
Politics and Pop Culture: 
Science Fiction and Politics 
 
PSCI 3165.001 – Spring 2023 
M/W 11:00-12:20 – Wooten Hall 117 
 
Instructor:  Dr. Wendy Watson (she/her/hers/they/them/theirs) 
Location:  153 Wooten Hall   
Contact:  Canvas “inbox” only, please. 
   Messages received M – Th will receive a response within 24 hours.   
   Messages received F – Sunday may take additional time. 
Office Hours:  In person office hours on Mondays from 1 - 3, and 
   by appointment via Zoom 

Course Description 
 
While there are myriad reasons to study science fiction and political science in tandem, they boil 
down to two broad categories: 
 

(1) Science fiction often exposes the effects of technology and the realm of the possible 
on our social and political landscape.  To the extent that science fiction gets it right—both 
the coming changes to technology and the interaction between technology and our social 
life—science fiction gives us a glimpse into our future. 
 
(2) Because science fiction is not moored in our current reality, it provides an opportunity 
to better expose certain aspects of our political truth by magnifying elements of our 
culture or by extrapolating trends to their natural conclusions. 
 

In this class, we will attempt to leverage the world of political science and other less “hard” 
speculative fiction in both these ways. 
 
Students who complete the course should come away with a better ability to see the connection 
between fiction and reality, a better ability to anticipate the effects of technology on politics, and 
a greater appreciation for the use of speculation to highlight the truth. 
 

Assignments 
 
TBL      40% 
Election 2372     15% 
Individual Project    25% 
 Turn in Movie (5 pts) 
 Movie Summary (5 pts) 



 Annotated Bibliography (10 pts) 
 Paper (50 pts) 
 Poster (30 pts) 
Final Exam     20% 
 

Course Materials 
 
There are five novels that everyone in the course must read.  You may purchase these books new 
or used, from the University bookstore or online.  I’m not even particular about the edition you 
choose, because it can be difficult to track them down sometimes.  Just buy the books. 
 

1. Max Barry, “Jennifer Government,” Vintage (Reprint) ISBN: 9781400030927 
2. Robert A. Heinlein, “The Moon Is a Harsh Mistress,” Penguin, ISBN: 9780440001355 
3. Aldous Huxley, “Brave New World,” Harper, ISBN: 9780060929879 
4. Ursula LeGuin, “The Dispossessed,” Harper, ISBN: 9780061054884 
5. Rivers Solomon, “An Unkindness of Ghosts,” Ingram, ISBN: 9781617755880 

 
All other readings will be available through Canvas. 
 
In addition to the novels and short stories we will be reading this term, we will watch a number 
of films and television shows.  I will host a “screening” of these media, but they will also be on 
reserve in the UNT Media Library (Chilton Hall).  If you cannot attend the screenings, you will 
be responsible for watching the required films/TV shows on your own time, either in the Media 
Library or through the streaming service of your choice. 
 

Video Screenings 
 
You are free to watch the required films and TV episodes on your own time, by yourself or with 
friends.  However, if you want to join me for a screening, you certainly may!  We will hold those 
screenings on Wednesdays at 4:30 PM in 111C Chilton Hall, the Screening Room for the UNT 
Media Library.  The media will also be on reserve in the Media Library, so you can watch it 
there at a time that is convenient for you.  Here is the schedule for our screenings: 
 
Wednesday, February 1, 4:30 PM:  Star Trek (The Apple and The Omega Glory) 
Wednesday, February 22, 4:30 PM:  Minority Report 
Wednesday, March 22, 4:30 PM: 1984 
Wednesday, March 29, 4:30 PM:  District 9 
Wednesday, April 19, 4:30 PM:  Dune 
  



Description of Assessments and Expectations 
 
TBL 
   
TBL stands for “team-based learning.”  There are a number of components to TBL: 

• Readiness Assurance Tests (RATs) 
o Individual Readiness Assurance Tests (iRATs):  For each film, novel, etc., you 

will start with a short, 10-question multiple choice quiz on Monday.  This is not 
meant to trick you, but rather it is an opportunity to verify that you have done the 
reading (or watching) in a thoughtful way. 

o Team Readiness Assurance Tests (tRATs):  After the iRAT, your team will—as a 
team—take the exact same quiz.  This gives you an opportunity to talk with your 
teammates, deliberate, and figure things out. 

