
Writing the Future (ENG 885, Topics in Cultural Studies) 
 
"The future is already here--it is just unevenly distributed." -- William Gibson 
 
"The future is ceasing to exist, devoured by the all-voracious present." -- J. G. Ballard 
 
"What we do in the next two or three years will define our future." Rajendra Pachauri, scientist 
& economist, Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change 
 
"We must immerse ourselves in the threatening possibilities in which we're suspended to 
have a hope of swimming through to the other end." -- J. G. Ballard 
 
*** 
 
The 21st century lies before us, an unwritten journal that before it's over will be filled with the most 
amazing collection of delights and horrors. How are others writing the future history of this unwritten 
century? How will you write that history through your own perspective? 
 
Our most recent century was unprecedented for sheer change, the degree and intensity of which were 
staggering. Constant bloodshed, with a war being fought somewhere on the planet virtually every day. 
Technological breakthroughs, from space travel to PCs and cell phones. Vaccinations we now take for 
granted, and the sprouting of new culture-changing viruses. Explosive growth in urban centers and 
suburban sprawl. Once fundamental concepts as the human, gender, reproduction, consciousness, the 
body, sexuality, culture, and race were turned upside down and inside out. The 20th century was so 
filled with paradigm-shifting moments and events that it's hard to know how to catalog them all, let 
alone where to begin. Looking back it's difficult to think of many things that didn't weren't changed, 
altered, amplified, or erased in the last one hundred years.  
 
It might well have been little more than a warm-up, a test drive, for what the current century holds. We 
have every reason to believe that the 21st century will be weirder, scarier, more exhilarating, and 
certainly more transformative than its predecessor. Unprecedented information processing capabilities; 
terrorism as a daily given in political and economic considerations; new "green" economies struggling 
to counteract global ecological catastrophes; continued expansion of urban centers and development of 
exurban sprawl, and so on. And, for most if not all of us in this course, it will be the last century we 
ever see. 
 
This course looks at "the future" as both a trope and a reality. A trope in that "the future" is a kind of 
genre, even containing its own subgenres (apocalyptic dystopian fiction; peak oil crisis literature; grim 
environmental forecasts; predictions of digital utopia; giddy self-help and economic treatises betting on 
future wealth, etc.). And a reality in that, in the words of William Gibson, whose work will open up 
our semester, the future is here already; it's just not evenly distributed. Science fiction has always been 
first and foremost a reflection of the present, an arena for writers and readers to project contemporary 
fears and desires into narratives. It's not much different from what futurologists and scholars in the 
recent field of "future studies" do--imagine scenarios informed by current directions, ideas, 
technologies, and trends. All of these future scenarios, whether in novels, film, or nonfiction, are 
always to some extent mirroring our current state of affairs, our cultural psychology. One of the 
conceits of the course is that one of the best ways to assess and understand our present condition is by 
analyzing the future scenarios we invent. 
 
Certainly, a course on "the future" is as awkward to imagine as a course on "the present." One has to 
come up with an angle, a controlling theme or emphasis. In choosing the main books for this course 
I've opted to focus on speculative fiction as opposed to science fiction. Not the idealized futures one 
finds represented in the space-age suburbia of the Jetsons, the sanitized cruise ship atmosphere of Start 
Trek: The Next Generation, or even claims of a soon-to-be-realized technological utopias found 
saturating so much of contemporary advertising. Instead I've emphasized work that leans toward (if not 
fully embraces) dystopian and sometimes apocalyptic readings of the future. Why? Partly because the 



bulk of future-oriented fiction and film is of this nature. (Novels and films about utopian communities 
are so rare, that their absence within the canon might indicate that the very form of fiction demands 
conflict, pain, crisis.) As a result we have umpteen movies showcasing the destruction of New York 
city and none that portray the antithesis of dystopian communities (films like The Truman Show and 
Pleasantville are, of course, dystopian as well--their sanitized communities are artificial environments 
from which one must escape).  
 
