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Asking Ecocritical Questions

As an ecocritically minded teacher of literature, I begin with the premise
that the environment matters. Then, borrowing tactics from many kinds
of criticism, I ask all sorts of questions about the texts I read, and I teach
my students to do the same.

Of cotrse all questions are not equally productive: some dead-end
quickly, some evaporate into the vast spaces of speculation; some are not
really questions at all but are disguised as arguments, rants, or emotional
reactions; some require information that is hard to come by in a classroom;
some are too easy. So it matters how questions are constructed, how we
ask them, how we teach students to develop their own. If questions are
carefully handled, I have learned, even the simplest ones will open up into
layered mazes of complications—and into unexpected illuminations.

What I offer here is a sample set of the questions I explore with my
classes on the literature of nature and the environment. Some of these
questions are what I see as necessary basics; others open'into current eco-
critical issues. Because all questions (and their key terms) can and should
be qualified, modified, and elaborated for specific texts and contexts, and
because when they are asked about particular texts they expand quickly,
in this essay I have simplified them and made them generic, though I
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have occasionally gestured toward well-known and potentially productive
examples. With a little coaching and thoughtful, talkative students at any
college or graduate level, each paragraph below can easily fill a class period
and provoke several term papers.

Beginning with the Text

In recent years I have found myself returning to the classic formalist ques-
tions about character, plot, point of view, imagery, theme, and so forth.
These simple but potentially incisive questions can cut equally well through
the smooth and nearly invisible surface of a book like Aldo Leo-pold’s Sand
County Almanac, the charismatic shield of a book like Edward Abbey’s
Descrt Solitaire, and the challenging complexities of something like Henry
David Thoreau’s Walden. They are tools that help students grasp the basic
structure and ideas of texts and also what the writer might have wanted to
accomplish—two things I think it is important to consider from the start.

What kind of character is the person or narrator whose “voice” we
are “hearing” as we read? What is this voice like? What kinds of sentence
structures, words, images does the speaker use? What is his or her rhe-
torical stance? (Abbey’s stance in Desert Solitaire is very different from
Rachel Carson’s in Silent Spring: but exactly how, and so what?) What
is the primary grammatical point of view, and does it change? How is
this technical choice connected to the conceptual (or perceptual) point
of view? Anthropologists often act as participant observers, a concept that
fits much environmental literature. Is the narrator an outsider-observer, an
insider-participant, or both? In what proportions? (Compare Columbus
with Lewis and Clark: where do they observe? wherce do they participate?)
Does the narrator’s conceptual point of view change through the text?

What other characters are important? Are some of them nonhuman,
even inanimate? Is the setting a character, and, if so, how? Can a rock be a
character? Can a blizzard? Can a farm? How abour Walden Pond? the Mis-
souri River, the Mississippi, the Colorado? How does each character add
to the text? How does the narrator relate to these characters? How does
the narrator filter what we learn about other characters?

How are animal characters perccived, described, and valued? As stimulus-
response machines? As products of evolution, fighting to survive? As objects
of our scientific inquiry? As servants to humans, or as imitation humans?
Does the author personify or anthropomorphize animals? With what
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purposes and results? Does the text see animals as beings equal in value to
humans, partly like us and partly different—partly mysterious? Consider
Abbey’s dancing snakes, John Muir’s dog Stickeen, Barry Lopez’s wolves
or polar bear, Diane Ackerman’s bats and penguins: how do these authors
talk about these animals, why, and to what effects?

What is the basic structure of the text? Is it an almanac, journal, journey,
rant, quest, physical or mental exploration, jeremiad, meditation, some-
thing else? Compare Leopold’s almanac with the winter-to-winter time
frame of ‘Annie Dillard’s Pilgrim at Tinker Creek or Walden’s summer
through spring: their structures are similar but not the same, and their
differences are interesting. What if we think about Meriwether Lewis’s
and William Clark’s journals as a quest narrative? And what about a more
complicated book like Terry Tempest Williams’s Red or Dillard’s For the
Time Being?

