
        
            [image: cover]
        

    
Operation Red:
study guide

Carol
Thomas

 


Smashwords
Edition

Copyright 2012
Carol Thomas

Find the novel
Operation
Red at Smashwords.com

ISBN
9780473230029

 


 


Smashwords
Edition

Thank you for
downloading this free ebook. You are welcome to share it with your
colleagues. This book may be reproduced, copied and distributed for
non-commercial purposes, provided the book remains in its complete
original form.

 


Extract

Summary of the
novel

Reading
level

Science
fiction

Ariel and
William Shakespeare’s The Tempest

Characters

Word lists

Setting

Colours

Food and drink
references

The cover and
the glyph

Tasks

Ideas for
student research

About
Operation Red

 


Extract

‘You nicked a
confidential government memo?’ asked Kara incredulously.

‘No, I just
printed a copy. Hey, you’re the one who said it was time for
action.’

‘From your
mother too,’ added John piously.

‘From the presidential papers,’ Ariel said.
‘That’s not the same thing. Look, here’s our chance to make a
difference. Not in a First School, or by asking questions in Third
School—great as those things are—but to actually help CyberCity. We
can make people see how sedated they are, how gormless, ‘cause we
let technology run our lives. We can force people to face up to
what is happening—before computers take over the world!’

‘A slight
overreaction,’ said John.

‘Bosh, Ariel,’
murmured Kara. ‘All right, calm down and explain your idea.’

‘According to
the memo,’ Ariel continued enthusiastically, ‘if we can get into
one of these old 2ZB computers and tinker with its system, we can
change what it does and there will be nothing to show that it has
been tampered with.’

‘Well, that’s
not a new thing,’ said John. ‘How does that change—?’

‘Wait wait wait,’ said Ariel impatiently.
‘The key is that you won’t be able to tell it’s been screwdrivered.
The memo tells us how to make the change look like the computer has
done it itself. See? Guys? Like it has had... has had... has had...
’

‘A thought,’
said Kara slowly.

 


Summary of the
novel

Comic sci-fi, this YA novel is set in 2029 in the mythical
city state of CyberCity. Ms President leads the city; her son Ariel
is in his last year of school with friends John and Kara. In the
Great Crash of 2023, computer systems crashed worldwide. Since
then, CyberCity has become increasingly dependent on technology.
Cyberians are losing the ability to think. Kara quits school to
work for Timbo, a clown who runs a First School. Kara and Ariel
agree that CyberCity is wallowing in a state of sedated
complacency, and that Ms President needs a push to fix the city’s
slide into techno dependence. John is not so sure.

 


Ariel finds a presidential memo that gives him an idea. The
memo tells him about a special computer, and it tells him how to
hack into it so that he can make it look like the computer has had
a thought. Ariel grabs the opportunity and recruits his friends.
John locates one of these rare computers in the office where he
cleans after school. The three friends sabotage the computer and
fake a thoughtful message to CyberCity, supposedly sent from the
computer.

 


Ms President has also been worried about Cyberbians becoming
soft in the head, and she reacts instantly to the threat of a
thinking computer. Determined that Cyberians will retake control of
their technology, their brains and their lives, she plans a regular
once a month experiment called Operation Red—a day in which all of
CyberCity will practise the skill of critical thinking. On the
first Operation Red day, technology is banned in the workplace,
schools suspend normal lessons to work on allocated critical
thinking tasks, and traffic lights work in reverse.

 


Operation Red is a success, thanks to the city’s students.
First School students begin to enjoy art; Second School students
solve the city’s longest running legal case of the best doughnut;
and John solves the underproduction problem at CyberCity’s solar
power station. Inspired by these successes, Ms President promptly
decides that the next Operation Red will run for a week. John, Kara
and Ariel join Ms President to celebrate, but Ariel is left
wondering if his mother knows that he is responsible for planting
the ‘thought’ in the computer’s system. After dinner that night, he
confesses the sabotage.

 


Back cover blurb

Bananas, Coca Cola, and Microsoft have disappeared. CyberCity
has recovered pretty well from the Great Crash of 2023, and the
departments of TechYES and Terrific Technology have everything
under control—or do they? Cyberians are techno dependent and losing
the ability to think. Ariel, son of Ms President, is determined to
fix that.

 


Reading
level

The novel is
written for mid teens, but there are concepts and language that
will appeal to, and have meaning for, adult readers. There is
nothing risqué in the novel. The main character is Ariel, who is
aged about 17, but this shouldn’t automatically exclude younger
readers from enjoying and understanding the novel. It is not hard
to grasp what is happening (plot) to who (characters) and why
(themes). Some sections are comically simple, e.g. the Cabinet
scene. However, to get the most out of the novel’s tech references
and its humour, readers will need good language and literacy
skills.

