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SCIENCE FICTION & AMERICAN CULTURE 

IAH 207: Literatures, Cultures, Identities 

Summer 2016 | ROOM | TIME 

               

Instructor: Sean A. Guynes 

Email: guynesse@msu.edu | Office: Wells Hall C739 | Office Hours: MW 1:00-2:00pm 

               

 

COURSE DESCRIPTION 

In this course we will study science fiction as a multi- and transmedia storytelling technology used for 

expressing our hopes for and fears about the future, and, perhaps more crucially, our concerns about the 

present. While science fiction’s imaginative power arguably lies in “thinking” the future, our 

understandings of what the future might bring (and how we get there) are influenced by how we think 

about the contemporary state of politics, society, economy, technology, and the environment. Science 

fiction, then, is a unique tool for exploring the history of American culture in the twentieth century; its 

production has been central to literary, televisual, filmic, radio, video game, and even musical 

entertainment of the past 100+ years. Throughout its life, science fiction has reinforced, challenged, or 

otherwise completely re-envisioned American conceptualizations of race, gender, sexuality, class, and 

national belonging. In this course we will study the history of science fiction’s complex relationship with 

American culture, attending to multiple forms of science fiction narratives—especially the SF novel, short 

story, and film—and paying specific attention to the ways in which science fiction helps us question who 

(and what) we are throughout the course of twentieth-century American history. 

 

GOALS OF INTEGRATIVE STUDIES IN ARTS AND HUMANITIES 

Integrative Studies in Arts and Humanities at MSU seeks to assist students to become more familiar with 

ways of knowing in the arts and humanities and to be more knowledgeable and capable in a range of 

intellectual and expressive abilities. IAH courses encourage students to engage critically with their own 

society, history, and culture(s); they also encourage students to learn more about the history and culture 

of other societies. They focus on key ideas and issues in human experience; encourage appreciation of the 

roles of knowledge and values in shaping and understanding human behavior; emphasize the 

responsibilities and opportunities of democratic citizenship; highlight the value of the creative arts of 

literature, theater, music, and arts; and alert us to important issues that occur among peoples in an 

increasingly interconnected, interdependent world. 

 

COURSE GOALS AND OBJECTIVES 

 At the end of this course, students will be able to identify, describe, and craft arguments about the 

historical relationship between American culture and science fiction media 

 Students will also have an appreciation and knowledge of the ways in which narrative mediums, 

popular or otherwise, create ideas about race, gender, sexuality, and national belonging 

 Students will be able to critically read and make original verbal and written arguments about a 

variety of texts: novels, short stories, films, TV episodes, comic books, songs, and radio dramas 

 In addition to critical reading skills, students will be able to analyze scholarly discussions of texts, 

and to apply their own readings in comparison or contrast to scholarly analysis 

mailto:guynesse@msu.edu
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 Students will be able to write argumentatively in a variety of contexts, including personal 

reflection, scholarly critique, book review, and long-form essay response 

 

REQUIRED TEXTS 

The following texts are reported in the order of our reading, the first being a scholarly study of the fantasy 

genre that we will read throughout the course. I have listed the cover price, though you can often find 

them cheaper online (Amazon, Barnes and Noble, Half Price Books, etc.), at a local used bookstore, or, 

even, at a comic book store. Feel free to buy used or new copies, hardcover or paperback. I expect students 

to bring every reading to class in order to facilitate class discussions. All readings that do not need to be 

purchased will be provided in PDF format via D2L and should be brought to class either in digital form 

or printed.  

 

Notice that, for the final text selection, you have a choice of three comic-book collections (called “trade 

paperbacks” or “trades” for short): do not purchase these yet. Everyone in the course will read one of 

the trades; based as best as possible on preference, the class will be divided into three groups, each 

assigned a different trade. This will allow us, as a class, to engage three very different contemporary 

comic-book permutations of SF. In addition, each person will read all three of the first issues of each trade 

paperback, which will be provided as a PDF scan via D2L. This should be an exciting project! 

