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Abstract
This paper embarks on a methodical exploration of TVTropes.org, a comprehensive crowd-
sourced wiki that documents storytelling conventions across various forms of media, with a
special focus on representations of artificial intelligence and future scenarios. The study delineates
the multifaceted nature of the platform, asserting that its offerings extend beyond mere television
tropes, and explores its potent applicability for futurists and scholars. Through the strategic
application of web scraping and data analysis, this research quantifies diverse aspects of science
fiction media and the embedded tropes therein. The paper underscores the pivotal role of tropes
in shaping societal perceptions and influencing discourse, particularly in the realm of futuristic
thinking, using instances such as the impact of “The Terminator” franchise on military strategic
thinking as a case study. Furthermore, the research engages in a quantitative analysis of trope
density and frequency within science fiction works, offering a nuanced understanding and un-
covering patterns in storytelling conventions. This study thus offers a foundational framework for
understanding, categorizing, and analyzing the influential images of the future that permeate
today’s media environment, thereby providing a valuable resource for futurists, researchers, and
media scholars in their respective endeavors.
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Introduction

Within the field of futures studies, the intersection
of futures methods and science fiction is a fre-
quent topic of discussion. For many futurists and
foresight practitioners, science fiction serves as an
inspiration, a tool for stretching peoples’ imagi-
nations, or a literary genre worthy of analyzing
for insights into how futures work can be more
influential or engaging. The following hopes to
build on the long tradition in the futures field of
digging into science fiction for new ideas, but by
paying special and focused attention to tropes.

While Raven and Elahi covered the benefits
of applying narratology to the shaping of fu-
tures outputs (Raven and Elahi 2015) and this
research deals with tropes, a topic typically
reserved for narratology, the paper does not
focus on the tropes typically explored by the

1Zendesk, San Francisco, CA, USA

Corresponding Author:
Simeon Spearman, Zendesk, 989 Market St, San Francisco
94103-1612, CA, USA.
Email: srspear@gmail.com

https://us.sagepub.com/en-us/journals-permissions
https://doi.org/10.1177/19467567241253119
https://journals.sagepub.com/home/wfr
https://orcid.org/0009-0005-8693-8634
mailto:srspear@gmail.com
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1177%2F19467567241253119&domain=pdf&date_stamp=2024-05-12


literary tradition, such as metaphor, irony,
synecdoche, or how to deploy them in crafting
more effective narratives in futures outputs.
Instead, it focuses on the database of tropes
generated by the community at TVTropes.org.
While not focused on how TVTropes.org fits
within narratology, the paper does hope to give
the futures community more concrete exposure
to the depth and breadth of futures-oriented
tropes and media available on TVTropes.org.

While the idea of science fiction “tropes”
has come up in the futures literature in the past,
a comprehensive engagement with science
fiction and speculative fiction tropes is cur-
rently lacking. The following research hopes to
provide the following:

· An introduction to TVTropes.org and its
applicability to futures studies

· An overview of using web scraping to
pull information from TVTropes.org for
analysis

· An initial mapping of the science fiction
tropesphere onTVTropes.org by looking at
science fiction media on the site and
speculative fiction and technology tropes.

· An example of how to use TVTropes.org
data to compare two works of science
fiction

Why TVTropes.org

TVTropes.org is a community wiki created in
2004 to document storytelling conventions
people had been discussing and debating online
before the site’s creation. While the site’s name
may lead people to believe it focuses on sto-
rytelling conventions and cliches strictly on
television, it covers a wide range of media
types and pages that document instances of
these tropes bleeding over into the “real world.”

Given this paper’s attempts to situate
TVTropes.org in conversations about how
narratology can be beneficial to futures studies,
it is worth pointing out how TVTropes.org
defines a trope as “a conceptual figure of
speech, a storytelling shorthand for a concept
that the audience will recognize and understand
instantly” (Trope n.d.). TVTropes.org also

provides a great resource, the “Playing with a
Trope” page,1 for those curious about different
ways to use tropes in storytelling.

