Greeks, Romans, and Science Fiction: Why go “Back to the Future?”
Science fiction literature and film can be a powerful medium for teaching students about the ideas and values of ancient Greeks and Romans, especially where they differ from our own. Jennifer Rea’s recent article in Classical Journal (2010) amply demonstrates the potential for science fiction to engage students in meaningful inquiry about serious issues raised in classical and modern literature. In this paper, I hope to add to the discussion begun by Rea by focusing on two considerations for reading science fiction and classical literature that have proved very successful with students. They are: 1) science fiction connects us more to our past than to our future; and 2) this reading foregrounds cultural similarities and differences between the ancient and modern worlds in terms most meaningful to our students.

As Rea outlines in her article, I also begin with the definitions of science fiction, emphasizing the variety of materials, effects, and approaches taken by authors, film-makers, and television show producers. Students are encouraged to adopt/adapt a definition that suits their ideas about science fiction, but we take as part of our foundation an observation by science fiction author and theorist Adam Roberts that science fiction is not about “prophecy” but about “nostalgia”: "SF does not project us into the future; it relates to us stories about our present, and more importantly about the past that has led to this present." (Roberts: 28)  
The bulk of the course is devoted to reading classical literature and science fiction texts, including novels, short stories, and films. In this paper, I will focus on the first major texts we read: Homer’s Iliad and Dan Simmon’s Ilium (2003). In Simmon’s novel, the Trojan War plays out again far into our future, with Zeus and the other gods, Agamemnon, Achilles, Helen, Hector, etc. And it plays out exactly as it did before for the nine years before the text begins. But this time it is on Mars, which has been terra-formed, and the gods are nanotechnology-infused post-humans, and there are 20th and 21st Classics professors (revived from their DNA) reporting to the Muse on daily events. Needless to say, things change.

Reading Ilium alongside the Iliad allows us to foreground issues common to the Greeks and us by emphasizing the fundamentally different assumptions we make about the universe, free will, and the boundaries between literature and life. Whereas the Greeks attribute causality for human actions and the forces of nature to the gods, twenty-first century students expect explanations drawn from psychology and natural science. When describing the actions of the gods themselves, Homer models them on human actions, even for such activities as driving a chariot. To the modern student, the most “natural” explanation for actions by beings so much more powerful than humans is some sort of technology we do not yet possess. Although the technology does not exist, its plausible basis in a current, general understanding of science seems less of a leap for students than does the assumption that many nearly all-powerful gods exist. Differences between ancient and modern assumptions become more clearly articulated in this course than they have been in “literature in translation” courses I have taught. As students realize the basis for their own assumptions about how humans and forces of nature work, the have a much better understanding of the fundamental importance of the gods in early Greek thought. In my experience, students who read the Iliad and Ilium together, come away with a better understanding of the Iliad and of themselves than do the students who read the Iliad on its own.

Reading classical literature and science fiction side by side can surely introduce new students to the classics, and show classics students the opportunities for new interpretations, as Rea suggests. By understanding better our own predilections for scientific explanation, this project can do an even better job of what “classical literature in translation” courses are supposed to do: make clear the deep similarities and differences between the ancient Greeks and Romans and us.
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