 

Edgar Rice Burroughs, A Princess of Mars. There are so many editions of this, the book 

having been published in 1912, and all are acceptable. I suggest either the old Del Rey 

mass market paperback (1980s, image to the left) or the more recent version published 

by Penguin Classics. 

Ursula K. Le Guin, The Left Hand of Darkness (Ace, 2000/1969). $16.00. There are mass 

market paperback and trade paperback editions (image to the right), both published by 

Ace, but any copies are acceptable. 

DeConnick et al. Bitch Planet, Volume 1 (Image, 2015). $9.99.  

OR Vaughan et al. Saga, Volume 1 (Image, 2012). $9.99. 

OR Lemire et al. Descender, Volume 1 (Image, 2015). $9.99.  

 

GRADING  

GRADING BREAKDOWN 

20% Weekly journaling 

10% F2F participation 

20% Online participation 

15% Creative midterm assignment 

20% Group project 

15% Final essay exam 

 

GRADING SCALE 

PASSING GRADES: 4.0 (93-100%), 3.5 (87-92%), 3.0 (80-86%), 2.5 (77-79%), 2.0 (70-76%), 1.5 (67-69%) 

FAILING GRADES: 1.0 (60-66%), 0.0 (59% and under) 

 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/A_Princess_of_Mars
http://www.amazon.com/dp/0345331389/
http://www.amazon.com/dp/0143104888/
http://www.amazon.com/dp/0441007317/
http://www.amazon.com/dp/1632153661/
http://www.amazon.com/dp/1607066017/
http://www.amazon.com/dp/1632154269/
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COURSEWORK 

JOURNALING, 20% 

In order to encourage regular reflection on the readings, films views, and other texts, as well as on 

course discussions, you will be required to submit weekly journals that record your personal and 

developing critical thoughts on course material. These are to be turned in by Friday 5pm each week, 

and should be roughly 500 words in length. Your weekly journal entries should build on class 

concepts, raise and try to tackle questions that you have about course materials, and should attempt to 

go beyond personal response and to incorporate critical analysis of the texts. Since we’ll be watching 

and reading a lot each week, owing to our compact course, there is no shortage of things to talk about! 

When I evaluate these I look for thorough and specificity of response. With weekly feedback from me, 

these journals will help you develop your writing and reading-response abilities throughout the course 

of the semester. 

 

F2F PARTICIPATION, 10% 

Because literature, film, and other cultural texts are best understood from a variety of viewpoints, 

classroom participation, namely in the form of your active involvement in discussions about reading 

and viewings, is critical to (1) our collective approach to course material, (2) your development of 

ideas about the texts, and (3) your grade. While there are no specific requirements for participation, 

the course will benefit from your active engagement with the one another—there are few things in 

college worse than a quiet classroom; it’s awkward for everyone and you don’t get as much out of the 

course experience when you, and your classmates, aren’t willing to engage. 

 

If you show up and do not participate, this will reflect in your grade. Similarly, because there are only 

16 in-person (or face-to-face, i.e. F2F) meetings, attendance will be key to your success. Excessive 

absences will result in lowering of grades: 

 

2 absences — loss of one full letter grade 

4 absences — loss of two full letter grades 

6 absences — grounds for an F 

 

ONLINE PARTICIPATION, 20% 

This course is a hybrid course that blends both face-to-face (F2F) and online instruction. Each week 

you are required to spend 4 hours completing online work. Using our D2L course you will complete 

online readings, watch videos (both short videos and occasional feature-length films), and engage with 

your classmates in discussion (sometimes responding to targeted questions). The individual work for 

each week can be found on the D2L course site under whatever module we are working on. My goal 

is to have online and F2F instruction feed into one another; you should feel comfortable talking about 

readings and discussion from the online portions while in class, and vice versa. As with F2F 

participation, your online work—or lack thereof—will show in your final grade. Not participating in 

the discussions and online work for a given week will count as an absence. 

