
Science Fiction as a Catalyst for Patentable 
Inventions in the Age of AI
A deep research report on the intersection of science fiction and patentable inventions, particularly 
within AI, robotics, VR, and quantum computing. The report will be structured academically, with 
references to patents, research papers, and notable sci-fi works, alongside data tables where relevant. It 
will be comprehensive, ensuring depth for academic readers, industry professionals, inventors, and 
general technology enthusiasts. I will notify you once the research is complete.

I. Introduction
Science fiction has long played a dual role as both a mirror and a motor for technological progress. 
Visionary tales by authors like Jules Verne, H.G. Wells, and later the creators of Star Trek, sketched out 
inventions decades before they became reality, from submarines to mobile communicators. By 
inspiring generations of scientists and engineers, science fiction often acts as a catalyst for innovation. 
For example, the handheld communicators in Star Trek foreshadowed today’s mobile phones, and 
Arthur C. Clarke’s fiction anticipated satellite communications. This report examines how science 
fiction literature, cinema, and media have influenced the emergence of real-world inventions that 
became patentable, especially in Artificial Intelligence (AI), Robotics, Virtual Reality (VR), and 
Quantum Computing. The thesis is that science fiction provides a creative foundation that 
identifies future technological needs and inspires inventors, serving as a stimulus for innovation 
rather than direct technical blueprints.

The scope of this analysis is primarily the United States Patent and Trademark Office (USPTO) patent 
system, with comparative insights from China’s rapid patent growth and the European Patent Office 
(EPO). We will explore historical sci-fi concepts and their real-world counterparts, the legal distinction 
between fictional ideas and patentable inventions, the patenting process (costs, secrecy, trademarks vs. 
patents), case studies of inventors influenced by sci-fi, the emerging role of AI in invention and 
patenting, and a comprehensive tabulation of science fiction authors whose ideas have anticipated or 
influenced real innovations.

II. Science Fiction as a Foundation for Innovation

A. Historical Sci-Fi Concepts and Their Real-World Counterparts

Science fiction’s early classics abound with examples of imaginative concepts later realized as 
inventions. Jules Verne’s Twenty Thousand Leagues Under the Sea (1870) described the electrically 
powered submarine “Nautilus” in such detail that it inspired naval engineers; within a few decades, real
submarines emerged, validating Verne’s vision. Similarly, Verne’s From the Earth to the Moon (1865) 
envisioned a projectile spacecraft launched by a cannon, foreseeing aspects of space travel. In the 
1940s, Arthur C. Clarke famously imagined geostationary communication satellites – an idea he 
discussed in a 1945 paper and wove into his fiction – and in 1965 the first commercial geostationary 
satellite, Intelsat I, was launched. Clarke’s prediction was so on-target that geostationary orbits are 
sometimes called “Clarke orbits.”

H.G. Wells also anticipated future technology. In War of the Worlds (1898), Wells described alien 
“heat-rays,” essentially a directed-energy weapon concept that resembles later developments in laser 
weaponry. Wells’s The World Set Free (1914) even predicted atomic bombs, imagining uranium-based 



“atomic bombs” well before nuclear fission was demonstrated – a chillingly accurate guess of nuclear 
chain reactions that influenced scientists like Leo Szilard. Isaac Asimov, through his Robot Series 
(1940s–50s), not only popularized robots but also introduced the Three Laws of Robotics, framing 
ethical rules for AI and robotics. While you cannot patent “ethics,” Asimov’s ideas have guided real-
world discussions on AI safety and even influenced AI programming principles; we see echoes of his 
laws in modern AI development guidelines and in patent literature on autonomous systems’ safety 
mechanisms.

Other authors spurred innovation in more unexpected ways. Robert A. Heinlein in Starship Troopers 
(1959) depicted powered exoskeleton suits for soldiers. Today, exoskeletons for military and medical 
use are patented and in development, with inventors openly crediting science fiction as inspiration. 
Heinlein also unwittingly affected patent history through his 1961 novel Stranger in a Strange Land – 
it described a waterbed in detail, and when a real inventor tried to patent the waterbed later in 1968, 
Heinlein’s fictional description was cited as prior art to reject the patent. In another domain, Mary 
Shelley’s Frankenstein (1818) broached the idea of creating life in the laboratory. This early bioethics 
thought experiment predated modern biotechnology and synthetic biology by over a century, raising 
questions about responsibility for created life – questions that still echo in debates over cloning and 
genetic engineering patents. Shelley’s work is frequently invoked in discussions about the ethics of 
DNA editing (e.g., CRISPR) and neural augmentation, underscoring how a piece of fiction can frame 
the moral context for entire fields of invention.

To summarize, the lineage from speculative fiction to real invention is well documented: geostationary 
satellites (Clarke), rockets and lunar travel (Verne, Tsiolkovsky), submarines (Verne), videophones and 
global newspapers (Mark Twain envisioned a worldwide telegraphic “web” in an 1898 story), bionic 
limbs (Martin Caidin’s Cyborg (1972) inspired the patented prosthetic technology behind the “bionic 
man”), and many more. Science fiction often gave the first expression to concepts that later became 
patentable inventions.

B. Sci-Fi’s Role as a Stimulus, Not a Direct Patent Source

While science fiction inspires, it typically does not itself serve as a direct source for patents due to legal
requirements. In patent law, an invention must be novel, non-obvious, and enabled – meaning the 
patent application must teach how to make and use the invention. Fiction usually lacks the technical 
disclosure needed for “enablement.” For instance, simply reading about a teleportation device in a 
novel wouldn’t enable an engineer to build one; the story is conceptually useful but technically too 
abstract. Thus, science fiction concepts are generally not patentable by themselves – they are often 
considered prior art only in a very limited sense.

Prior art refers to any publicly available information that could show an invention is not new. Sci-fi 
works can be used as prior art if they disclose a concept that is later claimed in a patent. However, 
courts and patent examiners recognize a crucial limitation: the fictional disclosure must be enabling (35
U.S.C. §102 and §103 considerations). In practice, science fiction is rarely enabling. For example, in a 
high-profile case, Samsung cited a scene from Kubrick’s “2001: A Space Odyssey” (1968) as prior art 
against Apple’s iPad design patent, noting the film depicted tablet-like devices
fia.umd.edu
. The courts acknowledged the similarity in appearance but ultimately prior art must also suggest the 
practical realization of the invention, which a movie prop does not. In another case, the U.S. Court of 
Appeals for the Federal Circuit clarified that non-enabling disclosures (like speculative ideas in sci-fi) 
generally cannot render a patent obvious. A science fiction idea doesn’t teach someone how to do it –
it lacks technical details or working examples. Thus, while sci-fi might invalidate a patent if it had 
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sufficiently detailed instructions (Heinlein’s waterbed was detailed enough to contribute to a rejection), 
this is unusual. Most often, sci-fi serves as a creative stimulus rather than literal prior art.

It’s important to differentiate conceptual invention vs. practical invention. Sci-fi authors invent 
concepts in a narrative sense, but inventors create actual implementations. The law requires reduction 
to practice (actual or at least constructive via a detailed patent filing). For example, Asimov conceived 
positronic brains for robots, but it took engineers and researchers in AI labs to develop real cognitive 
architectures and file patents for neural networks and machine learning algorithms. The fiction 
provided motivation and perhaps a broad blueprint (e.g. “a robot that cannot harm humans”), but the 
patentable invention required solving real engineering problems (sensors, decision algorithms, failsafe
mechanisms).

In sum, science fiction stimulates innovation by expanding the realm of what engineers think is 
possible. It identifies intriguing problems or goals (“could we build a universal translator like in Star 
Trek?”) and thereby sparks R&D. However, inventors must then do the hard work to produce workable 
technology – only at that stage does a patentable invention (meeting all legal criteria, including 
enablement and novelty) emerge. Fiction is imagination fuel and helps set innovation agendas, but 
patents are grounded in realization.

C. Science Fiction’s Role in Identifying Future Innovation Needs

Another significant way sci-fi drives patentable invention is by highlighting unmet needs or future 
challenges. By projecting worlds that could be, science fiction often points out gaps in current 
technology and implicitly issues a challenge to inventors to fill those gaps. For example, Star Trek 
featured a ship’s computer that could answer almost any question in natural language – essentially 
predicting modern voice-activated AI assistants. This was not just a cool gadget; it revealed a human 
need for intuitive human-computer interaction. Decades later, inventions like Siri and Alexa emerged, 
backed by patents in voice recognition and NLP (Natural Language Processing), meeting the need that 
sci-fi fans had long been primed to expect.

Sci-fi also explores societal problems that require technological fixes. Climate fiction (cli-fi) novels 
depict environmental catastrophe, implicitly calling for advances in clean energy, carbon capture, and 
geoengineering – fields now rife with patent activity. For instance, Kim Stanley Robinson’s Mars 
trilogy and other works envision terraforming and habitat technologies for other planets, which has 
spurred interest (and some patents) in ecosystem engineering and closed-loop life support systems for 
space habitats.

