
Science & Science Fiction in Film 
01/13 – 05/06/2014, Wednesdays, 2:35 – 5:15 pm, Katzen 112, Credits: 3.0 

Lecturer: Monique Laney, Ph.D., Email: laney@american.edu, Phone: 770-841-7947 
Office hours: 5:15-7:15 pm or by appointment, Office: Hamilton 302 

 

 
 
Description 
Since the publication of Thomas Moore’s Utopia in 1516, creative thinkers have been trying to 
communicate their ideas about the future to a larger audience. In the last century and a half, 
these ideas have been more often explored through the lens of science, technology and society. 
Some believed it could make our lives better, while others are convinced that our fascination 
with science and technology may lead to our doom someday. Starting with the question, “What 
is science fiction?” we will explore the ways in which creative thinkers have depicted and 
engaged  science and technology to bring us their ideas about possible futures for humanity, 
explore what debates about science, technology and society informed these ideas, look at how 
the contemporary state of technology informed its depiction in film throughout the twentieth 
century, examine how changes in cinematography have allowed film makers to create more 
and more spectacular scenarios, thereby often making outrageous ideas seem more plausible 
and realistic. In addition to analyzing movies and TV shows, we will read science fiction 
literature that has been turned into films and investigate how the authors’ ideas were changed 
for the new medium. 
 
Required Readings 
All texts are available online. Links are posted on Blackboard. 
You will also have to watch movies of film clips. Information for how to access those will be 
available on Blackboard as well.  
 

mailto:laney@american.edu
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Course Goals 
• Strengthen reading, viewing, critical thinking, research, and writing skills 
• Deepen understanding of science fiction as a reflection of, as well as commentary on, 

society and culture 
• Explore how the state of science and technology affected ideas for science fictions over 

time (history of science and technology) 
• Recognize how public debates about science, technology and society have informed science 

fiction creations 
• Become familiar with how science fiction created visions of the future, as well as inspired 

and/or discouraged research and technological development 
 
Learning Outcomes 
• Explore relationships between fiction and reality in science fiction narratives 
• Apply interdisciplinary analysis with tools from history, literature, film studies, and science 

and technology studies 
• Examine science fiction stories using the lenses of race, class, gender, and sexuality 
• Analyze how science and scientists, technology and engineers have been portrayed in 

science fiction  
• Identify how changes in cinematography have changed the experience of science fiction 

films/TV shows 
 
Letter 
Grade 

Points Criteria 

A 
A- 

94-100 
90-93 

Reflects consistent higher level thinking: analysis, synthesis & 
evaluation; well organized & presented work; creativity & 
originality; intellectual engagement with ideas, theories & 
interpretations. 

B+ 
B 
B- 

87-89 
84-86 
80-83 

Reflects a command of the material with some examples of higher 
level thinking, organization, creativity and intellectual 
engagement. 

C+ 
C 
C- 

77-79 
74-76 
70-73 

Reflects participation but a lack of higher level thinking, 
intellectual engagement or well organized work. 

D 66-69 Reflects that the minimum course requirement not fully met. 
F 0-66 Reflects that the minimum course requirements were not met. 
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Grading 
 
Reading responses   10% 
Participation   10% 
Introduce film/author/topic in class  10% 
Presentation at AMST Day   20%   
Midterm Exam   20% 
Final Paper   30% 
 
Reading  
This is not a lecture class, but a seminar, which means that you acquire knowledge by actively 
participating in the class. Reading the assigned texts or watching assigned films is the 
foundation for that. To encourage your regular reading/viewing, you need to submit the 
following in a blog post on Blackboard every week that readings/viewings are due: 
 
Films & film clips:  Submit a 350 word reflection and two discussion questions that show you 
have watched the film/film clip and grappled with its meaning.  
 
Texts: Submit author’s main point in your own words in 2-3 sentences, and provide two 
questions for discussion.  
 
The questions should lend themselves to discussion and reflect your clear understanding of the 
text/film. Bring your questions to class!   Tips for effective reading will be posted on Blackboard. 
 
Participation  
Part I: Attendance 
You may miss 1 meeting unexcused, but for each additional absence you will lose 3 points of 
your overall grade, and if you have more than three unexcused absences, you will fail this 
course. For an excused absence, you will need documentation from a competent authority, 
explaining why your attendance was impossible. If you let me know in advance, you can also be 
excused for the major religious holy days that are acknowledged by AU (see: 
http://www.american.edu/ ocl/kay/Major-Religious-Holy-Days.cfm). If you have to miss a class, 
you are still required to submit any assignments due for that meeting. I reserve the right to 
lower the grade of any student who is habitually late or leaves early regularly. 
 
Part II: Discussions 
In a course with over 20 students, it is not easy to contribute to the conversation every week. 
Nevertheless, I expect you to work on being heard regularly in the classroom. If you do not 
contribute voluntarily, I will call on you. Let me know, if you are not comfortable with that. 
 