What I've tried to do in designing this course is create a kind of environment for people to fall into, to 
be surrounded with various visions of the present and the (mostly) near future, and in the process 
construct their own takes, angles, and forms for responding. The emphasis is on making, and 
construction in accordance with your own directions and predilections. If you're interested in writing 
fiction or poetry, you can create fiction or poetry that is directly and indirectly influenced by our 
readings and conversations. If you wish to offer close readings and textual analyses of any of the books 
or films, use this course to create an essay or two that you could present at a conference or offer for 
publication. If your interests lie with the pedagogical, use this course as an impetus to investigating 
your teaching philosophy (not so much to put together course syllabi, but to theorize the pedagogical 
via lenses generated out of this literature). 
 
Projects and Writing Requirements 
 
Discussion Postings 
 
Weekly contributions to Discussion topics. Upload your thoughts about the ongoing readings and engage 
in conversation, debate, and exploration with others in the course.  
 
Conversation Leader 
 
Everyone will have a chance to kick off a conversation each week, calling attention to themes, issues, 
and concerns related to the readings. You can use hand-outs, whiteboard, overhead. 30 minutes. 
 
Your Take on the Future, Part 1 
 
A reflective piece, written in whatever style you choose and submitted at the beginning of the semester, 
in which you arrange your thoughts, concerns, and preoccupations with "the future" on your own terms. 
To be posted online. 
 
Your Take on the Future, Part 2 
 
A follow-up on your earlier reflective piece, further elaborating on your interests and concerns regarding 
the future, whether they continue in the vein of your earlier piece or have shifted in focus. To be posted 
online. 
 
Future Project, Draft 1 
 
A first draft of your project, posted online, which can be any of the following: 
 
A) An article that engages with course readings (and any additional outside works you choose to 
include), aimed at publication in an academic journal or presentation at a conference. Your focus can be 
literary (close reading and analysis of any of the literature), cultural studies (analysis and theorizing of 
cultural themes), or pedagogical (theorizing course issues in reference to composition/rhetoric, 
pedagogy, middle or secondary education, etc.).  
 
B) Fiction, poetry, or hybrid media project, with accompanying written introduction. Aimed at 
publication, conference, reading, or other presentation. 
 
C) A chapter for your thesis or dissertation. 



 
Future Project, Draft 2 
 
Culmination of the project you began earlier in the course. 
 
Self-Assessment 1 
 
Your thoughts on how you've been doing in the course, the quality of your work, your successes and 
where you'd like to further expand your thinking. 1 page minimum, sent to me via private email. 
 
Self-Assessment 2 
 
Your thoughts  at the end of the semester on your work throughout the course. 1 page minimum, sent to 
me via private email. 
 
Themes and Topics 
 
Use these questions as catalysts for your papers, projects, and online conversations. 
 
Dystopia as Death Wish 
 
To what degree does this fascination with the end-times genre reflect some kind of underlying death 
wish? Is there a kind of erotics at work here, some perverse delight in imagining blasted, empty 
landscapes? (See Ballard on violence, SF, etc.)  
 
Religion 
 
So much of religion focuses on the afterlife, an existence beyond the here and now, beyond the 
physical realities of the planet earth. (Just think of all the hymns, scripture, rituals, and vocabulary of 
religious worship, their emphasis on life after death.) Might this widespread desire to meet the 
godhead in some afterlife be connected with these portrayals of apocalypse? And what to make of 
why so many futurist constructions have Edenic overtones: the ruined earth as perhaps the only kind 
of new Eden available? (Look at how religion surfaces in Parable of the Sower, Handmaid's Tale, 
Afterworld, Riddley Walker, etc.) 
 
The Comfort that Comes from Dystopia 
 
Are these portrayals of apocalypse and dystopia our contemporary form of Greek tragedy, cathartic in 
that they can make us reflect upon the joys of what we have in the here and now? (After reading a 
book like The Road, one can come to regard things like indoor plumbing and clean socks as the 
beautiful treasures they are.) 
 
