on our physical world and society at large. 

Colonization Science Fiction 
Features life forms moving into a distant area 

where their kind is sparse or not existing. Most of-
ten insects and humans. Insect involves a queen 
leaving the parent colony and setting up her own 
colony at a suitable location. Human covers large-
scale immigration of established population to new 
location and expansion of their civilization. 

Comic Science Fiction 
Spoofs genre or society conventions. 

Cyberpunk Science Fiction 
Advanced technology such as computers or in-

formation technology with breakdown in social or-
der. Classic characters are marginalized, alienated 
loners on edge of society in dystopic futures. Rapid 
technological change, a datasphere of computerized 
information, invasive modification of human body. 

Dieselpunk Science Fiction 
Coined by author Lewis Pollak. Dystopian view 

of 1930s mixing futuristic designs and Art Deco. 

Dying Earth Science Fiction 
Set in far distant future, the Sun slowly fading, 

the laws of the Universe failing, science becoming 
indistinguishable from magic. World-weariness, in-
nocence, idealism, entropy, hope of renewal. 

Dystopia Science Fiction 
Nightmare or bleak future world. Grim society, 

often after a disaster, facing oppressive govern-
ments and environmental ruin.  

Erotic Science Fiction 
SF or fantasy focused on sexuality. 

First Contact Science Fiction 
The first meeting of one race, often humans but 

occasionally aliens, meeting another, usually aliens. 

Galactic Empire Science Fiction 
Fairly common theme in science fiction. A gal-

axy-spanning empire as background, or growth or 
decline of such an empire. Capital is a core world. 

Generation Ship Science Fiction 
A starship that would travel much slower than 

light across great distances between stars, taking 
thousands or tens of thousands of years to reach the 
nearest stars. Original occupants die during journey, 
and their descendants continue journey. 

Hard Science Fiction (Hard SF) 
Hardcore science like DNA tampering and re-

structuring portrayed in detailed and/or accurate 
manner. Bordering on suspense, thriller, or horror 
genres, especially when experiments go wrong. 

Historical Science Fiction 
Speculative in a recognizable historical period. 

Human Development Science Fiction 
Predicts future capabilities evolved by mankind, 

such as enhanced mental or physical abilities. 

Immortality Science Fiction 
One or more characters existing for a potentially 

infinite, or indeterminate, length of time.  

Light/Humorous Science Fiction 
May occur within any of these sub-genres, or 

(often) spoof a sub-genre. 

Military Science Fiction 
Focus on interstellar or interplanetary conflict 

and armed solution (war) usually shown from a sol-
dier’s point of view. Main characters often part of 
military chain of command. 

Mind Uploading Science Fiction 
Features mind transfer, whole body emulation, 

or electronic transcendence where a human mind is 
transferred to an artificial substrate. 
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Mundane Science Fiction Science Fiction 

Set on or near Earth, a believable use of tech-
nology, science as exists at time story written, ex-
cluding fanciful creations. 

Mutants Science Fiction 
Fictional mutations often have superpowers and 

usually go far beyond typical biological mutants, re-
sulting in life form exhibiting superhuman abilities. 

Mystery Science Fiction 
Can be either an SF tale with a central mystery 

or a classic whodunit with SF elements. 

Mythic Fiction Science Fiction 
Inspired by or in some way drawn from tropes, 

themes, and symbolism of myth, folklore, and fairy 
tales. Pantheon-based characterizations, or retellings 
of famous mythological journeys in SF/F settings.  

Nanotechnology Science Fiction 
Features nanotechnology, which is the design, 

characterization, production and application of 
structures, devices, and systems by controlling 
shape and size on nanoscale.  

Nanopunk Science Fiction 
Society dominated by nanotechnology. Explores 

this technology’s psychological impacts on pro-
tagonists. Increasingly popular as implications and 
possibilities of nanotechnology develop. 

Near-Future Science Fiction 
Takes place in the present day or in the next few 

decades in a setting familiar to the reader, and the 
technology may be current or in development. Can 
include stories about nanotechnology or genetics. 

