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English 53511
Autumn 2014

Wednesdays, 3-6pm
Cobb 115

Professor Benjamin Morgan

bjmorgan@uchicago.edu
Walker 512

Office Hours: M/W 12-1
Appointments: http://bjmorgan.ycb.me
Victorian Speculative Fiction: Agency, Time, and Utopia

This seminar examines the ecological imagination of speculative fiction between about 1870 and 1910, with particular attention to utopia and scientific romance. What is often described as a late-Victorian turn away from literary realism can equally be thought of as an engagement with challenging new realities revealed by the natural and physical sciences. How could one imagine a world where humans might degenerate or go extinct, where the sun and earth would someday freeze, where time was to be measured in millions of years, where there might be fourth or fifth dimensions of space? This remarkable world, according to scientists, was in fact our own world. As gothic fictions, scientific romances, and alternative histories engaged with this new image of nature, they often denaturalized the progress of technology, the organization of labor, and normative notions of gender. 

Our readings will focus on the intersection of three concepts—agency, time, and utopia—that were of recurring concern within these texts. We will pose a number of interlocking questions: how does a temporality structured by geological periods and natural selection open up new possibilities within the utopian imagination? What new kinds of human, social, and planetary ends and origins does evolutionary time make imaginable? How do utopian worlds depend upon particular configurations of human and nonhuman agencies? How did the unfolding of new temporal scales during the Victorian period afford new ways of envisioning time before and after the human? How do fictional texts respond to the paradox that, just as industrial modernity seemed to control time by standardizing it, time also came loose from human measurement, migrating to geological and biological scales that resisted the imagination?

Teaching philosophy
I expect students at the Ph.D. level to take primary responsibility for generating questions, developing modes of engagement, and reflecting critically on method. My role is 1) to curate a syllabus that makes possible informed and experimental inquiry into a coherent body of literary and theoretical work; and 2) to sustain individual projects by commenting on writing and meeting in office hours. In the classroom, my role is to instigate, guide, and moderate a conversation that is driven by students. This model requires students to read carefully and to share writing in advance of the seminar meeting, as well as to keep in play previous weeks’ readings (rereading when necessary). Assignments are oriented toward the development and refinement of particular academic and professional skills.

Texts
Required:

Bellamy, Looking Backward (1888) [Oxford]
Morris, News from Nowhere (1890) [Oxford]
Butler, Erewhon (1872) [Penguin]
Bulwer-Lytton, The Coming Race (1871) [Broadview]
H.G. Wells, The Time Machine (1895) [Oxford]

M.P. Shiel, The Purple Cloud (1901) [Penguin]

H. Rider Haggard, She (1887) [Penguin]
Charlote Perkins Gilman, Herland (1913) [Penguin]
Recommended [In the online reader but you may want to buy these]:

Darwin, On the Origin of Species (Oxford ed.)

Serres, The Natural Contract
Jameson, Archaeologies of the Future
Latour, Reassembling the Social
How to access the online reader:

Go to this URL:
https://webshare.uchicago.edu/xythoswfs/webui/_xy-8512155_1-t_8T4vKvaB
Or go to this URL and enter your CNet ID:
https://webshare.uchicago.edu/users/bjmorgan/Public/vsf
Readings can be downloaded one by one in folders or all at once in the file reader.zip

Requirements

1. Discussion papers
At least four times during the quarter, please send a short discussion of the reading (less than 500 words) to vsf@lists.uchicago.edu no later than Monday at 5 p.m. These need to be distributed over the quarter; please send the first no later than week 3. Subscribe here:

https://lists.uchicago.edu/web/subscribe/vsf
2. Presentations

A. 
Once during the quarter you will give a 10-15 minute presentation on one or more of the readings. You may partner with another member of the seminar if you wish.

B. 
In week 9 or 10, you’ll give a presentation on your final paper topic.

3. Paper(s)

Option A. 25-page Seminar paper.

Option B. Two 10-12 page papers, one due week 6; the other due week 11.

Option C. Equivalent written work in another academic genre, developed in consultation with me (e.g., a conference paper with a mock CFP and proposal; a mock proposal for research funding with a bibliography; a review essay).