 

CREATIVE MIDTERM ASSIGNMENT, 15% 

Because this course is compacted into such a short time, any “midterm” would fall three to four weeks 

into the semester, and after another three to four weeks you’d have to turn in a final project and final 

exam. So in lieu of both an accelerated reading load and a number of seemingly back-to-back project 

or exams, the midterm assignment for our course will be a creative one. You have two options: 
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A. Design a cover for any of the science fiction readings we have done, including the short stories, 

novels, films, and the Welles/Wells radio drama. This should involve either (a) a digital cover, 

like the syllabus cover I have created using digital tools (really just MS Word), or (b) one that 

is hand-crafted (drawn, painted, collaged, etc.). Your cover should be your own; it should be 

original from the standpoint that you cover should look like no other cover of the text you’ve 

chosen (The Internet Speculative Fiction Database tracks every edition of most SF texts, and 

will have links to images of previous book covers). You may rely on premade art, as I did for 

the syllabus, so long as you give proper attribution in your report. Be creative and not 

derivative; if you rely on premade art, make sure that your cover is more than simply an image 

with the text’s title. A cover is a complete visual and sensory experience. While I do not expect 

the cover to look professional, it should be neat, presentable work and not sloppy. Do work 

that you will be proud of! 

In addition to the art, provide a one-page rationale for choosing the cover: what themes does 

the cover represent? Does it present a specific scene from the novel? Why did you choose these 

images/designs/fonts/etc.? What is this cover meant to tell the viewer about the novel? You 

will be graded both for creativity and for demonstrating that your creative endeavors connect 

very clearly with the readings we have been doing, that your rationale for a cover design 

understands both the work it seeks to represent but also the cultural (and critical) contexts that 

the piece of fiction addresses. 

B. Create a midterm that includes eight short answers and three essay questions. A short answer 

question usually consists in identifying specific aspects of a text: characters, scenes, locations, 

passages, key metaphors, and the like. Short answer questions allow respondents to show their 

recall of specific ideas of a text. By contrast, an essay question provokes a much more in-depth 

response, one that asks students to draw connections between various parts of a novel or to 

read themes across multiple texts; to compare and contrast major characters and their 

motivations in a story; or to probe the depth (maybe, even, the legitimacy) of a scholarly 

response to a novel, story, or film. A sheet of examples, indeed in the very form of a midterm 

for this class, will be available on D2L. 

If you have questions about the creative midterm assignment please address them to me in person or 

via email before the Wednesday of week three, since that is two days before the assignment is do, and 

clarifying the project or your specific approach any later will likely result in work of poor quality. 

 

GROUP PROJECT, 20% 

SF is an exceptionally expansive genre in the contemporary moment, with hundreds of novels and 

comics published each year, and dozens of films, television shows, and video games put on the market. 

American and global culture are inundated with, and enamored of, SF. This group project asks students 

to explore the breadth and depth of contemporary SF across five mediums: novels, comics, film, TV, 

and video games. For the purpose of this project, “contemporary” means 2005-2016. This is a creative 

and exploratory project. Student will produce a written report as well as an informative presentation 

for the whole class. Project criteria are as follows: 

1. A key example (one text) that the group feels best exemplifies contemporary SF in your 

medium; the group should demonstrate considerable familiarity with this text, its story, its 

reception, and should prepare an argument about its importance to contemporary SF 

2. Five major events or landmarks that similarly embody your medium in this period, but which 

the group does not need an exceptional depth of knowledge about; these landmarks might 

include texts, the emergence of a new author/creator, an exceptional circumstance such as one 

text  winning multiple awards, etc. 

http://www.isfdb.org/
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3. A timeline of 20 texts that represent the best, the most symptomatic, of contemporary SF in 

your medium; a minor understanding of their importance should be demonstrated. 