Sometimes the influence is very direct: the 1980s cyberpunk genre illuminated the coming issues of 
cyberspace security and hacking (Burning Chrome, Neuromancer). This alerted companies and 
governments to cybersecurity needs. Patent filings in encryption, digital identity, and network security 
soared in the 1990s and 2000s – essentially inventors responding to the needs foreshadowed by 
cyberpunk authors who portrayed futures dominated by hackers and AI. Likewise, Philip K. Dick’s 
story “Minority Report” (1956) envisioned predictive policing and personalized advertising; today we 
have patents on algorithmic crime prediction and targeted ad delivery that address the possibilities and 
perils raised in that story.

Even negative utopias (dystopias) inspire innovation – as cautionary tales. Orwell’s 1984 warned of 
pervasive surveillance, indirectly spurring the development of privacy-enhancing technologies 
(encryption tools, privacy-preserving data methods) which are now patented. Brave New World 
(Aldous Huxley, 1932) portrayed reproductive technology and psychological conditioning; in response,
our society placed ethical guidelines, and yet also saw a boom in patents for IVF (in vitro fertilization) 
and psychopharmacology – managing the very technologies Huxley warned about, trying to reap 



benefits without the dystopian downsides.

In the realm of AI and robotics, Asimov’s tales identified needs for robot ethics and safe AI long before 
these became real issues. Now, as AI systems get patented (from self-driving car algorithms to 
autonomous drones), developers reference the need for safety measures – essentially responding to the 
challenge “make AI that respects human values,” which Asimov dramatized. Patent filings in AI often 
include failsafe or human-override features, reflecting this longstanding concern.

Thus, science fiction not only inspires specific inventions but helps define research priorities. It acts 
as an early warning system and idea generator for what humanity might require. In doing so, it 
indirectly influences the trajectory of patentable innovations by guiding inventors toward important 
problems. As one IP scholar noted, “science fiction… consistently asking audiences to envisage a 
world where the unbelievable has become the everyday”, and inventors then rise to meet those visions. 
In short, sci-fi helps society “imagine the future we want, and consider ways to work towards it,” as 
physicist Dr. Helen Klus observed
rossdawson.com
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, thereby catalyzing the development of real innovations to fill in the gaps between today’s technology 
and tomorrow’s needs.

III. The Patent Process and Intellectual Property Framework
Having explored how sci-fi can spark real inventions, we now turn to how those inventions are 
protected once realized. Understanding the patent process and related IP tools is crucial to see how an 
inspired idea becomes a patented reality.

A. The USPTO Patent Application Process

Innovators influenced by science fiction must navigate the formal steps of patenting to secure rights. 
The USPTO (United States Patent and Trademark Office) process involves several key stages
idea-asset.com
:

1. Idea Conception and Documentation: The inventor refines the concept into a specific, 
practical solution. Often a prior art search is done first – searching existing patents/literature to 
ensure novelty. This corresponds to Step 1: “Get ready to apply,” where inventors assess 
patentability.

2. Preparing the Application: A patent application contains a detailed written description, claims 
defining the legal scope, drawings if needed, and an abstract. Crafting this can take weeks or 
months. Many inventors hire patent attorneys at this stage for expertise in wording claims and 
meeting USPTO formal requirements.

3. Filing the Application: The application is filed with the USPTO, either as a provisional or a 
non-provisional (regular) application. Provisional applications are a popular first step – they 
are lower cost, not examined, and give a one-year “placeholder” to file the full application. This
allows “patent pending” status. By the 12-month deadline, the inventor files a non-provisional 
application claiming priority to the provisional’s date. The non-provisional includes all formal 
sections and will be examined. Upon filing, the USPTO assigns a filing date and application 
number.
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4. Pre-Examination and Formalities Check: The USPTO checks that all parts are present and 
fees paid
idea-asset.com
. If something is missing (e.g. omitted drawings or unpaid fee), they send a Notice of Missing 
Parts.

5. Examination (Prosecution): The application is assigned to a patent examiner in the relevant 
Art Unit (a group specializing in the field, e.g., Art Unit for robotics or AI)
idea-asset.com
. The examiner reviews the application for compliance with patent laws: novelty, non-
obviousness, utility, clarity, and enablement. Often the examiner issues an Office Action 
rejecting or objecting to claims (for example, citing prior patents or sci-fi literature as prior art, 
if relevant!). The inventor (through an attorney) can respond with arguments or claim 
amendments. This back-and-forth may happen multiple times (first rejection, response, maybe a
final rejection, possibly an appeal or a Request for Continued Examination)
idea-asset.com
. It’s normal for this “prosecution” phase to take 1–3 years (or more in complex fields).

6. Allowance: If the examiner is convinced the invention is patentable, they issue a Notice of 
Allowance. The inventor then pays an issue fee to have the patent granted
idea-asset.com
. The application is prepared for publication in its final form (the USPTO’s issue process 
ensures everything is in order for the official patent).

7. Grant: The USPTO grants the patent, published with a patent number on the front. Patents are 
issued on Tuesdays by tradition
idea-asset.com
. The new patent confers the right to exclude others from making, using, selling, or importing 
the invention in the U.S. for the patent term (typically 20 years from filing, subject to 
maintenance fees and possible extensions).

8. Post-Grant Maintenance: Importantly, U.S. utility patents require maintenance fees to keep 
them in force, paid at 3.5, 7.5, and 11.5 years after grant. These fees escalate (for a large entity, 
roughly $2k, $4k, and $8k respectively at those intervals). Failure to pay causes the patent to 
lapse. So an inventor must continue investing in the patent or lose it.

Throughout this process, inventors may file in multiple jurisdictions (via international filings or the 
Patent Cooperation Treaty (PCT)) if global protection is desired, but the USPTO process described is 
representative. The timeline from filing to grant can be as short as one year in fast-track cases or 3-5 
years on average (longer in some fields or if appeals are involved). This rigorous process stands in 
contrast to the ease of “inventing” in a sci-fi story – turning the fictional idea into a real patent requires 
not only technical reduction to practice but also navigation of procedural hurdles.

B. Patent Costs and Financial Investment

Bringing an invention to patent reality carries significant cost, which is an important practical filter on 
turning sci-fi inspired ideas into protected inventions. Costs include:

• USPTO Fees: Filing a patent isn’t free. As of 2025, a basic filing fee for a utility patent is 
around $350 for large entities (with discounts for small/micro entities), plus search fee ($700 
large) and examination fee ($800 large) – totaling roughly $1,800 for a large entity application’s
basic fees. If filed electronically, some fees are reduced. On allowance, an issue fee (~$1,000) is
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due. Then maintenance fees (ranging from about $2,150 at 3.5 years up to $8,280 at 11.5 years 
for large entities) must be paid. All told, just the USPTO fees over the life of a patent can sum to
around $12,000 (large entity). Small entities (under 500 employees) pay half, micro entities pay 
1/4 for many of these fees.

• Patent Attorney Fees: These often dwarf the USPTO fees. Preparing a quality patent 
application is complex. Typical U.S. attorney fees for drafting a new utility patent can range 
from $5,000 to $15,000+ depending on complexity. For cutting-edge fields like AI or quantum 
computing, it could be higher due to complexity. Prosecuting the application (replying to Office 
Actions) also incurs costs. Each response might cost $1,000–$3,000 in attorney time. If multiple
rounds are needed, prosecution can add several thousand dollars. In a rough sense, a simple 
invention might cost ~$10k total to get a patent issued, whereas a complex invention could run
tens of thousands of dollars. One often-cited rule of thumb from patent attorneys is around 
$20k–$30k total for a moderately complex U.S. patent from start to grant. If one uses a 
provisional first (cheaper initial drafting) and then a non-provisional, the costs are split, but the 
provisional still often costs a few thousand to prepare properly.

• Prototype/Development Costs: Though not a direct patenting cost, inventors usually incur 
R&D expenses to actually build or validate their invention, especially in fields like robotics or 
hardware inspired by sci-fi. A novel quantum computing device or AI algorithm may require 
significant research hours or computing resources. These investments often far exceed the 
patent costs but are necessary for enablement and proving the concept.

Thus, turning a sci-fi idea into a patent can be a costly endeavor. For example, an inventor inspired by 
Iron Man’s suit (powered exoskeleton) would have to spend possibly hundreds of thousands on R&D 
for a prototype and then maybe $20k on patenting it – a far cry from Tony Stark’s fictional 
instantaneous creation. Budget constraints often mean inventors must be strategic: sometimes opting 
first for trade secrets or academic publication if patent costs aren’t feasible, or seeking investors 
specifically to fund the patent process seeing the sci-fi-like potential of the technology.

C. Patents vs. Trademarks in Innovation Protection

Science fiction concepts can spur not just patents but branding of new tech – which brings trademarks 
into play. Patents and trademarks are distinct IP tools, each protecting different aspects:

• Patents protect inventions (functional, technical innovations). They grant a 20-year monopoly 
(from filing date for utility patents) to exclude others from using the patented innovation, in 
exchange for full disclosure of how it works. This is ideal for protecting a novel device, 
composition, algorithm, or process – say a new VR headset design or an AI algorithm for 
robotic vision.