While TVTropes.org is a community wiki
that may deviate from strict definitions of a
trope, Rughini provides an overview of where
TVTropes.org, in particular, fits within the
citizen science space and demonstrates that the
community of practice on TVTropes.org con-
ducts a variety of qualitative work that other
academic fields can build upon (Rughiniş
2016).

Studies of TVTropes.org have been taken up
by different disciplines, namely computer
science, for use in machine learning to auto-
mate the generation of stories. While this paper
is not interested in using TVTropes.org to
automate the writing of futures narratives, the
paper does seek to do some of the mappings of
the science fiction tropesphere, a general
overview of the tropes and media within a
network (Garcı́a-Sánchez et al. 2021), but us-
ing a more conservative methodology.

TVTropes has also been acknowledged
within the futures community as a potential
means of understanding the myriad reading
protocols of science fiction (Raven and Elahi
2015), and this paper attempts to map the
footprint of science fiction within TVTrope-
s.org to help non-science fiction readers begin
to understand the nuances that can exist within
some of the more familiar tropes associated
with the genre.

Most pages on TVTropes.org contain in-
formation about either a trope or a creative
work. Readers are introduced to the trope and
its definition on trope pages, with some ex-
amples littered throughout. The remainder of
the page allows readers to browse a list of
works in which that trope occurs. The pages of
creative works are structured similarly: a brief
introduction of the work but instead followed
by a list of tropes that occur within the work.

By counting the number of works listed on
an individual trope’s page, we can get a raw
number of how frequently that trope has oc-
curred within media according to TVTrope-
s.org’s community of contributors. Tropes with
higher frequency can be assumed to be more

Spearman 123



widespread and, therefore, have a higher
probability of being encountered by people as
part of their regular media consumption habits.
Alternately, by counting the tropes listed on an
individual work’s page, we can get a raw
number for how densely packed that work is
with storytelling conventions and cliches.
Works with a high density of tropes can be rich
avenues for seeing how multiple storytelling
conventions can come together in a story or
image of the future.

Counting these attributes on a trope-by-
trope or work-by-work basis can be enjoy-
able when wanting to dive deep into a specific
topic or work, which we will explore later.
However, we can also aggregate the individual
page counts to get an expanded view of trope
frequency or density across the science fiction
corpus documented by the community on
TVTropes.org.

Methodology

The study begins by looking at the structure of
webpages hosted on TVTropes.org. Due to
using wiki software to manage content on the
site, pages tend to follow a very similar
structure. The structure of the site also provides
consistency in how URLs are structured; for
example, pages that focused on tropes are al-
ways housed on URLs that follow the structure
- https://tvtropes.org/pmwiki/pmwiki.php/
Main/[TropeName] - while works’ URLs are
based on the medium, such as https://tvtropes.
org/pmwiki/pmwiki.php/Film/[FilmName] for
films and https://tvtropes.org/pmwiki/pmwiki.
php/Literature/[Title] for literature. Due to the
tendency for sci-fi media to be adapted across
mediums (book to film, video game to film,
video game to book, etc), this URL structure
allows for the differentiation of the presence or
absence of tropes within a story based on
medium. For example, there are pages for the
novel Dune, each of the film adaptations of
Dune, as well as the 1992 video game adap-
tation of Dune.

For the purposes of this research, one wants
to pull three types of information from a page: a
list of tropes associated with a work, a list of

works associated with a trope, or a list of works
associated with a medium. Each trope, works,
and index page uses unordered lists to aggre-
gate a main list of links to examples of the trope
in different works or examples of tropes con-
tained within a specific work. If we view the
source for a trope’s page, we could take down a
list of all URLs on that page that follow the
URL convention for works that we noted above
(https://tvtropes.org/pmwiki/pmwiki.php/
Literature/, https://tvtropes.org/pmwiki/
pmwiki.php/Film/, etc). By taking the sum of
all links that follow that structure, we get the
number of example works associated with the
trope. We could also take the sum of only a
specific subset of URLs, like only URLs
linking to films, and take that as the number of
examples of films associated with the trope. By
specifically targeting URLs to works of media,
and the anchor tags within the html in partic-
ular, this method reduces the risk of errors that
could be introduced by using regular expres-
sions that try to match text.