How many plots are there? Can we distinguish, say, an event plot (what
happens when), a telling plot (how the story unfolds), and a thematic plot
(so what?)? Are there layers of plots? Is there a story behind the story? Do
the climaxes of all the plots coincide? If not, why? If the text has chapters
or subsections, how are they related to each other and to the plot? Does
each part have its own plot, or are they, rather, instaliments in a book-long
plot, or both? Is there an exterior plot and an interior plot, a physical one
in the landscape, a second emotional or conceptual one in the narrator’s
mind? If so, does one direct the other? How else are they related?

Thinking about the Landscape

Environmental literature typically (or perhaps by definition) foregrounds
the landscape, and ecocritics typically do the same thing in any text we
read: that is, we assume at least as a hypothesis that places operate as more
than just background settings and sources of imagery. When we consider
the land itself as a critical factor, we most clearly distinguish ecocriticism
from other current modes of literary study, but we also share with other
current critical approaches an interest in human cultural, social, and politi-
cal issues. These subjects are extremely difficult to separate, of course, and
there are often excellent reasons not to try.

What kinds of nature and environment are of interest in this text?
How does the author define these terms (explicitly or implicitly), and how
useful are these definitions? What kinds of landscapes (wild, agricultural,




218 Asking Ecocritical Questions

toxic, restored, domestic, urban, suburban, feral, garden, etc.) are impor-
tant, and how? (Contrast the desert wilderness of Red with the urban
alleys of Robert Sullivan’s Rats, the woodlot retreat of Walden with Leo-
pold’s farm.) What are the text’s attitudes toward these landscapes? Do
these attitudes challenge those held by the larger culture at the time the
text was written? Now?

How intimately, how thoroughly, and in what ways does the author-
narrator know these places? How many kinds of lenses are used to look at
a place? How involved are the author-narrator’s body, senses, imaginaton,
heart, memory, curiosity, intellect, passion?

How aware is the author of the other living things in this place and how
they relate to one another? How much does she or he think about what is not
visible to a human observer, at this time? Is the human history of this place
considered? Its environmental history? How it is (and has been) linked to
other places through commerce, politics, ecology? Disturbing things about
the place, such as pollutants and extinction? How the place has changed,
recently and over decp time? What relations are visible in this text among
the local, regional, and global? Are these categories understood in terms of
bioregions, human cultures, political boundaries, watersheds, economics,
ecosystems, worldwide forces (like climate change), something else?

What kinds of scientific information are present? How are facts framed
and used? What scientific assumptions and models underlie them? What
understanding of issues like evolution, environmental change, ecological
relations, and so forth? How much faith in science is visible? How much
is the information provided by science integrated with cultural informa-
tion? What kinds of research has the author done? How much scientific
literacy—or knowledge of the history of the natural sciences—do we need
to be good readers of this text? What different things should we know to
read William Bartram and David Quammen, and what is it like to read
Bartram from the time of Quammen?

How might we describe the text’s environmental politics? Is the
author-narrator an environmental fundamentalist or a relativist? Is he nos-
talgic for something that has been lost? If so, is that nostalgia sentimental
or robust? What is her attitude toward contemporary life—globalization,
multinational corporations, sport-utility vehicles, virtual reality, shopping
malls, agribusiness, consumer capitalism, other forces and issues of our
time? If the text is older, what is its attitude toward the comparable issucs
of its own time? Is the text subversive or resistant to dominant forces and
patterns? What alternatives does its response suggest?
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'thn human desires (for jobs; mobility; prosperity; children; moving
to richer, safer countries) conflict with other environmental values. how
does the author-narrator choose? How concerned is the text with cl’imate
c'hangc, species extinction, habitat loss, toxic pollutants, resource deple-
tion, population increase, warfare, desertification, disease, hunger, and so
f9rth? What kinds of solutions does the text offer, if any? Are these solu-
thl‘lS. nosFalgic? Misanthropic? Idealisticc What are their conceptual and
practical implications? Is the author or the text activist? How? Compare
Thoreau with Carson or with Rick Bass: what kinds of politics and activism
does each enact?