  

http://www.american.edu/%20ocl/kay/Major-Religious-Holy-Days.cfm
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Introduce film/author/topic in class  
You will read a text in addition to the weekly readings, create a “cheat sheet” for your 
classmates, and have five minutes to introduce your findings in class.  Relevant sources will be 
on reserve at the library, and topics and times will be posted on Blackboard under “Introduce 
film/author/topic” along with specific instructions.  I will circulate a sign-up sheet in our Week 3 
meeting.  
 
Midterm Exam   
The exam will be based on the readings, lectures, and discussions of the first part of the 
semester and will take place during class time.  If you missed an in-class screening of a film, be 
sure to watch it before the midterm.  

 
Presentation at American Studies Day 
The American Studies Program at AU is planning an “American Studies Day” on April 9. Since it coincides 
with our meeting, the director of the American Studies Program, Katharina Vester, has asked us to 
contribute a 90-minute panel.   For this purpose, we will form five groups (4-5 students per group), in 
which you will work together to prepare a 15-minute presentation related to our course.  You will have 
time to meet in your groups during our regular meeting time on March 19 to discuss what you want to 
present and how.  Each of you will have to find a role in the group and submit a written report on what 
you contributed to the presentation.  Criteria for the evaluation of the presentation will be announced 
in class and posted on Blackboard. 
 
Final Paper (2 parts: 1. book review, 2. Final paper) 
Write an analytical paper, comparing the written version (novel or short story) with a film 
version of a science fiction story using the analytical lenses acquired in this class.  Suggestions 
for potential science fiction stories and specific formatting guidelines will be announced in class 
and posted on Blackboard. You may also suggest a book/film combination that is not on the list, 
but need to get my approval to use it.  
 
Technology in the classroom 
Phones should be turned off during class. You may use an electronic device to take notes during 
class, but I will subtract 5 points from your overall grade each time I catch you using an 
electronic device for anything other than class-related activities. 
 
Late Policies 
All deadlines are stated on the syllabus. There will be no extensions in this class save for 
extraordinary circumstances or a doctor’s note. You lose 5 points from your grade for every day 
passed the due date that you fail to hand in your work.  
 
Academic Integrity 
In accordance with American University policies, no form of academic dishonesty will be 
tolerated in this class. This includes: plagiarism, inappropriate collaboration, work done for one 
course and submitted for another, deliberate falsification of data, interference with other 
students’ work, and copyright violations.  For a full explanation of the rules and procedures 
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related to academic integrity violations, visit the Academic Integrity link on AU‘s website:   
http://www.american.edu/academics/integrity/code.cfm. 
 
Communication and Office Hours 
Outside of class, I will communicate with you regularly via email and Blackboard, so you need to 
ensure that you have access to these tools and that your AU email address is set up correctly. 
Be sure to check your email regularly, and I will do the same!  I want you to succeed, so I am 
happy to help if you have questions concerning the class, your grades, the readings, or the 
assignments during office hours.  If you cannot meet me during office hours, let me know what 
your availability is, and I will try to meet you at a different time.   
 
Sources for Support 
American University is committed to providing educational opportunities to a broad range of 
students, including those with special educational needs. Once students have registered with 
the university’s Academic Support Center (202-885-33 60), they have access to a variety of 
support mechanisms. I will comply with arrangements a student may need for assignment 
deadlines. Students must be registered with ASC to receive this support: Please notify me as 
early as possible. For additional support, the following institutions might be helpful: 

• Academic Support Center 202-885-3360, Mary Graydon 243 
• The Writing Center 202-885-2991, Battelle-Tompkins 228 
• Counseling Center 202-885-3500, Mary Graydon 214 
• Disability Support Center 202-885-3315, Mary Graydon 206 

 
Emergency Preparedness 
In the event of a declared pandemic (influenza or other communicable disease), American 
University will implement a plan for meeting the needs of all members of the university 
community. Should the university be required to close for a period of time, we are committed 
to ensuring that all aspects of our educational programs will be delivered to our students. These 
may include altering and extending the duration of the traditional term schedule to complete 
essential instruction in the traditional format and/or use of distance instructional methods.  I 
will communicate class-specific information to you via AU e-mail and Blackboard, while you 
must inform me immediately of any absences due to illness. You are responsible for checking 
your AU e-mail regularly and keeping yourselves informed of emergencies. In the event of a 
declared pandemic or other emergency, you should refer to the AU Web site 
(www.prepared.american.edu) and the AU information line at (202) 885-1100 for general 
university-wide information, as well as contact their faculty and/or respective dean’s office for 
course and school/ college-specific information. 
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SCHEDULE 
 
Week 1 – January 15:  Introduction  
In-class screening:   
Le Voyage Dans La Lune (Trip to the Moon, 1902) and excerpts from Hugo (2011) 
 
Week 2 – January 22: Evolution of SF 
In-class screening:  
The Day the Earth Stood Still (1951) 
 
Readings due:  
• Robert Heinlein, “And he built a crooked house” (1940)  
• Harry Bates, “Farewell to the Master” (1940) 
• Arthur C. Clarke, “History Lesson” (1949) 
 
Week 3 – January 29:  Sci-Fi and "Real" Science & Technology 
In-class screening:  
Excerpts from Frau im Mond (Woman in the Moon, 1929) 
 