The goal of this project is to understand the contemporary period in SF production—to explore its 

breadth of subgenres, the problems being tackled by creators, and the responses and interests of 

audiences. In addition, this project encourages students to develop good consumer practice, to think 

about what and why we buy, and to understand the relationship between producers and consumers of 

American culture. 

The final grade for the group project will be shared by all group members, and will be based in equal 

proportion on the 3 above criteria as well as the group presentation (each worth 25% of the project, or 

5% of the cumulative grade total). 

 

FINAL TAKE HOME ESSAY (4 PGS.), 15% 

The final exam is a take home essay that you will turn in by the time of our assigned final’s end. The 

essay will be based on a set of prompts, from which you will choose one to answer and write about 

for 4 pages. The essay will ask you to show your understanding of the relationship between SF and 

American culture as we have explored that relationship through readings, film and TV viewings, and 

F2F and online discussions. 

 

COURSE SCHEDULE 

KEY: HOMEWORK DUE DAY-OF |  WRITING ASSIGNMENTS  |  IN-CLASS EXERCISE 

 

MODULE 1 / WEEK 1 — AMERICAN SCIENCE FICTION DAWNING 

 

M: INTRO Syllabus review and introductory lecture; background history to SF 

W: READ 

 

Burroughs, Princess of Mars 

Nevins, “Where Did Science Fiction Come From? A Primer on the Pulps” (2010) 

Online: READ 

 

VIEW 

 

WRITE 

 

Roberts, “Definitions” (PDF) 

See, “Edgar Rice Burroughs and the West Beyond the West” (PDF) 

Damon Knight on Early Science Fiction (YouTube, 2007) 

Damon Knight on Science fiction from Wells to Pope (YouTube, 2007) 

Weekly journal 

Online discussion and participation 
 

MODULE 2 / WEEK 2 — A “GOLDEN AGE”: 1940S-1950S 

 

M: LISTEN 

READ 

 

ASSIGN 

Orson Welles’ radio drama of H.G. Wells’ War of the Worlds (1938) 

Campbell, “Who Goes There?” (1938) 

Roberts, “Golden Age Science Fiction 1940-1960” (PDF) 

Groups for our comic-book reading: Bitch Planet, Descender, or Saga  

W: READ 

 

VIEW 

Asimov, “Nightfall” (1941) 

Alice Eleanor Jones, “Created He Them” (1955) 

Robert Wise, The Day the Earth Stood Still (1951) [TRAILER] 

http://io9.com/5680191/where-did-science-fiction-come-from-a-primer-on-the-pulps
http://www.jstor.org/stable/467198?&seq=1#page_scan_tab_contents
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=2ouYZVFBGUc
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=r-oYbjDK3Z8
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/The_War_of_the_Worlds_(radio_drama)
http://www.imdb.com/title/tt0043456/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=OfpSXI8_UpY
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Online: READ 

 

 

 

 

VIEW 

 

WRITE 

 

Yaszek, “From Ladies Home Journal to The Magazine of Fantasy and Science 

Fiction” (2006) 

Nevins, “The Golden Age of Science Fiction: A Pulp Primer, Pt. 2” (2010) 

Jessie, “The Golden Age of Science Fiction Movies” (2013) 

Silverberg, “Science Fiction in the Fifties: The Real Golden Age” (2010) 

Asimov on the Golden Age of Science Fiction (YouTube, 2007) 

Asimov on Changes in Science Fiction after 1949 (YouTube, 2007) 

Weekly journal 

Online discussion and participation 

 

MODULE 3 / WEEKS 3 & 4 — THE NEW WAVE 

 

M: READ 

 

READ 

Roberts, “The Impact of New Wave Science Fiction 1960s-1970s” (PDF) 

Le Guin, Left Hand of Darkness, chs. 1-5 

Le Guin, “American SF and the Other” (1975) 

W: READ 

 

Le Guin, Left Hand of Darkness, chs. 6-10 

Le Guin, “Is Gender Necessary?” (PDF) 

Online: READ 

 

VIEW 

WRITE 

 

