
 

 

 

Crossing Real and Imagined Borders between Minds: Empire, Conflict and Peace 

in Anglophone Science Fiction 
(Seminar by Ivaylo Shmilev) 

 

 

Description: 

 

What is science fiction (sf)? What does it have to do with the histories of colonialism, 

imperialism and globalization? And how is contact with others (humans and/or aliens), a central 

process in imperialism and globalization, imagined in anglophone sf? Where are the borders 

between peaceful and violent contact, between cultural difference and cultural similarity, between 

one intellect and another – and how does sf cross them? How do we describe the (contingent) 

relationships between contact, war, conflict, peace? These are some of the central questions 

which will take us on an exploration of recent sf material from the anglophone world. We will 

discuss some general philosophical problems, several theoretical approaches to sf as well as some 

analyses of imperial and globalization history, then go on to apply the knowledge gained. We will 

focus on topics such as cultural differences and similarities, globalization history, transculturality, 

armed violence and so on, in order to examine the ways cross-cultural contact and cultural 

communication shape borders and border-crossing in anglophone sf. 

 

 

Warnings/Rules of Engagement: 

 

- Sf tends to deal with the gravestof serious topics, especially when sf stories concern 

violence and armed conflict. As such, sf (and therefore this seminar as well) is not for the 

squeamish. 

- All required materials must be acquired and read/seen in advance; a good idea is to mark 

passages in texts and take notes because we need to quickly access relevant information 

during discussions – and we have very limited time. 

- The optional materials involve sf stories about cross-cultural communication and the road 

to, or maintenance of, peace; they are recommended for expanding your overview of the 

seminar and its main themes in both art and academic discourse. Being exposed to more 

sf is always a plus when studying it. Furthermore, other academic and scientific 

knowledge can be useful in some cases as well. Serious, technical, in-depth scientific 

knowledge, however, is not required. 

- All homework assignments and credit questions will be discussed during the summer 

school. 

- Since the seminar focuses on intensive critical thinking and analysis, general knowledge 

about our little blue planet, well-developed reading habits as well as appreciation of sf are 

welcome. 

 

 

Required academic texts: 

 

The Encyclopedia of Science Fiction, “Definitions of SF” 

The Encyclopedia of Science Fiction, “Novum” 



 

 

Marie Jakober, “The Continuum of Meaning: A Reflection on Speculative Fiction and Society” 

Sherryl Vint and Mark Bould, “There Is No Such Thing As Science Fiction”  

Ashley Jackson, “Rise and Fall” 

Nicholas B. Dirks, “Scandal” 

John Rieder, “The Colonial Gaze and the Frame of Science Fiction” 

Wolfgang Welsch, “Transculturality - the Puzzling Form of Cultures Today” 

Neil Easterbrook, “Ethics and Alterity” 

 

 

Required sf material: 

 

Octavia Butler, “Bloodchild” (short story) 

Karin Lowachee, “The Forgotten Ones” (short story) 

Iain M. Banks, Look to Windward (novel) 

Aristomenis Tsirbas (dir.), Battle for Terra (film) 

 

 

Optional materials:  

 

Short texts: Larissa Lai, “Rachel” (short story); Tobias S. Buckell, “Necahual” (short story); 

Eden Robinson, “Terminal Avenue” (short story); Vandana Singh, “Delhi” (short story); Celu 

Amberstone, “Refugees” (short story); Ven Begamudré, “Out of Sync”; Istvan Csicsery-Ronay, 

Jr., “Empire” (academic text); Patricia Kerslake, “The Self and Representations of the Other in 

Science Fiction” (academic text); Arjun Appadurai, “Disjuncture and Difference in the Global 

Cultural Economy” (academic text); Matthew Candelaria, “Reading Science Fiction with 

Postcolonial Theory” (academic text); Patrick D. Murphy, “Environmentalism”; Doug Davis, 

“Science Fiction Narratives and the Politics of National Security” (academic text) 

 

Computer games: FireFly Studios, Space Colony HD; Firaxis Games, Sid Meier's Civilization: 

Beyond Earth; Croteam, The Talos Principle; Tiger Style, Waking Mars; Skygoblin, The Journey 

Down; Zachtronics Industries, SpaceChem; Access Software, Under a Killing Moon; Sierra, 

Space Quest series 

 

Films: James Cameron (dir.), Avatar (Extended Collector's Edition); Neill Blomkamp (dir.), 

District 9; David Twohy (dir.), Pitch Black; Tom Tykwer, Lana & Andy Wachowski (dirs.), 

Cloud Atlas; Danny Boyle (dir.), Sunshine; Alfonso Cuarón, Children of Men; Ridley Scott, 

Blade Runner; Spike Jonze (dir.), Her 

 

Novels: Octavia E. Butler, Lilith's Brood (Xenogenesis trilogy: Dawn, Adulthood Rites&Imago); 

Iain M. Banks, Feersum Endjinn; Ian McDonald, River of Gods; Samuel Delany, Nova; Isaac 

Asimov, The End of Eternity; Nalo Hopkinson, Black Girl in the Ring; Salman Rushdie, Grimus; 

Kim Stanley Robinson, The Mars Trilogy (Red, Green&Blue Mars); Margaret Atwood, The 

Handmaid's Tale; William Gibson, The Sprawl Trilogy (Neuromancer, Count Zero&Mona Lisa 

Overdrive); Greg Egan, Distress; Doris Lessing, Re: Colonised Planet 5, Shikasta; Terry 

Pratchett & Stephen Baxter, The Long Earth 

 