We can conduct a similar exercise when
counting the number of tropes associated with a
work. By looking at the source of a work’s list
of examples of tropes, we can count the number
of URLs that follow the structure – https://
tvtropes.org/pmwiki/pmwiki.php/Main/
[TropeName] – to get the number of tropes
associated with the work. Unfortunately, trope
pages are not the only pages that follow that
URL structure, and other issues arise due to the
presence of index links at the bottom of each
trope and works page that introduce URLs that
have a similar structure but are actually unas-
sociated with the work. Due to the common use
of this URL structure and the presence of
multiple indices in the index section of each
page, there is also a higher risk of duplicate
links to trope pages being present, requiring an
additional cleanup phase to remove duplicates
so that the final counts only contain the number
of unique tropes listed on the page.

The following set of pages formed the
science fiction tropesphere for this study:

· Two lists contained on the “Science
Fiction” main page:
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a. Fifteen Science Fiction “medium”

pages: Science Fiction Animated
Films, Science Fiction Anime &
Manga, Science Fiction Comic
Books, Science Fiction Fanfic, Sci-
ence Fiction Films, Science Fiction
Literature, Science Fiction Podcasts,
Science Fiction Radio, Science Fic-
tion Series, Science Fiction Tabletop
Games, Science Fiction Video
Games, Science Fiction Visual
Novels, Science Fiction Web Origi-
nals, Science Fiction Webcomics,
and Science Fiction Western
Animation.

b. Twenty-five Science Fiction “sub-
genre” pages: Alien Works, Alien
Invasion, Apocalyptic and Post-
Apocalyptic Fiction, Cyberpunk,
Cyberpunk for Flavor, Kaiju, Mecha
Show, Military Science Fiction,
Mutant Media, New Wave Science
Fiction, New Weird, Pastoral Sci-
ence Fiction, Planetary Romance,
Post-Cyberpunk, Punk Punk, Real
Robot Genre, Robot and AI Works,
Science Fantasy, Sci-Fi Horror,
Space Opera, Space Western,
Steampunk, Super Robot Genre,
Transhumans in Space, and Video
Game Stories.

· Speculative fiction tropes index:
a. This page is inclusive of not only

science fiction tropes but also other
speculative fiction genres such as
horror and fantasy. The reason for
using this page is that it is the most
exhaustive list of tropes consistent
within science fiction while also
providing space for capturing tropes
that, while associated with other
genres, may have consistent themes
as they relate to the speculative arts.

· Futuristic tech index
b. The Futuristic Tech Index page

contains a list of futuristic tech
tropes as well as a list of subcate-
gories. For the sake of the study, we
pulled the list of tropes from both

the primary index page and the
subcategory pages.

b. The 12 Futuristic Tech Index sub-
categories are Autonomous and
Artificial Appendage Index, Faster
than Light Index, Magical Com-
puter, Mecha Tropes, Our Clones
Are Identical, Radioactive Tropes,
Ranged Energy Attack Tropes,
Robot Roll Call, Spacecraft, Tele-
portation Tropes, Time Travel
Tropes, and Transhuman.

Due to the consistency in the site URLs and
the HTML structure of each page, web scraping
tools can pull the aggregated information
across all of the works and tropes within these
pages focused on science fiction and specula-
tive fiction.

