
Ender’s Game, first published in 1985, is a model science fiction adventure story.  In the novel, the Earth has twice been invaded by a brutal alien race of insect-like creatures known as “buggers.”  In order to prepare for a third invasion, the world government is recruiting the next generation of soldier-leaders by sifting through the children of the world for the best and brightest.  These child-geniuses are taken to an orbiting battle school where they train in combat and leadership so they can defend our planet.  The story follows Andrew “Ender” Wiggin from his recruitment through his experience at battle school, as he faces conflicts from within and without, through his fights with his classmates, his teachers, and the other armies made of children.  By the time the book ends, Ender discovers the hard truth about the games he and his peers have been made to play.

The story contains many of the classic features that define the science fiction genre: unfamiliar life forms, advanced technology, and questions of the roles that science and technology play in the lives of humans.  The unfamiliar life forms are seen in the “buggers,” whose proper name is the “Formics.”  They represent the unknown, the blank, unfathomable face of evil, the literal “alien” – a word based on the Latin “alius,” meaning “other.”  The advanced technology comes in the form of tablet computers – commonplace today, but only dreamt of 30 years ago; instantaneous communication throughout space via a device known as “the ansible”; zero-gravity combat chambers in orbiting space stations; and ingenious weapons to fight overwhelming numbers of enemies.  Finally, the novel explores concepts of technology and its intertwining with morality as well as considering the question of what it truly means to be human and which qualities of humanity one can keep in the face of potential annihilation and which qualities one must reject.

As a work in a collection of stories written in the same “world,” Ender’s Game stands out from the rest of its peer books.  After finishing Ender’s Game, Card wrote three more books in the same timeline, and another series of books in a “companion” timeline.  For fans of the type of story that Ender’s Game typifies – character driven action-adventure with a touch of ethical exploration – the series following Ender’s Game is not recommended.  While it is well-written, it is much more philosophically-minded, and readers who expect the sequels to follow in the tradition of the original Ender’s Game will be sorely disappointed.  That sort of reader should instead seek Card’s Ender’s Shadow series, which occurs in the companion timeline mentioned above.


Ender’s Game is a modern masterpiece of speculative fiction.  The characters of Ender and his siblings, of his companions in school and training, are, as much as possible given the narrow scope of the plot, somewhat round and fully dynamic characters.  Friends become enemies, and enemies friends, from the first moment of the novel to the last.  Card makes the reader care about the characters, showing us the motivations behind the villains’ villainies and the heroes’ heroisms.  Ender especially takes us on an emotional roller-coaster, as we exult in his victories and despair in his disasters, so empathetic and sympathetic is the character.  The use of Ender’s siblings as the angel and devil on his shoulders allows Card to discuss sophisticated thematic areas, such as the nature of good and evil and the balance of each that lies within us all.  However the book is far from only a philosophical tome. The plot is well-paced, filled with action, but not so much so that the reader loses the emotional connection to the characters.  The first chapter sets the conflict-laden tone for the novel, and the conflicts only escalate from there.  Also, there are enough twists, turns, delays, and reveals, to keep the reader guessing from chapter-to-chapter, all the way to the end of the book.

For anyone who considers himself or herself a science-fiction fan, Orson Scott Card’s Ender’s Game is definitely a must-read.

Rating: 5/5 stars
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