
English/Environmental Studies 122NE: U.S. Literature in the Era of Environmentalism 
 

Prof. Stephanie LeMenager 
South Hall 2505 
Office Hours: TR 1-2 
Email: slemen@english.ucsb.edu 
 
Course Abstract: There is no single historical period or culture that created contemporary environmentalism, but 
in the United States the publication of Henry David ThoreauÕs Walden in 1854 is often recognized as the 
beginning of a new, recognizably modern way of thinking about the relationship of humans to non-human Nature. 
In mid-nineteenth century North America, industrialization and heavy settlement of the West sparked awareness 
of a variety of environmental problems that are still with us, problems such as the loss of wilderness, the 
extinction of native species, the genocide of Native American peoples, and widespread pollution. This course 
traces the development of North American literature within what I am calling the era of environmentalism, the 
mid-19th to 21st centuries, looking at how literature responds to ecological problems and shapes environmental 
values. Course readings begin with Walden and include the writings of environmentalists such as John Muir and 
Rachel Carson as well as novelists like Don DeLillo, Louise Erdrich and Karen Tei Yamashita, whose work 
explores our perceptions of ecological issues such as toxicity and deforestation.  
Course Requirements: 
Midterm Exam: 30% The midterm is an in-class exam designed to test your ability to explain course concepts 
and to interpret passages from course texts. It includes definition of terms, passage identifi cation and analysis, and 
one brief essay. The midterm will be held Feb. 13th.  
Final Paper: 35% The final paper is 6-8 pages long. You will be given two options for the final paper, and you 
can also create your own topic.  The two options include: 1) writing a pro- or con- editorial on the value literature 
and the arts play in raising environmental awareness; and 2) writing your own environmental autobiography, 
using course themes and terms to discuss how you place yourself in relation to the non-human. More instruction 
will be given about how to write these papers as their due date approaches. Paper is due March 21st by 5pm. 
Reading Journal: 25% The reading journal is a record of your thoughts for each class period and will be turned 
in with your final paper. The grade for the journal will reflect its quality as a whole work. Please type your 
responses, which should be a page or slightly less than a page long, and bring them with you to class. Every class 
period we will discuss a few of your entries. I will occasionally collect journal pages and comment on them so 
that you can get a sense of my expectations for good journal writing. See final page of syllabus for suggested 
journal format. 
Participation: 10% The participation grade reflects both your attendance and your willingness to participate in 
thoughtful in-class discussion. 
Extra Credit: For 5 POINTS added to your participation grade, submit by Jan. 23rd a photo-transparency of 
Òsecond nature,Ó a site where nature has been re-made or re-imagined by humans (a lawn, a Ònature trail,Ó 
fencing, sand sculpture, etc.). 
 
There is a COURSE READER available at Associated Students and Note-takers in the Corwin Pavilion 

 
Syllabus: 
WEEK ONE 
The Beginnings of Environmental Literature  
Jan.  9    
Introduction 
Jan. 11   
Henry David Thoreau, Walden (1854) 
Read the chapters: ÒWhere I Lived, What I Lived ForÓ and ÒThe Bean-FieldÓ 
 
WEEK TWO 
Romantic Ecology 
Jan. 16   
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Henry David Thoreau, Walden (1854) 
Read the chapters: ÒBrute NeighborsÓ and ÒHigher LawsÓ 
Jan. 18   
Henry David Thoreau, Walden  
Read the chapters: ÒSpringÓ and ÒThe Pond in WinterÓ and 
John Muir, ÒThe Water-OuzelÓ (1894) in READER 
 
WEEK THREE 
Second Nature  
Jan. 23  
Michael Pollan, ÒWeeds Are UsÓ (1991) in READER 
Jan. 25  
Matthew Coolidge, ÒIntroductionÓ to Overlook: Exploring the Internal Fringes of America with the Center for 
Land Use Interpretation (2006) in READER 
Presentation: Student Images of Second Nature 
 
WEEK FOUR 
Inhabitation  
Jan. 30  
Janisse Ray, Ecology of a Cracker Childhood (1999) 
Feb. 1    
Janisse Ray, Ecology of a Cracker Childhood 
 
WEEK FIVE 
The Limits of Romantic Environmentalism 
Optional reading for this week is William Cronon, “The Trouble with Wilderness” (1995), in READER 
Feb. 6 
In-class Film Screening: Grizzly Man (dir. Werner Herzog, 2005) 
Feb. 8 
Grizzly Man 
Finish film screening and class discussion 
 
WEEK SIX 
Frontiers 
Feb. 13 
Midterm  
Feb. 15 
Louise Erdrich, Tracks (1988) 
 
WEEK SEVEN 
Ecology and Loss 
Feb. 20  
Louise Erdrich, Tracks 
Feb. 22  
Rachel Carson, ÒAnd No Birds SingÓ (1962) in READER 
Robert Frost, ÒThe Oven-BirdÓ (1916) in READER 
 
WEEK EIGHT 
Pollution and Terror 
Feb. 27    
Don DeLillo, White Noise (1985)  
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March 1  
Don DeLillo, White Noise 
 
WEEK NINE 
The Ends of Nature 
March 6  
In-class Film Screening: The Atomic CafŽ (dir. Jayne Loader, Kevin Rafferty, 1982)  
March 8  
The Atomic CafŽ  
Bill McKibben, ÒThe End of NatureÓ (1989) 
Finish film screening, discuss film and McKibben essay 
 
WEEK TEN 
Post-Apocalypse  
March 13  
Karen Tei Yamashita, Through the Arc of the Rainforest (1991) 
March 15  
Karen Tei Yamashita, Through the Arc of the Rainforest 

 
Suggested Format for Reading Journals: The most successful journals will include a mixture of both kinds of 
entries. During the week that we discuss Grizzly Man, you can work with quotes or specifi c scenes from the fi lm.  
 
The Literary Critical Entry:  

1. Quotation: Type out a quotation of your choice from the dayÕs readings. As you type, pay attention 
to the authorÕs words, how they sound, how they make you feel, how they attempt to persuade you. 

2. Question: Formulate the most interesting question about this quotation that you can imagine. Imagine 
asking this question of your classmates and making them think in new or unexpected ways. 

3. Commentary: Write a response to your own question, which can include the reason why you find it 
interesting and worth asking and, perhaps, why it is diff icult for you to answer. Remember that when 
writing about literature, quotations from the text are your most crucial evidence. Feel free to relate the 
quotation youÕve chosen to other parts of the same text or to other texts weÕve studied in the course. 
Your commentary will probably be about two paragraphs in length. 

 
The Naturalist’s Entry:  

1. Quotation: Type out a quotation of your choice from the dayÕs readings. 
2. Reflection: Comment upon how this quotation affects your own sense of your surroundings, the 

way in which you value your environment, the choices you make about how you live. 
3. Description: Link the quotation and reflection to a specifi c description of some element in your 

immediate environment that the quotation has reminded you to pay attention toÑ this natural 
element can be a feature of the landscape, a natural process or event (tides, seasons, dawn/dusk, 
etc.), or creature.  

Here’s one example of this type of entry from Thoreau’s Walden:  They say that characters were 
engraven on the bathing tub of king Tching-thang to this effect: ÔRenew thyself completely each day; 
do it again, and again, and forever again.Õ [Quotation] I can understand that. Morning brings back the 
heroic ages. [Reflection] I was as much affected by the faint hum of a mosquito making its invisible 
and unimaginable tour through my apartment at earliest dawn, when I was sitting with door and 
windows open, as I could be by any trumpet that ever sang of fame. [Description—with some more 
poetic reflection, for spice!]   