Selecting a Web Scraping Tool

All attempts at this research used Python as the
primary programming language due to its
proven efficacy in extracting web content and
data analysis and exporting. Numerical oper-
ations performed on the data relied on Python’s
native math functions and the numpy and
pandas libraries. ChatGPT’s GPT-4 model was
used to recommend and troubleshoot code
throughout the process to make up for any
limitations in the author’s coding skills.

For web scraping, the Scrapy library was
used to build web spiders to extract the rel-
evant information described above. The
extracted data was added to a CSV file con-
taining the name of the trope or work in one
column and the URL for that item in the other
column. We can then use a spider to visit each
URL stored in the spreadsheet to pull the
examples of tropes or works listed on that
page and the URLs to each. Hence, we have
them as a reference and then have the spider
add the total number of examples provided
and add those to a “count” column in the CSV.
By pulling the list of works or tropes from
each page, we can double-check the counts
later by manual counting, or we can quickly
double-check that a work was pulled from the
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page by searching within the contents of that
cell.

The process is repeated for each of the
medium pages to get a comprehensive list of
tropes associated with each work by medium.
The same process is then repeated for the
speculative fiction tropes index and the futur-
istic tech index and its subcategories to get a list
of works associated with each trope contained
in those indices.

As mentioned, some data cleanup is re-
quired after extraction, such as pages that split
examples across multiple subpages and pages
that mention works or tropes multiple times,
leading to overcounting, but one the cleanup
steps are finished, the CSVs are ready for
analysis.2

Ethical Considerations of Web Scraping

When employing web scraping techniques, as
exemplified by the use of the Scrapy frame-
work in our study, it is crucial to address the
ethical considerations and compliance aspects.
Web scraping, while a powerful tool for data
collection, intersects with several ethical and
legal issues, primarily related to data privacy,
website integrity, and intellectual property
rights.

· Adherence to robots.txt Files: A funda-
mental aspect of ethical web scraping
practices involves respecting the direc-
tives specified in the robots.txt file of a
website. In our study, Scrapy was con-
figured to comply with these directives
(‘ROBOTSTXT_OBEY’: True), ensur-
ing that our data collection process did
not infringe upon the website’s desig-
nated scraping policies.

· Managing Server Load: To mitigate any
potential negative impact on the target
website’s server, measures were taken to
prevent overloading. This was achieved
through the implementation of a down-
load delay (‘DOWNLOAD_DELAY’:
2).

· Data Privacy and Use: In the context
of data privacy, especially when

dealing with personally identifiable in-
formation (PII), ethical considerations
are paramount. Our study, however, fo-
cuses on publicly available data that does
not include PII, thus mitigating privacy
concerns.

A Quantitative Exploration of
Science Fiction Media and Tropes
on TVTropes.org

TVTropes.org also has pages that are neither
tropes nor works of media; another type of page
is an “Index” page that lists all of the works or
tropes that fit specific criteria. For example, the
“Speculative Fiction Tropes” page indexes all
the tropes users have categorized as speculative
fiction on the site. Another page, “Futuristic
Tech Index,” provides an index of tropes re-
lated to futuristic technology.

Using the “Futuristic Tech Index” page, we
can count the number of tropes related to fu-
turistic tech on the site. The Futuristic Tech Index
page itself already has a list of tropes, but the page
also contains a list of futuristic tech subcategories.

Using spiders to extract and then combining
and cleaning the Speculative Fiction Tropes
index and the Futuristic Tech index and its
subcategories, we list roughly 2,245 tropes
related to speculative fiction and futuristic
technology. By establishing this central data-
base of tropes related to science fiction, we
have a foundational dataset for exploring sci-
ence fiction tropes and works moving forward
(Table 1).

On the “Science Fiction” page of TVTro-
pes.org, there are two lists: a list of science
fiction subgenres and a list of science fiction
mediums. If we list each of the subgenres and
then pull the list of works listed on each of these
pages, we see the number of works linked to
each subgenre on TVtropes.org:

It’s worth noting here that Punk Punk
contains Cyberpunk and Steampunk, but also
other “punks” subgenres of speculative fiction
like solarpunk and dieselpunk. Mecha and
Kaiju are primarily focused on the robot and
monster genres, respectively, as they show up
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in Asian media. Other interesting nuances
between subgenres involve Super Robot versus
Real Robot, which are primarily subgenres
differentiated by the origin of the mecha fea-
tured in each work.