• Applications: After the RATs, the rest of the class time for the week will be spent on 
some short lectures interspersed with “applications.”  These are questions or problems 
that you will tackle with your team.  Applications are not graded, but your team may be 
asked to justify its decision or explain its reasoning. 

• Peer Review: Twice during the semester, you will be asked to complete a short peer 
review of the members of your team.  The peer review is based on a scale of 25 points 
possible.  Five of the 25 points are based on your completion of the review (did you 
evaluate your teammates?); the other 20 points are based on your teammates’ evaluations 
of you. 

 
One of our first items of business in the class will be to select the distribution of weights between 
iRATs, tRATs, and peer review. 
 
Election 2372 
 
Earth date: 2372.  Miraculously, the United States government remains intact, and it is time for 
another presidential election.  The candidates?  James T. Kirk and Jean-Luc Picard.  During the 
second week of classes, you will join the campaign of either Kirk or Picard, and over the course 
of the semester, you will craft Instagram images supporting your candidate.  Why is he the best 
leader?  Why is he right for America?  What will sell him to American voters?  All campaign 
materials will be added to a website for your candidate, and the PSCI department (and the 
public) will vote in our electronic election.  Please see the Election 2372 Module in Canvas for 
more details and precise guidelines. 
 
Individual Projects   
 
Throughout the semester, we will be consuming science fiction media (books, short stories, and 
films) and connecting those media to political ideas.  For your individual project, you will 
recreate this model with the science fiction movie of your choice.  This assignment will require 
you to  
 

• identify a science fiction film you want to tackle; 



• identify at least 5 sources (articles or books) that offer critical analysis of the specific film 
or provide insight into a political concept that is reflected in the film; 

• draft a 5 – 7 page (double spaced) paper that analyzes the political theme(s) of your 
chosen film; and 

• create a visual representation of your analysis for display at an end-of-semester event. 
 
Further details are available on Canvas. 
 
Final Exam 
 
We will have a final exam in this course.  It will cover content from the entire semester, and it 
will ask you to find common threads from the material we have covered.  If you have been 
reading/watching the required content throughout the semester, attending class, and approaching 
the in-class discussions with care, you should not have difficulties with the final exam. 
 
The exam will be open-book, open-note, and untimed.  It will be administered through Canvas.  
While you should not consult with other students, you do not need to use the Respondus 
lockdown browser for this test. 
 
In terms of format, the test will be a combination of multiple choice and other “objective” or 
“closed” response question types and short answer/short essay questions.  It will be written so 
that it can be completed in 1.5 hours, though (again) you can take more time if you choose to.   

Class Policies 
 
Attendance policy   
 
Attendance is mandatory.  With the exception of university excused absences, military service, 
religious observance, and dependent care under Title IX, absences are considered “unexcused.”  
You are entitled to two unexcused absences for the semester.  Thereafter, you will lose 2% off 
your final grade for each class you miss. 
 
Late policies   
 
Late papers, paper components, and other assignments will be penalized 5% if turned in within 
24 hours of the due date, 10% within 24 and 48 hours after the due date, 15% within 48 and 72 
hours after the due date, etc. 
 
If you miss a RAT, you must complete it during business hours in 125 Wooten Hall (the main 
PSCI office) within one week. 
 
The final exam must be completed on time; it will not be accepted after the due date/time for any 
reason.  Please factor in the possibility of technical problems when you decide on your schedule 
for taking the exam.  
 



Inclusive Classroom Environment 
 
I strive to make my class spaces as inclusive as possible.  I will do my best to respect your 
identity, your neurotype, your beliefs and ideology, and your life circumstances.  If I could do 
better in that regard, please let me know.   
 
By the same token, I expect that you will contribute to our class’s inclusivity by treating me and 
others with civility and respect.  Bullying, dead-naming, and demeaning or dismissive comments 
will not be tolerated. 
 