 


Science
fiction

What if...?

Science fiction
writers often get impetus from a ‘what if?’ question. What if
plants could walk (The Day of the Triffids); what if
computers learned to think (Terminator); what if we could
time travel to the age of the dinosaurs (The Sound of
Thunder)? Once writers get inspiration from a ‘what if?’
question, they think about what they can do with that question. In
The Day of the Triffids, John Wyndham created big,
aggressive, walking plants, and he brings in a complication: green
lights in the sky that cause nearly everyone in the world to go
blind. The triffids take the advantage. Game on.

 


The idea for
Operation Red developed from a ‘what if?’ moment. The author
was walking the dog one night and, waiting at a set of traffic
lights, she wondered what would happen if all the signals in the
city were unexpectedly reversed, with red meaning go and green
meaning stop. The ‘what if?’ question immediately leads to other
questions and ideas. Who would switch the lights to make them do
this, and why? What if the lights were reversed to force people to
think fast, in a situation that was out of their comfort zone? How
would people deal with it?

 


This was in the
mid 1990s, and the author was an English teacher in Sydney,
Australia. Critical literacy was a pedagogical focus in NSW at that
time, and the skill of critical thinking was part of the
initiative. A short story evolved from that traffic light ‘what
if?’ moment. It was expanded into a novel during a TAFE writing
course. The novel’s working title was Critical Thinking
Day.

 


Science fiction
and fantasy genres: differences

The fantasy
genre has stories about mythical beasts, battles between good and
evil, magic, unearthly worlds in time and place, unreal characters,
etc. Sci-fi stories deal more with scientific content and
speculation. An example of the former is Middle Earth and The
Hobbit; an example of the latter is the Martian invasion in
The War of the Worlds. There is often genre crossover
in books and films. Operation Red has elements of fantasy,
(Timbo, the Cabinet meeting), but it is predominately sci-fi. The
world of CyberCity is based in reality. It is like our world, yet
it is different. The plot speculates about what may happen if
current trends continue. Consider transport in CyberCity:





	
Solar cars and
hydro cars and hover bikes (they exist now, but are not
common).



	
Driverless cars
(ditto).



	
Tri-bikes
(three wheelers, with airsurround bag and solar panel); the
school’s ‘transport station’, i.e. it’s not a car park as we know
it.



	
Titanium
cranium (a foldable crash helmet made of titanium; it is
‘connected’ to the head, not simply placed on the head).





 


Plenty of
documented situations illustrate how we are setting ourselves up
for a Great Crash. Some of these are over reliance on technology in
business and government, declining abilities in person-to-person
communication, a lack of creativity and initiative in workplaces,
systems connected to the point where one failure shuts business
down. Research examples are not hard to find, e.g. solar storms
that have disrupted electrics worldwide. The novel takes these
existing realities and speculates about what could happen to us if
technology fell in a heap.

 


Here are some
more science-based references in the novel.





	
Androids are
common.



	
Solar storms
have played havoc with computer controlled communications



	
Monsanto
(2020); food; farming.



	
CloudCity
(cloud computing).



	
Oil sources are
exhausted.



	
Medicine: no
cancer & no wheelchairs.








You can see
good science and bad science here, but the novel doesn’t get stuck
into science per se, it sends up the humans who have manipulated
the science. The novel is not anti-science, neither is it
anti-technology; it is pro human control of scientific and
technological systems (as voiced by Ms President).

 


Ariel and William
Shakespeare’s The Tempest

The novel
refers to the play through the character of Ariel. In The
Tempest, Ariel is a mischievous sprite who does the bidding of
his master, Prospero. Ariel causes the tempest which brings a
shipload of characters to the island, so that Prospero can work his
revenge. The action is set on the island; Ariel flits invisibly
between isolated groups, eavesdropping and generally causing
havoc.

Ariel’s actions
are loosely paralleled by the novel’s character of the same name.
It is not a tightly woven connection, neither is it intrinsic to
the story and themes. The name was chosen to suggest Ariel’s
mischievous nature.

