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ENGL M30 / ENVIRON M30: Introduction to Environmental Humanities, Fall 2015 
 

 
Los Angeles and Griffith Observatory, as viewed from the Hollywood Hills.  

By Diliff. Licensed under CC BY-SA 3.0 via Commons.  
 
Dr. Michelle Niemann 
 
Office hours in Humanities 172 
M 3:30-4:30, W 11:00-12:00,  
and by appointment   
 

Lecture: MW 2:00-3:15, Humanities 135 
 
TEACHING ASSISTANTS   
Allison Hegel 
Ji Eun Lee

COURSE GOALS 
In this class, we will explore the environmental humanities, which involve studying the cultural 
dimensions of the environment and environmental problems through literature, media, history, 
philosophy, geography, and anthropology. The course readings and themes are structured around 
three units: (1) Wilderness and Garden, (2) Environmental Justice, and (3) Extinctions and Futures. 
Throughout the course, we will learn to identify and analyze common tropes that structure 
conversations about the environment in a wide variety of arenas, from politics and mainstream 
media to environmental activism and policy. Tropes are templates that shape the stories we tell and 
the concepts with which we interpret the world, and the primary ones on which we will focus are:  

• wilderness  
• pastoral  
• apocalypse  
• progress  
• decline  
• techno-optimism  

In this class, you will:  

• learn how to identify these tropes in literature, film, journalism, popular science, and cultural 
texts such as advertisements and political speeches.    

• learn how to analyze literary texts and cultural documents by using these tropes to identify 
patterns within the text and relationships between it and other texts.  

• gain familiarity with the history of environmentalism and key contemporary issues.  
• grapple with the complex relationships between environmental degradation and issues of 

justice, social and economic inequality, ethnicity, racism, gender, and nationality.  
• learn how to use informal writing and the drafting and revision process to develop your 

ideas, strengthen your analysis, and clarify your argumentative claims.  
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ASSIGNMENTS AND ASSESSMENT  
To fulfill that final goal, this course involves some short, low-stakes writing assignments, and you are 
required to draft and revise your two analytic papers. More detailed instructions about each 
assignment will follow, but here’s a basic overview of the course requirements.  
  
Description Percentage of 

grade 
Participation and attendance. Graded according to your TA’s section policies.  
 

15% 

Questions about the reading (1 to 4 sentences). Twice during the quarter, each 
of you will be assigned to post a question on our CCLE discussion forum about the 
reading for that day, at least 24 hours in advance of lecture. The questions will not 
be graded; as long as you post both of them on time, you will receive full credit. 
 

 
 

5% 

In-class written responses. Twice during the quarter, you will write and turn in a 
short response to an image or text that I will project in lecture. These responses will 
give you a chance to practice timed writing in preparation for the final exam. They 
will not be announced ahead of time and cannot be made up, but you will receive 
full credit if you complete them.  
 

 
 
 

5% 

Find that trope (200 to 500 words).  Find a text, ad, website, photo, video, sign, 
product packaging, or other document that deploys one of the environmental 
tropes we’ve discussed and explain how it does so. The range of possible 
documents here is quite wide and I encourage you to be creative and on the lookout 
for tropes we have discussed in everything you see and read. Due on CCLE 
discussion forum by 5:00 pm on Thursday, 10/8.  
 

 
 
 

10% 

Analysis of one text (3 to 4 pages). Pick one text we have read for class and 
develop an argument, supported by close reading of specific passages in the text, 
about how it uses or revises one of the tropes we have studied. Your task is to 
identify and examine a specific pattern of language or imagery in the text and make 
an argumentative claim about how the text is using or revising a particular trope and 
to what ends. Draft due Friday, 10/23; final due on Friday, 10/30.  
 

 
 
 
 

20% 

Comparative analysis of two texts (4 to 5 pages). Pick two texts we have read 
for class, neither of which you have written about so far, that deploy the same 
trope. Compare how the texts use, revise, or riff on that trope. Do they use the 
trope in similar ways or in different ways? Do they use the trope similarly in some 
ways and differently in others? And what is the upshot of their similarities and 
differences? What does your analysis show us about these texts, or even about the 
trope itself? Draft due Friday, 11/20; final due Friday, 12/4. 
 

 
 
 
 

25% 

Final exam.  
Comprehensive final exam on Monday, 12/7, at 8:00 AM.  
 

 
20% 
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COURSE POLICIES & RESOURCES  
 
Format, course materials, and technology 

• I strive to make lectures organized and engaging, and they will involve opportunities to talk 
in small groups and to the whole class. I encourage you to raise your hand to ask a question 
or contribute an idea at any point.  

