
who goes there short story

who goes there short story is a classic piece of speculative fiction that has captivated readers with
its suspenseful plot and chilling atmosphere. Written by John W. Campbell Jr. under the pen name Don
A. Stuart, this story explores themes of identity, paranoia, and survival in an isolated Antarctic
research station. Its influence extends beyond literature, inspiring numerous adaptations in film and
other media. This article delves into the origins, synopsis, themes, and legacy of the story,
highlighting why it remains a significant work in science fiction. Readers will gain a comprehensive
understanding of the narrative, its characters, and the underlying messages conveyed through the
plot and setting. Additionally, the discussion includes the story’s impact on popular culture and its
relevance in contemporary discussions about human nature and trust. The following sections provide
an organized overview of these critical aspects.
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Background and Author
The who goes there short story was first published in 1938 in the magazine Astounding Science
Fiction. Authored by John W. Campbell Jr., a pivotal figure in the development of modern science
fiction, the story reflects Campbell’s interest in psychological tension and scientific speculation.
Writing under the pseudonym Don A. Stuart, Campbell created a narrative that combined elements of
horror and science fiction, setting a new standard for the genre. His background as an editor and
writer allowed him to craft a story that was both scientifically plausible and deeply unsettling. The
Antarctic setting was inspired by contemporary explorations and the unknown dangers of extreme
environments, adding authenticity to the tale. Campbell’s influence extended beyond this story,
shaping the careers of many prominent science fiction writers and advancing the genre’s literary
quality.

Plot Summary
The story unfolds at a remote Antarctic research station where a group of scientists encounters a
terrifying alien life form. The narrative begins with the discovery of a crashed spaceship buried in the
ice. Inside, they find a creature capable of absorbing and perfectly imitating any living being it
encounters. This ability to mimic humans creates an atmosphere of intense paranoia as the
characters struggle to identify who is human and who is the alien impostor. The tension escalates as



the group attempts to contain and eliminate the creature before it can escape and threaten the wider
world. The plot’s suspense hinges on themes of mistrust and fear of the unknown, culminating in a
dramatic confrontation that questions the nature of identity and survival.

Key Plot Events

Discovery of the alien spacecraft beneath the Antarctic ice.

Initial encounter with the alien entity.

Realization of the creature’s shape-shifting abilities.

Rising suspicion and paranoia among the crew members.

Attempts to isolate and destroy the creature.

The climactic struggle to prevent the alien’s escape.

Main Characters
The who goes there short story features a small ensemble of characters, primarily scientists and
researchers stationed in Antarctica. Each character plays a crucial role in the unfolding drama,
representing various facets of human response to crisis and fear. Their interactions and conflicts drive
the narrative forward, highlighting themes of trust and deception. The characters are not deeply
individualized but serve as archetypes that contribute to the story’s psychological tension.

Notable Characters

MacReady: The pragmatic and resourceful helicopter pilot, often seen as the story’s
protagonist, who takes charge in the crisis.

Dr. Copper: The medical officer, representing rationality and scientific inquiry.

Garry: The station commander, responsible for leadership and decision-making.

Bennings: An early victim of the alien, whose transformation sets the plot in motion.

The Alien Entity: The shape-shifting creature that embodies the story’s themes of fear and
the unknown.



Themes and Analysis
The story’s enduring appeal stems from its exploration of complex themes that resonate beyond its
science fiction setting. Central to the who goes there short story is the theme of identity and the
fear of losing one’s self. The alien’s ability to perfectly imitate humans creates a profound paranoia,
reflecting anxieties about trust and the potential for hidden threats within familiar environments. The
isolated Antarctic setting amplifies this tension, emphasizing human vulnerability in extreme
conditions.

Major Themes

Paranoia and Trust: The story examines how fear can erode trust among individuals when the
enemy can be anyone.

Survival and Humanity: It questions what it means to be human when the boundaries
between human and alien are blurred.

Isolation: The remote setting serves as a metaphor for psychological and social isolation.

Scientific Curiosity and Its Dangers: The pursuit of knowledge leads to unintended
consequences.

Adaptations and Cultural Impact
The influence of the who goes there short story extends well beyond its original publication. It has
inspired multiple adaptations, most notably the 1951 film “The Thing from Another World” and John
Carpenter’s 1982 remake “The Thing,” which is considered a classic in horror cinema. These
adaptations have introduced the story’s core concepts to wider audiences and reinforced its themes
through visual storytelling.

