English 260: American Environmental Literature

Fall 2014
Mondays and Wednesdays 9:30-10:45 in Winther Hall, room 2015

Dr. Josh Mabie



Office: Laurentide 3210
mabiej@uww.edu 



Office Hours: Monday and Wednesday 1:00 to 2:30
Course Description (from the UWW Course Catalogue):
"Explore American environmental literature (creative non-fiction/fiction/poetry) from its orgins, with special attention to key authors such as Ralph Waldo Emerson, Henry David Thoreau, Emily Dickinson, John Muir, Teddy Roosevelt, Aldo Leopold, Leslie Silko, Rachel Carlson, Annie Dillard and Bill McKibben."
My version of the course description:
In English 260, we will explore American writers' engagement with the environment from the nineteenth century wilderness movement through Superstorm Sandy.  We will consider how writers represent, reckon with, combat, and in some cases dispute environmental issues like biodiversity loss, toxicity, climate change, and problems with food production.  We will read from classic works of American nature writing like Walden, A Sand County Almanac, and Silent Spring.  We will also read some works of contemporary environmental literature like Nathaniel Rich’s 2012 climate change novel Odds Against Tomorrow.  We will look at some paintings and we will watch some films.  We will consider how traditions and histories of relating to the natural world affect 21st century debates about conservation and sustainability.  We will talk about whether or not language and art can have any real effect on the earth's problems.  We will pay special attention to Wisconsin writers and to places around Whitewater. And we will go outside!  As a special bonus this semester, English 260 will meet jointly with Dr. Gulig’s History 190: North American Environmental History on six occasions throughout the term to talk about ways that the disciplines of history and literature engage the environment and can be used to help solve environmental problems.
Textbooks
Carson, Rachel.  Silent Spring.  Boston: Houghton Mifflin, 2002
Rich, Nathaniel.  Odds Against Tomorrow.  New York: Farrar, Straus and Giroux, 2013.
Thoreau, Henry David.  Walden; Or, Life in the Woods.  New York: Norton, 2008.
Objectives
By the end of this course you should be able to:
· describe differences - but also the sometimes fuzzy boundaries -  between literature, writing, rhetoric, and polemic
· distinguish between nature writing, environmental literature, and ecocriticism
· analyze literary and rhetorical claims and arguments about the environment
· explain how language does or does not affect the physical environment.
· enter the contemporary conversation about four current environmental concerns (toxic chemicals, biodiversity loss, climate change, and food production).
· explain how the literary history of American environmental writing affects how we talk about and engage environmental problems today.

·  identify, engage, analyze, and evaluate claims about the environment in a variety of genres and forms.
· clearly and effectively communicate your ideas to a broad audience in written form. 
Course Requirements and Evaluation
1.
Mid-Term Exam
2.
Final Exam
3.
Three Papers (see the pages at the end of this syllabus for full descriptions of the paper 


assignments)
Environmental Biography or Testimony (3 pages)
Experiment of Living (4-5 pages)
Op-Ed Piece or Open Letter on an Environmental Issue (4 pages)
Explanation of “literary aspects” and statement of purpose of your Op-Ed/Open Letter (1 page) 
Quizzes
You will have opportunities to engage with the reading in short answer written form over the course of the semester.  I give these quizzes to encourage you to keep up with the reading, to give you an opportunity to voice your responses to the course material, and to spur discussion.  Given these objectives, I am not interested in quizzing you over the minutia of the reading or in tricking you.  I am interested in giving you an opportunity to demonstrate your engagement with the major themes, questions, and concepts of the course and the texts.  The quizzes are unscheduled and cannot be made up if they are missed.
Class Participation and Attendance
This course cannot succeed without vigorous student participation.  Please come to class having carefully read the assignment and be prepared to voice your thoughts.  Please also come to class on time and stay the whole time
A few words on electronics. . .
I have recently become a huge fan of reading books on my iPad, but I recognize that iBooks is not the only app that I can access on the device.  You may read the course materials on a Kindle, your laptop, or an iPad, but please do not surf the internet, play games, text message, or chat during class.  If I see you distracted by your electronic device, I may ask you to put it away, but I may just make a note of your disengagement from the class and reduce your participation grade.  Please silence and stow your phone during class.

