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Wasteland: Literature, Aesthetics, Environment 
ENGL 368 / ENST 368 / Literature and the Environment 

Rice University / Fall 2018 
 

T/Th 9:25 am – 10:40 am 
Humanities Building 120 

Office Hours: Th 11 am – 12:30 pm  
or by appointment. 

 

Dr. Allison Turner 
Email: acturn@rice.edu 
Office: Herring Hall 217 
 

 
COURSE DESCRIPTION --------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 
 
The term “wasteland” describes land that has eluded, frustrated, or repelled human ends. However, 
our collective sense of what counts as a wasteland—and what should be done about such spaces—
has changed significantly over the past three centuries. Whereas “waste” once meant uncultivated 
land, it now refers primarily to garbage, the noxious byproducts of human activity. Today’s 
wastelands are not vacant fields and unoccupied forests—they are landfills and toxic waste sites, 
ecological disasters in the making. 
 
In this course, we’ll explore the various wastelands that have populated literature and visual media 
from the eighteenth century to the present. We’ll be interested in the historical transformations that 
have helped produce our present moment of ecological crisis, when human waste (in the form of 
garbage, toxicity, and other types of environmental degradation) now threatens the stability of life on 
our planet. Our object will be to understand how aesthetic and cultural objects have registered these 
changes and produced new ways of sensing and interacting with our not-so-pristine world. We’ll be 
attuned to the ways in which writers and artists respond to the wastelands generated by large-scale 
human activity—repurposing desolate, discarded, and otherwise misused spaces for alternate and 
surprising ends. Throughout, we’ll approach these waste environments not simply as backdrops 
against which human history unfolds, but as objects of political, ethical, and aesthetic concern. What 
does it mean to describe a tract of land—or its inhabitants—as waste? Why have certain landscapes 
and those who inhabit them been subjected to greater levels of environmental risk and harm? And 
what role, finally, can literary, aesthetic, and cultural objects play in attuning us to these dynamics? 
Over the course of the semester, we’ll work to answer these questions through readings, in-class 
discussion, individual presentations, and writing (both creative and analytic).  
 
 
COURSE OBJECTIVES ------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------ 
 
At the end of this course, students will be able to  
 
o Identify and contextualize approaches to waste landscapes across various historical periods, 

genres and media, and geographies; 
o Explain how shifting economic relations both generate waste environments and inform literary 

and artistic production; 
o Engage in interdisciplinary modes of research and analysis to develop the framework for an 

independently driven project; and 
o Formulate sustainable arguments in writing and discussion.  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COURSE GUIDELINES ----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 
 
Care and Attendance – Because we will expect to learn from one another in an environment where 
everyone feels comfortable contributing, you must treat your fellow students and instructor with 
respect at all times. Be kind, curious, generous, and humane. Respectful attendance requires that you 
complete the reading with care, arrive on time, and be fully present to our conversations. You 
should take notes during class; if you use your laptop for note-taking, please turn wi-fi off before 
class begins. You may not use cell phones during class. If you do not live up to these standards (if 
you are unprepared, sleeping, using a laptop or phone for unrelated tasks, etc.), you will be counted 
absent. You may miss up to two class days without penalty. For each additional absence, your grade 
will be lowered unless there is a serious and unavoidable reason for the absence. (Please talk to me if 
that is the case.)  
 
Readings – You must bring copies of the readings with you to class. I would prefer you to print out 
online readings and bring paper copies to class. Reading texts in hard copy allows you to annotate as 
you read and as we discuss them in class. Most importantly, it encourages you to cultivate habits of 
attention with textual media that are different from those that we ordinarily practice with electronic 
media. 
 
ADA Statement – Rice University provides accommodations for any student with documented 
disabilities. If you have a documented disability that may affect your academic performance, please 
make sure this documentation is on file with the Disability Resource Center (Allen Center, Room 
111 / adarice@rice.edu). Once your accommodations have been determined by the DRC Office, 
please meet with me so we can discuss your needs and make any necessary arrangements.   
 
Honor Code – The work you do in this course should be your own. This means that when you are 
referring to others’ ideas, you must be sure to cite them. I will ask you to include a Works Consulted 
page (formatted using MLA style) with each of your substantial writing assignments. If you quote 
directly from any materials, please make sure to use quotation marks and note the author and page 
number parenthetically. You must also include the publication information for each text on your 
Works Consulted page. If you plagiarize, there is an extremely high likelihood that you will get 
caught, and I will have to report you to the Honor Council. Don’t plagiarize or otherwise engage in 
dishonest behavior.  
 
