
 

 

REVISED SYLLABUS* 
UNIVERSITY OF PUERTO RICO 

RIO PIEDRAS CAMPUS 
COLLEGE OF HUMANITIES 
DEPARTMENT OF ENGLISH 

 
*Note: This syllabus reflects changes made after Hurricanes Irma and Maria. The 
following course sessions were lost and are made up in this revised syllabus: 9/6, 
9/11, 9/18, 9/20, 9/25, 9/27, 10/2, 10/4, 10/9, 10/11, 10/16, 10/18, 10/23, 10/25. 
 
Instructor:  Dr. Alicia Pousada. Office hours: Mon & Wed, 3:00-4:30 PM and Fri, 12:00-
3:00 PM in Pedreira 4 and Fri, 3:00-4:00 PM, in Pedreira 108. x89626 or 89653. 
prof.alicia.pousada@gmail.com. Appointments recommended to avoid scheduling 
conflicts with other students. 
 
Course Title: Language in Science Fiction / Fantasy 
 
Course Number: INGL 3017 
 
Number of Credit Hours: 3 
 
Course Description: This interdisciplinary course is dedicated to the exploration of 
language and linguistics in science fiction / fantasy (SFF) literature, including language 
as a determiner of worldview (Whorfian theory), invented languages, and language as a 
literary device in the genre of SFF. The course will utilize novels, short stories, television 
programs, and movies to explore some of the basic foundations of speculative literature 
and linguistics. 
 
Course Objectives: By the end of the semester, students will be able to: 

1. understand the basic foundations of speculative literature and linguistics 
2. identify and critique basic fallacies related to language and linguistics in works of 

science fiction/fantasy; 
3. demonstrate how the Whorf hypothesis regarding linguistic determinism and 

linguistic relativity underlies much of science fiction/ fantasy writing; 
4. describe a number of invented languages and other communication media in 

popular works of science fiction/fantasy;  
5. explain how language is utilized as a literary device in the genre of science 

fiction/fantasy; 
6. construct a language suitable for use in a work of science fiction/fantasy and 

translate a brief literary excerpt into that language;  
7. develop their personal language awareness; 
8. enhance their appreciation of speculative literature as a genre; 
9. utilize critical thinking in the completion of analytical reactions to readings 

assigned in class; 
10. utilize their Internet information skills in order to locate reliable and authoritative 

online information to aid them in creating invented languages; 
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11. post thoughtful and critical online responses to discussion questions posed by 
the instructor on the course website blog; and  

12. utilize the course website to obtain the readings and supplementary audio and 
video files needed to accomplish the other objectives. 

 
In addition, students will be able to:  

13. contribute in an effective form to the inclusion of fellow students with special 
needs in the classroom; and 

14. make the necessary accommodations to include fellow students with special 
needs in group activities. 

 
Course Outline (tentative):  
The course is web-enhanced, and most assigned materials are available for download 
at: http://ingl-3017.weebly.com. [PW: 2017ingl3017]. Readings should be done before 
session in which they will be discussed. Compliance will be checked via short quizzes at 
outset of class. Outline subject to change due to changes in university calendar. [CW] = 
Materials on course website; [T] = Purchased text 
 
9/4, 9/13 General introduction to course—review of syllabus; explanation of 

assignments and final project; link between language and science fiction / 
fantasy; need to include linguistics among the sciences that SFF draws 
upon; language as a mechanism for solving humanity's problems; SFF as 
a laboratory for exploring linguistic issues 

 
 Readings:  
 Rosenfelder, Mark. (2008). The language construction kit. [CW] [Students 

should print out or bring it electronically to all class sessions, as we will be 
consulting it constantly.] 