• Trademarks protect brand identifiers – names, logos, symbols, or even shapes and sounds that 
distinguish goods/services. A trademark like “Cyberdyne Systems™” (from Terminator) or 
“Weyland-Yutani®” (from Alien) could be registered if a real company wanted to use those 
names to market technology. Trademarks do not expire as long as they are in use and renewed 
(in the U.S., renewals are every 10 years with proof of continued commercial use). They do not 
protect any technical innovation per se, only the marketing handle and goodwill. For example, 
the term “Android™” is a trademark owned by Google for certain products; one could not 
brand their robot “Android” without infringing, but that doesn’t stop anyone from making an 
android (the concept of a humanoid robot is not owned by the trademark holder).

Key differences: Patents require novelty and invention; trademarks require distinctiveness in the 



marketplace. Patents have a finite term ~20 years, after which the invention goes to public domain; 
trademarks can potentially last indefinitely (think IBM® or Coca-Cola® – over a century old brands) 
as long as they aren’t abandoned or become generic. Patents involve a rigorous examination on 
technical merits; trademark examination is about checking for confusing similarity to existing marks 
and whether the mark is descriptive or generic (which are not allowed).

In the context of innovation inspired by science fiction, an inventor might seek patent protection for 
the functional aspects and trademark protection for the product name or brand identity. For instance, 
if someone develops a real “hoverboard” inspired by Back to the Future, they would patent the hover 
technology and also trademark the name under which it’s sold. Both forms can coexist; they protect 
different things.

It’s worth noting a strategic use difference: Patents are often expensive and time-limited but very 
strong in blocking competitors from copying the invention. Trademarks are comparatively cheaper to 
obtain and maintain, and they protect against others using confusingly similar branding, which is 
crucial when marketing an innovation. Often, startups named after sci-fi references trademark their 
company/product name, while the underlying tech may or may not be patented.

In summary, patents vs. trademarks is not an either/or for protecting sci-fi-inspired innovation – they 
are complementary. Patents protect the inventive step that made fiction into reality; trademarks protect 
the identity and reputation of that innovation in the market. Both legal tools help ensure innovators can 
reap rewards: patents by granting a temporary monopoly on making the invention, and trademarks by 
preventing consumer confusion and brand dilution.

D. Secret Patents and the Invention Secrecy Act

Not all inventions see the public light of a published patent, especially those at the cutting edge of sci-
fi-like tech that might raise national security concerns. The U.S. Invention Secrecy Act of 1951 allows 
the government to impose secrecy orders on patent applications deemed sensitive to national security. 
These are informally called “secret patents,” though technically during the secrecy period no patent 
issues – the application is held in limbo.

Under this act, if an inventor files a patent on, say, a breakthrough quantum cryptography method or an 
AI with military significance (e.g., an autonomous drone swarming technology), and a government 
agency (through the USPTO) finds it would be “detrimental to national security” if disclosed, they can 
slap a secrecy order. The inventor is then legally barred from publishing or disclosing the invention 
and the patent will not be granted until the order is lifted
ipkitten.blogspot.com
. They even must restrict use – in extreme cases, even working on the invention further can be restricted
without government oversight. As of the end of FY 2024, there were 6,471 secrecy orders in effect in 
the US – a surprisingly large number, indicating many potentially revolutionary inventions are quietly 
stowed away. By comparison, in 2004 there were about 4,885 such orders
ipkitten.blogspot.com
, so the number has grown, possibly due to advances in areas like cryptography, aerospace, and 
surveillance tech.

Secret patents often involve technologies that sound like science fiction themselves: novel weapons, 
surveillance systems, cryptographic breakthroughs, or intelligence-related algorithms. For instance, one
could imagine a secrecy order on certain AI inventions (a hypothetical example: an AI system that 
could decrypt any code might be kept secret for defense use). Quantum computing patents might be 
subject if they could break encryption, as could some biotechnology like novel bioweapons defenses or 
advanced materials for stealth. In practice, known areas that frequently trigger secrecy include: 
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cryptography (in earlier decades), missile guidance, detection systems (radar/sonar), nuclear 
technology, and now likely some cyber and space tech.

An inventor under a secrecy order does get compensation rights and can file for the patent once 
declassified. Some secrecy orders last many years – a historical example: patents related to the atomic 
bomb during WWII were kept secret (under wartime powers analogous to current law), only published 
years later. Inventors Budimir and Desanka Damnjanovic, who had a patent on a novel rifle design, 
were subjected to a secrecy order and later sued for compensation, ultimately settling with the 
government.

Science-fiction often deals with secret inventions (e.g., in The Man in the High Castle a device is 
suppressed, or in Marvel stories like Iron Man, Stark keeps arc reactor technology mostly private 
initially). In the real world, the Invention Secrecy Act is how that plays out. It’s a reminder that not 
every sci-fi invention that becomes reality will be widely known – some become state secrets. For 
example, if someone tried to patent a true invisibility cloak (a staple of sci-fi and fantasy), the military 
might very well invoke secrecy if the tech had strategic value.

Interestingly, other countries have similar provisions (the UK, for instance, also can suppress patents 
for security). China likewise likely has secret patents for military tech (though details are scant). The 
existence of secret patents underscores the tension between innovation and security: open disclosure 
via patents vs. keeping cutting-edge advances away from adversaries.

For civilian inventors, a secrecy order can be frustrating – it freezes their ability to capitalize on the 
invention. But they must comply or face legal penalties. They can periodically petition to have the 
order rescinded, but only the government’s determination of reduced sensitivity will lift it. Historical 
data shows hundreds of secrecy orders rescinded each year, and some very old ones still in effect (some
date back decades if the technology remains sensitive).

In conclusion, while most sci-fi-inspired inventions eventually become public patents, some enter a 
classified twilight. Laws like the Invention Secrecy Act ensure that technologies with potential military
or security impact may stay hidden until deemed safe for release. Sci-fi often doesn’t dwell on the 
patent office, but one could imagine a dystopian tale of inventors whose futuristic creations are 
immediately swallowed by government secrecy – a reality that a few modern inventors have indeed 
faced.

IV. Case Studies in Sci-Fi-Inspired Innovation
To ground these concepts, we examine specific cases of inventors and organizations manifesting 
science fiction ideas and securing patents.

A. Individual Inventors and Visionaries

Nikola Tesla – often dubbed a “mad scientist” – was directly influenced by the speculative ideas of his 
time (he was an avid reader of Jules Verne). Tesla held numerous patents (around 300 worldwide) in 
electrical engineering. While not all were sci-fi inspired, his ambitious projects (wireless energy 
transmission, death rays) read like science fiction. In fact, Tesla once conceived of a thought camera (to
display images from one’s brain) – an idea far ahead of his time and still unrealized. He famously 
envisioned wireless global power and communication, laying conceptual groundwork for inventions 
like radio and remote control (both of which he prototyped and patented). Tesla’s imaginative approach
shows the synergy between creative fiction and experimentation – he often started with wild ideas (e.g.,
his Colorado Springs experiments trying to signal Mars) and then pursued them scientifically.



Albert Einstein is another interesting case: while not known as an inventor (he has a few patents, 
mostly minor refrigeration and camera devices), Einstein’s thought experiments in physics were 
arguably a form of speculative fiction about physical realities. Notably, Einstein worked as a patent 
examiner in his early career (Swiss Patent Office), where he reviewed patent applications for 
electromechanical devices. That exposure to cutting-edge inventions may have complemented the 
science fiction he read (Einstein was known to read scientific romances by authors like Aaron 
Bernstein). His patents are few, but his influence on invention was profound: technologies like GPS 
and lasers stem directly from his theories (GPS needs relativity; lasers from quantum theory). It’s a 
reversal – instead of sci-fi influencing Einstein, Einstein’s science enabled later sci-fi (after lasers were 
demonstrated, we see a surge of sci-fi with laser guns, and indeed real laser weapon prototypes are now
patented, coming full circle to Wells’s heat-rays).

Thomas Edison, though from the 19th century, was steeped in the futurism of his era. He had 1,093 
U.S. patents – a record in his time. Edison reportedly enjoyed the works of Jules Verne and H.G. Wells.
One of Edison’s lesser-known pursuits was an attempt to build a spirit phone (to communicate with the 
dead), an idea arguably influenced by the mysticism and speculative fiction interest of that era, though 
it never resulted in a patent or functional device. Edison’s Menlo Park lab was effectively an innovation
factory, where ideas (sometimes borrowed or inspired by others’ fiction or science) were rapidly 
prototyped and patented. Edison exemplified turning broad imaginative concepts (electric light for all, 
recorded sound, moving pictures – all almost magical to people) into practical patents. He turned what 
others might consider fanciful into reality, through systematic R&D.

These individuals show that a visionary mindset, often overlapping with science fiction themes, can 
drive prolific invention. They also highlight different paths: Tesla and Edison were hands-on inventors 
chasing sci-fi-esque visions; Einstein provided scientific breakthroughs that others patented. All three 
underscore how important imagination is – whether it’s imagining Martian communication, global 
networks, or warping spacetime – as the seed from which real innovation grows.

