ENG 6920
Literature and the Environment

Course Description: This is a one-credit English symposium. While the instructor and subject matter will vary from semester to semester, the objective of the symposium is to provide, through reading of assigned texts and a writing assignment, an intensive examination of a subject relevant to the MA program. This particular course focuses on the relationships between American literature and the environment.
Course Objectives:
           The objectives of this sample syllabus are:  (1) to examine the various and often conflictive ways in which American writers have engaged with the “natural” and “constructed” environment; (2) to engage several key questions: Why have American authors been so consistently concerned with and inspired by the idea of "nature" and "wilderness?"  How did our culture move from the Puritan notion of a hostile wilderness to the Transcendental vision of divine nature to contemporary nature writers' concern with endangered ecosystems, and what literary interpretations of nature will be likely in the future?  What do texts that focus upon the city reveal about American perceptions of the natural and constructed environments?  How is environmental perception affected by anthropocentrism and other cultural and ideological forces (such as feminism, multiculturalism, regionalism, industrialism, commercialism, religion and spirituality)? (3) to formulate your own critical analysis of this emergent field.
Course Requirements:
            While specific requirements will vary from semester to semester, depending upon the instructor and the subject matter, the symposium will always require students to (1) read intensively; (2) attend five, three-hour class sessions, as well as individual conferences (if applicable); (3) participate in class discussion; and (4) write a 6-8 page paper. Grading is pass/fail.

Required Primary Texts:
Pollan, Michael.  The Botany of Desire: A Plant’s-eye View of the World.  New York: Random 

House, 2001.

Thoreau, Henry David.  Walden.  1854.  New York: Vintage, 1991.
Viramontes, Helena Maria.  Under the Feet of Jesus.  New York: E.P. Dutton, 1996.

Texts I will provide:

Buell, Lawrence.  The Environmental Imagination: Thoreau, Nature Writing, and the Formation 

of American Culture. Cambridge: Harvard UP, 1995.
“The Struggle over Thoreau” and “The Full Thoreau”:  A two-part essay on Thoreau and the Eco-

Critical Movement, in The New York Review of Books 24 June 1999; 15 July 1999.

Schedule:

Monday—Henry David Thoreau, Walden; 

Tuesday--“The Struggle over Thoreau” and “The Full Thoreau”
Wednesday— Helena Maria Viramontes, Under the Feet of Jesus
Thursday—Lawrence Buell, The Environmental Imagination: Thoreau, Nature Writing, and the 

Formation of American Culture
Friday—Michael Pollan, The Botany of Desire: A Plant’s-eye View of the World.


Paper is due by the end of Friday. 
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