
 

Unsettled Futures:  
Global Crisis and Science Fiction 

 
Instructors: Eli Nelson and Gili Vidan 
eliasnelson@fas.harvard.edu | gvidan@g.harvard.edu 
 
Course meets: MWF/TuWF, 2-5pm; Science Center 469 

 

 
Returning to Ourselves-- Elizabeth LaPensée 
 

Introduction and Course Goals  
 
Societies around the globe are now confronting a triple crisis that threatens not only civil order                
but also the very existence of certain forms of life: (1) financial collapse which increased the                
awareness of mass inequality, (2) climate change and the ensuing environmental uncertainty, and             
(3) the rise of ethno-nationalisms which threaten representative democracies. These material and            
political challenges have been accompanied by a depletion of the cultural resources that enable              
imagining non-apocalyptic futures. Yet, these crises are not novel. Many groups in the             
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periphery—geographic, economic, and cultural—were and are already living through the uneven           
distribution of the apocalypse. Science fiction (SF) has emerged as a privileged symbolic field              
for the expression of hopes and anxieties that drive both culture and tech industries. Whether               
seen as a form of productive pessimism or liberatory theory, SF from the margins is deployed as                 
a political tool for enacting change in the present.  
 
In this course, we will tackle the construction of these crises by reading scholarly literature from                
science and technology studies (STS), queer and postcolonial studies, works of fiction, and             
movie screenings. Each course meeting will start with some framing remarks from the             
instructors, followed by a screening, and then discussion of the readings. Course participants will              
have the option of completing a fiction writing exercise (see description below) to be              
pre-circulated and discussed in the final session. 
 
Optional exercise (to be pre-circulated to course participants by Thursday, 1/18, noon):  
Archeology of the future (2-4 pages) 
Imagine a found object after an apocalypse. Through telling the story of this artifact (an object                
biography) reflect on the following questions about this future: What crisis precipitated it? Is it               
slow or sudden? Are there survivors? If so, what kind of social formations are there? Are there                 
survivors in some places, but not others? What kind of environment is left? Is it irradiated,                
drought ridden, or overtaken by oceans? Are there any nonhuman survivors? You can write a               
description or use visual representation. 
 
We will share and analyze these future apocalyptic imaginaries in our final class. How do they                
relate to historical examples of apocalypse? What current political and epistemic formulations do             
they project forward? What kind of material life do they imagine in the post-apocalypse? 
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Schedule 
 
Monday, 1/8 | Apocalyptic Half Lives: Nuclear Dystopia and the Temporality of Crisis 

● Screening: Miyazaki, Hayao. Nausicaa of the Valley of the Wind, 1982. 
● Masco, Joseph. “The Crisis in Crisis.” Current Anthropology 58, no. S15 (November 9,             

2016): S65–76.  
● Roitman, Janet. “Crisis.” Political Concepts: A Critical Lexicon 1, no. 1 (2011).  

 
Wednesday, 1/10 | Whales, Waves, and Listening to the End of the World 

● Screening: Star Trek IV, the Voyage Home. 1986. 
● Winner, Langdon, “The Whale and the Reactor,” in The Whale and the Reactor: A              

Search for Limits in an Age of High Technology. (Chicago: University of Chicago Press,              
1986). 

● Taylor, Drew Hayden. “A Culturally Inappropriate Armageddon,” in Take Us to Your            
Chief: And Other Stories. (Madeira Park, BC: Douglas & McIntyre, 2016). 

 
Friday, 1/12 | The Enterprise: Trade in a Postcolonial World  

● Screening: Llanso, Miguel, Crumbs. [Astoria, New York]: Indiepix, 2015. 
● Michael Taussig, The Devil and Commodity Fetishism in South America (Chapel Hill:            

University of North Carolina Press, 1980): selections. 
● Bacigalupi, Paolo. “The Calorie Man,” in Pump Six and Other Stories (Night Shade             

Books, 2008): 93-122.  
 
Tuesday*, 1/16 | Queer Eternity in the Cloud: Emailing Our Ancestors, Dancing as Our              
Young Selves 

● Screening: Harris, Owen. “San Junipero,” Black Mirror. 2016.  
● Beukes, Lauren, and Justine Eyre. Zoo City. (Angry Robot: 2014): selections. 
● Muñoz, José Esteban. “Introduction: Feeling Utopia,” in Cruising Utopia: The Then and            

There of Queer Futurity. (New York: New York University Press, 2009).  
*NB: special meeting time due to Martin Luther King Day 
 
Wednesday, 1/17 | The End of Nature? 

● Screening: Bong, Joon-ho. Snowpiercer. 2014.  
● Nelson, Eli. “Walking to the Future in the Steps of Our Ancestors”: Haudenosaunee             

Traditional Ecological Knowledge and Queer Time in the Climate Change Era,” New            
Geographies 09: Posthuman, 2017. 

 
Friday, 1/19 | Making Machines Work 
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● Screening: Rivera, Alex, Sleep Dealer. 2009. 
● Irani, Lilly, “Difference and Dependence among Digital Workers: The Case of Amazon            

Mechanical Turk,” South Atlantic Quarterly 114 (1): 225-234. 
● Radin, Joanna, "“Digital Natives”: How Medical and Indigenous Histories Matter for Big            

Data," Osiris 32 (2017). 
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