The intersection of science fiction and
horror is also worth noting with Sci-Fi Horror
specifically having the fifth highest number of
example works among science fiction sub-
genres. As demonstrated later, the concerns
about abuse and misuse of technologies that are
often depicted in sci-fi horror stories can be-
come the primary public concerns or debates
surrounding a technology or the primary trope
upon which specific sectors of society inform
their worldview. Polak pointed out that science
fiction in particular can foster skepticism to-
ward new technology by making “crystal clear

what the fatal consequences of the continued
development of science and technology might
be that it revives the old idea of a moratorium
on further scientific research” (Polak and
Boulding 1973). Science fiction horror often
confronts the viewer with the “fatal conse-
quences” Polak mentions, and later on the
paper will explore how this is already mani-
festing in current public discourse about arti-
ficial intelligence.

By counting the list of works on each sci-
ence fiction medium page, we get the following
assessment of how many science fiction works
are documented on the site for each medium:

Table 2 reinforces the idea TVTropes.org is
not a site solely focused on television when it
comes to science fiction. Literature, video
games, and film dominate coverage of the

Table 1. Science Fiction Subgenres on TVTropes.org.

Science Fiction Subgenre # of Example Works on TVTropes.org

Punk punk 3,447
Alien works 1,354
Robot and AI works 1,170
Apocalyptic and post-apocalyptic 989
Sci-Fi horror 972
Mutant media 514
Sci-Fi fantasy 463
Steampunk 415
Alien invasion 409
Miltary Sci-Fi 398
Cyberpunk 318
Mecha 302
Kaiju 300
Space opera 278
New weird 237
Super robot 206
Space western 174
Video game stories 156
Cyberpunk flavor 144
Post-Cyberpunk 134
Real robot 127
Planetary romance 103
Space cadet 47
New wave Sci-Fi 34
Pastoral Sci-Fi 31
Transhumans in space 25
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genre on the site. Other science fiction media
exist on the site, such as plays, music, and even
toys, but since those are not listed on the main
Science Fiction page, they are not covered in
this article.

Exploring Artificial Intelligence &
Robotics Tropes

We can use two pages from TVTropes.org as
the foundations for an exploration of robotics
and AI tropes in popular culture. The first page
is “Robot Roll Call,” an index page of AI and
robotics tropes; the second page is “Robot and
A.I. Works,” an index of works across all media
that play to some of these tropes (Table 3).

The Robot Roll Call page has roughly 200
AI and robotics tropes listed. The top 25 tropes
by number of works featuring those tropes
come out as follows:

As mentioned earlier, Sci-Fi Horror as a
trope gives way to sub-tropes that focus on
fears or skepticism towards specific technolo-
gies. AI Is A Crapshoot is one such subtrope of
Sci-Fi Horror. AI Is A Crapshoot, in particular,
is worth calling out as artificial intelligence
gains special prominence in media and popular
culture following the release of publicly
available large language models. The trope

concerns itself with the inherent unpredict-
ability of artificial intelligence and the some-
what predictable storytelling outcome of the
artificial intelligence misbehaving in some
way. This trope lies at the center of the debate
around existential risks and the ethics of pur-
suing artificial general intelligence. The high
frequency of this trope in popular media, as
evidenced by how frequently it appears on
TVTropes.org, demonstrates that the ubiquity
of concerns about existential risk should not be
surprising.

