Course Name:  Dystopian Literature (a working title)
Introduction:

The dystopic novel evinces a strong theme common in much science fiction and fantasy fiction, the creation of a future time (usually), when the conditions of human life are exaggeratedly bad due to deprivation, oppression or terror.  This created society or ‘dystopia’ frequently constructs apocalyptic views of a future using crime, immorality or corrupt government to create or sustain the bad quality of people’s lives, often conditioning the masses to believe their society is proper and just, and sometimes perfect.  It can provide space for heroism in disrupting the dystopian setting (e.g. John Savage in Brave New World or Catniss Everdeen in The Hunger Games).  Most dystopian fiction takes place in the future but often purposely develops contemporary social trends taken to extremes.  Dystopias are frequently written as commentaries, as warnings or as satires, showing current trends extrapolated to nightmarish conclusions.

This course explores the concepts of Utopia and Dystopia.  Sir Thomas More coined the term utopia as a combination of Greek words meaning happy place and no place/nowhere.  Far from describing a never never land, utopias often represent cultural protest against unjust institutions or policies and propose political or social reforms.  In recent years, there has been increasing attention to dystopic visions representing oppressive totalitarian regimes, environmental degradation, and/or technological oppression.

Students will read literature, watch films, and look at artistic portrayals of utopia and dystopia.  The films we will discuss may include (but is not limited to): Nineteen Eighty Four, Blade Runner, Gattaca, Hunger Games, Soylent Green, Demolition Man, The Complete Metropolis, Brazil, Minority Report, A Clockwork Orange (clips, not the entire film), Escape From New York, Animal Farm, Elysium, THX-1138, V for Vendetta, The Village, Forbidden Planet, The Handmaid’s Tale, Pleasantville, Strange Days, Logan’s Run.  Other film examples may be added to this list.  Note: Not all of the above mentioned films will be viewed during the semester/term.

A premise of this course is that Utopian Studies is directly relevant to contemporary social problems and important to thinking creatively about solutions.  In our discussion of texts and films and in student projects, we will focus on the connection between utopian thought and contemporary challenges such as ethnic and racial conflict, economic inequality, the dehumanizing effect of technological dependence, and alternatives to traditional nuclear family relationships.  
Course Description:

Students will investigate dystopian themes in literature, exploring how authors from various cultures and time periods have attempted to answer the question:  Could a utopian society ever exist, and why does such a search for the perfect world typically backfire?  In reading a variety of dystopian novels, short stories, news/magazine articles and blogs, as well as in viewing some dystopian films, students will identify and analyze how dystopian authors turn an inquisitive eye on their own societies in answering this question.  Critical and analytical discussions will be required.

Essential Questions:

How can utopian thought or utopian experiments help us address contemporary challenges?
What warnings are provided by dystopian literature, film, and art?

What does an author communicate about the relationship between the individual and the group in a dystopian society?

How does an author develop an “authentic” dystopian society?

How do authors portray women in a dystopian society?

Instructional/Learning Objectives:

Students will…

· Utilize stages of the writing process (pre-writing, outlining, drafting, editing/revising, publishing reflection)

· Analyze how two or more texts address similar themes and how authors take varying approaches

· Write in multiple formats, including creative, persuasive, personal/narrative/memoir, poetry, and reading reflections

· Identify components of utopian and dystopian societies

· Identify and evaluate authorial intent through dystopian texts

· Identify and analyze key literary terms and elements

· Write arguments to support analytical claims of texts

· Integrate/evaluate, and analyze a variety of types of propaganda

· Provide critical analysis, both written and oral

· Determine or clarify the meaning of unknown words and phrases based on Dystopian Literature course reading, choosing flexibility from a range of strategies

· Utilize speaking and listening skills through Socratic seminars and oral presentations

On completion of this course, students will be able to…
· Define the terms utopia and dystopia and trace the historical development of these concepts

· Identify recurring questions that are investigated in utopian and dystopian thought such as the optimal means of structuring society and government, economic distribution, gender equality, and coexistence with technology

· Demonstrate how utopian thought fostered social change

· Critically examine the rhetoric embedded in utopian and dystopian literature and film

· Discuss the evolution of significant utopian communities, and evaluate the contributions made by these communities and the obstacles that they faced

· Compare historical utopian communities with similar contemporary social experiments

· Understand the contribution of gender and race-related utopian thought

· Discuss the intersection of utopian thought and justice theory

· Discuss recent dystopian investigation challenges posed by technology, environmental degradation, and advances in genetic engineering

Thematic Concepts (may include but are not limited to):

Power/Responsibility

Fear and Propaganda

Authority

Utopia

Societal Conformity

Technology Serving Man/Man Serving Technology

Topics (may include but are not limited to):
Utopia and Dystopia:  What’s the Difference?

Visions of Utopia

Utopia and Satire

Frankenstein: Then and Now

The Challenge of Poverty

Feminotopia: A Feminist take on the topic

Dystopia and Surveillance

Dystopia and Genetic Engineering

Dystopia and Crime 
Dystopia and the Robot

Dystopia and Disability

Family Values in Dystopia

Cloning: Means to an End
Totalitarian Dystopia