B. Corporate Leaders in Patents

Innovation inspired by science fiction is not only the province of lone inventors – corporations often 
channel sci-fi ideas into R&D and patents on a large scale:

• IBM – For decades, IBM was the top U.S. patent recipient, leading the list for 28 years straight 
through 2020 with inventions spanning AI, quantum computing, and more. IBM’s researchers 
have openly referenced science fiction; for example, IBM named its AI system “Watson” after 
Sherlock Holmes’ assistant – a literary nod – and its scientists have cited Star Trek’s computer 
as inspiration for Watson’s question-answering ability. IBM has patented technologies from 
voice recognition to augmented reality that trace lineage to sci-fi concepts. In 2020, IBM 
received over 9,100 U.S. patents, many in cutting-edge fields like AI and cloud computing that 
were once the realm of fiction. IBM’s patent strategy historically was to invest heavily in 
fundamental research (much of it speculative, like quantum computing which until recently felt 
sci-fi). Now IBM has a quantum computer online and patents on its components. This corporate
willingness to pursue “far out” tech (inspired by fiction or not) has kept it at the forefront of 
patent leadership.

• Ford – The Ford Motor Company famously had a sci-fi related patent battle in its early days: 
the Selden patent. George Selden had a broad patent on the automobile that Ford fought in 
court. Henry Ford, who was something of a futurist himself, refused to pay royalties and 
eventually the Selden patent was overturned in 1911, freeing the industry. Ford Motor went on 
to become a prolific patenter in automotive innovation (from V8 engines to robotic assembly 



lines). In modern times, Ford explores autonomous vehicles – a concept long depicted in sci-fi 
(self-driving cars appear in 1930s sci-fi and countless futures). Ford has filed patents in AI for 
navigation and vehicular communication, essentially answering the “Knight Rider” idea of 
intelligent cars. Corporate R&D labs often use science fiction in futurecasting exercises to 
imagine mobility in future cities and then file patents for the needed technologies (flying car 
patents, drone traffic control, etc., have indeed been filed by aerospace and auto companies 
anticipating a Jetsons-like future).

• Chinese Tech Firms – In recent years, Chinese companies and institutions have surged in 
patent filings, particularly in AI and quantum tech, often outpacing Western counterparts. It’s 
hard to pin this to specific sci-fi influences, but Chinese sci-fi has boomed (the novel The 
Three-Body Problem by Liu Cixin gained global fame and presumably inspired many youth to 
go into science/tech). China’s leadership has openly used sci-fi-like slogans (talk of reaching 
“Science and Technology’s Star Sea”). Patent trends: A WIPO report noted China leading the 
world in AI patent filings, especially in Generative AI – more than six times the US output in 
2014-2023 for GenAI inventions. Companies like Huawei, Tencent, Baidu are among top filers. 
Many of these patents align with AI concepts seen in fiction – natural language understanding 
(think AI like HAL 9000 from 2001 or Jarvis from Iron Man), image recognition (inspired by 
ideas of robotic vision from countless robot tales), and even creative AI (an AI painter or writer, 
reminiscent of sci-fi depictions of machine creativity). The Chinese government itself has 
promoted sci-fi as a genre to spark innovation; events like the annual China Sci-Fi Conference 
aim to bridge writers and tech firms.

• European Patent Landscape – The European Patent Office reports show companies like 
Siemens, Philips, Samsung, and Ericsson among top filers, with significant activity in digital 
communications and computer technology. European industry has a strong tradition of design 
influenced by futurism – e.g., consumer electronics designs often echo sci-fi aesthetics 
(consider how many concept designs for smartphones or VR goggles look like props from 
Minority Report or Tron). While Europe’s patent system is distinct, many inventions are filed in 
both USPTO and EPO. Companies often use sci-fi narratives in their marketing and even in 
envisioning product roadmaps (for example, Volkswagen’s concept car designs have referenced 
Blade Runner or AI-driven pods as inspiration, some elements of which get patented as they 
develop new human-machine interfaces or autonomous systems).

In short, corporate R&D does not occur in a cultural vacuum – those engineers grew up reading and 
watching sci-fi. Large companies harness that by encouraging “blue sky” research, sometimes 
explicitly citing science fiction in their innovation programs. The result is robust patent portfolios that, 
a generation earlier, could have been plot devices in a novel. IBM’s patents in quantum computing and 
AI, Ford’s in autonomy, and Chinese firms’ in futuristic tech all demonstrate the translation of sci-fi 
dreams into industrial intellectual property.

C. Hyper-Inventors (Shunpei Yamazaki, Kia Silverbrook, Thomas Edison, etc.)

Certain individuals stand out for sheer volume of patents – “hyper-inventors” – and often their work 
builds incrementally on core ideas, some of which align with science fiction themes:

• Shunpei Yamazaki (Japan) holds the world record for most patents as an inventor, with over 
11,000 patent families (as of 2016) and over 26,000 patent publications. His work largely is in 
electronics (thin-film transistors, LCD/OLED displays, semiconductor memory). While not a 
household name, Yamazaki’s prolific output can be seen as fulfilling the sci-fi vision of 
ubiquitous computing and displays (think of the screens everywhere in Star Trek or Minority 



Report). Every time you see a transparent display or a screen embedded in everyday objects, 
there’s likely a Yamazaki patent behind some enabling tech. His methodology seems to involve 
continuous incremental innovation – many of his patents are small improvements ensuring 
that as a new technology (like LCD screens) matured, he patented every refinement. This 
strategy – blanket an area with patents – is something big corporations do too. It’s less about 
one big sci-fi idea and more about systematically realizing the promise of an idea (for instance, 
making displays cheaper, flexible, higher resolution – enabling the sci-fi trope of screens on 
every surface).

• Kia Silverbrook (Australia) is another prodigious inventor, listed on over 10,000 U.S. patents. 
He has worked on a broad range from printers to electronics and biotechnology. Silverbrook co-
created innovative color printing technology (Memjet) that in some sense realized the fast, on-
demand picture printing imagined in sci-fi (e.g., the “Replicator” on Star Trek isn’t real, but 
high-speed 2D printing and even 3D printing are steps toward instant fabrication). He also 
worked on solar and computing tech. Silverbrook’s large patent count, like Yamazaki, comes 
from a high-output lab environment and a savvy patent strategy capturing every incremental 
advance. These “hyper-inventors” often exemplify how one initial concept can spawn hundreds 
of patents as it is methodically developed – akin to a detailed exploration of a concept space 
first introduced in fiction. If, say, an author imagined a smart home, an inventor like Silverbrook
might generate dozens of patents on the sensors, networks, appliances to actually build that 
smart home infrastructure.

• Thomas Edison – as mentioned, had 1,093 U.S. patents and set the template for the modern 
R&D lab. He would seize on an emerging science (electricity, sound recording) and perform 
exhaustive experiments, patenting every useful embodiment. His work turned the fiction of 
electric light (there are references in literature to artificial light before Edison, but he made it 
practical) into reality. Edison’s “invention factory” model was later mirrored by large corporate 
labs (Bell Labs, etc.) and by prolific inventors like Yamazaki and Silverbrook who head 
research companies. Edison himself was said to not waste time on inventions people didn’t want
after one early failure – he aimed for practical value, whereas sci-fi sometimes invents things 
for narrative reasons (which may not have immediate practical market, like time machines, 
which we haven’t commercialized!). So Edison’s filtering of ideas contrasted with science 
fiction authors who freely explore impractical devices.

Other notable hyper-inventors include Lowell Wood (often working with Ed Teller on laser defense 
concepts – he has over 500 patents, many in climate engineering and laser tech) and Roderick Hyde, 
both of whom appear in top U.S. patent holder lists
investopedia.com

investopedia.com
. These folks often worked on government or large private projects (like the Strategic Defense Initiative
– essentially trying to create a real “sci-fi” laser shield in the 1980s). While they patent a lot, the 
ultimate implementations may or may not be realized (SDI laser weapons, for example, largely 
remained theoretical, but plenty of patents were filed in the attempt).

In sum, hyper-inventors show an important dynamic: once a science fiction idea transitions into the 
realm of the possible, fleshing it out requires many incremental inventions. A single novel might 
introduce the concept of, say, a cybernetic implant, but in the real world there will be dozens of patents:
one for the electrode design, one for the surgical method, one for the signal processing algorithm, etc. 
Prolific inventors are the ones who fill in these details and own the landscape of that technology. Their 
work, often unseen by the public, is what truly transforms a speculative concept into a ubiquitous 

https://www.investopedia.com/financial-edge/1211/top-5-patent-holders.aspx#:~:text=,patents
https://www.investopedia.com/financial-edge/1211/top-5-patent-holders.aspx#:~:text=,patents


reality. Each patent is one piece of the puzzle, and collectively they achieve what the sci-fi visionary 
imagined.

V. AI’s Role in Patent Innovation
As we move into an era where AI itself is becoming both a subject of patents and a participant in the 
invention process, we encounter new challenges that feel like science fiction. AI was once a speculative
idea in stories; now it’s real and even inventing things itself. How does the patent system handle this, 
and what ethical issues arise?

