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Final Paper Assignment

Research and write a paper making an argument about a significant interpretive
question related to the themes of this course. Your argument should be based
on an analysis of at least two science-fiction texts. One of these texts should be
chosen from those on the syllabus; another must not be from the syllabus. Argu-
ments discussing more than two texts are permitted, but the paper should have a
clear analytical focus, and its argument should be well-supported by the evidence
presented.

The paper must also respond meaningfully to scholarship on science fiction;
at least one secondary source from the syllabus and one secondary source from
off the syllabus should be cited and discussed. These discussions should be brief.
I do not expect a comprehensive literature review.

When formatted according to the guidelines under “Format” below, your pa-
per should be between sixteen and twenty pages.

deadlines
Monday, November 21, at 5 p.m.. Proposal with bibliography.
Monday, December 5 at 5 p.m. Two draft pages.
Saturday, December 10 at 10 p.m. (revised). Draft.
Thursday, December 22, at 11 a.m. Final paper.

topics
Choosing a topic is part of the assignment. A good topic is highly focused. It
raises questions whose answers are not obvious—but which can be meaningfully
answered using the evidence of a few texts. “The role of science in science fiction”
or “What does it mean to be human?” are not good topics.

The requirement that the topic relate to the themes of the course means that
your paper should touch on the specific workings of science fiction as a genre—its
special conventions, its distinctive history, its political or social stances, its
philosophical tendencies, its internal tensions—and that it should reflect on
the medium in which the science-fiction texts you are analyzing comes to you.
Medium-specificity simply means: look closely at the language of what you read.
(It may, but need not, also mean thinking about formatting or publishers.) These
requirements do not mean that your paper should go over ground extensively
covered in class; if your paper largely recapitulates class discussion, it cannot earn
an A-range grade.



The proposal. The proposal should be a substantial paragraph setting forth your
topic and your motive as specifically as you can. If possible, give an example from
one of your primary sources that illuminates the questions or claims you want to
explore. You do not yet have to have a thesis statement.

The proposal bibliography should include complete citations of all of your pri-
mary sources and at least two secondary sources. All the primary sources and one
of the secondary sources should receive at least a sentence of annotation explain-
ing what role you think they will play in your argument.

I will give feedback on proposals as quickly as possible. The proposal is not
separately graded, but late proposals will lower the paper grade by 0.1.

Thedraft pages. Twopages of draftmaterial are due onDecember 5. Wewill work-
shop these in class onDecember 6. They can come from any part of the paper but
should include at least two paragraphs of substantial analysis of specific textual
evidence.

Missing this deadline will lower the paper grade by 0.2.

Thedraft. Adraft of the paper is due onDecember 10 (note revised deadline). This
should be as complete as possible, but I do not expect anyone to have sixteen
finished pages by this date. A minimum of eight pages of connected writing is
required. If youwish to append an outline of the remainder, youmay. Iwill return
feedback to you as quickly as possible.

Missing this deadlinewill lower the paper grade by 0.5. Turn inwhat youhave!
I will not be able to give much feedback on late drafts.

The final paper (and the late policy). The finished paper is due December 22, at 11
a.m. I have made this deadline as late as possible, but this means I will have only
a very short interval in which to grade your papers before I must submit course
grades to the registrar. Late papers will not receive higher than a 3.0. If your
paper comes in too late for me to grade it, you cannot pass the course. Don’t fail
the course after the hard work you have put in all semester.

I do not grant incompletes (T grades) except in the case of serious medical
emergencies. If you fall ill near the end of term or encounter other difficulties,
please contact me as soon as possible. Computer problems are not a valid excuse for
lateness. Plan ahead. Back up frequently.

If you have a crowded exam period, I will consider one- or two-day extensions
if you discuss them with me before our last class meeting.
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primary sources
Your primary sources are those you analyze for evidence to support your argu-
ments. In this paper they should be science-fiction texts. I expect that many of
you will choose to read further in an author we have read together: a second Le
Guin, a second Gibson, and so on. Comparative papers are also possible, linking
texts by two different writers through a common theme or device.