Readings due:  
• Corn, Joseph J. “Introduction” and “Epilogue” in Imagining Tomorrow: History, Technology, 

and the American Future. Cambridge, Mass.: MIT Press, 1986, 1-9, 219-229. 
• David A. Kirby, “Science Consultants, Fictional Films, and Scientific Practice,” Social Studies 

of Science, Vol. 33, No. 2 (Apr., 2003), pp. 231-268   
 

Week 4 – February 5:  Humans & Machines - Computers, Robots, Cyborgs 
Students introduce film/author/topic in class (1) 
In-class screening:  
Forbidden Planet (1956) 
 
Readings due:  
• Stanislaw Lem, “Robots in Science Fiction,” in SF: The Other Side of Realism, edited by 

Thomas D. Clareson, Bowling Green, OH: Bowling Green University Popular Press, 1971, 
307-325 

• Janet Vertesi, “Pygmalion’s Legacy: Cyborg Women in Science Fiction,” in Scifi in the Mind's 
Eye: Reading Science through Science Fiction, edited by Grebowicz, Margret, Chicago: Open 
Court, 2007, 73-86. 

• Film: Metropolis (1927), available as streaming video through AU library 
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Week 5 – February 12:  Space Travel, Time Travel, Limited Time 
Students introduce film/author/topic in class (2) 
In-class screening:  
Logan’s Run (1976) 
 
Readings due:  
o Gordon, Andrew. “Back to the Future: Oedipus as Time Traveler” in Liquid Metal: The 

Science Fiction Film Reader.  Redmond, Sean. (ed) London; New York: Wallflower, 2004, 
116-125. 

o Sobchack, Vivian. “Postfuturism” in Liquid Metal: The Science Fiction Film Reader.  
Redmond, Sean. (ed) London; New York: Wallflower, 2004, 220-227. 

o Film: 2001: A Space Odyssey (1968), available as DVD at AU Media Library 
 
Week 6 – February 19: Alien Encounters 
Students introduce film/author/topic in class (3) 
In-class screening:  
Solaris (2002) 
 
Readings due:  
• Rieder, John. “Introduction,” in Colonialism and the Emergence of Science Fiction, The 

Wesleyan Early Classics of Science Fiction Series. Middletown, Conn.: Wesleyan University 
Press, 2008, 1-15, 29-33. 

• Lincoln, Don. “Prologue: The Question” in Alien Universe: Extraterrestrial Life in Our Minds 
and in the Cosmos. Baltimore, MD: Johns Hopkins University Press, 2013. 

 
Week 7 – February 26:  Future Societies - Utopias/Dystopias 
Students introduce film/author/topic in class (4) 
Course Evaluations 
In-class screening:  
Gattaca (1997) 
 
Readings due:  
• David A. Kirby, “The New Eugenics in Cinema: Genetic Determinism and Gene Therapy in 

‘GATTACA,’" Science Fiction Studies, Vol. 27, No. 2 (Jul., 2000), pp. 193-215 
• Ryan, Michael and Douglas Kellner. “Technophobia/Dystopia,” in Liquid Metal: The Science 

Fiction Film Reader.  Redmond, Sean. (ed) London; New York: Wallflower, 2004, 48-56. 
 
Week 8 – March 5  
Midterm Exam  
  
Spring Break - March 12 
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Week 9 – March 19: Preparation for AMST Day 
Students meet in groups to prepare presentations for American Studies Day (no class meeting) 

 
Week 10 – March 26: Science/Scientists "gone wild" 
Students introduce film/author/topic in class (5) 
In-class screening:  
The Thing From Another World (1951) 
 
Readings due:  
• Perkowitz, S. “Chapter 8: Scientists as Heroes, Nerds, and Villains,” in Hollywood Science: 

Movies, Science, and the End of the World. New York: Columbia University Press, 2007, 167-
195. 

 
Week 11 – April 2:  Disaster caused by Human or Alien Science 
In-class screening:  
Soylent Green (1973) 
 
Readings due:  
• Sontag, Susan. “The Imagination of Disaster” in Commentary, Vol. 40, Oct 1965, 42-48. 
• Sabine Höhler, “Spaceship Earth”: Envisioning Human Habitats in the Environmental Age, 

GHI Bulletin, No. 42, Spring 2008, 65-85. 
 
Week 12 – April 9:  American Studies Day 
Student Presentations 
 
Week 13 – April 16:  SF Fan Culture 
Book Review for final paper due 
In-class screening:  
Galaxy Quest (1999) 
 
Readings due:  
• Jenkins III, Henry. “Star Trek Rerun, Reread, Rewritten: Fan Writing as Textual Poaching” in 

Liquid Metal: The Science Fiction Film Reader.  Redmond, Sean. (ed) London; New York: 
Wallflower, 2004, 264-280 

• Film: Trekkies (1997), available online or as DVD at AU media library 
• Audio: Filk Music 
 
Week 14 – April 23:  Manipulating the Mind 
Final Paper due 
In-class screening:  
Altered States (1978) 
 