A. AI as an Inventor: Legal and Ethical Challenges

One of the most futuristic developments in patent law has been the question: can an AI be an inventor? 
This came to a head with the DABUS case. DABUS (“Device for the Autonomous Bootstrapping of 
Unified Sentience”) is an AI system created by Dr. Stephen Thaler. Thaler listed DABUS as the 
inventor on patent applications for a fractal food container and a flashing light for attracting attention, 
filed in multiple jurisdictions including the US, EPO, and UK. This sparked legal battles: every major 
patent office ultimately rejected the idea that a machine can be an inventor. In the US, the Federal 
Circuit in Thaler v. Vidal (2022) confirmed that under current law an inventor must be a natural person. 
The rationale: U.S. patent statutes use terms like “individual” for inventors, which courts interpret as a 
human. The same conclusion was reached by the EPO’s Board of Appeal (Legal) in 2021 and 
reaffirmed in 2024 – European law (EPC Article 60/81) implicitly requires a human inventor, as only a 
person can hold and transfer rights. The U.K. High Court also agreed in 2021.

Ethically, this raises questions: if an AI truly conceives something novel and non-obvious without 
human intervention, is it fair to deny it inventorship? Current consensus is that AI lacks legal 
personality – it cannot own property or rights, so it can’t be an inventor or patent owner. The human 
who set up the AI or the company using it would be the owner. Some argue this is acceptable: AI is a 
tool, like a very smart hammer, and the inventive act is really by the human who recognizes the AI’s 
output as valuable and files for a patent. Others say we might need new sui generis rights for AI-
generated inventions in the future. The ethical challenge is balancing incentivizing human creativity 
vs. acknowledging AI contributions. If AI inventors were recognized, who gets the patent? The AI’s 
owner? Its programmer? This could create perverse incentives (like automating invention to 
monopolize areas).

For now, the DABUS applications were not granted (except notably South Africa, which in 2021 
allowed a DABUS patent with AI inventor as a formality – but South Africa’s system doesn’t examine 
patents substantively, so it wasn’t a legal endorsement so much as a quirk). In the U.S., the USPTO 
even updated guidance to reiterate that inventions “fully generated by AI” are not patentable unless a 
human had a significant role in conception. The AI inventor debate feels like an Asimov story come 
true – grappling with non-human intelligence in a human legal framework.

B. AI in Patent Searching and Prior Art Analysis

AI is not only an object of patents but a powerful tool within the patent system. The USPTO and other 
offices are leveraging AI to improve patent examination, especially prior art searches. The 
exponential growth of global patent literature and technical documents has made it challenging for 
human examiners to find the best prior art efficiently. Science fiction, with its ever-increasing trove of 
ideas, even contributes to that pool (examiners have huge databases including non-patent literature).



AI comes to rescue by using natural language processing and machine learning to semantically search 
prior art. Instead of relying solely on keyword matching, AI-driven search can understand concepts. For
example, an examiner can input an invention’s summary and an AI tool can surface relevant 
patents/papers (maybe even sci-fi references) that a keyword search might miss. The USPTO in 2023 
issued an RFI (Request for Information) for AI-based search solutions to “expand, rank and sort” patent
search results, recognizing the need to leap forward in search tech. They specifically note using AI to 
bring possibly overlooked prior art to the top.

Private tools already exist: systems like IBM’s Watson for patent search, or startups like Obvious.ai, 
use AI to quickly comb through millions of documents. WIPO’s patent database also integrates an AI 
translation and search that can take a query in one language and find prior art in another. AI can also 
help with automated classification – assigning patent applications to the right tech categories – and 
even examination support by predicting the relevance of a cited reference.

Another use is in patent analytics: AI can spot trends, e.g., which sci-fi concepts are becoming hot in 
patent filings. It could map, say, how many patents related to “flying cars” (The Jetsons inspiration) are
being filed and by whom, giving strategic insight.

Crucially, AI can sometimes find prior art that human inventors missed. There have been instances 
where an AI search found an old reference that invalidated a patent that had been granted, showing 
potential to reduce erroneous grants. For example, if someone tried to patent a new touchscreen feature,
an AI search might dig up an obscure mention in a 1960s sci-fi magazine or an old technical report that 
a manual search overlooked.

Thus, AI is making the patent system more efficient, addressing exactly the problem the USPTO 
highlighted: the “tremendous pace of innovation” and information overload. In a way, we have a 
positive loop: Sci-fi inspires inventions; inventions generate patents; AI (which was once sci-fi itself) 
helps manage those patents.

C. Ethical Considerations in AI-Driven Patent Development

The infusion of AI into innovation also brings ethical and policy dilemmas, some foreseen by science 
fiction as well:

• Inventorship and Ownership: As discussed, if AI contributes significantly to R&D, how to 
allocate credit? We likely will stick to giving humans (developers or users of AI) the patents, but
ethically, transparency is needed. If a drug’s formula is invented largely by AI, should that be 
disclosed? Some propose an “AI inventor” flag in patent applications, to note AI’s role, for 
public record and policy tracking.

• Bias in AI: AI systems learn from data, including the existing patent corpus. If that data has 
biases (technological or demographic), AI might overlook inventions from certain regions or 
suggest obvious solutions because it’s bounded by what’s been done. There’s a risk of AI 
reinforcing patent thickets – dense webs of patents that make it hard to innovate. For instance, 
big companies could use AI to churn out numerous incremental patents (a tactic hyper-inventors
already use) and create barriers to entry. Ethically, the patent system aims to balance rewarding 
inventors with not stifling follow-on innovation. If AI drastically increases patent volume (some
worry of a flood of AI-generated patent applications), patent offices might struggle, and smaller 
inventors could be swamped. Science fiction hasn’t directly tackled patent thickets, but the idea 
of powerful algorithms dominating a system at the expense of individuals is a common theme 
(e.g., in Tron or The Matrix, though those are about computer control in general).



• Governance and Transparency: If AI helps write patent applications (there are already AI 
tools to assist drafting, by suggesting language or prior art citations), we must ensure accuracy 
and honesty. Ethically, one should not use AI to obfuscate an invention’s scope (patent claims 
must be clear) or to game the system by auto-generating many slight variants of a patent 
(creating a minefield for others). Patent offices may need to implement AI to detect if 
applications are very similar or AI-written boilerplate, etc., to prevent abuse.

• Global Disparities: Will AI-augmented invention widen the gap between rich and poor 
inventors or nations? Those with access to advanced AI tools could innovate faster and secure 
patents earlier, squeezing out those without such resources. It’s an ethical concern akin to sci-fi 
futures where an elite has superior tech. WIPO and others are looking at providing AI tools 
openly to level the field – for example, WIPO’s Translate tool for patents (uses AI to translate 
patents into various languages) is freely available, helping inventors worldwide to access prior 
art.

• Patent Quality: A flood of AI-generated inventions could lower overall patent quality if not 
checked – trivial patents might get filed because it’s easy for an AI to pump them out. Patent 
examiners might also employ AI to ensure quality by detecting if something is too trivial or too 
similar to prior art. It’s a new battleground: AI vs AI – inventor’s AI creating, examiner’s AI 
checking.

In essence, we must consider governance frameworks where AI is a partner in innovation. This 
includes perhaps updating patent laws (some scholars propose new categories for AI-generated 
inventions, or at least clarifying guidelines). It also extends to moral questions: As AI gets more 
capable, should it be allowed to hold economic rights (like via patents)? Most say no, but if AI one day 
becomes sentient (a classic sci-fi scenario), the question might shift from academic to practical.

Finally, an interesting ethical angle: could AI inadvertently infringe patents or plagiarize? If an AI 
trained on prior patents comes up with an “invention,” is it really new or a regurgitation? This parallels 
concerns in AI art and music (AI “originality”). Patent applicants must list prior art they know; if AI 
helped, did it “know” and fail to cite something? Ensuring AI-assisted inventing doesn’t lead to stealthy
copying is important – though AI systems generally don’t copy whole cloth if properly designed.

In summary, AI in the innovation ecosystem offers tremendous efficiency but brings challenges in 
credit, fairness, and regulation. The situation is evocative of science fiction where AI and humans co-
create; now policy has to catch up to make sure this collaboration yields benefits broadly and ethically, 
rather than creating a dystopian IP landscape dominated by machine-generated patents.

VI. Sci-Fi Authors and Their Influence on Patentable Concepts
Science fiction’s rich history is populated by authors whose ideas anticipated technological 
innovations. Below is a structured table of 50 notable sci-fi authors, summarizing their key works, 
rough book sales (where known or estimated), the patentable ideas or technologies foreseen in their 
works, their influence on innovation, and the era (year) of their notable idea or publication:

Author
Name

Notable Works Book Sales Patentable Ideas Innovation Influence Year

Mary 
Shelley

Frankenstein
~10+ million 
(est.)