• During lecture, focus on listening and understanding the key points rather than on writing 
everything down. Soon after each lecture, I will post the lecture slides on CCLE.  

• I have tried to make the materials for this course affordable and easy to access. Besides one 
novel you need to buy, all the readings for the course are both in the course reader, which 
you can purchase from the UCLA Bookstore, and on CCLE. Plan to read the texts in a print 
or digital format in which you will be comfortable marking them up and annotating them.  

• Every day, you need to bring the readings for that day or week with you to lecture or section 
because we will often analyze specific passages in detail. Bring your course reader, a print-out 
of the readings, or a laptop or tablet on which you can read and take notes on the text.  

• When it comes to technology use in class, know yourself. If you like taking notes on your 
laptop but get distracted, turn your Wi-Fi off during lecture. If you’ll be tempted to text by 
your phone buzzing in your pocket, turn it off and put it away during class. It goes without 
saying that you should not be texting, answering calls, or on social media during class.  
 

Deadlines and drafts  
• Essays and essay drafts are due in section. If you need to ask your TA for an extension, 

please do so as far in advance as you can. If you have not arranged for an extension, late 
work will receive a half-letter grade penalty per day.  

• You will workshop your essay drafts, in hard copy, in section and then turn that marked-up 
draft in along with your final version. Your draft will not receive a separate grade, but your 
TA will record whether you had a draft to workshop in section and will take the draft and 
the revisions from draft to final version into account in grading your essay.  

 
Resources  

• Strong writers seek out as many readers as possible. I encourage you to talk with me, your 
TA, and your classmates about your writing, and to take advantage of the Undergraduate 
Student Writing Center, which offers free, one-on-one sessions with trained peer learning 
facilitators who can help you figure our your ideas and polish your argument at any stage of 
the writing process: http://wp.ucla.edu/index.php/home  

• University Libraries: http://www.library.ucla.edu/  
• Student Affairs: http://www.studentaffairs.ucla.edu/Undergraduate-Students  
• Office for Students with Disabilities: http://osd.ucla.edu/ 

 
Accommodations 
If you need an academic accommodation, please let me know at the beginning of the course; I am 
happy to work with you. The Office for Students with Disabilities provides guidance in requesting 
accommodations: http://osd.ucla.edu/  
 
Academic honesty   

• The UCLA Student Conduct Code prohibits academic dishonesty, including plagiarism, 
cheating, and submitting the same work in two classes without each instructor’s permission. 
http://deanofstudents.ucla.edu/Academic-Integrity  
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• Plagiarism involves taking credit for the written work of others, and it can range from 
turning in a paper written by someone else or by a paper-writing “service” to failing to cite 
your sources properly. Always cite and credit any source you use in writing a paper.  

• Most plagiarism happens when students feel rushed and under pressure. I require you to 
draft two of your papers to avoid this situation, so take advantage of the drafting process. 
Please ask for an extension instead of turning to plagiarism.  
 

Required texts   
• Indra Sinha, Animal’s People (New York: Simon & Schuster, 2007), ISBN: 978-1416578796 

(required)  
• Course Reader available at UCLA Bookstore (strongly recommended but not required) 
• All the texts in the calendar below are required; the readings are available in the Course 

Reader and on CCLE.  
• CCLE contains all the required films and links to websites and videos.   

 
COURSE CALENDAR 

 
Unit One: Wilderness and Garden 
 
Date  Topic Readings / viewings (complete before lecture) Assignment 

deadlines 
Week One: Wilderness 
M 9/28 Introduction 

to course 
Explore Edge Effects, Humanities for the 
Environment, and Environmental Humanities at 
UCLA 

 

W 9/30 Wilderness 
and wildness 

• Poems by Gary Snyder and Mary Oliver  
• Edward Abbey, “Polemic: Industrial Tourism and the 
National Parks”  

 

F 10/2 Section    
Week Two: Garden  
M 10/5  Wilderness 

and pastoral 
tropes 

• Mary Austin, selections from The Land of Little Rain  
• John Muir, selections from My First Summer in the 
Sierra  

 

W 10/7 Food and 
farming 

• Wendell Berry, “The One-Inch Journey”  
• The Plow That Broke the Plains (short film on CCLE) 
• Ted Steinberg, “Moveable Feast” from Down to Earth: 
Nature’s Role in American History  

 

R 10/8   Find a trope 
assignment 
due on CCLE 
by 5:00 pm 

F 10/9  Section    
Week Three: Critiques of wilderness and questions about conservation  
M 10/12 Critiques of 

wilderness 
• William Cronon, “The Trouble with Wilderness; or, 
Getting Back to the Wrong Nature”  
• Camille Dungy, “Writing Home”  
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W 10/14 How should 
we 
conserve?  