What scem to be the author’s religious, spiritual, moral, and ethical
values, beliefs, and emotions? Does she or he regard the land (all or just
parts?) as sacred, and, if so, how might we describe that vision of sacred-
ness and its cultural contexts? Does the text use religious language or refer
to specific religious beliefs or stories? (Dillard, Wiltiams, and Gary Snyder
speak overtly about religious ideas; how do their investigations compare
with the ethical questions asked by Leopold or Kathleen Dean Moore?)
How does the author understand the human position on the planct, our
responsibilities to the rest of its occupants? What vision of happiness: ful-
ﬁllmc.nt, or a good life does the text offer? (Think about the zest for life
that is so evident in Thoreaw’s and Muir’s books. What is its source?)
What balance does the text offer between prohibitions (don’t do this) and
encouragements {do this)?

In what ways does the text deal with human cultural issues of identity,
race, ethnicity, class, gender, sexuality, power, justice, and so on? Are racc,
and ethnicity foregrounded, or not? Is this author conscious of the effects
of his or her ethnic, racial, and class positions and their cultural histories?
Does the author accept or resist these effects? Does the author’s gcndc;
and sexual orientation affect the text? (How should we read Abbey’s com-
ments about women?) Does the text have anything to say about mas-
culinity or femininity, about gender and sexual identity, perception, and
behavior? (Compare Gretchen Legler’s All the Powerful Invisible T’hings
with Williams’s Red.) What human power relations are evident, either
presc?nt or past? Are some of them colonial or imperialistic? Are they eco-
nomiic, or class-based? What is the stance of the text toward these topics?

With these issues, does the text seem to be retrograde, old-fashioned
conventional, progressive, inventive, quirky? What connections does thc’
text rr%ake or suggest between these human issues and the land, or between
these issues and human relationships with the land? Is identity conceived




Aes 01 2y 1YFnu puey e JOYINE U1 IBUM INOJE YUIYI dM 1BYI PEISUI
ySe T ¢[[om S[EWIUE 18311 01 UIed] 1oAd dm [[Im 91 suonsanb sFemodsp
[ ‘Tamsue 1eyl uo uonsanb 1oyioUE pling o1 413 oM ‘Iomsue pooZ e sy
2U02WOs J1 ‘s1amsue danyewaid 181521 am pUY ‘suonesdwod I SUOREd
-y1pdius 2due[eq A4 INO WOOZ pUE U WOOZ M ‘S[IBIdP [ENIX21 YIIm sUon
-ezieround Juerd ‘qrewrs Yim 1q x1w om ‘suoissnosip Sumsus 3yl [[e uy
3281
SuNI UdL) pue widl Y Jo SurwFoq 2yl 1e Juluresl JAISUIIUL JO SYIIM
Jo 91dnoo e soyel Juswrugisse sy, ‘suonesIaAuod dnoid-ews pue -ajoym
12211p 01 suonsanb 25311 asn Woyl aey [, UYL, ("yIe spIom 057 A[ySnos
Jo s1:3snd> moj 01 oml Junosow ssepd yoes o1 Julq o1 saenpelfiopun
[oad]-1oddn yse A[es1d4y 1) “Gunjunys pue ‘suonemoads ‘eiep Jo s11q yim
(Aireuondo) paxmwu ‘suonsonb SuiGusyreyd ‘popua-uado ‘pardaip-1x21 pue
Paseq-1X9] ‘pasndoj jJo siasnp— suonsonb Funump pood,, umo Iy
211Im 03 SJUIPNIS Yse T ‘Aes 0 STIeY], "JIoMdWOY SB W) uUSIsse Udljo L1aA
OS[E [ "SUOISSTIOSIP SSB[D ONUNIUCD PUE 11EIS 01 SIUIpmIs A 03 wayl asod |
UD( T, *SSBID Ul I9A0D 0] JUEM ] SINSST 211 UO SNDOJ 01 WIIYI I0]IB) PUER ISIADIT |
PUE ‘1X2] YIB2 INOQE YSE O] SIUO JAISIDUI pue ‘d1qessndsip ‘querioduwr 3sow
U3 2Je YOIYM INOQe YUyl | “sAem Usd1y Ul SSUO JeI[[Ue) INOJe YUYl 01 W
sZuofreyd pue s1x31 mou Jo asuas ew dwr djay Ao tssep Joy aredard pue
Pea1 T sk J[2sAW JO Wyl yse | ‘SAem UTBL Om1 UT 35211 oY1 suonsanb asn |