New Age Science Fiction 
Speculative fiction dealing with occult subjects 

such as astrology, psychic phenomena, spiritual 
healing, UFOs, and mysticism. 

Post-Apocalyptic Science Fiction 
See Alternate/Parallel Universe Science Fiction 

sub-genre. 

Pulp Science Fiction 
Pulp magazines/fiction (“the pulps”) were inex-

pensive fiction magazines published 1920s-1950s. 
Also refers to mass-market paperbacks since 1950s. 

Religious Science Fiction 
See Theological Science Fiction sub-genre. 

Robots/Androids Science Fiction 
Focus on biorobotics (cybernetics, bionics, ge-

netic engineering), studying how to make robots 
that emulate/simulate living biological organisms 
mechanically or chemically, making biological or-
ganisms manipulate-able and functional. 

Romance Science Fiction 
Speculative fiction where romance is a key part. 

Science Fantasy Science Fiction 
A blend in which fantasy is supported by scien-

tific or pseudo-scientific explanations.  

Singularity Science Fiction 
A predicted future event believed to precede 

immense technological progress in a very brief 
time. Futurists give varying predictions as to the ex-
tent of this progress, the speed at which it occurs, 
and the exact cause and nature of the event itself. 

Slipstream Science Fiction 
Mainstream themes with a speculative element. 

Social Science Fiction 
Focus on how characters react to their environ-

ments, including social satire. 

Soft Science Fiction 
Involves the less exact (softer) sciences, such as 

sociology, psychology, or anthropology. Character 
development is the driving force of the story, in-
stead of the science. The technical aspects need not 
be explained. Protagonists use them to achieve a 
goal. 

Space Exploration 
Focused on the physical exploration of outer 

space, including the politics, science, and engineer-
ing behind space flight. Purpose can be scientific 
research or the future survival of humanity. 

Space Travel 
Adventures in space that can also include space 
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creatures traveling to Earth. 

Space Opera 
Larger than life, set in outer space or on distant 

planet, spaceship flying almost unlimited distances 
in a short time, turning on a dime without decelerat-
ing. Planets with earthlike atmospheres, exotic life 
forms. Aliens speak English, sometimes with ac-
cent. Spaceships, ray guns, robots, flying cars. Sci-
entific plausibility varies, often violating laws of 
physics, invoking paranormal forces or power capa-
ble of destroying whole planets, stars, or galaxies. 

Space Western 
Uses Old West themes, especially Final Fron-

tier, transposing American Westerns to outer space 
setting. Similar to Space Opera which uses most of 
the same elements. But much smaller and focus on a 
more manageable cast of characters. 

Spy-Fi Science Fiction 
Tales of espionage with SF elements, especially 

the use of high-tech gadgetry. Set in a futuristic 
world where a team of agents or a sole spy protago-
nist uses the advanced technology. 

Steampunk Science Fiction 
Set in an era where steam power is widely used, 

usually 19th century and often Victorian era Eng-
land, but with technological inventions like multi-
function goggles, giant robots and ray guns. Con-
tains alternate history-style elements of past tech-
nologies like dirigibles or mechanical computers. 

Superheroes Science Fiction 
Main protagonist has superhuman powers or 

uses advanced technology to transform himself into 
a superhero. His quest is often to save a city or the 
world. Hugely popular in cinema, making the nov-
els attractive acquisitions for production companies. 

Terraforming (Earth Shaping) Science Fiction 
Features planetary engineering, modifying 

planet, moon, or other body to more habitable at-
mosphere, temperature, ecology. Rooted in science 
fiction and actual science. Jack Williamson likely 
coined the term in a science-fiction story published 
in 1942, but actual concept pre-dates this. 

Theological Science Fiction 
Often present explanations or commentary on 

religion and religious ideas, from simple refutations 
of religion as primitive or unscientific, to creative 
explanations and new insights into religious experi-
ences and beliefs. 