Out of respect for my own neurotype, I ask that you arrive on time and that you refrain from 
unnecessary side conversations and loud noises.  These may seem like trivial things, but 
sensory interruptions make it difficult for me to stay on-task and regulated, so it really is better 
for everyone  
 

University Policies 
 
Academic Integrity Standards and Consequences  
 
According to UNT Policy 06.003, Student Academic Integrity, academic dishonesty occurs when 
students engage in behaviors including, but not limited to cheating, fabrication, facilitating 
academic dishonesty, forgery, plagiarism, and sabotage. A finding of academic dishonesty may 
result in a range of academic penalties or sanctions ranging from admonition to expulsion from 
the University. In this course, a finding of academic misconduct on a single assignment will 
result in a reduction of one letter grade in the course; a second instance will result in failure in 
the course.  All instances of academic misconduct will be reported. 
 
ADA Accommodation Statement  
 
UNT makes reasonable academic accommodation for students with disabilities. Students seeking 
accommodation must first register with the Office of Disability Accommodation (ODA) to verify 
their eligibility. If a disability is verified, the ODA will provide a student with an 
accommodation letter to be delivered to faculty to begin a private discussion regarding one’s 
specific course needs. Students may request accommodations at any time, however, ODA notices 
of accommodation should be provided as early as possible in the semester to avoid any delay in 
implementation. Note that students must obtain a new letter of accommodation for every 
semester and must meet with each faculty member prior to implementation in each class. For 
additional information see the ODA website at disability.unt.edu. 
 
Emergency Notification & Procedures 
 
UNT uses a system called Eagle Alert to quickly notify students with critical information in the 
event of an emergency (i.e., severe weather, campus closing, and health and public safety 



emergencies like chemical spills, fires, or violence). In the event of a university closure, please 
refer to Blackboard for contingency plans for covering course materials. 
 
Retention of Student Records 
 
Student records pertaining to this course are maintained in a secure location by the instructor of 
record. All records such as exams, answer sheets (with keys), and written papers submitted 
during the duration of the course are kept for at least one calendar year after course completion. 
Course work completed via the Blackboard online system, including grading information and 
comments, is also stored in a safe electronic environment for one year. Students have the right to 
view their individual record; however, information about student’s records will not be divulged 
to other individuals without proper written consent. Students are encouraged to review the Public 
Information Policy and the Family Educational Rights and Privacy Act (FERPA) laws and the 
University’s policy. See UNT Policy 10.10, Records Management and Retention for additional 
information. 
 
Acceptable Student Behavior 
 
Student behavior that interferes with an instructor’s ability to conduct a class or other students' 
opportunity to learn is unacceptable and disruptive and will not be tolerated in any instructional 
forum at UNT. Students engaging in unacceptable behavior will be directed to leave the 
classroom and the instructor may refer the student to the Dean of Students to consider whether 
the student's conduct violated the Code of Student Conduct. The University's expectations for 
student conduct apply to all instructional forums, including University and electronic classroom, 
labs, discussion groups, field trips, etc. The Code of Student Conduct can be found at 
deanofstudents.unt.edu/conduct . 
 
Sexual Assault Prevention 
 
UNT is committed to providing a safe learning environment free of all forms of sexual 
misconduct. Federal laws and UNT policies prohibit discrimination on the basis of sex as well as 
sexual misconduct. If you or someone you know is experiencing sexual harassment, relationship 
violence, stalking and/or sexual assault, there are campus resources available to provide support 
and assistance. The Survivor Advocates can be reached at survivoradvocate@unt.edu or by 
calling the Dean of Students Office at 940-565-2648 
 
  



Course Schedule 
 

Dates Topic Read/Watch Due 
1/18 Course 

Introduction 
 * Meet your team! 

1/23 & 1/25 Promise of Science 
Fiction 

Watch: Galaxy Quest (1999) 
Read: Serwer, “Humanoid 
Rights”  
Read: Weaver, “My Client, the 
A.I.”  