4. Meet with me

Please come talk to me in office hours at some point in the first three weeks so that we can talk about your interests.

5. Attendance: you must come to all meetings. Missing class or coming unprepared may lower your final grade.
Reading Schedule
Readings for each week are divided into three groups: 1) literary texts 2) critical/theoretical/contextual works 3) additional works to be consulted for papers/projects
 = text is in the online reader
1 Introduction: Romance and Nature
 Michel Serres, “The Natural Contract,” in The Natural Contract (Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 1995).
 Andrew Lang, “Realism and Romance,” The Contemporary Review 52 (November 1887): 683–93.
Additional Reading
 Darko Suvin, “Estrangement and Cognition,” in Metamorphoses of Science Fiction: On the Poetics and History of a Literary Genre (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1979).

 Darko Suvin, “Victorian Science Fiction, 1871-85: The Rise of the Alternative History Sub-Genre,” Science Fiction Studies 10, no. 2 (July 1, 1983): 148–69.

 Anna Vaninskaya, “The Late-Victorian Romance Revival: A Generic Excursus,” English Literature in Transition, 1880-1920 51, no. 1 (2008): 57–79.
2 The Problem with Utopia

Bellamy, Looking Backward (1888)
Morris, News from Nowhere (1890)

 Raymond Williams, “Utopia and Science Fiction,” Science Fiction Studies 5, no. 3 (1978): 203–14.

 Fredric Jameson, “Progress vs. Utopia, or, Can we Imagine the Future?” (1982) (in Archaeologies)
 Ernst Bloch, “Something’s Missing: A Discussion between Ernst Bloch and Theodor W. Adorno on the Contradictions of Utopian Longing (1964),” in The Utopian Function of Art and Literature: Selected Essays, trans. Jack Zipes and Frank Mecklenberg (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 1988).
 Jameson, as much of Part One as you can make it through in Archaeologies of the Future (2012); but especially “Utopia and its Antinomies” and “Journey into Fear.” 
Additional Reading
 Michel Foucault, “Of Other Spaces,” trans. Jay Miskowiecz, Diacritics, 1986, 22–27.
3 Evolutionary Time, Anthropomorphism, and Machine Life
Butler, Erewhon (1872)

 Darwin, On the Origin of Species (1859): Introduction; 3: Struggle for existence; 4: Natural Selection; 9: “On the Lapes of Time” (208-212); 10: On the Geological Succession of Organic Beings (on extinction); 14: Recapitulation and Conclusion 

 Elizabeth Grosz, “Introduction: To the Untimely” and “Darwinian Matters: Life, Force, and Change,” in The Nick of Time

Additional Reading
 Gillian Beer, “Fit and Misfitting: Anthropomorphism and the Natural Order,” in Darwin’s Plots: Evolutionary Narrative in Darwin, George Eliot and Nineteenth-Century Fiction, 3rd ed. (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2009).

* Jenny McDonnell, “Brave New Worlds: Samuel Butler’s Erewhon, Settler Colonialism and New Zealand Mean Time,” in Victorian Time: Technologies, Standardizations, Catastrophes, ed. Trish Ferguson (New York, NY: Palgrave Macmillan, 2013), 95–111.

4 Energy, Force, and Power

Bulwer-Lytton, The Coming Race (1871)

 Michel Serres, The Natural Contract (Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 1995).
 William Thomson (Lord Kelvin), “On the Age of the Sun’s Heat,” Macmillan’s Magazine 5 (March 1862): 388–93.
 Crosbie Smith, from Energy and Empire: A Biographical Study of Lord Kelvin (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1989).

Faraday, from Experimental Researches in Electricity
Tyndall, “On Force"
Additional Reading
 M. Norton Wise, “Time Discovered and Time Gendered in Victorian Science and Culture,” in From Energy to Information: Representation in Science and Technology, Art, and Literature, ed. Bruce Clarke and Linda Dalrymple Henderson, (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 2002).