 
Vance, Jack. (1958). Languages of Pao, Ch. 1-5. [CW] 
 
Blog Question #1—due 9/18 

 
10/30, 11/1 Nature of human language--how it differs from animal communication; 
 how human languages vary; what we might expect of languages used by 

other species; what would be required for interspecies communication to 
take place; notion of exolinguistics 

 
 Readings:  
 Handouts on characteristics of animal communication and characteristics 

of human language and culture [CW or handed out in class]  
 
 Nunberg, Geoff & Wasow, Tom (2012.) The domain of linguistics: An 

overview. [CW] 
 http://www.linguisticsociety.org/resource/domain-linguistics-overview  
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 Rye, Justin. (2002). A primer in SF xenolinguistics. [CW]  
 http://jbr.me.uk/lingo.html  
 
11/6, 11/8  Whorf hypothesis—Edward Sapir & Benjamin Lee Whorf’s thinking in 

relation to Native American languages;  linguistic relativity and linguistic 
determinism;  appearance in SFF; relationship between cultural 
characteristics of species and types of languages they speak (Elvish, 
Klingon, etc.); idea that each language has its own worldview; use of 
Whorf hypothesis in Ted Chiang's "Story of Your Life"  and the film version 
titled Arrival [view video clips in class] 

 
  Readings:  

Vance, Jack. (1958). Languages of Pao, Ch. 6-10. [CW] 
 
The Sapir Whorf Hypothesis [CW] 
https://linguistlist.org/ask-ling/sapir.cfm 
 

  Klingon Language Institute at: http://www.kli.org      
  
  Blog #2—due 11/29 
 
11/13, 11/15  Language as part of social engineering in SFF; The Languages of Pao 

(Vance), Babel-17 (Delany); language control as criterion for dystopias; 
Newspeak in 1984 and Animal Farm (Orwell),  The Handmaid’s Tale 
(Atkinson) 

 
 Readings: 

Vance, Jack. (1958). Languages of Pao, Ch. 11-21. [CW] 
 
 Assignment #1: Neologisms in Languages of Pao (detailed instructions 

will be provided). Due 11/29 
 
 Videos: Excerpts from 1984 and The Handmaid’s Tale 
 
11/20, 11/22 Elgin’s Native Tongue; importance of linguists in future societies; creation 
11/27, 11/29  of woman’s language (Láadan); language in feminist literature; how 

language acquisition theory is interpreted in SFF 
 
  Readings:  
  Elgin, Suzette Hayden. (1985). Native Tongue. Ch. 1-10. (T) 
   

Elgin, Suzette Hayden. (1985). Native Tongue. Ch. 11-24. (T)  
  

Handouts on structure and vocabulary of Láadan [CW] 
   

Blog #3—due 12/18 
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Note: No class 11/23 and 11/24 (Thanksgiving break) 
 
12/4, 12/6 Language as the basis of fantasy worlds—Tolkien as philologist and 
12/11 historical linguist; Tolkien’s Middle-earth languages; how constructed 

languages led to writing of narratives 
 
 Readings:  

Excerpts from The Lord of the Rings (Tolkien) [CW]    
  

Handouts on Quenya & Sindarin (Elvish) [CW] 
    

Excerpt from Noel, Ruth S. (1980). The  languages of Tolkien’s Middle-
earth. Boston: Houghton Mifflin. [CW]  

  
  Video excerpts from “TLOR: The Fellowship of the Ring” [in class] 
 
  Audio recording of Tolkien reading “Namarie” [CW] 
    
  Final project (Phase 1): Sound system and name for your constructed  
  language. Due 12/11 
 
12/13, 12/18 Other ways in which language issues are resolved in science  
12/20,12/27 fiction / fantasy;  universal translators; telepathy; empathic 

communication; sign language; bilingual interpreters; problems presented 
by time travel; talking robots and androids; spells 

 
 Readings:  
 Excerpt from: Ursula Le Guin’s Left hand of darkness. [CW]   
   

Excerpt from: Robert Heinlein’s The moon is a harsh mistress. [CW] 
 
 Video: Star Trek Next Generation: “Loud as a whisper” 

http://www.dailymotion.com/video/x4pve3d  
 
 Various film clips illustrating different points 
 
 Final project (Phase 2): 50 words of different word classes in your 

invented language. Due 12/20. 
 