The City 
 
How do writers and filmmakers represent urban environments in the future? From the scenes of an 
industrial nightmare in Metropolis, to a campy film like Logan's Run where the futuristic city and its 
youth obsessed hedonistic society is literally set in a shopping mall (space age escalators!), to the 
images of an empty Manhattan in the recent remake of I Am Legend, what patterns and assumptions 
are writers making about the architecture, design, culture of the "the city"? (See Ballard, Weisman, 
Butler, Sharpe) 
 
Terrorism, Fascism 
 
To what degree has the trope of terrorism become so all encompassing that it becomes an umbrella 
term overshadowing politics, economies, religion? If our 21st century were a film, 9-11 might be the 



opening shot. How might our concept of this century and our futures have been always already 
shaped by terror? What might it mean for "the future" to now always be preceded by terrorism? 
 
The Human 
 
In what ways is the concept of humanity undermined, subjugated, enhanced, or modified in our 
readings? How does the human devolve or evolve in our readings (Gibson, Atwood, Butler, 
McCarthy, Sharpe, Hoban)? 
 
Media 
 
How do new revolutions in technology and new media modify our understanding of art, 
communication, relationships (Gibson, Sharpe, Ballard)? How are new media technologies altering 
literary and filmic forms (Afterworld)? 
 
Women 
 
As with so much of literature, women tend to be either absent or prominently featured in the works 
we read. Gibson's protagonist, Cayce, seems a sympathetic female protagonist. Ballard's misogyny 
comes through quite loudly. Atwood's novel is all about subjugation of women, and Butler's novel 
features a strong female character who might be the savior of a new civilization. In Afterworld the 
women are background stereotypes, they're practically nonexistent in Riddley Walker, and in 
Jamestown we see the reincarnation of "Pocahontas" rendered in a curious blend of stereotype and 
anti-stereotype. When exploring the different manifestations of women and gender in our readings, 
the presence or absence of women, what patterns emerge? 
 
Nostalgia 
 
How does nostalgia manifest in our different readings: old, obsolete computers in Pattern 
Recognition, Ballard's comments on history, the fundamentalist return in Atwood's Gilead, traces of 
medieval past in Hoban, etc. In what ways might nostalgia and future imaginings be 2 sides of the 
same coin--to what degree is one the impetus behind the other? 
 
Education 
 
Handmaid's Tale, Parable of the Sower, Riddley Walker--they all approach schooling, teaching, from 
different angles. (Ballard as well.) 
 
Race 
 
Ethnicity and race surface in major ways in Octavia Butler's work and to a lesser but significant 
degree in Sharpe's Jamestown. And in a more subtle way in Handmaid's Tale. 
 
Energy 
 
In what ways do nearly all of these works anticipate a post-oil, post-carbon world? What new forms 
of energy surface, and what old forms return? How does energy become a kind of background 
character in so many of these narratives? 
 
Environment 
 
Consider the landscapes in these novels as characters--from the neon cities in Gibson, to the 
transformation of Harvard Square in Handmaid's Tale, to the highways and blasted scenery in Butler 
and McCarthy. What kind of ecologies and ecosystems circulate in Jamestown, Riddley Walker, and 
also the scenarios found archived in our news articles? 
 



Children 
 
Where are they? There is an unsettling absence of young children in these works, although some of 
the protagonists are teenagers (Parable of the Sower, Jamestown, Riddley Walker). What are we to 
make of how narratives where children are a rare commodity (Handmaid's Tale) or virtually extinct 
(Children of Men) are also accounts of fascism? What of McCarthy's The Road, arguably the most 
depressing of our readings, but which has the most fully realized child character? 
 
The Family  
 
What happens to the concept of the family in these works? The dissolution of traditional families 
(Afterworld, The Road, Parable) and the reconfiguring of the family (in these same works, but also 
Afterworld, Jamestown, Riddley Walker, etc). 
 
Sex & Sexuality 
 
In what ways are sex and sexuality queered through these works--the bizarre fertility rituals of 
Handmaid's Tale, the main character's empathic reception of sexual desire in Butler's Parable of the 
Sower, the matter-of-fact buggery present in Jamestown and Riddley Walker? Given that most if not 
all of these works are presented via hetero lenses, what's missing from the overall picture(s) presented 
by this reading list? 
 
Animals 
 
In some of our works, animals feature quite prominently--Weisman's book, for instance. In others 
they are nonexistent (The Road). In Jamestown the raccoons have become menacing, and in Riddley 
Walker wild dog packs have become the gangs and terrorists (although with their own mythic 
element). 
 
 
 
 