swioodsse|) ul suonsand) asay | uisn

IAI[ OF YSIM Im SIAT[ JO SPUDY Y3 INOQE (P[I0Mm 11 Ul sade[d
J[qissod umo INo Inoqe (ayel 01 Ysim 1YJIW om suonde Inoqe ¢suoissed
‘sanisound ‘sanfea ‘suonidadiad umo 1o INoOqe (SN YIm 31 axeys Je sSulaq
Joy10 3y3 [[e Inoqe {11 ur Jurq jo sAem 1oyl ‘U1 jo suondadiad s o1doad
JI3Y310 IN0QE ¢{P[I0A Y1 INOQe pueIsIapun sn d[ay 1x21 SIyl s30p IBYAL
¢a]qeramsueum se suonsanb owos 22 11 $30(7 sUOD
-sanb 21 o3e10qE]d 10 ‘1oeua ‘Apoquua Ajdwis 31 s20(q ¢sIyS1sur pue suon
-euTWIN[|] (SONIIQISSOJ (STIMSUR I19}JO 1 $90(] ¢sYse I suonsanb o1 m
OP 1X21 93 S0P IBUAA ¢1X2] SIY1 UT JIPISUOI 03 10U 3sooyd A[duwrs Joyne
53 so0p suonsanb yYdIAA ¢pUIQ 1X21 SIYL ST sTORSaND YoIym OF, "sromsue
s1qussod [[e 1ap1suod 10 suonsanb yre yse wed 1x21 o[3uts e sso] yonur ‘uosiad
a13u1s oN (d1usod pue Jueld 1o dyads pue 31919007 (sauo JFurirels 1o
suonsanb uowwos Aoy axy (“watp Sunyse se usds 2q ued s1xI1 e ing ‘sa[d
-UTeXD JUD[[IIXD IIC XOPWAB] PUuvsy sut] SSI00W PUE ‘Uspjupl S NEIIOY ],