Thriller Science Fiction 
Takes on the classic world-at-risk, cliffhanger 

elements of a thriller. 

Time Travel Science Fiction 
Stories based the protagonist to achieve a goal 

traveling forward or backward in time in a manner 
analogous to moving through space, often delving 
into the existence of parallel realities or universes. 

Under Sea Science Fiction 
Set entirely underwater, exploring the human 

and alien life forms living or mining in the depths of 
a planetary ocean. 

Biological Uplift Science Fiction 
Advanced civilization helping development of 

another species by bringing a non-sapient one into 
sentience or giving sapient one space-faring ability. 
Also refers to endowing non-human animals with 
greater capacities, usually increased intelligence. 

Utopia Science Fiction 
Set in an ideal world where the inhabitants live 

in a harmonious state. 

Vampire Science Fiction 
Variations on the classic vampire legend, re-

cently taking on sexual and romantic elements. 

Virtual Reality Science Fiction 
Features technology where user interacts with 

computer-simulated environment. Primarily visual 
experiences on computer screen or special stereo-
scopic display. Sound through speakers or head-
phones, limited tactile information (force feedback). 
Interact through keyboard, mouse, wired glove, 
Polhemus boom arm, omnidirectional treadmill, etc. 

Weird Science Fiction 
Blurs genre boundaries of science fiction, fan-

tasy, horror. Takes elements such as space travel, 
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first contact, time travel, etc., and places them 
within a ripped, unfinished, and ill-made world. 

Western Science Fiction  
Opposite of Space Westerns. Set on Earth in an 

Old West setting. The use of futuristic technology 

in the past brings in serious or comedic tones. 

Young Adult Science Fiction 
Speculative fiction aimed at a teenage audience, 

often featuring a hero the same age or slightly older 
than the reader. 

 
 
 

Screenplays 
More of a form than a topic. Can be any genre. 
 
 
 
 

Short Story 
A relatively short word count (see publishers’ 

site). Can be any genre. Some published as a collec-
tion in a book, some with a common theme in an 
anthology, some in magazines and on websites. 

Thriller & Suspense 
A main character in constant jeopardy where the reader experiences fascination, excitement, and appre-

hension. Developed anxiety from an unpredictable mystery keeps the reader hooked on finding out what 
happens next. The Thriller Genre is dark, mysterious, suspenseful, and plot-driven, incorporating plot twists, 
red herrings, and cliffhangers. Cliffhangers use one or more “dark” characters that the protagonist must face, 
overcome, or escape. The second largest market chunk (behind romance). 

TThhrriilllleerr//SSuussppeennssee  SSuubb--ggeennrreess  
Action Thriller 

Often features a race against the clock, lots of 
violence, and an obvious antagonist. 

Comic Thriller 
Played for laughs as well as thrills, spoofing the 

genre, containing wisecrack interplay between the 
protagonists, etc. 

Conspiracy Thriller 
Hero battles a large, powerful group or organi-

zation whose true extent only he recognizes. 

Crime Thriller 
Focused on committing a crime, often from the 

point of view of the criminals. 

Disaster Thriller 
Nature is the antagonist (hurricane, earthquake, 

or other natural menace). 

Eco-Thriller Thriller 
A hero battles an ecological calamity and the 

people responsible for creating it. 

Erotic Thriller 
Sexual tension between characters ends in 

graphic sexual encounters used by one character 
over the other to manipulate him/her towards a goal, 
such as a killer convincing the investigator of their 
innocence and getting closer to the case. 

Espionage / Spy Thriller 
International spies, working directly or indi-

rectly for a government, who used to battle enemy 
spies but now battle terrorists (and that definition is 
constantly changing). 

Forensic Thriller 
Features the work of forensic experts who often 

put their own lives at risk. 

Historical Thriller 
Takes place in a specific and recognizable his-

toric period. 

