REFLECTION
Dear Professor Belli,

This was an interesting project to work on. The fact that we all got to choose our own topic did not exactly make it easy, as we needed to find a way to relate it to the subject of science fiction. One thing I realized while writing my paper was that the topic I chose has a social component as well as a scientific one. As much as I like the subject of paleontology and dinosaurs, etc. I sometimes forget that other people also have an opinion on these subjects, and although I tend to keep up to date with the latest research and discoveries in the field, I often forget the ways in which new discoveries affect the status quo of narratives and stories that already exist.

Another thing I learned was that there is no set “Scale of Science Fiction Hardness”. It basically exists as a concept, which is highly subjective, and as such there is no was of saying that a work definitely “fits” within a category of hardness or softness, but that through discussion authors and readers can reach a consensus as to what is considered hard and soft science fiction. I feel that because of this I did not get to explore the concept of the scale as much as I had originally wanted to, as all the references of it I found were subjective in their own way.
As for the writing process, I found that I had gathered snippets of usable references here and there, and along with the preliminary thoughts that I had expressed in my proposals, I had a jumbled mess of ideas. What really helped me put them together was actually printing out everything I had typed and cutting out paragraphs and laying them out in a way that made sense. I think I might have heard of such a technique somewhere else before, but this is the first time I felt I needed to use it and it actually helped.
One more thing I learned from working on this project, and during the semester in general is to look beyond the story of the text or film we are working with in order to find a deeper meaning. Although I have watched Jurassic Park countless times I never realized that there was a conflict between “what is real and what is artificial” within the story itself. Scientists decided to recreate extinct life forms, and although they are completely organic, the resulting creatures are a creation of man after all, and there is no way of knowing if what they ended up recreating was what the dinosaurs were originally. Even though this observation was not something that I brought up in my paper, it is still an interesting idea to think about.
Even though it was a struggle at times, I do feel that I got something out of the class: ways to look at things and analyze them, and knowing what questions to ask and what to look for.
Thanks,

Andrew.

Andrew Dutt

Prof. Jill Belli
Science Fiction
14 May 2015
Real or Not Real:
Does Scientific Accuracy Matter in Fiction?
In most fiction narratives the audience is usually presented a set of facts which help drive the story. These facts can be either a product of the author’s creativeness or may reflect ‘real life’ knowledge. When the concepts in the work are presented in a convincing manner, it may lead members of the audience to take the facts presented as true, without bothering to question their veracity. Other times, the creators of the work base their facts on current scientific knowledge, which is prone to changing as new discoveries are made. This can become an issue when said work becomes an icon of popular culture: the “facts” presented in the work become widespread enough to create a common misconception that is self-perpetuating as the original work becomes the basis and inspiration for other works, as well as merchandise and consumer products. This is the case of the 1993 science fiction adventure film Jurassic Park, which has had a large influence in the way dinosaurs are currently perceived in popular culture, however outdated and incorrect the film’s portrayal of these extinct creatures has become in light of recent discoveries and newer, more innovative methods of reconstructing them. The issue has recently become relevant with the upcoming release of Jurassic World, a sequel to the original film that insists on featuring outdated ‘retro’ dinosaurs. With all this in mind it is worth discussing whether the accurate portrayal of dinosaurs in popular culture has any social and scientific value.

In the early years of science fiction as a genre, the very phrase ‘science fiction’ suggested a combination of non-fiction and fiction (Seed 48). 19th century science fiction writer and editor Hugo Gernsback proposed that “the new fiction should contain instruction in science as well as entertainment.” To help understand the level of accuracy with which a specific work portrays scientific knowledge, science fiction authors have devised a concept called the Science Fiction Scale of Hardness. Although there is no official version of the ‘scale’, the main idea is that ‘softer’ science fiction works tend to be more lenient with the scientific facts they present, which tend to be more of an afterthought in the narrative, whereas ‘hard’ science fiction places emphasis on the scientific facts and concepts demonstrated. Depending on where the work falls on the scale, the audience can either interpret the facts as just an invention of the author as a plot point, or as a representation of real life science. In some cases, it is obvious what concepts are products of the author’s creativity, such as faster-than-lightspeed space travel, or matter-disintegrating lasers, especially since such concepts are usually featured in more futuristic settings. However, in works that take place in the present and that feature topics that fall under ‘real life’ scientific theory, such as genetic engineering and the resurrection of extinct organisms for example, the facts presented in the work can be so convincing that they may lead the audience to take that made-up ‘fact’ as a representation of actual scientific thought.

The original Jurassic Park film came out in 1993, based on the novel of the same name by noted science fiction and techno-thriller author Michael Crichton. It is a science fiction and action-adventure film whose plot revolves around the revival of dinosaurs through genetic engineering, and the consequences of using science for entertainment purposes by manipulating nature. On the Science Fiction Scale of Hardness, Jurassic Park falls more on the “hard” side, with its use of genetic engineering in a plausible (yet not possible) manner. At the time before the movie was released, dinosaurs and other prehistoric organisms were perceived by the general public as giant, sluggish creatures that lived in swamps, doomed to extinction. The filmmakers of Jurassic Park worked in collaboration with scientists and artists to incorporate the latest science regarding dinosaurs, the so called “Dinosaur Renaissance”, into the film and the result was a film that challenged the views of dinosaurs at the time, portraying them as the active, agile and somewhat intelligent creatures that they most likely were. Paleoartist John Conway notes that “Jurassic Park surprised most people with its radical new dinosaurs. In fact, one of the central plot points is just that: dinosaurs are not what we think they are. The filmmakers worked with scientists to get a lot of stuff about dinosaurs right, and the most memorable scenes in the film reflect that” (Conway). In addition, Jurassic Park became an iconic movie of the 90’s, with its pioneering advancements in special effects.