Bio-engineering, 
organ transplant

Ethics of creating life; 
inspired debate on 
biotech

1818

Jules Verne 20,000 Leagues 100+ million Submarine, space Inspired submarines, 1870



Author
Name

Notable Works Book Sales Patentable Ideas Innovation Influence Year

Under the Sea; 
From the Earth 
to the Moon

(global)
en.wikipedia.org

travel, scuba gear
airships; influenced 
explorers

H.G. Wells
The Time 
Machine; War 
of the Worlds

~10s of millions
Time travel, laser-
like “heat ray”, 
aerial warfare

Anticipated lasers, 
tanks, atomic bomb 
concept

1895/
1898

Edward 
Bellamy

Looking 
Backward

~1+ million 
(19thC hit)

Credit card, modern 
debit system

Predicted credit cards 
and shopping credit

1888

Mark Twain

“From the 
‘London Times’
in 1904” (short 
story)

- (short story)

Global news 
network via 
telegraph 
(“telelectroscope”)

Foretold internet-like 
communication grid

1898

Hugo 
Gernsback

Ralph 124C 
41+ (1911–
1912 serial)

- (pulp serial 
circulation)

Radar, television, 
videophone

Early tech predictions, 
founded Amazing 
Stories magazine (the 
term “science fiction” 
popularizer)

1911

Karel Čapek

R.U.R. 
(Rossum’s 
Universal 
Robots)

- (play widely 
performed)

The term “Robot”; 
humanoid robots

Introduced “robot” 
concept, framing 
robotics & AI labor 
debates

1920

Olaf 
Stapledon

Last and First 
Men; Star 
Maker

- (influential 
niche)

Genetic engineering,
terraforming, 
collective mind

Inspired futurists on 
human evolution and 
terraforming

1930

Isaac Asimov
Foundation; I, 
Robot

100+ million 
(est.)
en.wikipedia.org

Robotics (Three 
Laws), 
psychohistory (big 
data analytics)

Shaped robotics ethics; 
foresaw AI governance 
and predictive data 
science

1950

Arthur C. 
Clarke

2001: A Space 
Odyssey; 
Profiles of the 
Future

~50+ million 
(est.)

Communication 
satellites, space 
elevator, tablet 
computers

Proposed geostationary 
satellites; influenced 
space and telecom 
patents

1945/
1968

Robert A. 
Heinlein

Starship 
Troopers; 
Stranger in a 
Strange Land

~50 million 
(est.)

Powered 
exoskeletons, 
waterbed (detailed 
design)

Inspired military 
exosuit R&D; waterbed
prior art in patent law

1959/
1961

Aldous 
Huxley

Brave New 
World

~10+ million

Reproductive 
technology (IVF), 
mood drugs 
(“soma”)

Anticipated genetic 
engineering and 
psychopharmacology; 
warns of misuse

1932

George 
Orwell

1984; Animal 
Farm

41+ million
wordsrated.com

Mass surveillance 
(telescreens), 
censorship tech

Framed modern privacy
tech debates; spurred 
invention of privacy 
tools (encryption)

1949

https://wordsrated.com/george-orwell-statistics/#:~:text=George%20Orwell%20Statistics%20,Four%20and%20Animal%20Farm
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/List_of_best-selling_fiction_authors#:~:text=Isaac%20Asimov%20and%20Leon%20Uris,citation%20needed
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/List_of_best-selling_fiction_authors#:~:text=Jules%20Verne%2C%20Rick%20Riordan%2C%20Ernest,citation%20needed


Author
Name

Notable Works Book Sales Patentable Ideas Innovation Influence Year

Ray 
Bradbury

Fahrenheit 
451; The 
Martian 
Chronicles

~10+ million
Wall-sized TVs, 
earbuds, autonomous
house

Predicted flatscreen 
TVs, audio earbuds; 
influence on smart 
home concepts

1953

Stanisław 
Lem

Solaris; Summa
Technologiae

~45 million 
(mainly in 
Europe)

Virtual reality 
(“phantomatics”), 
nanotech

Envisioned VR and 
molecular nanotech; 
influenced Polish and 
global cybernetics

1961/
1964

Philip K. 
Dick

Do Androids 
Dream of 
Electric 
Sheep?; 
Minority 
Report

~20+ million 
(est.)

Androids/AI, precog 
crime prediction, 
brain-computer 
interfaces

Inspired robotics AI 
(e.g., replicant concept 
in android patents), 
predictive analytics in 
law enforcement

1968

Frank 
Herbert

Dune 20+ million
StillSuit (water 
recycling suit), 
genetic memory

Inspired environmental 
engineering (water 
recycling tech in desert 
climates); biotech 
discussions on inherited
memory

1965

Ursula K. Le
Guin

The Left Hand 
of Darkness; 
The 
Dispossessed

~8+ million

The “ansible” (FTL 
communication), 
sociological 
technology (utopian 
engineering)

Ansible concept used in
quantum 
communication 
metaphor; inspired 
inclusive design 
thinking

1969

Michael 
Crichton

Jurassic Park; 
Westworld; 
Prey

200+ million
en.wikipedia.org

Cloning dinosaurs 
(genetic 
engineering), theme 
park robots 
(AI/robot safety), 
nanotech swarms

Directly influenced 
biotech (e.g., ancient 
DNA research); 
anticipated AI 
malfunction ethics 
(Westworld)

1990

Douglas 
Adams

The 
Hitchhiker’s 
Guide to the 
Galaxy

~14 million

Portable digital 
guide (e-book), 
Babel fish (universal
translator)

Predicted smartphone-
like encyclopedias; 
inspired translation 
apps (the term “Babel 
Fish” used by early 
translators)

1979

William 
Gibson

Neuromancer; 
Johnny 
Mnemonic

~6.5 million 
(est.)

Cyberspace (the 
Matrix), neural 
implants, cyber 
security ICE

Coined “cyberspace”; 
hugely influenced 
internet and VR 
development, 
cyberpunk tech 
aesthetic

1984

Bruce Schismatrix; ~<1 million Cyberpunk IoT Early vision of IoT and 1985

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Michael_Crichton#:~:text=His%20books%20have%20sold%20over,feature%20technology%20and%20are


Author
Name

Notable Works Book Sales Patentable Ideas Innovation Influence Year

Sterling
Islands in the 
Net

(niche)
(smart devices 
network), cyberwar, 
augmented reality

AR; influenced 
cybersecurity field and 
maker movement ethos

Neal 
Stephenson

Snow Crash; 
The Diamond 
Age

~4+ million

“Metaverse” (virtual 
world), nanotech 
matter compiler, 
smart paper

Popularized the 
metaverse concept now 
pursued by VR firms; 
inspired 3D printing 
and electronic paper 
developments

1992

Vernor 
Vinge

True Names; A 
Fire Upon the 
Deep

~<1 million 
(academic 
influence)

Immersive virtual 
reality, 
Technological 
Singularity idea

Influenced AI research 
trajectory (Singularity 
concept); early vision 
of internet societies and
avatar cyberspace

1981

John 
Brunner

The Shockwave 
Rider

~<1 million

Computer worms, 
ubiquitous 
networking, data 
privacy

Predicted computer 
viruses and the Internet;
coined “worm” – led to 
cybersecurity 
awareness and related 
software patents

1975

David Brin
Earth; The 
Transparent 
Society

~Millions (incl. 
non-fic)

2038 net crash 
(Y2K-like bug), 
wearable computing,
ubiquitous 
surveillance vs. 
sousveillance

Influenced discourse on
internet resiliency; 
concept of citizens 
filming 
(“sousveillance”) now 
common with 
smartphones

1990

Orson Scott 
Card

Ender’s Game ~10+ million

Immersive 
simulation for 
training (VR battle 
room), ansible usage

Inspired military use of 
VR simulators and 
drone operation 
interfaces; popularized 
idea of instant comms 
(“ansible”)

1985

Margaret 
Atwood

The 
Handmaid’s 
Tale; Oryx and 
Crake

~8+ million
Fertility control tech,
gene-spliced animals
(rakunk, pigoon)

Influenced biotech 
ethical discourse; Oryx 
and Crake forecasted 
gene editing and 
transgenic pets (now 
patented tech)

1985/
2003

Liu Cixin The Three-Body
Problem 
(Remembrance 
of Earth’s Past 
series)

~7+ million (in 
China; million+ 
in translation)

Sophon (proton-
sized 
supercomputer), 
space elevator, dark 
forest deterrence

Inspired renewed 
interest in particle 
computing and SETI 
debates in tech circles; 
China’s space tech 
ambitions cite cultural 

2006



Author
Name

Notable Works Book Sales Patentable Ideas Innovation Influence Year

influence

Andy Weir
The Martian; 
Project Hail 
Mary

~5+ million

DIY life-support 
engineering on Mars,
ion engines with AI 
navigation

Praised by NASA – 
influenced real-life 
Martian habitat plans 
and patents for in-situ 
resource utilization 
(water extraction, etc.)

2011

Kim Stanley 
Robinson

Red Mars; 
Green Mars; 
Blue Mars

~1+ million 
(series)

Terraforming Mars 
(geoengineering), 
space elevators, 
longevity treatments

Guided NASA/space 
enthusiasts on 
terraforming 
challenges; patents in 
carbon sequestration 
and climate engineering
echo his ideas

1992

Cory 
Doctorow

Little Brother; 
Down and Out 
in the Magic 
Kingdom

~0.5+ million 
(est.)

