HON 250 Science Fiction and Politics

Fall 2010

                                                                        

Class Time:  MWF 12:00-12:50                                                 

Classroom: EVA             203                                          

Professor: John Hickman                                                           

Office: EV 117

Office Hours: 9:00-11:00 MWF

E-mail: jhickman@berry.edu

            
Course Description

This seminar investigates the political in science fiction books and film.  Three hours credit.                     

Purpose of the Course

Science fiction resists precise definition but stories in the genre are typically set in the future and often in dystopias or in extraterrestrial locations.  Those set in dystopias usually present the negative effects of technological, social or political change while those set in extraterrestrial locations usually describe encounters with non-human intelligence, whether post-human, extraterrestrial or machine.  These settings permit explorations of claims made about human nature, and by implication, political ideology.    

Student Learning Outcomes

1) To develop the ability to recognize political ideological claims in works of fiction.

Example: Students will describe and compare portrayals of freedom and the denial of freedom in the novel Kalocain and the book/film A Scanner Darkly.  
2) To develop perspective about encounters with the alien and the possibility of politics?

Example: Students will compare the philosophical claim made for recognizing personhood made in the novels Kiln People and Oryx and Crake.  

  

Grading Scale 

A: 90 - 100 

B: 80 – 89

C: 70 -79

D: 60 – 69

F: 0 - 59

Evaluation and Grading

Course grades will be based on 5 papers and class participation.

a) 5 Reaction Papers (15% each, 75% total) of 1500-2500 words each.  

b) Class Participation (25%).  

Required Readings 
· Margaret Atwood.  2003.  Oryx and Crake.  Vintage. 

· Karin Boye. 1940.  Kallocain.  University of Wisconsin Press.  

· David Brin. 2002. Kiln People.  Tor. 

· Arthur C. Clarke. 1953. Childhood’s End.  Del Rey.

· Philip K. Dick. 1977.  A Scanner Darkly.  Vintage. 
· Harry Harrison. 1966.  Make Room! Make Room! Doubleday.
· Wil McCarthy. 1999.  Bloom.  Del Rey.  

· John Hickman, “Implacable Justice: Arguing Politics and Theories of Law via the Encounter with Powerful Alien Species” Extrapolation, Vol. 48, No. 2, 2007 (on reserve). 

Required Viewing

· 2001: A Space Odyssey

· A Scanner Darkly

· Children of Men

· Forbidden Planet

· Invasion of the Body Snatchers

· Soylent Green

· The Handmaid’s Tale

Schedule of Class Sessions

Weeks 1-2   August 23-September 3  

What is Science Fiction? and Dystopia #1

Read and View A Scanner Darkly
Weeks 3-4 September 8-17

Dystopias # 2 and 3 

View The Handmaid’s Tale
Read Kallocain

First Paper Prompt: Are the three societies described in A Scanner Darkly, The Handmaid’s Tale and Kallocain plausible?  Are the authors making similar or dissimilar political arguments in these three works.  Due on Monday September 20.  

Weeks 5-7  September 20-October 8

Dystopia # 4

Read Make Room! Make Room! 

View Soylent Green and Children of Men
Second Paper Prompt: What political arguments are encoded in the demographic anxieties explored in these works?    

Due on Wednesday October 13 

Weeks 8-10 October 11-29

Dystopias #  5 and 6

Read Kiln People and Oryx and Craik

Third Paper Prompt:  Are David Brin and Margaret Atwood making the same, similar or dissimilar arguments about what should be valued?  Due on Friday October 29.

Week 11 November 2-5 

Encountering Aliens

View Forbidden Planet
Weeks 12-14 November 8-22

View 2001: A Space Odyssey
Read Childhood’s End

Fourth Paper Prompt:  What do Childhood’s End and 2001: A Space Odyssey claim about the nature of encounters with extraterrestrial intelligence?  How do they differ from the portrayal of the encounter in Forbidden Planet?  Due on Monday November 22.

Week 15  November 29-December 3 

Encountering More Aliens 

View Invasion of the Body Snatchers

Read Bloom and “Implacable Justice” 

Fifth Paper Prompt:  Which is the more frightening, Invasion of the Body Snatchers or Bloom?  Do these works exploit the same kind of fear or something different?  Which is more effective for conveying a political argument?  Due Wednesday December 8. 