Horror Thriller 
Monstrous villain creates fear and violence, usu-

ally with graphic descriptions. 
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Legal Thriller 

Protagonist (often a lawyer) works in the judi-
cial system confronts enemies outside and inside the 
courtroom, generally putting his own life at risk; re-
quires meticulous research by the writer to ensure 
this fiction is very much grounded in reality. 

Medical Thriller 
Medical personnel battle a legitimate medical 

threat, such as a worldwide virus, or the illegal or 
immoral use of medical technology. 

Military Thriller 
Military protagonist works behind enemy lines 

or as part of a specialized force. 

New in Town Thriller 
Mysterious figures such as the stereotypical 

older character with a chip on his/her shoulder and a 
score to settle. 

Police Procedural Thriller 
Police work their way through a case. 

Political Intrigue Thriller 
Hero must ensure stability of the government 

that employs him, sometimes crosses international 
borders. Tension comes from that government. 

Psychological Thriller 
Suspense from a mental and emotional rather 

than a physical conflict between characters until an 
often-violent resolution. 

Romantic Thriller 
The protagonists are romantically involved with 

each other and in a thrilling situation. 

Supernatural Thriller 
A hero, an antagonist, or both have supernatural 

powers and the setting may be another world, creat-
ing dramatic tension between its characters in a 
thrill ride towards a dramatic twist. 

Survival Against All Odds Thriller 
Imagine the worst day of your life, now add the 

world’s largest natural disaster. 

Technological Thriller (Techno Thriller) 
Author invents or explores new technology 

through characters grappling with implications on a 
larger scale, conflict on pros and cons, try to contain 
it, or introduce it into the world. 

Urban Fiction 
Stories taking place in an urban setting, usually a big city. Generally a dark tone and focused on less af-

fluent and/or honest side of city life. Usually contains profanity, sex, and violence. Fairly raw, gritty, harsh 
reality, including drug use, gangs, and poverty. 

Westerns 
Stories set in American Old West, Alaska, or Mexico, usually including bounty hunters, gunfighters, out-

laws, cowboys, settlers, brothels, saloon girls, card games, horses, Indians, and Civil War elements. Usually 
these take place between about 1800 and 1890. Often small out of the way towns with few people on the 
western coast of the United States in a wild, natural landscape that challenges survival, such as cold moun-
tains, dry deserts dangerous animals, poisonous snakes, constant sun, and possible dehydration. Often in-
clude war, quests, and romance. The rugged hero  will endure and face down adversity. The golden age coin-
cided with the popularity of western films in the 1940s, ‘50s, and ‘60s. 

WWeesstteerrnnss  SSuubb--ggeennrreess  
Lone Rangers 

Focus on a lone cowboy, sheriff, or a mistress. 
 

Stories from the Reservation 
Stories by American Indian authors. 
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Cowboys versus Aliens 

A wild west setting often involving horse-like 
creatures and alien-looking pistols. 

Gold Rushes & Railroads 
Set in area ranging from the Midwest to the 

West Coast and featuring historical events such as 

building railroads and gold mining. 

Women in the West 
Story featuring strong female characters. 

 

Women’s Fiction 
Stories targeting a female audience. Focuses on 

experiences in women’s lives. Follows a female 
main character engaged in detailed emotional re-
flection as she journeys through life, her experi-
ences as her life changes, as she grows personally, 
as she deals with people and relationships, and as 
she transforms from her struggles. Challenges, dif-
ficulties, and crises that are female-related. This is 
inclusive of woman’s conflict with man, but not 
limited to that. It can include conflict with things 
such as economy, family, society, art, politics, and 
religion. Sometimes called “chick lit” but actually 
much more literary and commercially appealing 
with a more mature depth and tone. 

Young Adult 
Dates back to early 1800s.Written, published, 

and marketed to adolescents and young adults (12-
18). Many adults find this interesting, also. Focused 
on coming-of-age, fantasy elements, and science 
fiction elements. Teenage protagonists face changes 
and challenges (a love triangle, trying to feel like 
they belong, succeeding in a sport, etc.). Often writ-
ten in first-person point of view (see my article on 
POV). 

 
 
 
 

 