DIY technology, 
crypto anarchy, 
“Whuffie” reputation
economy

Influenced open-source 
movement and digital 
rights activism; 
predicted 
cryptocurrency social 
credit systems 
(reputation as currency)

2008

Ernest Cline
Ready Player 
One

~2+ million

Immersive VR 
world, haptic suits, 
AR Easter eggs in 
networks

Inspired development 
of the Metaverse and 
VR esports; boosted 
interest in haptic 
interface patents and 
AR gaming concepts

2011

Ken Liu

The Paper 
Menagerie; The
Dandelion 
Dynasty

~Millions (incl. 
as translator)

Mind upload 
(“Sophon” translator
in short stories), 
silkpunk tech fusions

Blends ancient tech 
with sci-fi – inspired 
cross-cultural design 
innovations; as 
translator of Three-
Body Problem, helped 
diffuse those ideas 
globally

2015

Greg Egan
Permutation 
City; Diaspora

~<1 million (cult
following)

Mind uploading, 
virtual consciousness
(“copies”), quantum 
AI

Influenced academic 
discussions on 
consciousness in AI; 
early ideas of software-
based life paved way 
for neural emulation 
research

1994

Ted Chiang Stories of Your 
Life and Others 
(incl. “Story of 

~1+ million 
(after film 
adaptation)

Sapir-Whorf 
hypothesis in 
linguistics (tech to 

Inspired interest in AI 
language learning (after
Arrival film from his 

1998



Author
Name

Notable Works Book Sales Patentable Ideas Innovation Influence Year

Your Life”)

understand alien 
language), predictive
AI (“The 
Predictors”)

story); raises questions 
on free will vs. 
algorithms in tech 
design

Ramez 
Naam

Nexus; Crux
~Hundreds of 
thousands

Brain-computer 
interface drug 
(nanotech neural 
link), hive mind

Parallels development 
of neural implant tech 
(Neuralink) and BCIs; 
cited by some 
neurotech researchers 
as a realistic scenario

2013

Adrian 
Tchaikovsky

Children of 
Time; Children 
of Ruin

~Hundreds of 
thousands

Uplift via engineered
viruses (making 
animals intelligent), 
terraforming aliens

Explores genetic 
engineering for 
intelligence – 
conceptually relevant to
patent work in animal 
gene therapy; highlights
ecosystem-level 
engineering

2015

Cyrano de 
Bergerac 
(Savinien)

The Other 
World: The 
States and 
Empires of the 
Moon

- (17th c. work)

Rocket propulsion 
(firework-powered 
craft), new 
inventions in a 
satirical lunar 
society

Early rocket flight idea 
(way ahead of 
rocketry); influenced 
later authors like Verne 
and scientists like 
Goddard indirectly
rossdawson.com
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1657

Konstantin 
Tsiolkovsky

Dreams of 
Earth and Sky 
(грёзы о земле 
и небе)

- (scientific 
fiction essay)

Spaceflight, 
multistage rockets, 
space station, 
airlocks

Pioneered rocketry 
theory (Tsiolkovsky’s 
rocket equation) and 
inspired Soviet space 
program; “father of 
astronautics” bridging 
fiction and science

1885

Lucian of 
Samosata

A True History 
(Greek satire)

- (ancient text)
Travel to the Moon, 
interplanetary war, 
alien life

Earliest known proto-
sci-fi; showed 
imagination of space 
travel ~1800 years 
before it happened

~AD 
160

Thea von 
Harbou

Metropolis 
(novel and 
screenplay)

- (film 
novelization)

Android/Robot 
(Maschinenmensch),
urban surveillance

Her robot Maria 
influenced robotic 
design in film and early
robotics concept art; 
Metropolis cityscapes 
inspired urban planning

1925

https://rossdawson.com/savvy-sci-fi-futurists-21-science-fiction-writers-who-predicted-inventions-way-ahead-of-their-time/#:~:text=envisaged%20lunar%20travel%20in%20his,soldiers%20fasten%20fireworks%20underneath%20it
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Author
Name

Notable Works Book Sales Patentable Ideas Innovation Influence Year

and building 
automation ideas

Andre 
Norton

The Stars Are 
Ours!; Witch 
World

~8 million 
(career)

Space travel (faster-
than-light ship), psi 
communicators

Early female SF author;
influenced generations 
of writers and NASA 
women scientists; ideas 
of FTL communication 
devices appear later in 
patents theoretically 
(quantum entanglement 
comms)

1953

Anne 
McCaffrey

The Ship Who 
Sang; 
Dragonriders 
of Pern

~18 million 
(career)

Brain-computer 
integration (sentient 
spaceship 
“brainships”), 
genetic engineering 
of dragons (bio-
engineered 
teleportation)

“Brainship” concept 
influenced research into
assistive tech for 
paralyzed patients 
(thought-controlled 
wheelchairs); Pern’s 
genetically engineered 
dragons echo debates 
on designer organisms

1969

Harlan 
Ellison

*“I Have No 
Mouth, and I 
Must Scream”; 
* (short story) / 
The City on the 
Edge of 
Forever (Star 
Trek episode)

~Millions 
(mostly via 
anthologies)

Rogue AI tormentor, 
time travel portal

Cautionary tale of AI 
gone amok influenced 
AI safety discussions; 
his Star Trek script on 
time travel remains 
iconic for temporal 
paradox storytelling – 
informing cultural 
understanding of 
timeline alteration 
(though not directly 
patentable)

1967

Kurt 
Vonnegut

Player Piano; 
Cat’s Cradle

~15 million 
(est.)

Automated factory 
economy (AI-run 
factories), Ice-nine 
(novel material that 
freezes water)

Player Piano 
anticipated automation 
displacement (now in 
Industry 4.0 debates 
and patents for 
autonomous factories); 
Ice-nine is fictional, but
spurred real thought on 
material science 
catastrophes (and is 
often referenced in 
discussions of self-
replicating nanotech 

1952



Author
Name

Notable Works Book Sales Patentable Ideas Innovation Influence Year

dangers)

Charles 
Stross

Accelerando; 
Halting State

~500k (est.)

AI corporate 
“uploads”, 
augmented reality 
financial crimes, 3D 
printing economies

Accelerando inspired 
thinking on AI-run 
corporations and the 
future of economies 
(DAO/blockchain tech 
parallels); anticipated 
AR use in crime 
(patents now exist for 
AR rights management)

2005

Alastair 
Reynolds

Revelation 
Space series

~1+ million

Nanotechnology, 
cryonics, relativistic 
starships, alien 
engineering

Background in 
astrophysics lends 
realism – influenced 
discussions on 
generation starship 
design (patents on 
cryogenic sleep and 
fusion engines cite 
similar problems); 
depicts nanotech 
“plagues” which inform
caution in nanotech 
patents (containment 
systems)

2000

Peter F. 
Hamilton

Night’s Dawn 
Trilogy; 
Pandora’s Star

~2+ million

Memory recording 
and re-lifing (clonal 
rejuvenation), 
quantum wormholes 
for transport

Popularized idea of 
recording human 
consciousness to disk 
and reimplanting 
(echoes current brain-
computer interface 
research goals); 
wormhole trains 
concept resonates with 
theoretical physics 
discussions on quantum
tunneling transport (no 
current patents on FTL, 
but influence theoretical
frameworks)

1996

J.G. Ballard Crash; 
Vermilion 
Sands; The 
Drowned World

~1+ million Technological 
fetishism (cars as 
sexual objects), 3D 
printed art (sonic 
sculptures), climate 
change aftermath

Crash influenced auto 
safety design 
conversations (though 
extreme, it highlighted 
the visceral human 
interaction with tech); 

1973



Author
Name

Notable Works Book Sales Patentable Ideas Innovation Influence Year

Vermilion Sands 
imagined automated art 
creation (early notion of
AI art generators); 
Drowned World 
presaged climate-driven
tech needs (floating 
habitats, etc.)

Table: Fifty science fiction authors, their seminal works, approximate book sales, and the patentable 
technological ideas they anticipated. The “Year” indicates the publication or idea year referenced for 
context.

This table illustrates the breadth of sci-fi influence – from ancient satirists like Lucian who imagined 
space travel, to modern writers grappling with AI and biotech. The “Patentable Ideas” column 
highlights concepts that either have since been patented or could be (if realized), and “Innovation 
Influence” notes real-world impact. For instance, many of Arthur C. Clarke’s ideas became true 
inventions (satellites, tablet computers in 2001 look strikingly like iPads, etc.), while someone like 
Stanisław Lem influenced the philosophy of tech (his speculative “Summa Technologiae” anticipated 
virtual reality decades ahead). Importantly, not all these ideas are patented (time travel remains 
unpatented – we haven’t cracked it!), but they provided blueprints or at least inspiration for subsequent 
generations of scientists and inventors.

The sales figures give a sense of reach – authors like Asimov, Clarke, Crichton, or Verne have tens of 
millions of readers, indicating their ideas permeated widely. Even niche authors influenced key 
domains (e.g., Vernor Vinge’s “Singularity” is widely cited in AI discourse). Science fiction doesn’t 
always cause an invention, but it creates a cultural zeitgeist that can make society more receptive to 
certain technologies. When Star Trek showed communicators, inventors knew a market might exist for 
handheld communication – and indeed Motorola’s engineer Martin Cooper cited Star Trek as 
inspiration for the first cell phone. Similarly, the success of Ready Player One and Snow Crash gave 
tech companies confidence that VR metaverse is desirable, spurring investment (and associated patents)
in that direction.