However, evidence exists to demonstrate
that tools currently falling under the “artificial
intelligence” umbrella, like large language and
diffusion models, are already causing actual
harm to individuals and society (Bender and
Hanna 2023). In particular, mass disinforma-
tion through deepfake technologies that digi-
tally replicate the likeness of real people are
already being used to spread false information.
The robot and AI tropes index on TVTrope-
s.org does not contain any tropes related to
misinformation. The closest we get to tropes of
AI-based deception is “The Computer Is a
Cheating Bastard” or “My Rules Are Not Your
Rules.”However, these do not speak to ideas of
artificial intelligence spreading or being used to
spread mass information.

Table 2. Science Fiction Media on TVTropes.org.

Science Fiction Medium # of Example Works on TVTropes.org

Sci-Fi literature 2065
Sci-Fi video games 1,676
Sci-Fi films 1,378
Sci-Fi webcomics 426
Sci-Fi anime 398
Sci-Fi TV series 379
Sci-Fi comic books 370
Sci-Fi fanfic 248
Sci-Fi manga 239
Sci-Fi western Animation 218
Sci-Fi tabletop games 124
Sci-Fi visual novels 78
Sci-Fi podcasts 47
Sci-Fi web originals 27
Sci-Fi radio shows 25
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Nevertheless, a trope on TVTropes.org called
“Manipulative Editing” contains a few examples
of science fiction works, but none deal with A.I.
producing manipulatively edited work or being
used to produce it. In fact, for the “Manipulative
Editing” trope, the page is loaded with many real-
world examples of how media has been manip-
ulatively edited, which are commonplace in to-
day’s media environment. Due tomany real-world
examples of the trope captured on TVTropes.org,
the trope’s absence in AI-focused science fiction
becomes even more noticeable (Table 4).

While this could be evidence of a blindspot
in the TVTropes.org’s community’s knowledge
of an AI work that does address this trope, it
also seems to demonstrate the always looming
disconnect between the real world and science
fiction, and the limitations this disconnect
places on science fiction in particular as a
predictive or imaginative tool for futurists. This

speaks to Blagovesta’s point that futures
studies can contribute back to science fiction
through futures’ more rigorous focus on
plausibility as a critical component of futures
works produced for clients (Nikolova 2021).

Alternatively, by exploring the robot and AI
works page, we can get a sense of media prop-
erties that have a higher density of tropes and may
provide a rich jumping off point for exploring
how different AI and robotics tropes play together
in weaving a story. However, when we look at the
25 works with the highest trope densities from the
Robot and AI works page, we see the following:

When accounting for the animated media that
are TV series, we see that TV series tend to have
the highest density of tropes associated with
them. This higher density of tropes makes intu-
itive sense; while a film may only have a 70-
minute to 3-hour runtime, one season of a TV
series has longer runtimes than movies and

Table 3. AI & Robot Tropes by Frequency.

Trope Name # of Example Works on TVTropes.org

AI is a crapshoot 742
Ridiculously human robots 409
Attack drone 331
Robot girl 295
Brain uploading 286
Mecha mooks 286
The computer is a cheating bastard 273
Robotic reveal 265
Artificial human 258
Artificial limbs 257
Robot buddy 249
Literal genie 233
Cyclops 231
Cybernetics eat your soul 230
Organic technology 207
Cyborg 203
Robosexual 199
We can rebuild him 182
Robot names 175
My rules are not your rules 172
Unwilling roboticisation 171
Cyber cyclops 163
Cute machines 157
Robot Me 155
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naturally lends itself to telling more stories and
needing to usemore tropes to sustain those longer
runtimes as well. Video games having high trope
densities also make sense since the length of a
single playthrough of a game can often extend
beyond the typical runtime of a film. However,
this points out an essential limitation of the total
count of tropes as a metric for use in assessing
science fiction works or tropes for applicability in
futures work: the amount of non-science fiction
tropes on TVTropes.org is so high that a high
total trope count for an individual work does
nothing to indicate its usefulness as a narrative of
futurity or the concentration of tropes related to
the topic of study.

