ENGL 3840 Take-Home Final Exam

Due by 600 am, December 14th
Answer any TWO of the questions below. Respond with two fully developed, articulate, well written, grammatically correct typed/word processed essays of at least 750 words each.

Please e-mail me your exam (david.lavery@gmail.com). Put both essays in the same file and give the file your name + “final” (i.e., laveryfinal.doc).

Think of all these questions as open-ended "leading" questions. I do not, as is typical in essay exams ("Please explain the political, economic, sociological, and historical causes and effects of The New Deal in 20,000 words or less"), know the answers in advance. These questions do not have prefabricated "correct" answers. In reading and evaluating them, I will be judging how well you set about attempting to answer them as much as I will their equivalence to some idealized model. Try to make any case you set out to make convincing and imaginative. Cite examples from our reading and viewing. Write well and convince me you have learned something, and you will be rewarded with a good grade.

Hint: you might find it very helpful to reread LeGuin's introduction to the NBSF prior to writing your final.

1. You are a Martian Anthropologist who finds in the buried remains of a Tennessee university, in a professor’s office, the Norton Book of Science Fiction. You have been asked to produce a report defining for your superiors what this thing called science fiction is, based solely on the evidence at your disposal. Write that report. (If you choose this question you may not also choose #9 below.)

2. Several of the stories we read in this class were by women—those by Kress, Butler, Murphy, Hess, LeGuin, Russ, Emshwiller, Atwood, Gunn—written during a period in which women contributed mightily, for the first time, to the evolution of SF. Using some of these stories by women for your case study (and you may include Tiptree’s as well, if you do not choose #6 below), what is it that women bring to SF’s evolution? If you choose this question you may not also choose #5 below.

3. Estrangement (aka defamiliarization) is a Russian formalist term (the Russian word is ostranenie) coined early in the century, to name the power—central to all art—to make things strange/unfamiliar and thus open to new understandings/interpretations. In an essay, assess some of the ways our authors made use of estrangement.

4. Darko Suvin (if that is in fact his real name!) has suggested that what really identifies a work as SF is the presence of a novum (or a multiplicity of them): a "new thing" introduced into a story which warps the story out of the ordinary/the realistic into clearly identifiable SF. In an essay, assess some of the novum/novums introduced into our stories.

5. You have read several stories by James Tiptree, Jr. (Dr. Alice Sheldon). Before it was known that Tiptree was, in fact, a woman, SF writer Robert Silverberg (in the introduction to Warm Worlds and Otherwise), comparing "his" stories to Hemingway’s, detected a "prevailing masculinity about both of them—that preoccupation with questions of courage, with absolute values, with the mysteries and passions of life and death as revealed by extreme physical tests, by pain and suffering and loss." How could Silverberg have been so wrong? With the certain knowledge that Silverberg did not possess of the writer’s gender, examine at least two Tiptree stories for signs of the author’s gender (or lack thereof). If you choose this one, you may not also choose question #2 above.

6. Once marginalized, SF has begun at last to gain some respect as a literary form. Even academics have begun to take it more seriously. Offer your diagnosis of this development.

7. Where is SF headed? If you were to return to take an "Elder Hostel" version of this class in, say, 2050 (taught, of course, by me—at the age of 101!), what do you imagine will have become of the genre?

8. David Pringle’s very good The Ultimate Encyclopedia of Science Fiction: The Definitive Illustrated Guide identifies the following SF "templates" and "motifs":

Alien Intrusions | Alien Life | Alternative Histories | Artificial Intelligence | Comic SF | Cosmic Collisions | Cutting-Edge Technology | Cyberpunk | Cyborgs | Dinosaurs & Other Survivals | Disaster Stories | Dying Earth, The | Dystopias | Elixir of Life, The | Endangered Environment, The | Future Cities | Genetic Engineering | Lost Races | Mental Powers | Nuclear War & Its Aftermath | Overpopulation and Pollution | Parallel Worlds | Planetary Romance | Prehistoricals | Robots and Androids | Sex Wars | Space Habitats | Space Opera | Space Travel | Steampunk | Supermen & Other Mutants | Superweapons and Future Wars | Suspended Animation | Teleportation & Matter Transmission | Time Travels | Transcendence | Under the Surface | Utopias

Picking at least three of these, offer a brief definition of each (as you understand it) and then briefly identify some stories that would seem to be examples and why. (You need not limit yourself to SF we considered in this class.)

9. At http://davidlavery.net/Courses/3840/Accessories/SFDefinitions.html you will find an extensive collection of definitions of science fiction. Choose one (or more) and respond by critiquing/expanding/refuting the definition(s). If you choose this one, you may not also choose #1 above.

10. Point of view is an important aspect of both traditional and SF literature. In an essay show how POV functions in one or more of the stories we have read.