 


The direct references (The Tempest and chapters
of Operation Red)


Ariel: I come
to answer thy best pleasure; be’t to fly,

To swim, or
dive into the fire, to ride

On the curled
clouds (I, ii 192)

Ms President:
Ride home safely. All of you. Ride on curled clouds. (Operation
Red)


Prospero: How
now? Moody? (I, ii 245)

Kara: It’s not
like you to be moody. (Operation Red)


Ariel: I will
be correspondent to command

And do my
spriting gently (I, ii 298)

Ms President:
Off you go and do your spriting gently. (Sabotage)


Ariel: I go. I
go. (IV, i 188)

Ariel: I go. I
go. (Sabotage)


Prospero: My
tricksy spirit! (V, i 226)

Ms President:
And what have you been up to, my tricksy sprite? (Operation
Red)


Indirect
reference

Prospero
commands Ariel to create the storm that opens the play. The storm
and the shipwreck bring Prospero’s enemies onto the island.
Prospero then uses Ariel to work on those enemies, with the desired
end of gaining justice and righting wrongs. This is what
happens.

In Operation
Red, John’s cleaning boss tells John there is a storm (tempest)
brewing outside. This is at the point where the teenagers are
breaking into the 2ZB computer, with the desired end of spurring Ms
President into action and righting CyberCity’s over dependence on
technology. This happens (it is an ongoing process).

If we believe
Ms President has set Ariel up, her actions can be compared to
Prospero’s, e.g. memo/storm; CyberCity/island; Operation
Red/justice for Prospero.

 


Characters

The novel’s
characters don’t develop much; the novel is too short for that. A
main theme is that the characters will develop and thrive if
they move away from technological dependence into a human
controlled future. Behnn Robertson Tang Smith‘n’Jones depicts the
beginning of this process. So do the characters Tran and Timbo.

A good way to
explore character is to match quotes from a novel with a sentence
or two of analysis. Draw up two columns. One column has quotations
from the novel; in the other, students write what this reveals
about the character. A cruise of the context is often useful. They
can then carry these sentences and analysis over into an essay.
Here are some examples of quotes that show aspects of
character.

 


Photography
teacher: ‘Just an observation. A pixellated moment. Well, stay
on track then, there’s a good lad.’

English
teacher: ‘Your task will be to come up with some answers to
these tasks, using the—tsk—the rather discredited technique
of brainstorming.’

Ariel:
‘Technology sucks our human spirit, we’re slaves to it. It makes
our

art. It gives
us food. And, as we can see in our fellow students, it is taking
away our

words. Our
humanity is getting crushed under pink skies.’

John:
‘Hard to believe this little computer withstood Champagne. I could
build this.’

Ms
President: ‘...the government will stand firm on these moves.
It’s for your own good.’

Ms
President: ‘Cheer up. It’s a great day for the race.’

Ms
President: ‘Now that we have impetus, I’m not deviating for
democracy, dears.’

Gloria:
‘We said, let’s check it now. Hands on, down and dirty, on the
roof!’

Timbo:
‘Drawing—I’ve been remiss—drawing, Kara, is as important as reading
for little kids.’

 


Ms President

CyberCity’s
president is also Ariel’s mother. In a very early draft of the
novel, she was married to Timbo; he sabotaged the computer, and
there was no Ariel. Ms President has an excellent relationship with
her son and his friends. Her sense of humour, straightforward
manner and insight is used to satirise CyberCity, its government,
and the general population. Ms President keenly feels she has let
CyberCity’s reliance on technology get out of hand, but she is not
sure how to successfully address the problem. Her dialogue and
actions suggest a benevolent dictator, a sympathetic and dynamic
agent of change who does what she does for the good of the
people.

 


Ariel

A healthy
society needs people like Ariel: technologically adept, thoughtful
and creative. Ariel has written the program for the presidential
e-filing, and he can create tasty dishes in the kitchen. He can
daydream while admiring nature’s green shades, and he can use a
sophisticated cooker to access a computer’s protected hard
drive.

 


Kara and
John

Kara moves
faster than Ariel in reacting against the moribund nature of their
school when she leaves Ananova College for the challenges of the
First School. Ariel has to convince John to go along with the plan.
John is more technologically adept than Ariel. He knows there are
problems in CyberCity but he’s sceptical about Ariel’s analysis—he
needs convincing about the depth of the problem. Kara wants to do
something practical, working with preschoolers to get their
imaginations and thought processes kicking over, but that immediate
fix does not take her very far. The story needs a mischief maker to
move CyberCity along. Ariel has the vision and the practical
connections, and he brings the group together to make the mission
succeed.

 


Cyberians

The residents
of CyberCity are a sorry lot. They’re dull and unmotivated,
although pleasantly so. Nothing, as Ariel says, gets them going.
They just walk through daily life—school, work, comp-vision—hoping
that nothing happens to disrupt the routine
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