Ellison, “I Have No Mouth and I Must Scream” (1967) 

Delany, “Aye, and Gomorrah…” (1967) 

David Higgins Talks New Wave Science Fiction (YouTube, 2007) 

MIDTERM ESSAY due Friday @ 5pm in lieu of journal 

Online discussion and participation 

 

M: READ 

 

ASSIGN 

Le Guin, Left Hand of Darkness, chs. 11-15 

Le Guin, “Is Gender Necessary? Redux” (PDF) 

Final project groups 

W: READ 

 

VIEW 

Le Guin, Left Hand of Darkness, chs. 16-20 

Wilhelm, “No Light in the Window” (1963, PDF) 

Selected episode/s of Star Trek (1966-1969) 

Online: READ 

 

 

 

 

WRITE 

 

Zoline, “The Heat Death of the Universe” (1967, PDF) 

Lukin, “Cold War Masculinity in the Early Work of Kate Wilhelm” (PDF) 

OR 

Papke, “A Space of Her Own: Pamela Zoline’s ‘The Heat Death of the 

Universe’” (PDF) 

Weekly journal 

Online Discussion and Participation 

 

MODULE 4 / WEEK 5 — NEW WAVE AFTERMATH 

 

M: READ 

 

 

 

Roberts, “Science Fiction Screen Media 1960-2000” (PDF from A History of 

Science Fiction) 

Haggstrom, “Reassessing Alien: Sexuality and the Anxieties of Men” (2012) 

http://kotaku.com/5699206/the-golden-age-of-science-fiction-a-pulp-primer-pt-2
https://cclsmultimedia.wordpress.com/2013/03/28/the-golden-age-of-science-fiction-movies-1951-1956/
http://www.loa.org/sciencefiction/why_silverberg.jsp
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=pySVYz4GfzE
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=VaSVsbgaQxo
http://hermiene.net/short-stories/i_have_no_mouth.html
http://future-lives.com/wp-content/uploads/2014/09/delany_aye_and_gomorrah.pdf
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=zOycLYjr_X0
http://reel3.com/reassessing-alien-sexuality-and-the-anxieties-of-men/
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VIEW 

Nama, portion of “Humans Unite! Race, Class, and Postindustrial Aliens,” 

pgs.96-97, 103-113 (PDF) 

Ridley Scott’s Alien (1979)  

W: READ 

 

VIEW 

 

Kerman, “Technology and Politics in the Blade Runner Dystopia” (1991, PDF) 

Colwell, “Primitivism in the Movies of Ridley Scott” (1991, PDF) 

Ridley Scotts, Blade Runner (1982, based on Philip K. Dick’s Do Androids 

Dream of Electric Sheep? [1968]) 

Online: READ 

 

 

VIEW 

WRITE 

 

Shone, “Why Are Academics So Obsessed with Alien?” (2012) 

Butler, “Bloodchild” (1984) 

Butler, “The Evening and the Morning and the Night” (1987, PDF) 

George Lucas, The Empire Strikes Back (1980) 

Weekly journal 

Online discussion and participation 

 

MODULE 5 / WEEK 6 — CYBERPUNK & THE MILLENNIUM 

 

M: READ 

 

 

 

 

 

VIEW 

Clute, “Science Fiction from the 1980s to the Present” (PDF from Cambridge 

Companion to Science Fiction) 

Haraway, “A Cyborg Manifesto” (1991, available in HTML here); this is a 

particularly complex reading, but we will break it down together in class—

please give it your best, most sincere effort at reading and understanding 

Haraway’s writing 

Star Trek: Voyager, 5.11, “Latent Image” (January 20, 1999) 

W: READ 

 

 

 

VIEW 

Bukatman, “Introduction” to Terminal Identity: The Virtual Subject in 

Postmodern Science Fiction (1993, PDF) 

Contemporaneous reviews of The Matrix by Roger Ebert (March 31, 1991) and 

The New York Times (March 31, 1991) 

