
GVPT388F  Visions of Power: Politics in Science-Fiction Cinema 

Thursdays 6-9pm 2308 Art-Soc* 
Ken Cousins, Instructor 

3114P Tydings Hall  (301) 405-6862 kcousins@gvpt.umd.edu 

This 1-credit colloquium uses the film genre of science fiction as a lens on popular ideas 
about political power, ranging from utopian visions to anarchy and dystopian corporate 
states. Students will view one film each week (schedule below), then discuss its 
underlying political message – how the director represents power, control, and social 
order, as well as the rights or obligations of individuals, and how this conditions their 
position in society. 

There is no textbook for this course, but I will post online supporting materials for the 
films (e.g., reviews, commentary) in the course’s Blackboard space, which you are 
encouraged to browse. 

Course Grading: 

In-class participation 50 

Blackboard discussion 20 

Draft Film Critique 10 

Final Film Critique 20 

Total points 100 
 

NOTE: Unless it becomes disruptive, I will keep attendance to the films and discussions 
open to the public. You are free to invite your friends, and they are free to participate, 
so long as the quality of discussion remains high, and you remain involved as well. 
 

Participation (50 points) 

The main “text” of this course are fourteen films (see below) that each address one or 
more major political concepts, such as anarchy, prejudice, or censorship. I will begin 
each class with a brief background on the night’s film, placing it in its political and 
philosophical context to help students to seek out these deeper themes. An open 
discussion will follow each film, where you are strongly encouraged to look for 
similarities and differences in the way the various themes are envisioned and 
communicated by each of the films we will review. 

You will be assessed by the frequency and quality of your participation, as well as the 
care you take to be a keen observer of the subtleties of each film and storyline. 

                                                 
* Please note that we will be viewing three of the films (see course schedule) in the Hoff Theater. 



All students are expected to view at least twelve of the fourteen films in class. In the 
eventuality that you are unable to attend, I will make a copy available for you to view at 
Media Services (in the basement of Hornbake Library). 

 

Blackboard discussion (20 points) 

Given the relatively brief time we will have available for discussion in class each week, 
we will be able to achieve much depth by extending our conversations in Blackboard. 
Each week, each of you is expected to post at least one thoughtful comment or question 
to the Blackboard discussion board and read your classmates’ comments. 

 

Comparative Film Critique (Draft: 10 points, Final version: 20 points) 

At the end of the semester, you will write a 4-5 page paper, comparing and critiquing 
the way at least two films have addressed one of the political concepts we 
address in the course. I will provide examples in Blackboard during the semester. 

To ensure that you are on the right track, you are required to submit a full draft of your 
essay (5 points) two weeks (April 26) before the final paper is due (May 11). I will give 
each of you feedback on your essay, including suggestions on how to improve the 
depth and quality of your critique. The final paper (20 points) will be judged accordingly. 

Your work should be polished and professional. Please use 1” borders and 12-point 
Times New Roman, and write in clear, grammatical English – I will deduct for spelling and 
punctuation errors. If you need help with your writing, the University Writing Center (5-
3785) provides free assistance to all students. You may also come to me for help. 

 

Extra Credit: Self-evaluation (10 points) 

If you would like the chance to earn 10 additional points (a full grade point), you have 
the option of writing a 2 page self-evaluation. This is not required. You cannot “lose” 
points – it is merely a chance to earn extra credit. Since these are “free” points, I will 
grade more strictly (hint: pay very close attention to spelling and grammar). 

The purpose of a self evaluation is to better understand what you have gained – and 
what you could still work on – by seriously and honestly considering your progress 
through a course. Realize that while this is much more difficult than it sounds, it can be 
immensely rewarding. I will provide clear guidelines (and examples) for self-evaluations 
mid-way through the course. 

 

Course Grading Policy: 

To contest a grade, you must send me an email detailing why you believe your 
work should be re-graded no later than 2 months from the last day of the 
semester. If you put forth a valid argument, I can be flexible on this – we all make 
mistakes. 



Course Schedule: 

 Technology: technics and civilization 

01.25 2001: A Space Odyssey (1968) 
 The role of tools and technology in human evolution, co-evolution of man and machine, moral 

and ethical questions raised by the appearance of intelligent machines. 

 Psychology: reactions to anarchy 

02.01 The Quiet Earth (1985) 
 A portrait of ego and id, when a man believes himself to be alone in the world; struggles 

between id and super-ego after he discovers companions. 

02.08 28 Days Later (2003) 
 A Hobbesian nightmare of societal breakdown, re-negotiating social order in a climate of 

distrust, ignorance, and primitive coercive power. 

 Ontology: reality and illusion 

02.15 eXistenZ (1999) 
 The challenge of ethical behavior when illusion appears real; free will and consequence in the 

context of solipsistic psychosis. 

02.22 The Matrix (1999) 
 Post-modernist view of social and physical constraints as mere convention; ego, trust, and 

meritocracy as core social structure 

 Teleology: purpose and self-determination 

03.01 Blade Runner – Director’s Cut (1982) HOFF THEATER 
 Xenophobia and empathy towards intelligent “others,” introspection and mortality as a path to 

altruism and self-sacrifice. 

03.08 The Island (2005) 
 Artificial purpose and illusions of success; uniqueness and the ownership of identity and self-

determination 

 Caste: class, gender, and race  

03.15 Metropolis (1927) 
 Society divided between an intellectual elite that lacks practical knowledge, and a laboring 

underclass that works, but does not dream. 

03.22 SPRING BREAK 
03.29 The Handmaid’s Tale (1990) 

 Hyper-conservative and misogynistic societies enforce and control reproduction in the face of 
declining populations; feminism and human rights 

04.05 Gattaca (1997) 
 Eugenics, engineering, and a “genetic elite;” genetic basis for opportunity, social position, and 

personal fulfillment 



04.12 Censorship: freedom and expression 
 Fahrenheit 451 (1966) HOFF THEATER 

 Anti-intellectualism as social control; independent thought and self-expression as foundations 
of human freedom. 

04.19 Equilibrium (2002) 
 Surveillance and the suppression of emotion as social control; emotion as liberation. 

 Civilization: Leviathan and the frontier 

04.26 Brazil (1985) 
 Bureaucratic dysfunction in a corporate state; surveillance, monotony, and fear as a means of 

control; resistance and freedom. 

 Comparative Film Critique drafts are due 

05.03 Serenity (2006) HOFF THEATER 

 Tensions between civilization and frontier; efforts to pacify or otherwise control society; 
anarchy, community, and altruism 

05.11 Final Comparative Film Critiques are due 
 