If one of your primary sources is a novel, the othermight be a short story. Two
short stories is normally not sufficient; a collection of short stories (for example,
the whole Butler volume we are reading only parts of ) would be more suitable. If
your off-syllabus primary source is a novel, or if your on-syllabus primary source
is a novel we have not yet read together, plan your reading carefully in advance.

Your primary sources should normally be print, not film or other visualmedia,
though anyonewhowishes to incorporate a discussion ofBladeRunner orDistrict
9may raise the possibility with me.

I am happy to meet with you to talk about what to choose. Scholarly articles
on an author often provide interesting hints about what else to read by that per-
son.

secondary sources
A secondary source supplies an argument you respond to. Ameaningful response
to a secondary source goes beyond quoting and agreeing with it. Say specifically
how you wish to build on, extend, or challenge the argument of your secondary
source. It is not essential to build yourwhole paper around this response—indeed,
it is best not to. But an important aspect of your motive comes from using other
sources to demonstrate that there is something at stake in your paper and your anal-
ysis of evidence helps to solve it. Sources thatmake generalizations are often good
bases for discussion. It is important to read secondary sources carefully—this does
not mean you have to understand everything in an article to make use of it—and
to do your best to characterize their claims accurately.

The standard starting point for searching for secondary sources in literary
studies is the MLA International Bibliography. This is far superior to the multi-
database “article finder” offered on the library homepage. For more localized
browsing, the full run of Science Fiction Studies is available on JSTOR. SFS arti-
cles range from the outstanding to the disheartening. There are other SF journals:
Extrapolation also has many articles of interest.

You will not always be able to access articles you find citations for instantly
online, and sometimes what you can immediately access is not the best source. It
is often possible to request scans of articles held in print or microfilm through
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Article Delivery. The reference desk at the library is devoted to helping you get
to sources you need, so avail yourself of their help.

Steer away from fan and course websites, Wikipedia, newspaper and maga-
zine articles, and other non-academic sources: these are all interesting kinds of
material, but they do not carry the same guarantees of scholarly validity as peer-
reviewed journals and university-press books do. If you have any doubts about
whether a source is scholarly, please get in touch with me.

Dr. Kevin Mulcahy, the Humanities Specialist Librarian at Alexander, hap-
pens to be a science-fiction scholar himself. He works with students on finding
good sources all the time and can be reached by e-mail at mulcahy@rci.rutgers.
edu. He has recommended three general references that might be good leads for
finding citations of good articles: Anatomy of Wonder: A Critical Guide to Science
Fiction, The Encyclopedia of Science Fiction, and The Cambridge Companion to Sci-
ence Fiction. All three are held in Alex (the first two in Reference).

writing guidelines
Careful analysis of textual evidence is central to this paper. We have been model-
ing this mode of analysis in class. Your claims should be supported by extensive
quotation. To support a claim, it is not enough simply to quote; once you quote,
youmust analyzewhat you have quoted, paying close attention to the significance
of individual words, of syntactical and rhetorical patterns, of nuances and implica-
tions. Instead of attempting to paraphrase what a text means or summarize what
it’s about, show how it works. Do not take for granted that your reader will see the
text theway you do: point out the details that can convince the reader ofwhat you
say. Every analytical claim you make should be supported by concrete evidence;
every part of your paper should make substantive analytical claims.

Your paper must address a significant, interesting, non-obvious question, and
it must propose a clearly articulated, non-simplistic answer to that question. Suc-
cessful papers always have a strong, focusedmotive for the particular analysis they
carry out. Think about how your highly specific claims connect to broader ques-
tions about the author, subgenre, problem, device, or theme your paper discusses,
and how following your interpretation changes how readers should think about
these broader issues. Think about what is most surprising about what you have to
say.