Wachowski Brothers’ The Matrix (1999)  

Online: READ 

 

 

VIEW 

 

WRITE 

 

Bethke, “Cyberpunk” (1980) 

Gibson, “Johnny Mnemonic” (1981) 

One other story, of your choosing from Project Cyberpunk 

Mamoru Oshii, Ghost in the Shell (1995) 

Check out the “Homage to Ghost in the Shell” video project (2015) 

No journal, work on project and final essay 

Online discussion and participation 

 

MODULE 6 / WEEK 7 — CONTEMPORARY SF 

 

M: READ 

 

VIEW 

Bitch Planet, Descender, or Saga (plus first issues of the ones you weren’t 

assigned, available as PDFs on D2L) 

A select Battlestar Galactica episode, most likely the pilot 

W: PRESENT Group presentations on contemporary SF mediums 

https://books.google.com/books?id=HAma4m3w38EC&pg=PA331&lpg=PA331&dq=articleon+blade+runner&source=bl&ots=nWWn4BFq0D&sig=3TxlWC17-wduaMKLB3wbs1ynoa0&hl=en&sa=X&ved=0CCsQ6AEwAmoVChMInfOzwt_FyAIVBpANCh2vkQP2#v=onepage&q=articleon%20blade%20runner&f=false
https://books.google.com/books?id=HAma4m3w38EC&pg=PA331&lpg=PA331&dq=articleon+blade+runner&source=bl&ots=nWWn4BFq0D&sig=3TxlWC17-wduaMKLB3wbs1ynoa0&hl=en&sa=X&ved=0CCsQ6AEwAmoVChMInfOzwt_FyAIVBpANCh2vkQP2#v=onepage&q=articleon%20blade%20runner&f=false
http://www.slate.com/articles/arts/culturebox/2012/06/prometheus_why_are_academics_so_obsessed_with_ridley_scott_s_alien_and_its_sequels_.html
http://www.baenebooks.com/chapters/9781625791191/9781625791191___1.htm
http://faculty.georgetown.edu/irvinem/theory/Haraway-CyborgManifesto-1.pdf
http://www.egs.edu/faculty/donna-haraway/articles/donna-haraway-a-cyborg-manifesto/
http://www.rogerebert.com/reviews/the-matrix-1999
http://www.nytimes.com/movie/review?res=9400E0DB1F30F932A05750C0A96F958260
http://project.cyberpunk.ru/lib/cyberpunk/
http://project.cyberpunk.ru/lib/johnny_mnemonic/
http://project.cyberpunk.ru/lib/
http://ashthorp.com/project-2501-homage-to-ghost-in-the-shell
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Online: NONE! 

WRITE 

 

 

FINAL ESSAY due Friday @ 5pm 

 

THE END… OR IS IT… 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
               
Syllabus image credits: 

The cover for this syllabus is a modified, edited, and cropped version of David Schleinkofer’s Noninheritance 

(original 1987, color-restored 2010). The painting was originally used as the book cover image for Harry 

Turtledove’s novel of the same name (Del Rey, 1987). The image at the top of each page is “Rocket” by Simon 

Mettler (Switzerland); the image in the absences box is “Astronaut” by Luis Prado (United States)—both 

gathered from The Noun Project, their use following the project’s free credit agreement. The alien spaceships 

framing the course title are from the webpage “Science Fiction,” www.bookcountry.com; Book Country is a 

community website run by Penguin Books. The cartoon directly above is by Tom Gauld, a punny cartoonist 

whose work regularly explores the line between “genre fiction” and “literary fiction,” as the above cartoon does 

(find him at www.tomgauld.com). All other images (book covers, TPB covers, film posters) are copyright their 

respective owners and we retrieved from Amazon.com. 

               

This syllabus is covered under Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercial-ShareAlike 4.0 International License. 

 

http://www.bookcountry.com/ReadAndReview/Books/GenreMap/ScienceFiction.aspx
http://www.tomgauld.com/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-sa/4.0/