Assignment #2: Written reaction to metaphoric language used in Star Trek 
The Next Generation: Darmok episode (detailed instructions will be 
provided). Due 12/27. [Episode available at: 
http://www.dailymotion.com/video/x494zi5 ] 
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Note: No classes 12/25/17 (Christmas Day) and 1/1/18 (New Year’s Day) 
 
1/3, 1/8  Creation of plausible future dialects of English; Nadsat in A Clockwork 
1/15 Orange  (Burgess); Davy; the Loonie dialect in The Moon is a Harsh 

Mistress (Heinlein); futuristic Kentish in Riddley Walker (Hoban); Mokni in 
The Book of Dave (Self); phonetic & text message-like writing in Feersum 
Endjinn (Banks); the pidgin English of Cloud Atlas; English/Chinese code 
switching in Firefly, etc.  

 
 Reading: Mandala, S. (2010). Language contact in alternative future 

worlds: Experimental future Englishes. In The language in science fiction 
and fantasy: The question of style (pp. 37-69). Continuum International 
Publishing Group. [CW] 

 
1/17, 1/22 How language functions as literary device; role of language in 
 developing setting, characterization, plot, theme, conflict, point of view, 

etc.; how good speculative writers utilize language to enhance plausibility; 
the linguistic structure of science fiction stories 

 
Readings: 

 Dos and don’ts for fantasy/sci-fi writers. [CW] 
 
 Niven, Larry. (1976). The words in science fiction. In Bretnor, R. (Ed.). The 

craft of science fiction (pp. 178-194). NY: Harper Row. [CW] 
  
1/24, 1/29 Review of common linguistic myths perpetuated by science fiction /   
1/31 fantasy literature; how to spot them; why they occur; “hard” vs. “soft” 

SFF 
 
 Various handouts given out in class.  
 Various film clips analyzed in class.              
   

Final project (Phase 3): Preliminary grammar for constructed language. 
Due 1/31  (electronic and hard copy) 

 
 
2/5, 2/7 Conclusion of course; summation of what we’ve learned; individual  
2/12, 2/14 consultations on final projects 
  

Final project (Phase 4): Final version of constructed language (Phases 1-3 
plus literary text translation combined in one cohesive report). Due by 
midnight 2/19  (electronic and hard copy) 

 
Note: No class Monday 2/19; Friday classes meet 
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Teaching Strategies: Lecture, discussion, workshop, online tutorials, videos 
 
Note: Those students who receive services from Vocational Rehabilitation should 
communicate with the professor at the beginning of the semester to plan the reasonable 
accommodation and the necessary equipment according to the recommendations of the 
Oficina de Asuntos para las Personas con Impedimento (OAPI) of the office of the Dean 
of Students. In addition, those students with special needs that require some type of 
assistance or accommodation should communicate with the professor. 
 
Resources and Equipment Required:  
 
Required texts:  
  

• Vance, Jack. (1958). The languages of Pao. New York: Ace Books. (Available in 
.pdf format on course website.) [CW] 

 
• Rosenfelder, Mark. (2008). The language construction kit. Available in .pdf format 

on course website. [CW] (Can also be ordered from Amazon in expanded book 
form) 

 
• Elgin, Suzette Hayden. (1985 / 2000 reprint). Native Tongue. NY: The Feminist 

Press at CUNY. (Available from professor: $17 [large 2000 edition], $8 [small 
1985 edition]. The 2000 edition is also available on Kindle, $9.99.) 

 
Internet access to course website at: http://ingl-3017.weebly.com and active email 
account (vital). Students are expected to check email daily as well as announcements 
on course website.  
 
 
Methods of Evaluation: 
 

• Brief quizzes on readings from assigned books and articles (10 pts.)  
• Active participation in class and online blog discussions of readings. (10 pts.) 
• Two short critical analyses of materials read/viewed during course  (20 pts. each, 

40 pts. total) 
• Final project [constructing sci-fi/fantasy language & brief translation of literary 

excerpt in four phases (10 pts. each, 40 pts. total)  
• Differentiated evaluation of students with special needs 

 
 
Grading System: A, B, C, D, F. 
 
 
Partial Bibliography: (utilized for preparing course; in addition to other sources that will 
be provided and discussed in class) 
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