INI 332 – Culture and Nature

Jennifer Cypher
Fall Term, 2003

Wednesdays 11 a.m. – 1 p.m., Innis room 204

Office Hours Wednesdays 1:30-2:30

Subject Matter:

How do human beings make sense of the categories culture and nature? How do our experiences of them lead us to an understanding of what they are and how they influence one another? Using examples from popular culture, this course will address these questions in order to deepen our understanding of where culture and nature intersect, where they diverge, what it means and why it matters.

Major themes and theories in Environmental Thought and Cultural Studies will be explored in a variety of media: texts, sounds, image. Ideas from cultural studies, critical theory, postmodernism, feminist theory, and environmental thought will provide a foundation for understanding relationships between cultural depictions, representations and practices, media and new media (information technology) and the ideas and communities behind popular expressions and representations of environment, nature, environmentalism and ecology.  Qualitative research methods  (participant observation and ethnography) will allow students to experientially and critically investigate the ideas about culture and nature that they already hold, effectively linking theory and practice. 

Course Objectives:
The course will develop student’s analytical and critical skills on two levels: theoretically (by applying learned theory to experience) and experientially (participating in interpretive fieldwork). Students will be building observational, recording and interpretive skills in the fieldwork stage of the course, and will be required to bring this material back to the class in an interpretive, critical form that connects it to wider theoretical questions. 
Assignments:

Students will be required to do 2 fieldwork exercises, in which they will attend cultural events and record their observations. Two of these experiences will be written about ethnographically, one will be the basis for a short in-class presentation.  A precis of a relevant text can be used as a substitute for the presentation. The final assignment will be something equivalent to a major paper, but may take whatever form the student feels is most appropriate for the communication of their work; creative, non-textual projects will be encouraged and group work is an option. As this is a seminar course, participation in both written and oral form is mandatory. The course director and students will determine grade amounts for assignments and participation; the amounts below are suggestions. 

Report on fieldwork experience #1 (2-5 pages)


15% 

Report on fieldwork experience #2 (2-5 pages)


25%

Class presentation of fieldwork (or precis) 



20%

Final project







40%

Course Outline: 

We will begin with an introduction to major ideas in Environmental Thought and Cultural Studies and then proceed through a selection of popular cultural forms, taking each form as a starting point for discussions of the core questions. After the introductory lectures the course will proceed as a seminar.

Week by week outline:

September 10: Introduction to Environment and Culture


•a general introduction to the course and the instructor

• a discussion of Williams’s definitions of Nature and Culture in Keywords, and a brief introduction to Environmental Thought

Reading: excerpts from Raymond Williams (in class)

September 17: An introduction to Environmental Thought

•a discussion of major approaches in Environmental Thought (including New Environmentalism, ecofeminism, deep ecology, environmental activism) 

Readings: Kate Soper, Phil Macnaghten and John Urry

September 24: What is Cultural Studies?

•an introduction to Cultural Studies  (including postmodernism and critical theory)


•representation, aesthetics and the creation of meaning

Readings: Jenkins et al, John Storey, Dick Hebdige

October 1: Bringing Nature and Culture together

•theoretical connections between Environmental Thought and Cultural Studies

• an introduction to participant observation and preparation for the first participant observation experience

Readings: Neil Evernden, Kay Milton, John VanMaanen

October 8: Things and Experiences

•some ideas about things


•first participant observation report due

Readings: Umberto Eco, Langdon Winner, Mike Michael

October 15: Cultural representations of the environment I: Film and Television


• Postmodern Nature: nothing is as it seems


•follow up on participant observation 

Readings: Alex Wilson, Jean Baudrillard

Viewing: Baraka and Outdoor Life Network excerpts

October 22: Cultural representations of the environment II: Text


• Environmental activism: tracing Environmental Thought in zines and blogs


• second participant observation report due

Readings:  zines and blogs

October 29: Cultural representations of the environment III: Shopping


• consumption of nature or as (our) nature?

Readings: Jean Baudrillard, Tinkcom et al, Jennifer Price

November 5: Cultural environments I: Hip Hop


• Hip Hop: entertainment or political movement? And an ecofeminist take on identity to help make sense of it all.


• presentations on field experiences

Readings: Tricia Rose, Jeffery Decker, Charlene Spretnak

Listening: compilation

November 12: Cultural environments II: Reggae


• Back to nature: the production of a ‘natural’ identity through reggae


• presentations on field experiences (precis due)

Readings: Dick Hebdige

Listening: compilation

November 19: TechnoCulture/TechnoEnvironments: Postmodern or Posthuman?


•new media and electronic technologies

Readings: Eric Higgs, Margaret Morse

Viewing:  The Matrix

November 26: Open class – students choose and present the topic

Readings: TBA

December 3: Wrap up


•final thoughts, ideas, observations and questions
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