• Aldo Leopold, “Thinking Like a Mountain”  
• Emma Marris, “Weeding the Jungle” from 
Rambunctious Garden: Saving Nature in a Post-Wild World  
• Emma Marris, “Handle with Care,” Orion (check out 
the article online to read the comments) 

 

F 10/16 Section   
 
 
Unit Two: Environmental Justice  
 
Date  Topic Readings / viewings (complete before lecture) Assignment 

deadlines 
Week Four: Environmentalism and environmental justice in the U.S.  
M 10/19 From 

environmentalism 
to environmental 
justice  

• Jenny Price, “Reconsidering American 
Environmentalism: On the Banks of the L.A. 
River”  
• Muriel Rukeyser, “The Book of the Dead,” p. 
73-92  

 

W 10/21 Documenting 
environmental 
injustice 

• Finish Rukeyser, “The Book of the Dead,” p. 92-
111  
• Robert D. Bullard, “Confronting Environmental 
Racism in the Twenty-First Century”   

 

F 10/23 Section   Bring draft of 
analysis 
assignment to 
workshop 

Week Five: Apocalypse, progress, and decline 
M 10/26 Slow violence • Indra Sinha, Animal’s People, p. 1-132  

• Rob Nixon, excerpt from “Introduction,” Slow 
Violence and the Environmentalism of the Poor  

 

W 10/28 Apocalypse and 
“Apokalis”  

• Indra Sinha, Animal’s People, p. 133-244  

F 10/30 Section   Final analysis 
assignment 
due 

Week Six: Animals, plants, and places  
M 11/2 Animals and 

humans 
• Finish Indra Sinha, Animal’s People, p. 245-366 
• Val Plumwood, “Surviving a Crocodile Attack” 

 

W 11/4 Contesting 
progress  

• The Garden (documentary film on CCLE) 
• Laura Pulido et al., selections from A People’s 
Guide to Los Angeles  

 

F 10/16 Section   
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Unit Three: Extinctions and Futures  
 
Date  Topic Readings / viewings (complete before lecture) Assignment 

deadlines 
Week Seven: Rhetorics of extinction 
M 11/9 Mourning and 

techno-optimism 
• Aldo Leopold, “On a Monument to the Wild 
Pigeon”  
• Explore Fold the Flock and Revive & Restore  
• Nathaniel Rich, “The Mammoth Cometh”  
• David Quammen, “Planet of Weeds”  

 

W 11/11 NO CLASS – University closed for Veteran’s Day 
F 11/13 Section    
Week Eight: Inhuman futures 
M 11/16 Imagining 

posthuman 
futures   

• Alan Weisman, selections from The World 
Without Us  
• Jennifer Egan, “Black Box”  

 

W 11/18 Apocalyptic or 
anti-apocalyptic?   

• Paul Kingsnorth and Dougald Hine, 
“Uncivilisation: The Dark Mountain Manifesto” 
and editorial statement from Dark Mountain no. 1  
• Robinson Jeffers, “The Purse-Seine,” “Shine, 
Perishing Republic,” and “Carmel Point”  

 

F 11/20 Section   Bring draft of 
comparative 
analysis to 
workshop    

Week Nine: Resilience 
M 11/23 Imagining futures 

with others 
• Kirksey, Schuetze, and Helmreich, “Tactics of 
Multispecies Ethnography,” The Multispecies Salon  
•  Explore multispecies salon and matsutake 
worlds  
• David Abram, “Introduction” and “Shadow” 
from Becoming Animal  

 

W 11/25 Optional in-class screening of Interstellar 
F 11/27 NO SECTION – University closed for Thanksgiving   
Week Ten: Exit the planet?   
M 11/30 Pastoral scenes 

on a space station  
• Interstellar (film available via CCLE)   

W 12/2 Betting there’s 
life on earth 

• Robin Wall Kimmerer, “In the Footsteps of 
Nanabozho: Becoming Indigenous to Place” and 
“Sitting in a Circle” 
•  Explore the future library website  

 

F 12/4 Section   Final 
comparative 
analysis due  

Final exam 
M 12/7  Comprehensive final exam at 8:00 AM. 


