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LBST 491

Senior Seminar in 

Literature and Science
Prof. Craig McConnell         Spring 2007

An interdisciplinary examination of the relationships between literary and scientific communities,
and literature as a forum for the critique, appraisal, and assessment of science in culture.  This
course will address the variety of interactions between literature and science, focusing on the
insights that literary analysis can foster, and then taking up a series of issues that illuminate the
diversity of ideas and themes in literary visions of science.  (Reading assignments such as “R1”
refer to items in the course reader–refer to reader’s table of contents for a key).  

Introductions

Week 1 (1/24) An Overview of the Variety of Interactions Between Literature and Science
Read: Frost, cummings

Week 2 (1/31)   Science in Literature 
The Two Cultures; Science and Metaphor

Read: R1, R2, R3
Author Profiles: C.P. Snow, John Brockman, Thomas Pynchon

Interactions Between Literature and Science

Week 3 (2/7) The Culture of Science Assignment #1 Due
Read: Djerassi, Cantor’s Dilemma (2/7)

Author Profiles: Carl Djerassi, Richard Feynman, K.C. Cole,
Timothy Ferris

Background Issues:  See Course Web Site.  

Week 4 (2/14) Evolution and Speculative Fiction
  Read:  Vonnegut, Galapagos

Author Profiles:  Kurt Vonnegut, Stephen J. Gould

Week 5 (2/21) Interlude:  Writing About Literature Assignment #2 Due
Read: R4 (Be sure to do Assignment #2 (2/21)

before reading R4)

Week 6 (2/28) Science in Culture 
 & Week 7 (3/7) Read: DeLillo, White Noise 

Week 8 (3/14) The Evolution of the Genre of Science Fiction
Read: R12, R13, R14, R15, R16

Author Profiles: H.G. Wells, Isaac Asimov, Arthur C. Clarke,
Robert Heinlein, William Gibson, Octavia Butler

Background Issues:  See Course Web Site.  



LBST 491 - Spring 2007 - Page 2 of 6

Week 9 (3/21) Science in Short Fiction Assignment #3 Due
Read: R5, R7 (3/21)

Literature, Art, Music, and Science
Read: R9, R10

Powers, The Gold Bug Variations 
Author Profiles: Andrea Barrett, Margaret Atwood,

Richard Powers 

— Spring Recess  — 

Optional, but highly recommended: 

Kim Stanley Robinson Lecture, PLN-130, Sunday March 25, 2pm
(a ticket is required – information will be distributed in class).  

Week 10 (4/4) Literature, Art, Music, and Science Assignment #4 Due
 & Week 11 (4/11) Read: Powers, The Gold Bug Variations (4/18)
 & Week 12 (4/18)

Week 13 (4/25) Science as Culture
Read: Calvino, Cosmicomics

Author Profile: Italo Calvino, Umberto Eco

Week 14 (5/2) Science on Stage Assignment #5 Due
Read: B&C Ch. 11 (5/2)

Frayn, Copenhagen

Week 15 (5/9)  Science as Marvel 
     Read: R6

Lightman, Einstein’s Dreams
Author Profile:  Alan Lightman 

Term Papers Due
Closing Remarks on the Interactions between Literature and Science

Week 16 [Final Exam Period] Your revised final essay is due in my office (H-223C) by
5 pm on Wednesday, May 16. 
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Course Requirements:

Your final grade will be calculated based on five components of the course:
• Your support of an active learning community in our in-class discussion of shared

readings.  This aspect will make up 30% of your final grade.  All seminar
participants will be expected to come to each session prepared to discuss our
shared reading.  To this end, you will prepare entries in a reading journal that
you will submit at the beginning of each session.  (The form is available at the
course web site). 

• Four times in the course of the semester you will play a leading role in setting the agenda
for our discussion.  On those occasions, you will be expected to prepare guiding
questions or topics for discussion that will serve to start our discussion (these
notes must be typed and submitted at the beginning of the session for you to
receive full credit).  This aspect will make up 20% of your final grade.

• The production of an 8-12 page analytic essay on some aspect of the relations between
literature and science that reaches beyond our shared reading.  A complete draft
of your essay is due at 4 p.m. on May 9 and is worth 10% of your final grade. 
You will receive feedback from me by May 11.  Your revised essay is due in
H-223 by 5pm on Wednesday May 16 and is worth 15% of your final grade. 
These deadlines are firm – late essays will be penalized.†  Altogether, your essay
accounts for 25% of your final grade.  

• Once in the course of the semester you will prepare a short presentation on a book or an
author that you will share with the seminar and prepare for addition to the
course web site.  You must email your page to me to receive full credit.  This
aspect will make up 5% of your final grade. 

• The remaining 20% of your final grade will be based on your performance on five short
writing assignments (see page 6 of the syllabus).  These assignments are
progressive in nature and must be turned in on time (no credit will be given for
late assignments).†

There will be no extra credit options.  Students will be assessed with +/- grades.  

†Exceptions will certainly be made if unforeseeable documented emergencies arise.  