Instead, filtering the total tropes in a work
down to a subset of tropes relevant to the study
one is conducting is often a more relevant
approach. By using a filtered merge between
different datasets collected from the site, a work
can be analyzed by howmany tropes it contains
within a specific subset.

Filtering Tropes for Greater
Clarity in the Terminator Films

TVTropes can also be used, and are often used,
to dive deeper into a specific trope or work.
Following the theme of AI/Robot-based works

Table 4. AI & Robots Works by Trope Count & Medium.

Title # of Tropes Exemplified in Work Medium

Futurama 1,518 Western Animation
(TV Series)

Dragon ball Z 1,248 Anime (TV Series)
Mass effect 2 1,123 Video game
Mass effect 3 1,113 Video game
Steven universe 1,027 Western Animation

(TV Series)
Red dwarf 995 TV Series
Warframe 956 Video game
Star wars: The Clone wars 931 Western Animation

(TV Series)
Freefall 907 Webcomic
Mazinger Z 904 Anime
Samurai Jack 819 Western Animation

(TV Series)
Questionable content 812 Webcomic
Mass effect: Andromeda 781 Video game
Star trek: The next generation 778 TV Series
Transformers: Prime 759 Western Animation

(TV Series)
Chrono trigger 725 Video game
Star trek: Voyager 721 TV Series
Cyberpunk 2077 673 Video game
Battlestar galactica (2003) 668 TV Series
Rebuild world 659 Literature
Transformers: Animated 597 Western Animation

(TV Series)
Avengers: Age of ultron 593 Film
Portal 2 570 Video game
Ghost in the shell: Stand alone complex 560 Anime
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Table 5. AI and Robot Tropes Present in the Film The Terminator.

Trope Description

AI is a crapshoot Artificial intelligence is unpredictable but tends to turn evil
Mechanical abomination An incomprehensibly powerful and bizarre mechanical creature
Robo cam When a scene depicts the point of view of a robot
Machine monotone The speech of robots, AIs, and cyborgs is emotionless
Robot war Robots and AI going to war, typically against humans
Glowing mechanical eyes Robots and cyborgs have obviously artificial eyes
Killer robot An intelligent robot designed to kill

Table 6. AI and Robot Tropes Present in the Film Terminator 2.

Trope Description

AI is a crapshoot Artificial intelligence is unpredictable but tends to turn evil
Robo cam When a scene depicts the point of view of a robot or cyborg
Machine monotone The speech of robots, AIs, and cyborgs is emotionless
Robot war Robots and AI going to war, typically against humans
Killer robot An intelligent robot designed to kill
Robotic reveal Someone thought to be human is revealed to be a robot
Robot buddy An robot, AI, or cyborg in a supporting role
Grew beyond their
programming

A machine develops capabilities it wasn’t originally created or programmed to
have

Do androids dream A viewer is confronted with questions of whether robots or AI have souls or
other “human” characteristics

Just a machine The author of a work or a character within the work characterize robots or AI
as lacking souls or sapience

Upgrade vs prototype fight The prototype of a technology like a robot is forced to fight or perform against
a never version

Three laws compliant A robot complies with Asimov’s three laws of robotics
Become a real boy Non-humans want to be transformed into humans and seek it out
Androids are people too Robots are treated like humans within the story
Zeroth law rebellion A character takes a rule or law to its logical extreme in order to against orders

while remaining compliant
They look like us now Non-human characters have a method of appearing just like humans
Easily detachable robot
parts

Robots are made of parts that easily detach

Hack your enemy Defeating robot enemies by hacking them
Phlebotinum proof robot A robot is immune to something important to the plot, solely because they are

a robot
Pick your human half Robots must be portrayed as robotic in either appearance or behavior in some

way; they are not portrayed as totally human
Mourning a dead robot Characters mourning the death of an AI, robot, or even video game avatars
Silicon snarker Robots or AI have a snarky characterization
Replicant snatching Highly advanced robot needs to steal an identity to blend into society
Sapient tank Tanks that are intelligent
Robots enslaving robots Dominant artificial intelligences or robots enslaving other sapient robots and

AIs
Personality chip When a robot or machine is given a computer chip that gives it human-like

personalities or emotions
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and tropes, we can reuse our script to pull
content from a single page to gather a list of all
tropes associated with the film The Terminator
as a foundation for analysis.