Although Jurassic Park blended the latest research in dinosaur science into its narrative and became a stellar example of the theories at the time of its creation, further discoveries in the field of paleontology have proven that real dinosaurs were even stranger than ever imagined. One of the main aspects that have come to the forefront is the fact that they were all not just scaly giant versions of lizards, in fact, “scientists have learned that plumage of all stripes, shapes, and sizes, from insulating tufts to decorative barbs to fully developed feathers, adorned most dinosaurs dating back to the earliest ones” (Qiu). Additionally, when looking at living animals today, it can be clearly observed that their skin does not lie snugly against their skeletons and muscles; they possess all sorts of fat and skin tissues that give them their unique shape and appearance. All these realizations have lead to what some people call the “Feather Revolution”, which is a movement that tires its best to break the mold of the old scale-face monsters and portray dinosaurs and other extinct organisms as living, breathing creatures as accurately as possible with the scientific data available. However, because Jurassic Park has set the standard for “modern” dinosaur appearance and behavior, it has made a lasting impression in the minds of the audience because of its status as a cultural icon. This becomes a problem today since many artists, filmmakers, video game companies, and toymakers look at Jurassic Park as inspiration for their creations instead of conducting the appropriate research for their art and product development, and the result are ‘retro’ style dinosaurs that keep getting released in to the public.

When the trailer for Jurassic World, a sequel 22 years in the making, was released on November 25, 2014, it was revealed that, unlike the creators of the original film who tried their best to incorporate the latest studies into their creature designs, the filmmakers decided to keep the dinosaurs “retro” by portraying them not only using the inaccurate science from 1993, but also incorporating or prolonging common misconceptions regarding dinosaurs and other prehistoric creatures that are set to be featured in the film. This issue has become a topic of conversation within the paleo-community, the community formed by scientists that work on prehistoric organisms, artists and designers that specialize in creating reconstructions of said organisms and members of the general public that have a personal interest in the subject. The general response within the community has been one of disappointment, as stated by Conway,

“These details might seem esoteric and irrelevant, but our picture of the prehistoric world is composed of details. Millions and millions of them. And they speak of a variety and strangeness that is constantly surprising and fascinating. Knowing something of the endless surprises fossil animals hold is no less important than knowing that the Earth revolves around the sun, or where China is” (Conway).

This sentiment is echoed by many professional scientists, researchers and science communicators. Science writer Brian Switek notes that the concern is about more than just visuals. He explains that a blockbuster summer film such as Jurassic World has the opportunity to present the general public with new dinosaurs and other exciting extinct organisms, while also helping the audience visualize one of the main traits that links extinct dinosaurs to birds, their living evolutionary relatives, a link that is often presented as controversial in popular media, when in fact it is backed up by numerous discoveries of feathered dinosaurs from present day China and elsewhere.

Many commenters outside of the community find the scientists’ concerns a matter of ridicule. Some express disdain at the scientists for wanting to impose the “new look” of dinosaurs to their beloved franchise. Paleontologist Thomas R. Holtz Jr., of the University of Maryland in College Park, explains: “Yes, we know it’s only a movie, but Jurassic Park has a cachet that it borrows from science that is a lot different from Land of the Lost or Godzilla” (Qiu). Other critics are of the opinion that feathers somehow “ruin” dinosaurs by making them less scary. That line of argument is highly subjective, and as Switek notes:

 “If you’re being chased by a tyrannosaur, a carefully-arranged coat of fuzzy feathers doesn’t make the dinosaur any less fierce or threatening, just as there is something undeniably unsettling and scary about envisioning a Velociraptor cleaning blood from its colorful plumage after a kill. Letting feathery dinosaurs run wild could inspire a whole new generation of young fossil fans, thrill audiences, and give evolutionary science a much needed boost.”

What many critics fail to notice is the way dinosaurs are presented in Jurassic Park has become so entrenched in popular culture, that the majority of the audience takes it for granted, and keep passing on the outdated views presented in the film onto others. As Dr. Holtz expresses, “The original movies brought the dinosaur research of the 1980s to 1990s viewers. And the latest one seems to bring the dinosaur research of the 1980s to the 2010s viewers” (Qiu).
It can be confidently stated that when a work of fiction becomes a part of popular culture, the canon expressed in said work becomes entrenched in the minds of the audience. While this may not be much of an issue with the more “soft” forms of science fiction, works that feature more realistic applications of science in their plot have a social responsibility to portray, to the best of their ability, the correct facts whether it is in the form of narrative, art, or design, in order to avoid creating unnecessary misconceptions which may unintentionally go on to become the inspiration and basis for other stories, merchandise and toys, all based on what is inherently false or outdated knowledge.
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