Motive is often established at the start of an essay. Avoid writing a generalizing
introduction. Begin your essay with a surprising piece of evidence or observation
of your own that immediately frames the topic you are going to address and estab-
lishes its interest. Thenmove frommotive to argument: expanding on that initial
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piece of evidence, forecast the terms of your argument, then state the central, ar-
gumentative claim of the essay.

Your argument should answer your motivating question. That does not mean
that every good paper resolves every problem it poses; on the contrary, good pa-
pers attend to the complexities of their subject matter. But an effective argument
means your reader learns something from your analysis of your evidence. It will
help to ask yourself what alternative arguments someone might make about your
topic and to anticipate objections to your claims.

Think carefully about the line of thought of your writing, the way one claim
leads to the next. “Transition sentences” are less important than your sense of the
overall logic of your argument. One of the most compelling ways to tell such a
story is by thinking carefully about the order of presentation of evidence: indeed,
you can “outline” a paper by first choosing passages from your sources that are
most essential to your thinking and then deciding what sequence they should be
presented in.

format
Your paper should have 1.25-inch left and rightmargins, with text in twelve-point
serif font (e.g.: Garamond,HoeflerText, Palatino, Baskerville, or, less appealingly,
Cambria, Times), and between one-and-a-half and double spacing. Number all
pages. The paper should have your name and the date on the first page. Give your
paper a meaningful title.

Submit your proposal, two-page partial draft, full draft, and final paper elec-
tronically via the Sakai Assignments tool. E-mail submissions are not acceptable.
If you wish to turn in your paper in hard copy, please contact me in advance.

Digital submissions should be in Portable Document Format (PDF) if possi-
ble. Native word-processor formats (.doc, .docx, .pages, .odt) are a second-best
alternative. All word processors can produce PDF files, through a “Save As…” op-
tion, an “Export” command, or a “Print to PDF” option in the print dialog.

style
You must proofread carefully.

Quotations should be carefully transcribed, punctuated, and attributed. You
may use MLA style or Chicago style; in either case, use parenthetical citations to
refer to your primary source. If you use someone else’s work, including someone’s
informal comments inside class or out, you must cite that work. Using someone
else’s work without specific citation is plagiarism. Consistency and throughness
in citation is more important than exact fidelity to either MLA or Chicago style.
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Please follow the conventions of standard written American English. I am
non-prescriptive about things like the split infinitive, the sentence-final preposi-
tion, and “they” used as a gender-neutral singular pronoun. Thepassive voice is an
excellent grammatical resource and can be used freely, provided it is used wisely.

The best resource on matters of usage is the Merriam-Webster Dictionary of
English Usage, also available in a wonderful paperback Concise Edition. For de-
tailed information about current and past word uses, the fundamental source is
theOxford English Dictionary.

For grammar, I consider The Cambridge Grammar of the English Language by
Rodney Huddleston and Geoffrey Pullum to be the reference standard; it is con-
densed in their slightly less daunting Student’s Introduction to English Grammar.

grading
The syllabus explains the general meaning of marks on the four-point scale. The
chief criteria of assessment are:
Evidence. Has textual evidence been used extensively, chosenwell, presentedwith
attention to its context in its source, and interpreted effectively in support of
claims?
Motive. Does the paper make its central problem interesting? Does it engage ef-
fectively with other scholarly arguments?
Argument. Is the argument focused, logical, convincing, surprising?
Line of thought. Does the paper develop its ideas in connected, orderly fashion?
Does the conclusion follow from (and differ from) the opening?
Style. Is the paper clearly written? Is it free from typographical, grammatical, and
other errors?
in general
An A-range (3.5–4.0) paper is strong by all these criteria; a B-range (2.5–3.5) pa-
per has well-chosen, well-analyzed evidence but does not fully develop its argu-
ment or its motive; a C-range (1.5–2.5) paper lacks evidence or uses evidence
only to summarize plot; and aD-range (0.5–1.5) paper is too short or ignores the
assignment.

If you submit work that is not your own, you will not receive credit for the as-
signment, and you will face disciplinary consequences. See the Rutgers academic
integrity policy on the website http://academicintegrity.rutgers.edu/.
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