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When I applied for the Rapaport Ethics Grant, my goal was to integrate the question of ethics into my Science Fiction course.  I hoped to demonstrate to students that ethical considerations are part and parcel of how we read science fiction, specifically as regards the issue of difference.  Science fiction is concerned with how things could be different than they are, and thus is always concerned with the other (that which differs from the self) and the not-yet (that which is approaching from the future).  I wanted students to understand that learning to read science fiction is learning to respond to difference, and that the skill of responding to difference is an ethical skill—and I wanted to make them practice this skill in their reading and writing.  Although I wanted ethics to inform the course as a whole, I also wanted students to make the connection to ethics explicitly.  Thus, I applied for funds to bring Mike Pinsky, currently the premier thinker on science fiction and ethics, to campus.  I scheduled his visit for a later point in the term, so that students would already have a thorough grasp of general concepts in science fiction before zeroing in on ethics in a specific way.

Early in the term, my plan to make ethics an ongoing part of class discussion worked well.  As students learned foundational concepts for the study of science fiction, they were able to see that science fiction involves not just a set of topics different from ordinary fiction, but also, frequently, a different perspective, and that this different perspective has ethical implications.  Science fiction often takes a more sweeping point of view of the social and political events it portrays, paying less attention to the individual characters caught up in those events.  This shift in point of view involves an ethical tradeoff.  On the one hand, it allows us to speak of systemic ethical problems and systemic change.  On the other hand, it might make it difficult to value individual experience and the micro-ethical questions of daily life.  As the course progressed, we returned again and again to the question of how we might coordinate the grand, sweeping macro-ethics that science fiction often considers with the more personal perspectives that would allow us to see the micro-ethical issues as well.  Part of the progress achieved later in the course was made possible by the presence of texts that attempted exactly this connection.  My own experience suggests that feminist science fiction (and, at the risk of generalization, science fiction written by women whether or not it is explicitly feminist) is likely to aid this kind of discussion.

The growing influence of ethics was evident in student writing.  Early in the term, there were two short essays, and for the second essay, there was a significant increase in the number of essays that were either explicitly about ethical considerations or took them strongly into account as part of their arguments.  Memorable topics included:  the ethical problem of torture in V for Vendetta, the limitations of Firefly as seen from a feminist perspective, and the ethics of leadership in Parable of the Sower.  The coherence and strength of these essays confirmed my initial sense that the connection between science fiction and ethics is natural and intrinsic.

A little past the middle of the term, I assigned photocopied sections of Mike Pinsky’s book (made with his permission).  By that time ethical considerations were so much a part of discussion that Mike’s work seemed a natural extension of what we had already been doing.  Mike’s visit came just after the discussion of his work, and further extended our considerations into a previously unexplored area, namely the ethics of public space.  On Mike’s recommendation we read the novel Down and Out in the Magic Kingdom by Cory Doctorow as a fictional parallel to his presentation on the evolution of theme parks and other public utopias.  Class response to Mike’s visit was overwhelmingly positive, particularly for the way that it broadened our considerations of ethics while also deepening them.

For the final assignment of the term, there were fewer essays that took ethical considerations into account, and I am unsure what, if anything, this might mean.  The students in the class were an intellectually restless, innovative group, and a number of them turned towards larger, more theoretical concerns (some of which had to do with ethics, some of which did not).  When I teach science fiction in future, I will consider assigning an essay that must be about ethical questions.  My conviction at the moment is that it might hinder more than it helps (by making ethics a sort of “required activity” as opposed to something that naturally comes up), but it is certainly a consideration for any future teacher of this course.

Many Union College students badly need more experience of difference, and the study of science fiction allows for them to encounter difference under the sign of ethics.  The overwhelmingly positive student reactions to the course in general, and to the ethical components in particular, suggests the power of science fiction to give them this badly needed experience in a productive way that they can embrace. The fact that science fiction takes us outside of current conditions is no doubt one of its attractions, and it is possible that something about the speculative nature of the genre helps student explore difference in a way that feels “safe.”  This is obviously both an advantage (because it helps students take more risks) and a disadvantage (because they may not take what they learn back with them to their actual lives), but my feeling is that for many students, a “safe” space may be a necessary step to more serious and difficult ethical work.  On the whole, then, I believe that courses of this kind, which examine ethics in more speculative ways, can and should continue to be part of the overall strategy of Ethics Across the Curriculum.