Gillian Beer, “‘The Death of the Sun’: Victorian Solar Physics and Solar Myth,” in Open Fields: Science in Cultural Encounter (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1996).
Ted Underwood, “Introduction,” “Productivism and the Popularization of the First Law of Thermodynamics,” in The Work of the Sun
Allen MacDuffie, Introduction and “Thermodynamics and its Discontents,” Victorian Literature, Energy, and the Ecological Imagination (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2014).
 Barri J. Gold, “Grand Unified Theories, or Who’s Got GUTs?,” in ThermoPoetics: Energy in Victorian Literature and Science (Cambridge: MIT Press, 2010).
5 Victorian Anthropocene: Extinction, Destruction, Degeneration
H.G. Wells, The Time Machine (1895) 

M.P. Shiel, The Purple Cloud (1901)

 H. G. Wells, “On Extinction,” Chambers’s Journal of Popular Literature, Science and Arts 10, no. 509 (September 30, 1893): 623–24.

 Edwin Ray Lankester, Degeneration: A Chapter in Darwinism (London: Macmillan and Company, 1880), 55-62 and Note D
 Dipesh Chakrabarty, “The Climate of History: Four Theses,” Critical Inquiry 35, no. 2 (January 2009): 197–222.

 Bruno Latour, “Agency at the Time of the Anthropocene,” New Literary History 45, no. 1 (2014): 1–18. 

 Maurice Blanchot, “The Apocalypse is Disappointing,” in Friendship, trans. Elizabeth Rottenberg (Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press, 1997).
 Stephen Arata, “Strange Cases, Common Fates: Degeneration and Fiction in the Victorian Fin-de-Siècle,” in Fictions of Loss in the Victorian Fin de Siècle (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1996). 
Additional Reading
 Eugene Thacker, “Notes on Extinction and Existence,” Configurations 20, no. 1 (2012): 137–48.

 Ian Baucom, “History 4°: Postcolonial Method and Anthropocene Time,” The Cambridge Journal of Postcolonial Literary Inquiry 1, no. 01 (March 2014): 123–4.

6 Mastery and Progress, Myth and Enlightenment
H. Rider Haggard, She (1887)

 Arthur Machen, “The Great God Pan” (1894)
 Adorno and Horkheimer, “The Concept of Enlightenment,” in Dialectic of Enlightenment
 Edward Tylor, “The Development of Culture” and “Survival in Culture," from Primitive Culture
 Patrick Brantlinger, “Imperial Gothic: Atavism and the Occult in the British Adventure Novel, 1880-1914,” in Rule of Darkness: British Literature and Imperialism, 1830-1914 (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1988). 
Additional Reading
 Algernon Blackwood, "The Man whom the Trees Loved” (1912), in Pan’s Garden: A Volume of Nature Stories (London: Macmillan and Co., 1919).

 Vernon Lee, “The Wicked Voice” (1887)
* William Hope Hodgson, “The Voice in the Night” (1907)

 Peter Logan, "Edward Tylor’s Science" in Victorian Fetishism: Intellectuals and Primitives. Albany: SUNY Press, 2009.
7 Agency and the Social
 Gabriel Tarde, Fragment d’histoire future (Paris: A. Storck, 1904) 

 English translation: Underground Man (London: Duckworth, 1905)
 H.G. Wells, introduction to Underground Man
 Bruno Latour, Part 1, Reassembling the Social: An Introduction to Actor-Network-Theory (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2005).
Additional Reading
 Gabriel Tarde, Monadology and Sociology, ed. and trans. Theo Lorenc (Melbourne, Australia: re.press, 2011).

 Bruno Latour, “Gabriel Tarde and the End of the Social,” The Social in Question: New Bearings in History and the Social Sciences, 2002, 117–32.
 Eduardo Vivieros de Castro, “l’Arrêt de Monde,” in De l’univers clos au monde infini (Paris: Dehors, 2014), 221–339.
8 Shaping Human Nature: Eugenics and Utopia

Charlote Perkins Gilman, Herland (1913)

 Francis Galton, “Eugenics: Its Definition, Scope, and Aims” (1904)
 Jose Muñoz, Introduction and Chapter One from Crusing Utopia: The Then and There of Queer Futurity
9 Utopian Mathematics; Presentations
Abbott, Flatland (1884)
 Charles Howard Hinton, “What Is the Fourth Dimension?,” The Dublin University Magazine 1, no. 1 (Michaelmas 1880): 15–34.
10 Presentations; wrap-up