Grading
Your final grade will be figured according to the following percentages:
	Assignment
	Percent of Final Grade

	Paper I – Environmental Biography or Testimony
	5

	Paper II - "Experiment of Living"
	20

	Paper III - Op-Ed Piece or Open Letter on an Environmental Issue

	25

	
	

	Mid-Term Exam
	15

	Final Exam
	15

	Quizzes, Participation, Graded Discussions, and Attendance
	20

	
	


You may figure your own grade at any point in the semester by dividing the points you have earned by the points possible to that point.
Grading Scale
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A
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A-
88-89
B+
84-87
B
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B-
78+79
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74-77
C
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C-
60-69 
D
0-59
F

Special Needs
The university in general and I in particular are committed to providing, on a flexible and individual basis, reasonable accommodation to students who have documented disability conditions (e.g. physical, learning, psychiatric, vision, hearing, or systemic) that may affect their ability to participate in course activities or to meet course requirements.  If you have a disability that requires accommodation, please contact both the Center for Students with Disabilities and me to discuss your individual needs.  The Center for Students with Disabilities is located on the first floor of Andersen Library in room 2002.  You can also call them at 262-472-4711(Main Phone/Relay) or 262-472-1109 (TTY), and you can find the Center on the web at http://www.uww.edu/csd

Plagiarism and Academic Integrity 
It is your responsibility to accurately present work that you turn in and to properly cite sources that you use.  Chapter fourteen of the UW system student handbook describes academic misconduct and its consequences.
Please feel free to consult me with any questions you have about citing sources and feel free to make use of resources on campus to help you avoid plagiarism.  The time to have this conversation is before you turn in your final draft for a grade. 
The best way to avoid getting caught up in a messy and unpleasant academic misconduct imbroglio is to do your own work and to save all of the notes and drafts that you used to create your paper.  If you compose on a computer, it is always a good idea to save multiple versions of your paper when you make substantial revisions.
Deadlines
Unless you arrange for an extension in advance of the deadline, I will not accept late papers.  Plan ahead and turn in your assignments on time.  Pop quizzes cannot be made up.  Papers must be turned in on paper; I cannot accept emailed papers.  You may print your papers double sided or you may print on the backs of previously printed pages if you would like to save paper.
Schedule
W 9/3 
Welcome and Introductions
I.
What is American Environmental Literature?
M9/8 What is "The Environment"? 

Nature and Wilderness from Genesis to Percy Shelley
Read:
Genesis, chapter 1 (PDF D2L)

Odyssey, from Book 5: Nymph and Shipwreck  (PDF D2L)


Fr. Marquette’s Journal (PDF D2L)
In-Class Readings:


Donne, from Anatomy of the World


Shelley, "Lines Composed in the Vale of Chamouni"
W 9/10
 What is Ecocriticism? Meet with History 190 in Hyer 212
What is environmental history, what is environmental literary study, and how do we do them?
M 9/15
 When we study the literature and the environment what exactly are we trying to 

find out.  What are we trying to do?

Today’s Lecture: Nature Writing and Environmental Literature and First-Wave, Second-Wave, Third-Wave Ecocriticism
Read for Today:


Muir, from The Mountains of California, "The Sierra Nevada" (PDF D2L)

Austin, from The Land of Little Rain (PDF D2L)

Wilder, from Little House in the Big Woods (PDF D2L)
W 9/17 Why American Environmental Literature?
Read for Today:

Thoreau, Walden, "Economy"

Due Today: Paper 1 - Environmental Autobiography or Testimony
M 9/22
Thoreau, 
Read for Today:

Walden, "Where I Lived, and What I Lived For", "Reading", and "Sounds"
W 9/24 Thoreau, Walden
Read for Today:

"Solitude", "Visitors" "The Bean Field" "The Village" "The Ponds" "Baker Farm"
M 9/29
Thoreau, Walden Graded Discussion
Read for Today:

"Higher Laws" "Brute Neighbors" "House Warming" "Former Inhabitants; and Winter Visitors"
W 10/1
 Meet with History 190 in Hyer 212
How has Walden affected the way Americans write about and think about the 

environment?