 
REQUIRED TEXTS ---------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 
 
Ann Radcliffe, The Romance of the Forest (Oxford, 2009) 
Aldo Leopold, A Sand County Almanac (Ballantine Books, 1966) 
Edward Abbey, The Monkey Wrench Gang (Harper Perennial, 2000) 
Chris Abani, GraceLand (Picador, 2004)  
Rachel Carson, Silent Spring (Mariner Books, 2002) 
Indra Sinha, Animal’s People (Simon & Schuster, 2009) 
Jeff VanderMeer, Borne (MCD, 2017/2018) 
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ASSIGNMENTS --------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 
 
Note: In order to receive a passing grade in this class, you must complete all of the course 
assignments.  
 
Engaged participation and weekly Canvas post (20%) – In addition to attendance (outlined 
above), engaged participation is a requirement for this course. This means coming to class having 
already read and reflected on the materials for the day. A key component of “engaged participation” 
in this class will be a weekly Canvas post. Your posts will reflect your thoughts and questions about 
the texts and ideas for each week. Posts don’t need to be formal; feel free to write in any style that 
suits you. Each post should be about 300 words. Posts are due by Monday at 5 pm. It’s important to 
post on time: everyone is responsible for reviewing each session’s Canvas discussion before class. 
Extra posts with links to interesting articles and other popular collateral materials are welcome! Your 
first post will be due in Week 2. We will forgo posting in Week 8 (for the Midterm Recess). You may 
miss, without penalty, 3 additional submissions. You’ll write a total of 10 posts over the semester. 
 
Class presentation and midterm paper (25%) – Each Tuesday (from Week 3 on), we’ll begin 
class with a presentation that introduces one or more course text. We’ll come up with a schedule for 
these presentations in our second class session. The presentations should last approximately 10 
minutes. I will meet with each of you prior to your presentation; please email me to set up a meeting 
time. Your midterm paper of 4-5 double-spaced pages will allow you to develop the observations 
you’ve made in your presentation and build on the most cogent claims that arose from our group 
discussion. The paper will be due one week after your presentation. 
  
Loco-description project (25%) – For this assignment, I will ask you to emulate the style of one of 
our course writers (or another writer of your choosing). This could be a creative essay in the style of 
Aldo Leopold, a series of journal entries à la Dorothy Wordsworth, or a lyric poem attuned to the 
landscape (William Wordsworth or John Clare). Your piece of writing must describe an environment 
that you’ve identified as a wasteland. Your final submission will include three parts: 1) a “research” 
dossier containing photos, drawings, plant samples, sound recordings, etc.—the archival record of 
your encounter (however mediated) with your site; 2) an accompanying reflective essay of 2 double-
spaced pages; and 3) your loco-descriptive piece of writing. Since this assignment can take many 
forms, there is no definite page requirement. However, successful projects will clearly show a 
substantial investment of time and effort.  
 
Final paper (30%) – Your final paper will be an essay of 7-10 double-spaced pages. You’ll have two 
options for the paper. Both will require some research. The first is a critical essay that makes use of 
at least two course texts. The second is a critical book review (or public outreach essay) in which 
you’ll connect at least one of our course texts to an ecological or environmental issue that interests 
you. In either case, you’ll turn in a preliminary proposal (including a brief annotated bibliography).  
 
Film screenings – In October, I will be working with a colleague to show three films that will be 
among our course texts. The screenings will likely take place on Wednesday evenings. I will let you 
know when I have exact times and dates and a location. I will ask you to attend (and write a Canvas 
post for) at least one of these screenings. I will offer extra credit to those who attend (or 
demonstrate that they’ve watched) all three films. If you are not able to attend the screenings 
because of scheduling conflicts, please let me know. I can help get you access to the films so that 
you may watch them on your own. 
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SCHEDULE OF READINGS AND ASSIGNMENTS ---------------------------------------------------------------- 
 
Note: This schedule is aspirational. I reserve the right to modify it as we go along—for instance, to 
give us more time with a text if we need it. I will check in with you periodically to assess our pacing.  
 
Introduction 
 
Week 1: Reading for Waste 

 
o Aug. 21 – Introduction. 
o Aug. 23 – Read: Jean-Jacques Rousseau, “Seventh Walk” from Reveries of the Solitary Walker 

(1782); Raymond Williams, “Ideas of Nature” from Problems in Materialism and Culture (1980); 
Anna Tsing, “Unruly Edges: Mushrooms as Companion Species” (2012).  