Legacy in Popular Culture
The story’s exploration of shape-shifting and paranoia has become a cultural touchstone, influencing
a range of media including films, television series, and video games. Its narrative framework is often
cited as a blueprint for stories about infiltration and mistrust in isolated settings. The phrase “Who
goes there?” itself has entered popular lexicon as a symbol of suspicion and the need for verification
in uncertain circumstances.

Multiple film adaptations with varying interpretations.

Inspiration for horror and science fiction genres.

References in popular media emphasizing themes of identity and deception.



Continued scholarly interest in its psychological and thematic depth.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the central theme of the short story 'Who Goes
There?'
The central theme of 'Who Goes There?' is paranoia and mistrust, exploring how fear of the unknown
can lead to suspicion and irrational behavior among a group of people.

Who is the author of the short story 'Who Goes There?'
The short story 'Who Goes There?' was written by John W. Campbell Jr., published in 1938.

What is the setting of 'Who Goes There?'
The story is set in a remote Antarctic research station where a group of scientists encounters a shape-
shifting alien entity.

How does the alien entity in 'Who Goes There?' operate?
The alien entity can imitate any living being perfectly, making it impossible to distinguish friend from
foe, which creates intense paranoia among the characters.

What genre does 'Who Goes There?' belong to?
'Who Goes There?' is a science fiction horror story, blending elements of suspense, horror, and
speculative science fiction.

Has 'Who Goes There?' been adapted into any films?
Yes, 'Who Goes There?' inspired several films, most notably John Carpenter's 1982 film 'The Thing'
and the 2011 prequel of the same name.

What is the significance of the title 'Who Goes There?'
The title 'Who Goes There?' reflects the story's focus on identity and mistrust, as characters
constantly question who among them is human and who is the alien impostor.

What impact did 'Who Goes There?' have on science fiction
literature?
The story is considered a classic in science fiction, influencing the genre by introducing themes of
alien invasion, paranoia, and distrust that have been widely explored in later works.



Additional Resources
1. Who Goes There? by John W. Campbell Jr.
This is the original novella that inspired many adaptations, including the famous film "The Thing." It
tells the story of a group of scientists in Antarctica who discover a shape-shifting alien that can
imitate any living being. The tension and paranoia among the crew build as they try to identify who is
still human and who has been taken over by the creature.

2. The Thing from Another World by John W. Campbell Jr.
An adaptation of Campbell's novella, this book expands on the themes of isolation and mistrust. It
focuses on the struggle between humans and an alien entity trapped in a remote Arctic research
station. The narrative explores the dangers of scientific curiosity and the fear of the unknown.

3. The Thing by Alan Dean Foster
This novelization of the 1982 film directed by John Carpenter brings the chilling story to a broader
audience. Foster adds depth to the characters and the alien’s abilities, enhancing the suspense and
horror elements. The book captures the paranoia and claustrophobia of the isolated Antarctic setting.

4. The Shadow Out of Time by H.P. Lovecraft
Though not directly related, this novella shares themes of identity, alien influence, and cosmic horror.
It explores the idea of an alien intelligence capable of inhabiting human minds across time.
Lovecraft’s work complements the atmosphere of existential dread found in "Who Goes There?"

5. Invasion of the Body Snatchers by Jack Finney
This classic science fiction novel features an alien invasion where extraterrestrials replicate and
replace humans. Like "Who Goes There?" it delves into paranoia and the fear that anyone could be an
alien imposter. The story captures Cold War-era anxieties and the loss of individuality.

6. Blindsight by Peter Watts
A cerebral science fiction novel that examines the nature of consciousness and alien intelligence. The
story follows a crew sent to investigate an enigmatic alien signal, facing entities that challenge
human understanding. Its themes resonate with "Who Goes There?" through exploration of alien
otherness and distrust.

7. The Terror by Dan Simmons
While a historical horror novel, "The Terror" shares the Antarctic setting and the theme of survival
against an unknown predator. It chronicles a doomed Arctic expedition haunted by a monstrous
presence. The book’s atmosphere of dread and isolation aligns closely with the mood of Campbell’s
story.

8. Dark Matter by Michelle Paver
A supernatural thriller set on an Arctic expedition, this novel explores fear, madness, and unseen
forces in a frozen wilderness. The psychological tension and claustrophobic setting echo the paranoia
and suspense in "Who Goes There?" It’s a gripping tale of man versus the unknown.

9. The Andromeda Strain by Michael Crichton
This techno-thriller involves a deadly extraterrestrial microorganism threatening humanity. Like "Who
Goes There?" it deals with scientific discovery, containment, and the dangers of alien life forms.
Crichton’s precise, clinical style heightens the tension and realism of encountering alien threats.
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