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Science Fiction and the Radical Imagination 
 
Instructor: Paul Kohlbry (pkohlbr1@jhu.edu) 
Course number: AS.070.283 
Time: Tuesday/Thursday, 1:00 - 3:30 
Location: Gilman 119 
Date: January 9 - 25 
 

Course description 
 
This course takes the following idea as a starting point: science fiction is inseparable from social 
crisis. We will discuss how science fiction imagines the terminal points of crisis and the alternative 
forms of social and political organization that could come into being on the other side. 
Importantly, the line between science fiction and social theory is not so clear-cut, and over three 
weeks we will explore very different texts – from fiction and film to economics and urban theory 
– that are all unified by a critique of the present and/or a radical vision for the future.  
 
Throughout our discussions, we will return to these three central questions. First, how is social 
crisis significant to radical science fiction and theory? Second, in what ways does science fiction 
allow us to better understand the inner workings of key social categories like race, labor, gender, 
value, and state? And third, what are the limits to the sorts of transformations that science fiction 
allows us to imagine?  
 
This course will consist of short lectures in which I will provide background and explanation to 
some of the theoretical material. Most of our time, however, will be given to small group 
discussions and presentations as well as larger discussions as a class. 
 

Student responsibilities  
 
Students are expected to have thoroughly completed the readings before every class. Preparation 
will involve not only reading, watching, or listening, but taking down notes, questions, relevant 
passages, etc. that will aid you in class discussion and group work. At minimum, you should have 
a page of notes for each text. (Personally, I can only really discuss the key ideas of a text if I read 
it, at minimum, twice through and copy down all the main ideas in my own words.) We will 
discuss, on the first day, techniques for taking useful notes and formulating proper questions.  
 
There is one assignment for this course, due on the last day of class, that should relate to the 
ideas found in the readings and the three core questions of the course. It could be a: 
 
• Book, movie, or video game review 
• Creative essay 
• Short story 
• Utopian plan or blueprint 
• Manifesto for future insurrection 
• Photo or video project (please, take advantage of the Digital Media Center) 
• Some combination of the above 
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• Something else 
 
A few things. First, the only requirement is that your final project engages with the key concerns 
of the course. This requirement is easier in some mediums and less clear in others. So, for 
example, if you’re doing a photo project, you might want to include some captions or a short 
introduction that helps me place your work in the context of the course. Second, abstract stuff is 
fine, but if you think that there is a danger that it won’t make sense to me, please, talk to me 
about it first. Third, group work is fine (and encouraged), but please get my permission first.  
 

Schedule 
 
Have the texts completed by the date below and be ready to discuss. Please note that several of 
the assigned novels are quite lengthy, so get started early! The following books should be 
purchased or ordered ahead of time via Borrow Direct (much faster than ILL): 
Walkaway, Triton, and Dawn. The rest of the readings will be provided via Dropbox.  
 
Week 1: Science fiction at the end of capitalism 
 
January 9 
 
Mason, Paul. “The End of Capitalism has Begun”. The Guardian. July 17, 2015. Available at: 

https://www.theguardian.com/books/2015/jul/17/postcapitalism-end-of-capitalism-
begun 

 
Benanav, Aaron. “Automation and the Future of Work.” Lecture. Radical Futures. September 7, 

2017. Available at: http://www.iire.org/node/823 
 
January 11 
 
Doctorow, Corey. Walkaway: A Novel. Tor Books, 2017.  
 
Star Trek: The Next Generation. “The Neutral Zone.” Directed by James Conway. Written by 

Deborah McIntyre and Mona Clee. May 16, 1988. [viewed in class]  
 
Week 2: Revolutionary feminism and the fate of reproduction 
 
January 16 
 
Firestone, Shulamith. The Dialectic of Sex: The Case for Feminist Revolution. Bantam, 1970. Chapter 1, 

“The Dialectic of Sex” and Chapter 10, “Feminism and Ecology”, and Chapter 11, 
“Conclusions”. 

 
Blade Runner 2049. Directed by Denis Villeneuve. Warner Brothers, 2017.  
 
January 18 
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Haraway, Donna. “A Cyborg Manifesto: Science, Technology, and Socialist-Feminism in the 
Late Twentieth Century.” In Simians, Cyborgs, and Women: The Reinvention of Nature. 
Routledge, 1991.  

 
Delany, Samuel R. Triton. Bantam, 1976. [reprinted as Trouble on Triton]. 
 
Week 3: The pasts and futures of race 
 
January 23 
 
Chen, Chris. "The Limit Point of Capitalist Equality: Notes toward an Abolitionist Antiracism." 

Endnotes 3 (2013): 202-23. Available at: https://endnotes.org.uk/issues/3/en/chris-chen-
the-limit-point-of-capitalist-equality 

 
Butler, Octavia. Dawn. Grand Central Publishing, 1987. (Reprinted as volume 1 of Lilith’s Brood).  
 
January 25 
 
Graham, Stephen. Cities Under Siege: The New Military Urbanism. Verso Books, 2011. Chapter 4, 

“Ubiquitous Borders”. 
 
Blasim, Hassan (ed.). Iraq + 100: The First Anthology of Science Fiction to Have Emerged from Iraq. Tor 

Books, 2017. [selected short stories will be provided] 