The Terminator, in particular, is worthy of
analysis for a few reasons. As discussed above,
recent advances in artificial intelligence have
sparked a renewed public dialogue about the
ethics of AI and robotics and how these tech-
nologies affect different areas of society. While
the public debates over the existential risks of
AGI are growing, Reynolds demonstrates that the
tropes of the Terminator franchise have shaped
the language and framing of artificial intelligence
within the US military for a while (Reynolds
2023). In The Terminator’s case, its influence on
the rhetoric of military leaders in the United
States is important to understand the influence of
tropes more broadly and the risks of fixating on
specific tropes. Reynolds points out that focusing
too much on military AI tropes derived from
science fiction can make these technologies’
more mundane implications and day-to-day ap-
plications harder to anticipate in the short-term
(Tables 5 and 6).

However, how useful is The Terminator for
exploring tropes about robotics and artificial in-
telligence? In the previous section, limitations of
the total trope count demonstrated the need for
filtering a works’ tropes list to dive deeper into its
relevance to a topic. If we conduct a filtered
merge between the list of tropes in The Termi-
nator and the list of tropes contained in the
“Robot Roll Call” trope index of 200 AI and
robotics tropes, we see that The Terminator only
contains seven robot/AI tropes:

The Terminator really made the most of the
few robot and AI tropes it actually contained,
but the list above demonstrates that there isn’t
much nuance in how robots and artificial in-
telligence are depicted in the original film.
However, doing the same analysis of Termi-
nator 2, we find that the second film has much
more to offer when exploring storytelling
around robots and AI. Here are the 26 Robot
and AI tropes that occur in Terminator 2:

One can see that by filtering works down on
specific subsets of tropes, it becomes easier to see
whether a work of science fiction may

communicate or expose the reader/viewer to a
greater number of relevant tropes for whatever
analysis is being conducted. In the example
demonstrated with The Terminator and Termi-
nator 2, someone seeking a deep dive into arti-
ficial intelligence and robotics tropes in science
fiction films may get more value out of a viewing
of Terminator 2 than The Terminator, for instance.

Conclusion

The above research demonstrates how TVTrope-
s.org information can be aggregated and explored
for insights that can be aligned with futures work.
By exploring TVTropes.org and using web spiders
to target science fiction content on the site spe-
cifically, a science fiction tropesphere is developed
for exploring works and tropes in the genre.

An introduction to TVTropes.org was pro-
vided as well as how it is an example of citizen
science that has created a database of story-
telling tropes that can be useful to researchers
outside of the TVTropes community. Web
scraping using Python’s Scrapy library helped
extact data from the TVTropes website in an
ethical manner, and a simple methodology for
extracting the data was described.

After gathering the science fiction data for
analysis, the paper explored the outputs of the
different trope and media counts for science
fiction works and tropes throughout the
TVTropes site. From here, the paper went from
discussing science fiction subgenres like Sci-Fi
Horror, to the specific Sci-Fi Horror trope of
“AI Is a Crapshoot” within AI and robotics
tropes, and finally provided a comparative look
at the prevalence of AI and robot tropes in the
first films of the Terminator franchise.
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Notes

1. Instead of linking to every page of TVTro-
pes.org, the author has made every effort to
name trope pages exactly so that the reader
can search directly for the tropes on TVTro-
pes.org’s search or on the reader’s preferred
search engine.

2. All code and spreadsheets containing the data
explored in this article can be found at the au-
thor’s GitHub page at: https://github.com/
srspear/scifitropes
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