12T 11oqdwsv)) uagigang

“Gurag amr] aq3 40 SPIR[[I( ‘Swswai(] AWvavg SIUOS eIdaqIY—suonsanb
15y3 punoi1saioj $}00q dWOog) ¢ssuonsanb 2531 21 I[IQNS MOY IO 1IDAO
MO %31 s1yd w Suofdxa staoyine 2 suonsanb utewr syl s1e ILYM
cuospuemoy Arepy 10 snqunjo) 1ydoisuy) jo saka a1 ygnoxygy
33§ 03 STL 1O} 23ed I SIOP YIOM JAITUISLLUL ILYAA {19ILIA U1 JO IS0 WOy
pue sonjea pue m:o_u&:Ewmw UMO INO WOJJ ‘25U0 JE SALM Om] peal 01 iu,ys
ue) ;uonisod s JOTRLIEU Y3 WOY SIIPEIT SE IATL DA B sadUTISIP (JUd
-L01s1Y ‘[2anLd ‘[eandays O1uoIr) Jo SPUR JEYAL 3 U0AL 1O 1, UEY PUE 1 Halt
oM JTIBYAA (99 01 SIA[2SINO SUIFEW] UED 1O ISPEAI JO PUD JBLR OIE M J
TRUAA ¢O[IUm B 10 1SBI[ JE ©2q O3 SN JUEM 01 U IXA I $30P Iapeai Jo
puny JEYAA (ST TUOT JUA O3 UIIIS JOYINME 31 $20P 1B (ST O dujsuoneal
§,.3%91 91 SI 1eYMm 1003 ‘SUOMESIIAUOD 3531 JO ared a1,9m ‘siopeal sy
ssuonnqinuod 2so Furdeys ur JueI0dIUT WIS SIIULISUMDIL [LILOISTY
pue oJ1] s JOTANE Y3 JO SIUDWIII JEYM (¢sdin 1oAlr U0 IO Yum UIPIYD
10U SeY 2I0O}y UEd(] UIIMUITY Y1 I9IHM T USYM DIMEU Plim tHIA SI1
-uno>ud AIeANjos Jo uonipen Areay oy o1 suaddey| JB(AA) (SUOIIBSIIAUOD
3S3([1 01 SUOHNQLAUOY SIT ATE LY ared Sunfel 1x21 S S—SINsSST LY
INOQB—SUOTESIIAUOCD JUILIND PUT [EILIOISTY Jelm U] (burag sma] gy 10
s paei Y J00q [euonuIAUOIUN ATYSIY € JO e IMm Ued TeyAL) IBUM OS
pue ‘AYm MO 2uldIISIp JIUIIPEDE 10 ‘uontpen AIeINy ‘dIuagqns ‘Auds
JO SILEPUNOQ SSOII I $30(T ¢SUOHIPEN JO SUONUIAUOD juedyugdis Aue 1238
‘yozoms “a8udreyd ‘A3ueyd 121 AP 00 (‘sypy pue spuvjaopvapy SIY Ul
uapoAl JO PPOWI Y1 YIIm S0P UBAI[NG 113GOY JeYM IN0Oqe yumyT) dur
-123U3 9q 01 123§ JOYINE 31 $IOP SUOLIPEN ATeID] ey OIU] GJO dsh et
31 S0P SUOHUIALIOD 1BUAA {1X21 I ST $21u23qns 10 $21UdF eYM U]

. ‘SUOTESIAAUOD 25213 ‘SAem
1UDI3}31p Ul ‘ss3IPpPE Suonsanb Juimo[[of AU, "SIdpeal put ‘$Y00q ‘SIaILIM
JO sonUNWINOD Ul dO[PAIP JBYD SUOALSIFAUOD I UL PUT SIXN Aq suop
JI0M [EININD SY3 Ul PISIIAUI IE $IALII0ID '$OALD AJeI211] 12130 NI']

uoKESI3AUOYD) Y3 uo Sutkued

¢a1eredas se U23S 1O SINSST pue[ 03 PINUI A3} 2Ty (X1 SIY) Wl 1uasaxd are
pUE[ 01 Pa153Utod APDIIIP 3SOYI PUOAIQ SINSST [EIMIMD ITUA ¢aoe[d Awes
a3 Surreys puef ay3 uo 9[doad 19RO presol SpIIRIL S JOILIT 10 s Joyine
211 1 3eYAA ("OSSEE DY 1O ‘OY[IS UOWIEBRY U[SI] “1opAug A1eo) ‘UPQEN
[Neg ATED JO HIOM U3 IIPISUOD)) (ATUDIPI $21L31D JEYm JO 1red se 1228
QUAWUONAUS [eanieu Jo ‘3de[d ST ¢[ed180[0Id ¢ pueoguis 10 Spred se jo

suonsong) [eonunody Sursy 07T



222  Asking Ecocritucal Questions

about this “world question.” I find that our discussions stay much more
tfocused and that we do end up talking about the world issues anyway, just
indirectly. I think often of an article I once read that suggested metaphors
for kinds of class discussions. Some discussions, this article said, are like
body-building or beauty contests, with each student parading his or her
ideas before the rest of the class, whose job it is to admire and judge.
Some are like wrestling matches, in which the best argument pins the
weaker ones to the mat. And some are like barn raisings and quilting bees:
everyone contributes a little something (a nail, a bit of stitching), and the
product is truly communal. Classrooms full of questions, I believe, pro-
duce barns and quilts—or, to drop the metaphor, they produce students
who can themselves recognize, create, and pursue good questions. I hope,
in courses on environmental literatures, this may also mean that they pro-
duce good environmental citizens who will help create a healthy future.




