PANEL “SEEING FROM OUTSIDE” (curated by Rhona Trauvitch and Tigran Abrahamyan - Florida International University)

This panel will introduce pedagogy that combines narratology, or narrative structures, and topics related to space to deepen student engagement in the humanities and the sciences. Faculty from Florida International University will share how they bring pattern-mapping and speculative methods into classrooms in English, physics, and architectural history. Their interdisciplinary methods engage students’ creativity and critical thinking, entrenching long-term knowledge retention and a broader perspective on course content in both the sciences and in the humanities.

Warp: Storyfabric and Spacetime Curvature
Rhona Trauvitch specializes in analogical reasoning at the intersections of literature and STEM, on the basis of which she developed the fiction-to-science, or, fi-sci pattern mapping analytical framework. Fi-sci involves identifying commonalities between works of fiction and science processes so that we may use our familiarity with one domain to more capaciously comprehend the other. Among the fi-sci analogies Trauvitch has formulated using this model is one that is right at home in an interdisciplinary conference about outer space: an analogy between a narrative maneuver known as metalepsis–a literary “jump” across ontological levels–and the hypothetical, mathematically-derived wormhole, an extreme instantiation of spacetime warping. In this presentation, Trauvitch shows that Julio Cortázar’s story “Continuity of Parks” and the wormhole are the fiction and science avatars, respectively, of the same pattern, and how mapping the pattern from one domain onto the other broadens our conceptual access to both. She then describes the practical applications of fi-sci pattern mapping as a pedagogical tool, discussing the ways in which FIU’s Science & Fiction Lab has implemented the framework across the undergraduate curriculum, breaking through disciplinary silos and catalyzing interdisciplinary learning. 

The Power of Gravity, and the Gravity of Power
Tigran Abrahamyan is a professor of Physics and Astronomy who teaches Descriptive Astronomy to large classes of non-science majors at FIU. Topics like Cosmology and General Relativity have proven to be very challenging to comprehend even for experts in the field, let alone students without a background in physics. According to modern Big Bang Cosmology, at time zero our Universe was compressed into an infinitely dense, hot point. Immediately following this, the Universe underwent a massive and sudden inflationary period, expanding exponentially in a fraction of a second. Abrahamyan sought to convey this information in a novel format, guiding students to explore the universality of creation myths alongside the universality of physical laws. He found that connecting cosmogony with cosmology via the fi-sci pattern mapping method offers an effective pedagogical vehicle in achieving successful learning outcomes for cosmological topics. In another lesson, in order to more comprehensively depict how the gravity of a massive star bends spacetime such that planets end up orbiting the star, Abrahmyan found that it was once again beneficial to present the science as analogous to fiction: sociopolitical power bends the experiences of characters, who end up being influenced by the dominant system. 

Double Workshop: 
1. Build a Fi-Sci Analogy: In (ideally interdisciplinary) duos, the audience tries their hand at crafting their own fi-sci analogies by following steps to fill out the fi-sci pattern mapping flowchart, then share what they’ve created with the room as time permits.
2. Guided close reading of “Continuity of Parks”: Trauvitch takes the audience on a tour of this two-paragraph story, wherein by carefully repeating select terms in particular junctions and playing with time markers, Cortázar shepherds readers to assume an impossible metaleptical conclusion.