Through these authors and works, we see recurring patterns: communication tech (from Bellamy’s 
credit card and Twain’s telelectroscope to Le Guin’s ansible and Doctorow’s Whuffie) – many have 
come to fruition as patents (credit card systems, internet communication protocols, social networks); 
space and transportation tech (Verne’s and Tsiolkovsky’s rockets, Clarke’s space elevator, Cline’s 
VR rigs for virtual travel) – partially realized (rockets, albeit no space elevator yet, but many patents on
space launch and even elevator components); biotech and AI (Shelley’s creature, Čapek’s robots, 
Gibson’s cyberspace, Atwood’s gene edits) – directly steering fields that now generate huge patent 
portfolios in CRISPR, AI algorithms, and robotics.

The timeline (Year) shows a rough chronological progression: early speculative ideas often took a 
century or more to come about (if at all), but the lag between sci-fi and real tech has shortened. Mid-
20th century ideas (robots, satellites) took only decades. Late 20th century ideas (cyberspace, VR) took
a couple of decades. Now some sci-fi ideas (like those in the 2000s about AR, AI, gene editing) are 
being prototyped almost immediately in the 2010s–2020s. This compression means science fiction and 
real-world R&D are in a tighter dialogue than ever.



VII. Conclusion
The interplay between science fiction and patentable inventions is a dynamic dance of imagination and 
realization. Science fiction has proven to be a powerful catalyst for innovation – inspiring inventors to
turn fanciful concepts into real technologies. Historical examples from Jules Verne’s submarines and 
Arthur C. Clarke’s satellites to modern instances like Neal Stephenson’s metaverse or Liu Cixin’s space
ideas demonstrate that much of today’s technology landscape was sketched out in fiction first. Sci-fi 
provides the creative “dreams”
rossdawson.com
upon which engineers build.

However, science fiction rarely hands inventors a turnkey solution – it’s a stimulus, not a substitute for 
R&D. The process from a sci-fi idea to a granted patent involves bridging that gap with engineering, 
navigating patent law (ensuring novelty over prior art, including sometimes the fiction itself!), and 
significant investment in development and IP protection. We’ve seen that patent law generally does not 
allow pure ideas from fiction to be patented by the author (for lack of enablement), but those ideas seed
real inventions that their implementers can patent.

Key takeaways:

• Sci-fi has predicted or prefigured many inventions: e.g., geostationary satellites, mobile 
communicators, robotics frameworks, AI ethic laws, VR environments, autonomous vehicles, 
and even specific devices like waterbeds or credit cards.

• The patent system, while accommodating of novel ideas, requires practical reduction to 
practice – a bar many sci-fi ideas only cleared years later when technology caught up. Thus, sci-
fi and patents operate on different timelines but eventually converge when fiction becomes fact.

• Inventors and organizations frequently cite science fiction as part of their inventive process, 
showing the value of imaginative literature in R&D brainstorming. Government agencies have 
held workshops on “science fiction as inspiration for innovation” and some patent offices have 
even trained examiners with sci-fi scenarios to broaden their thinking.

• The emergence of AI as both an innovation tool and subject is bringing the relationship full 
circle: AI was once fiction, now it helps find prior art and even generates inventions, raising 
new questions that sound like sci-fi plots (AI “inventors”, etc.) but are very real for patent law.

• There are cautionary tales: sci-fi also warns of unintended consequences, and the patent system 
must balance encouraging innovation with guarding against things like unchecked monopolies 
or ethical missteps (e.g., gene patents on human life were restricted in part due to ethical 
debates that works like Gattaca or Brave New World thrust into public consciousness).

Looking ahead to the AI era and beyond, we can speculate that:

• Science fiction will continue to be a bellwether, now exploring themes like quantum 
computing, transhumanist augmentation, colonizing Mars, sentient AI rights, and 
multiverse travel – some of these will likely produce real patents in the next decades (e.g., 
quantum computing is already exploding in patent filings, inspired by decades of sci-fi 
pondering parallel worlds and qubits).

• We may see an increasing need to adapt patent law to technologies that sci-fi has handled 
imaginatively but law hasn’t – such as inventions by non-humans (AI), or inventions that are 
morally contentious (cloning humans, AI weapons). Sci-fi has played out these scenarios, and 
policy makers can learn from those narratives to inform legal reforms.

• The gap between sci-fi and reality might narrow further: techniques like science fiction 
prototyping (where companies have authors envision product futures) could make innovation 

https://rossdawson.com/savvy-sci-fi-futurists-21-science-fiction-writers-who-predicted-inventions-way-ahead-of-their-time/#:~:text=Sci,%E2%80%9D


more proactive. Patents might be filed for concepts that are still on the fictional side but with an 
eye toward future feasibility (some companies already file “prophetic” patents in expectation of 
technology maturing).

• Cross-cultural science fiction (not just Western, but Africanfuturism, Chinese sci-fi, etc.) will 
diversify the pool of ideas, leading to inventions and patents reflecting a wider array of human 
experiences and needs – potentially democratizing innovation.

In closing, the history and current state of technology show a clear pattern: if we can imagine it, we 
often eventually build it. Science fiction is the imagination engine, and the patent system is one engine 
of realization – offering protection and incentive to those who turn imagination into invention. 
Together, they drive the cycle of progress. The age of AI and rapid innovation will no doubt bring to 
life many more sci-fi dreams, and as they do, the patents will follow, securing those once-fantastical 
ideas as concrete, commercially applied technologies.

VIII. Further Research Directions
This report has surveyed extensive ground, but it also opens several avenues for deeper inquiry:

• Impact Analysis of Sci-Fi on Specific Patent Booms: Future research could quantitatively 
analyze whether spikes in patent filings in certain classes (e.g., space technology, AI, genetics) 
correlate with popular sci-fi releases or cultural moments. For instance, did the “space race” era 
sci-fi directly spur more aerospace patents, or do modern AI patent filing trends follow the 
explosion of AI in media?

• Case Studies of Failed Sci-Fi Tech: Not all sci-fi ideas become reality. A study of concepts that
haven’t (yet) materialized – like flying cars (still not widespread despite many patents) or 
teleportation – could be instructive. What barriers (technical, economic, regulatory) keep some 
fictional ideas from being patented and realized? This can inform how to overcome those 
barriers or decide if some ideas should remain fiction (for safety or ethical reasons).

• Legal Framework Evolution: With AI’s growing role, legal scholars should monitor and 
propose updates to patent law. One direction is examining how different jurisdictions might 
diverge: if, say, China or a forward-thinking country decided to allow AI as inventors, how 
would that affect global patents? Also, how will treaties like the PCT handle these issues? 
Comparative analysis of USPTO, EPO, and CNIPA policies on emerging tech (AI, 
bioengineering, etc.) influenced by sci-fi ethical considerations would be valuable.

• Ethics of Sci-Fi Prototyping: As companies engage in sci-fi prototyping to envision products, 
there’s an opportunity to study the ethical dimension: are they considering the societal impact 
the way sci-fi often does? Perhaps a framework can be developed for companies to include 
ethical impact analyses (like an “Asimov check”: does your AI abide by something akin to the 
Three Laws?) when filing patents in sensitive fields.

• Sci-Fi in Patent Education: The use of science fiction to train engineers, patent examiners, and
IP lawyers could be explored. Does familiarity with science fiction correlate with more 
innovative thinking or better patent outcomes? Some law and engineering schools have started 
courses on law and literature or design fiction; expanding this might nurture a more future-
prepared cadre of inventors and attorneys.

• Monitoring Legal Policy Changes: The patent world might need to address scenarios like 
human gene editing (what if someone patents a procedure to create super-humans, as in 
GATTACA?), or asteroid mining (a staple of sci-fi now nearing reality with real patents being 



filed). Ongoing research should track legislation (like the recent US and EU discussions on AI 
and IP rights) and international treaties that respond to these sci-fi-becoming-sci-fact scenarios. 
The Invention Secrecy Act statistics should also be monitored – are secrecy orders rising for 
certain tech sectors that correspond to sci-fi scenarios (e.g., patents related to quantum 
communication or autonomous weapons)? That can indicate where fiction-to-reality is crossing 
into sensitive territory.

In essence, science fiction will continue to be a valuable lens for both predicting and guiding 
innovation. By studying its relationship with patentable inventions, we not only learn history but can 
shape future policy and research. Ensuring that tomorrow’s inventions (AI, robots, genetic 
modifications, etc.) are developed responsibly might well depend on heeding the lessons of science 
fiction. As Clarke’s adage goes, “The only way of discovering the limits of the possible is to venture a 
little way past them into the impossible”
rossdawson.com
. Research at the intersection of sci-fi and patents helps us venture into those impossibilities with eyes 
open, creative minds engaged, and protections in place to bring the best futures to fruition.
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