* Pick your candidate in 
Election 2372 (in class on 
1/25) 

1/30 & 2/1  Ideology: 
Authoritarianism 
and Anarchism 

Read: The Dispossessed (1974) 
Read:  Newman, “Le Guin’s 
‘The Dispossessed’ and 
Anarchism” 

* Dispossessed RATs (in 
class on 1/30) 
* Individual project movie 
choice (due by 2/1 at the 
end of class) 

2/6 & 2/ 8 Ideology: 
Populism and 
Democratic Ideals 

Watch: Star Trek TOS, “The 
Apple” (Season 2, Episode 5) 
Watch: Star Trek TOS, “The 
Omega Glory” (Season 2, 
Episode 23) 
Read: Walzer, “What Does It 
Mean to Be an ‘American’?” 
Read: Brin, “’Star Wars’ 
despots vs. ‘Star Trek’ 
populists”  
 

* Star Trek RATs (in class 
on 2/6) 

2/13 & 2/15 Campaign Strategy 
Meetings 
Peer Review of 
Individual Project 
Movie Summary 

No Reading * Submit summary of 
your individual project 
movie (via Canvas, 2/15, 
12:30 PM) 
* Bring four copies of 
your summary to class on 
2/15 

2/20 & 2/22 Ideology: 
Libertarianism 

Read: The Moon Is a Harsh 
Mistress (1966) 
Read: Williams, “The Moons of 
Le Guin and Heinlein” 
Read: Santasso, “Fascism and 
Science Fiction” 

* MHM RATs (in class on 
2/20) 

2/27 & 3/1 Civil Liberties Watch: Minority Report (2002) 
Read: Stuever, “HBOs 
‘Thought Crimes’: What a 
cop’s cannibal fetish taught us 
about privacy”  
Read: Suver and Kuwana, 
“mHealth wearables and 

* Minority Report RATs 
(in class on 2/27) 
* Individual project 
annotated bibliography 
(via Canvas, 3/1, 12:30 
PM) 



smartphone health tracking 
apps: A changing privacy 
landscape” 

3/6 & 3/8 Capitalism Read: Jennifer Government 
(2002) 
Read: Ofiaza, “Nike Is Finally 
Dropping Its $600 Vaporfly 
Elite Flyprint 3D” 
Read: Crain, “Is Capitalism a 
Threat to Democracy?” 

* Jennifer Government 
RATs (in class on 3/6) 
* First Election 2372 
campaign placard (via 
Canvas, 3/8, 12:30 PM) 
* First Peer Review 
(Qualtrics survey, 3/8, 
12:30 PM) 

3/13 – 3/18 Spring Break   
3/20 & 3/22 Social Control Read: Brave New World (1932) 

Read: Hitchens, “Foreword to 
Brave New World” 

* Brave New World RATs 
(in class on 3/20) 

3/27 & 3/29 Social Control Watch: 1984 (1984) 
Read: Feeney, “70 Years Later, 
It’s Still ‘1984’” 

* 1984 RATs (in class on 
3/27) 
* Second Election 2372 
campaign placard (via 
Canvas, 3/29, 12:30 PM) 

4/3 & 4/5 Race and Class Watch: District 9 (2009) 
Read: McLeod, Saul, “Robbers 
Cave,” Simply Pyschology 

* District 9 RATs (in 
class on 4/3) 

4/10 & 4/12 Gender Read: TBA * Gender RATs (in class 
on 4/10 
* Third Election 2372 
campaign placard (via 
Canvas, 4/12, 12:30 PM) 

4/17 & 4/19 Intersectionality Read: An Unkindness of Ghosts 
(2017) 
Read: Coaston, “The 
Intersectionality Wars” 

* Unkindness RATs (in 
class on 4/17) 
 

4/24 & 4/26 Resource Scarcity Watch: Dune (2021) 
Read: Hendrix and Salehyan, 
“Climate Change, Rainfall, and 
Social Conflict in Africa” 

*Individual project paper 
and poster (via Canvas, 
4/26, 12:30 PM) 

5/1 & 5/3 Election and Expo No Reading  
Wed. 5/10 Final Exam  Election Polls Close * Final Exam (via Canvas) 

* Peer Review 2 
(Qualtrics Survey) 
Both due at 11:59 PM 

 


