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Last year, a movie called “2012,” directed by Roland 

Emmerich, drew attention of the public as it was known to be based 

on ancient prophecies about the end of the world.  Except that this 

movie came out at just the right time when we move closer to the 

year 2012, which is the end of Mayan calendar, what the movie 

actually talks about is not really new.  The concept of the end of 

the world is one of the motifs most frequently dealt with in science 

fiction, and directors or writers of SF genre has depicted endangered 

human civilization from many different reasons, such as alien 

invasion, comet collision, and revolt of machines.  However, not 

many science fiction films or novels imagine mere human extinction 

without the end of the earth. 

People of the 19th century do not seem to have been different 



in this aspect, which is, ignoring the possibility of human 

extermination.  H. G. Wells, in his essay “The Extinction of Man,” 

suggests that there are no scientific grounds that will secure the 

presence and dominance of human race.  He offers four types of 

possible competitors that could threaten the existence of human 

beings. 

The first example Wells shows as an evolutionary possibility is 

the large, aggressive, amphibious crustacean, very much like the 

creatures in his novel The Time Machine.   In this novel, the Time 

Traveler encounters these mighty crabs in the world of future, where 

he could find no human trace.  Secondly, Wells describes what he 

calls the Octopus Gigas, an air-breathing, man-eating species which 

men might not be able to eradicate.  Wells’ another suggestion is 

predominance of migratory ants, which are currently under control by 

some natural check but will be uncontrollable once they start to 

spread.  Lastly, he is looking at possible infectious disease, caused 

by fungi or bacilli, which, even with continuous effort, are still out 

of scientific knowledge.  According to Wells, mankind cannot be a 



sole exception of evolution as most people think. 

Although there are rare examples sharing Wells’ speculation of 

the earth without human, Night Shymalan directed a film contains 

the peril of human extinction by another living thing.  Shymalan 

adds up another creature to Wells’ list of potential competitors of 

human beings; plants.  In his movie “The Happening,” a 2008 film, 

people in New York suddenly start to commit mass suicide.  Later 

in the movie, it becomes known that plants released chemicals that 

drive people to kill themselves.  The spread of this phenomenon 

unexpectedly ceases with no particular reason, and the movie ends 

showing a man suddenly committing suicide in Paris, implying 

further expansion of the rebelling of plants.  It is notable that the 

chemicals plants discharge do not harm any living creature but men.  

Also, plants evolved to be able to communicate with each other 

using their chemicals.  The idea of the mankind being the target of 

extermination of these fearful plants is even more horrifying than the 

creatures of Wells’ imagination. 

“The Happening” flopped at the box office.  On the internet, 



both in Korean and American portal (Naver and Google), is graded 

slightly over 5 out of ten points.  Perhaps, human’s “excessive 

egotism” won’t let him accept the possibility of the “world without 

[him]” (143).  Science fiction works, even when they are dealing 

with the risk of human beings, they make the human race survive at 

last, which let them survive the market.  Wells explains the 

confidence human has about his eternal existence as “man’s 

complacency,” but isn’t it rather a self assurance of relieving the 

anxieties of human being? (146)  People are aware of the examples 

of species died out long ago, and even the cases of splendid human 

civilizations collapsed one day all of a sudden. The unbearable 

thought of themselves becoming extinct prevent them from even 

imagining their end.  Ironically, the possibility of human extinction is 

the reason why Wells’ scientific speculation of human extinction, 

although much more probable than the common belief or confidence, 

is not so much accepted by living humans. 