Read for Today:

Leopold, A Sand County Almanac, "October" and "The Land Ethic"
M 10/6
 “What, then, is the American” in American Environmental Literature? 

Read for Today:

Toomer, Cane, “Georgia Dusk” “Kabnis” (PDF D2L)
W 10/8 “What, then, is the American” in American Environmental Literature? 


Read for Today:



Kincaid, A Small Place (PDF D2L)

M 10/13 Thoreau, Walden
Read for Today:

Thoreau, Walden," Winter Animals" "The Pond in Winter" "Spring" and "Conclusion”
W 10/15
Mid-Term Exam
I. Toxicity: What can literature and writing do about poisons in the air and water?
M 10/20
 How did Silent Spring affect American culture, politics, and 




the environment?
Today’s Lecture: From Wilderness Preservation to Sustainability: a brief history of American Environmentalism and Legislation

Read for Today:

Carson, Silent Spring "A Fable for Tomorrow," "The Obligation to Endure," and “Elixirs of Death”
W 10/22 
Read for Today:

Carson, Silent Spring
“Indiscriminately From the Skies,” “Beyond the Dreams of the Borgias” and “The Other Road”
M 10/27
What is environmental justice and how is injustice related to exposure to toxic 


chemicals?


Watch In-Class Today: Film, Living Downstream


Due Today: Paper 2 - "Experiment of Living"
III.  Plants and Animals: What can literature do to prevent the biodiversity loss and problems with the production of food?
W 10/29
Meet with History 190 in Hyer 212
Read for Today:
Melville, selections from Moby Dick (Extracts, ch. 1 - Loomings, ch. 32 - Cetology, ch. 42. - The Whiteness of the Whale, ch. 87 - The Grand Armada)

McVay, “Can Leviathan Long Endure so Wide a Chase?”
M 11/3

Why did so many people read The Omnivore's Dilemma?  Has it changed 
America?
Read for Today:


Pollan, selections from The Omnivore's Dilemma
W 11/5 

M 11/10
Meet with History 190 in Hyer 212


Hildebrand, “Touching Bottom”



Hildebrand, “The Deer in the Tree”
IV. Climate Change
W 11/12
How do scientific reports affect the earth’s temperature, and how do the writings of climate skeptics affect political responses to climate change?





Read for Today:

IPCC report (feel free to skim it) (PDF D2L)

Selections from State of Fear (PDF D2L)

M11/17
Why are there so few good books about Climate Change?

Cli-fi book reviews (PDF D2L)
http://www.npr.org/2013/04/20/176713022/so-hot-right-now-has-climate-change-created-a-new-literary-genre
http://www.theguardian.com/books/2013/may/31/global-warning-rise-cli-fi
http://www.dissentmagazine.org/article/cli-fi-birth-of-a-genre
http://www.washingtonpost.com/posteverything/wp/2014/07/11/climate-change-has-created-a-new-literary-genre/
Watch In Class Today: The Day After Tomorrow (Trailer)


Read for Today:



Odds Against Tomorrow pp. 3-45
W 11/19
Read for Today:



Odds Against Tomorrow 45-91
M 11/24
Graded Discussion
Read for Today:



Odds Against Tomorrow 95-143
W 11/26
Read for Today:



Odds Against Tomorrow 143-198
M 12/1

Alaska, Modern Wilderness, and Climate Change
Meet with History 190 in Hyer 212


Read for Today:


Krakauer, “Death of an Innocent” (PDF D2L)

Kolbert, “Shishmaref, Alaska” (PDF D2L)

W 12/3

Read for Today:



Odds Against Tomorrow 201-248


Due Today: Paper Three - Analysis and Evaluation of a Website or Analysis 


and Evaluation of an Argument in Place.
M 12/8

Read for Today:



Odds Against Tomorrow 249-306
New York Times debate about Cli-Fi (http://www.nytimes.com/roomfordebate/2014/07/29/will-fiction-influence-how-we-react-to-climate-change)

12/10

Final Course Wrap-Up
Meet with History 190 in Hyer 212
Final Exam:

Wednesday, December 17, 2014 from 7:45 to 9:45 a.m. in Winther Hall room 2015
Paper 1 (3 pages) – Environmental Biography or Testimony

For your first paper, I would like you to narrate an episode in your life that has formed your view of the environment.  You should feel free to describe any event, interaction, encounter, or conversation, but please limit your narrative to one particular episode.  The strongest and most interesting essays will likely be ones that are narrowly focused and that provide specific details.  This essay should emphasize your experience and it need not be thesis-driven; thus you do not have to shoehorn your experience into neat conclusion (“. . .and that’s why we need to protect. . .” “. . .and that’s why I took this course. . .”).
Mode: Narrative (chronological, episodic, or spatial organization)
Tone: Formal, personal
Research and Citation Requirement: None
Example: Wisconsin Natural Resources Magazine
Objectives: (You) get the pen or keyboard moving, (Me) get to know you and your writing
Evaluation: This is a low stakes writing assignment, but I will look for evidence of affection for your topic, precise description, and clean, lively prose.
Publication or Broadcast Suggestions: No publication required, but if its really a good essay, you should send it off to Wisconsin Natural Resources Magazine.
Paper 2 (4 pages) – Experiment of Living
The idea for this assignment comes from Walden.  In his first chapter, Thoreau expresses skepticism about classroom learning and suggests that students would benefit from some physical  labor to complement their intellectual work.  A friend expresses skepticism, saying, "'But,' says one, 'you do not mean that the students should go to work with their hands instead of their heads?'"  Thoreau responds
I do not mean that exactly, but I mean something which he might think a good deal like that; I mean that they should not play life, or study it merely, while the community supports them at this expensive game, but earnestly live it from beginning to end. How could youths better learn to live than by at once trying the experiment of living? Methinks this would exercise their minds as much as mathematics.
I tend to agree with Thoreau that students might learn more in an "experiment of living" than by reading about the work that others are doing.  So, for this assignment, I would like you to undertake a week-long experiment that relates to the broad theme of improving the environment.  You might try to go a week without burning any gasoline; you might give up non-local food for a week; you might walk in the woods at dawn each morning for a week; or you might carry all of the trash you produce with you all week.  Get creative and do something unique that will be fun to write about (and interesting for me to read), but please don't do anything illegal or that violates provisions of the UWS handbook.  If you are concerned about your experiment's validity or legality, it is probably a good idea to check with me first.
Mode: Narrative and Evaluation
Tone: Formal academic
Research and Citation Requirement: No research is required, but you should keep a log or journal while you are undertaking your experiment. 
Examples: Supersize Me, Omnivore's Dilemma
Objectives: (You) 
(Me) Discover if Thoreau's hypothesis about experimental living is correct.
Evaluation: I will weigh the significance of your Main Idea, the quality of your Organization and Analysis, the fullness of the Evidence you use to support your claims, and the clarity and artistry of your Writing.
Publication or Broadcast Suggestions: Send it off to a local newspaper.
Paper 3, Op-Ed or Open Letter on an Environmental Topic
Mode: Description and thesis-driven analysis and evaluation 
Tone: Formal Academic
Research and Citation Requirement: No research required, but as with the other assignments, if you reference other books, cite them by author and title in the line of the essay. 
Example: Steingraber, “Breaking Up With The Sierra Club” or Carson, Silent Spring
Objectives: (You) demonstrate your facility with the tools and knowledge you gained in the course.  (Me) Watch with satisfaction as you succeed at doing this. 
Evaluation: I will weigh the significance of your main idea or thesis, the quality of your Organization and Analysis, the fullness of the Evidence you use to support your claims, and the clarity and artistry of your Writing. 
Publication or Broadcasts Suggestions: Post your essay in the submission forum on D2L and send it to the newspaper of your choice.