Contact Information:

I am here to help you do well in this course.  Make good use of office hours and office
appointments.  

email: cmcconnell@fullerton.edu 
Home Phone: 714 223-0404 (9:00 am to 9:00 pm only)
Office: H-223C 
Office Hours: MW 1-2; R 6-7, and by appointment.  
Office Phone: (714) 278-3935 (24-hour voice mail)
Course Web Page: http://faculty.fullerton.edu/cmcconnell/491/Resources.htm 

(  Come to class prepared to discuss the readings, come to office hours whenever you feel like it,
and enjoy the semester!
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Required Texts:

Carl Djerassi, Cantor’s Dilemma (Penguin, 1989).
Kurt Vonnegut, Galapagos (Random House, 1985).
Don DeLillo, White Noise (Penguin, 1984).
Richard Powers, The Gold Bug Variations (Harper, 1991).  
Italo Calvino, Cosmicomics (Harvest, 1968).
Michael Frayn, Copenhagen (Anchor, 2000).
Alan Lightman, Einstein’s Dreams (Warner Books, 1993).
Barnet and Cain, A Short Guide to Writing About Literature 10th ed. (Longman, 2006).
McConnell, LBST 491 Reader.  (Be sure to get the “Gold Bug Version”).

Reading assignments are listed on pages 1 and 2 on the day that they will be discussed
(you need to have the reading done before the day that it is indicated on the schedule). 

All texts, including the Reader, are available at Little Professor Books.  

Reference Sources in Literature and Science:

Two indispensable reference texts:
Schatzberg, Waite, and Johnson, eds.  The Relations of Literature and Science: An

Annotated Bibliography of Scholarship, 1880-1980.  New York:  Modern
Language Association of America, 1987.  (PN 55z R44 1987, 5th FL SOUTH)

Clute and Nicholls, eds.  The Encyclopedia of Science Fiction.  London: Orbit,
1999.  (1396 pages!   PN3433.4 .E53 1999, Reference Collection).  

Course Web Site:
The following web site will be updated throughout the semester:  

http://faculty.fullerton.edu/cmcconnell/491/Resources.htm

Author profiles for key writers, prepared by students in previous seminars, are available at
this web site.  Be sure to read the author profiles before coming to class.  
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Final Essay – Assignment

The final essay gives you an opportunity to extend your reading beyond our shared texts and to
synthesize or consolidate your thinking about an issue or group of issues that holds a group of texts
together.  You can approach this assignment in at least three distinct ways:

1. You can write an interpretative essay (cf. Barnet and Cain, ch. 7).
2. You can write an evaluative essay (cf. Barnet and Cain, ch. 8).
3. You can write an essay based on a rubric of your design (cf. Office Hours).

The ground rules are as follows:
I. In addition to our shared reading, you must read a significant text (for example,

a novel-sized book) or group of texts (multiple novels, several short stories or
essays, or scholarly articles that have been written about our shared reading) that
no one else in the seminar is working with.

II. You must think about your text or texts in terms of the rubric “literature and
science” (broadly defined).  

III. You must write an analytic essay (that is, your essay needs to be driven by ideas
and interpretations, not by descriptions and summaries).

Rule III means that your final essay must be framed around an original thesis that you create and
defend.  You may choose to defend the thesis with evidence strictly from your outside reading
(and, if you wish, from our shared readings as well) or you may choose to supplement this kind of
evidence with evidence from other writers who have thought about the same issue.

As you start your search for a topic, you might take one of at least three approaches:
1. You might pursue an issue (the third culture, e.g.).
2. You might pursue a theme (evolution, consciousness, etc.).
3. You might pursue the writings of an author or a group of authors.

Read ahead when you can, or come talk to me and I can help you find a topic that you’ll find
interesting.

I suggest that you try to adhere to the following schedule:
By . . . Be at this stage . . . 
Week 10 selecting a text or group of texts, with a theme or topic in mind.
Week 11 reading the texts.
Week 12 beginning to write and developing your thesis. 
Week 13 writing, nearing the end of a complete draft.  
Week 14 revising, with a special eye to refining the thesis and making sure that the essay

supports the thesis.  
Week 15 polishing – making sure that the grammar is clean, that the spelling and

formatting are clean, that the argument flows well.
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If you want to . . . I strongly encourage you to read . . .
. . . write about drama Barnet and Cain, ch. 11
. . . write about poetry Barnet and Cain, ch. 12
. . . make extensive use of secondary sources Barnet and Cain, ch. 15

'  This assignment is not vague; it is open-ended.  
'  It is your responsibility to find worthwhile themes in the literature that you read.
'  It is your responsibility to create a structure for your essay that will allow you to explore

those themes.  
'  It is my responsibility to help you through that process.
'  If at any stage of this project you don’t feel that you understand what to do, let me know.

Short Writing Assignments

No. Due Assignment:
1 Week 3 Read B&C pp. 3-18.  Write a “first response” on Cantor’s Dilemma.  Limit

yourself to no more than two pages.

2 Week 5 Read B&C pp 18-22, pp 32-35, chapter 10, and the entry on “thesis” on
pg 368.  Write a 2-3 page essay on Galapagos.  

3 Week 9 Read B&C chapter 4.  Write a 2-3 page analysis of some aspect of either R5
or R7.  

4 Week 12 Read B&C chapter 7.  Write a 2-3 page interpretation of some aspect of
The Gold Bug Variations. 

5 Week 14 Read B&C chapter 14.  Write a progress report on your final essay.
1. a short description or explication of your outside text(s)
2. an explicit statement of your approach.
3. a preview of your thesis.
4. a description of any problems you might be having.

Academic Integrity

It is your responsibility to review the CSUF policy on academic dishonesty, which is printed on
page 558 of the 2005-2007 Catalog and available on the web at the following site:

http://www.fullerton.edu/senate/PDF/300/UPS300-021.pdf

Plagiarism will not be tolerated.  If you are unsure of how to avoid plagiarism, refer to the
following web site, and then come talk to me:  

http://www.fullerton.edu/deanofstudents/Judicial/Plagiarism.htm