 
Unit One: From Wasteland to Wilderness 
 
Week 2: Land, Property, and the Picturesque 

 
o Aug. 27 – Assignment: first Canvas post due by 5 pm. 
o Aug. 28 – Vittoria di Palma, selections from Wasteland: A History (2014); John Locke, selections 

from Two Treatises of Government (1690); William Gilpin, selections from Three Essays (1792); 
William Wordsworth, “Tintern Abbey” (1798).  

o Aug. 30 – Read: Ann Radcliffe, The Romance of the Forest (1791).  
 
Week 3: Framing Nature, Building Environments 

 
o Sep. 4 – Read: Radcliffe, The Romance of the Forest.  
o Sep. 6 – Read: Radcliffe, The Romance of the Forest.  

Week 4: Uninhabitable Landscapes  
 

o Sep. 11 – Read: Radcliffe, The Romance of the Forest; Edmund Burke, selections from A 
Philosophical Enquiry into the Origin of our Ideas of the Sublime and Beautiful (1757); Immanuel Kant, 
selections from The Critique of Judgment (1790).  

o Sep. 13 – Read: William Wordsworth, selections from Lyrical Ballads (1800) and The Prelude 
(1805); Dorothy Wordsworth, selected poems and selections from The Grasmere and Alfoxden 
Journals (1798-1805); John Clare, selected poems (1820-1837). 
 

Week 5: Conservation and its Critics; or, from Conservation to Environmental Justice 
 

o Sep. 18 – Read: Aldo Leopold, selections from A Sand County Almanac (1949, 1977).  
o Sep. 20 – Read: William Cronon, “The Trouble with Wilderness: or, Getting Back to the Wrong 

Nature” (1996); “The Principles of Environmental Justice,” adopted at the People of Color 
Conference on Environmental Justice (1991); Carolyn Merchant, “Shades of Darkness: Race and 
Environmental History” (2003). 
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Week 6: Environmental Interruptions, Pt. 1 
 

o Sep. 25 – Assignment: loco-description proposal due in class. Read: Edward Abbey, The 
Monkey Wrench Gang (1975).  

o Sep. 27 – Read: Abbey, The Monkey Wrench Gang. 
 

Week 7: Environmental Interruptions, Pt. 2 
 

o Oct. 2 – Read: Abbey, The Monkey Wrench Gang.  
o Oct. 3 – Film: The Golden Snail Opera. Exact time and place TBD. 
o Oct. 4 – Read: Abbey, The Monkey Wrench Gang. 
 
UNIT TWO: URBANIZATION AND GLOBALIZATION 
 
Week 8: Reading Period 

 
o Oct. 9 – Midterm recess. 
o Oct. 10 – Film: Waste Land (100 min., 2010). Exact time and place TBD. 
o Oct. 11 – Reading day. 
 
Week 9: The Country and the City 

 
o Oct. 16 – Assignment: loco-description project due in class. Read: Chris Abani, GraceLand 

(2004). 
o Oct. 17 – Film: Manufactured Landscapes (90 min., 2006). Exact time and place TBD. 
o Oct. 18 – Read: Abani, GraceLand. 
 
Week 10: Toxicity, Pt. 1 

 
o Oct. 23 – Read: Abani, GraceLand.  
o Oct. 25 – Read: Rachel Carson, selections from Silent Spring (1962). 

 
Week 11: Toxicity, Pt. 2 

 
o Oct. 30 – Read: Indra Sinha, Animal’s People (2007). 
o Nov. 1 – Read: Sinha, Animal’s People. 
 
Week 12: Toxicity, Pt. 3 

 
o Nov. 6 – Read: Sinha, Animal’s People. 
o Nov. 8 – Read: Sinha, Animal’s People.  

 
UNIT THREE: FECUND FUTURES 

 
Week 13: Stuff and the City 

 
o Nov. 13 – Read: Philip K. Dick, selections from Do Androids Dream of Electric Sheep? (1968); 

Hillary Predko, Kipple Field Notes; Rem Koolhaas, “Junkspace,” (2002). 
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o Nov. 15 – Read: Jeff VanderMeer, Borne (2014).  
 
Week 14: Speculative Salvage 
 
o Nov. 20 – Read: VanderMeer, Borne. 
o Nov. 22 – Thanksgiving recess. 
 
Week 15: Wrap-up 

 
o Nov. 26 – Assignment: final paper proposal due by email. 
o Nov. 27 – Read: VanderMeer, Borne. 
o Nov. 29 – Informal project presentations and course wrap-up.  
 
Beyond 
 
o Dec. 7 – Assignment: deadline to submit project drafts for feedback.  
o Dec. 12 – Assignment: final paper due by email. 


