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Hazardous Materials: Toxicity, Pollution, Contamination, and Waste

MW 5:30pm-6:45pm; Paf 309

Spring 2011
Dr. Chad Davidson

CONTACT INFORMATION:
Email: davidson@westga.edu
Website: www.westga.edu/~davidson

Phone: 678.839.4865
Office: TLC 2236
Hours: MW 4:00-5:00 pm; T 1:00-3:00 pm; and by appointment

COURSE DESCRIPTION:
As if we needed one more horrifying example of widespread pollution and ecological ruin, the Deep Horizon oil spill comes along. Through the constant surveillance of cameras at the ocean floor, we watched millions of gallons of crude gush into the Gulf. But how does the media choose to present that information to us? What are the particular ideologies underlying the representations—and not the realities—of an oil spill or a leak in a nuclear station? What does this coverage say about our notions of the environment and our place in it? What might it imply about our responsibilities as consumers of the very substances that we later deem “pollutants”? In this course, we will examine representations of toxicity and pollution as they occur in literature, film, and popular culture. Central to our exploration will be a deep understanding of the tropes of pastoral and apocalypse, since they constitute the literary machinery most often applied to large-scale ecological catastrophe. Also, we will interrogate the very definitions of “pollutants” and “contaminants,” “toxic substances” and “waste materials,” since these concepts shift and slide over time, reflecting political as well as natural environments.
COURSE AND PROGRAM GOALS:

http://www.westga.edu/~engdept/fr/CouGuiSACS.htm
REQUIRED TEXTS:
Texts: Carson, Rachel. Silent Spring; DeLillo, Don. White Noise; Dunlap, Thomas. DDT, Silent Spring, and the Rise of Environmentalism; Garrard, Greg. Ecocriticism; plus supplemental readings posted to CourseDen.
ATTENDANCE: 

In a class designed in workshop fashion, your daily contributions and participation are absolutely critical. For that reason, you are allowed four absences. After the fourth, you will be administratively withdrawn from the class. (If the administrative withdrawal date falls before the add/drop date, the student will receive a W. If the withdraw date falls after the add/drop date, the student will receive a WF.) If you feel you may encounter problems during the semester and may miss more than two classes, then I suggest taking this course during another term. If you know you will miss a class and want full credit for any work due, you must submit hard copies of any work to me before class time. Be aware that no distinction exists between excused and unexcused absences. Note, as well, that three tardies equals one absence. (This attendance policy begins after the drop/add period.)
SPECIAL NEEDS:

If you have a disability that will require accommodation, then you need to register through the Disability Services (Student Development Center, Parker Hall, 678-839-6428). If you would like accommodation, please contact me during the first week of class.
ACADEMIC DISHONESTY:

The Department of English defines plagiarism as taking personal credit for the words and ideas of others as they are presented in electronic, print, and verbal sources. The Department expects that students will accurately credit sources in all assignments. Any form of plagiarism or academic dishonesty—no matter the source, the assignment, or the value of the assignment—will result in an automatic course grade of F. 
DETERMINATION OF SEMESTER GRADE:
Discussion Posts



15%
Workshop Participation


15%



Critical-Writing “Checkpoints”

30%

Final Seminar Paper


40%
DISCUSSION POSTS:

The continual additions to, and maintenance of, a lively discussion board will constitute a large percentage of your course grade, so begin this process immediately. For each of first six weeks of class, you will be responsible for five different posts, which are detailed below. For assessment purposes, I will tally your entries each week. You will receive an objective score for completing the required amount, as well as comments and suggestions from me along the way. Here, I am not assessing the “quality” of your entries. Rather, the posts are a way for you all to wrestle with your reading, and to test out possible ideas related to your final project. 
Your discussion posts include the following: 

Critical Junkyard: At least two entries per week devoted to words or phrases related to our seminar topic, which you discover in your reading and which may be useful in generating your own prose. Include any relevant information related to the term or phrase (e.g., where exactly you found it and that to which it refers).
For example, you could include a term such as “toxic discourse” and then add this as an explanatory note:

Buell, Lawrence. “Toxic Discourse.” Critical Inquiry 24 (Spring 1998): 639-665.

The term, coined by Buell, refers to the burgeoning “cultural genre” related to toxicity and contamination. Toxic discourse, Buell argues, contains four criteria: “a mythography of betrayed Edens,” “totalizing images of a world without refuge from toxic penetration,” “the threat of hegemonic oppression,” and the “gothicization of squalor and pollution characteristic of the environmental exposé.”
Or you could home in on a unique academic phrasing, which you feel might be useful as you and your classmates practice applying this new analytical lens. For example, you might just excerpt the phrase “gothicization of squalor and pollution” from Buell’s article, and then offer the same relative information.

These quotes will become part of your storehouse or junkyard of writing fodder. (Length of each entry: 50 words.)
Exemplary “Toxic Texts”: At least one entry each week devoted to a short discussion of a potential text to explore relative to our seminar topic. This could be anything from a poem or story, a novel or film, all the way to a toy or commercial, a particular food product or recent fad. For example, you could post an entry devoted to T. S. Eliot’s “The Love Song of J. Alfred Prufrock” as a potential text, highlighting the ubiquitous “yellow fog” of coal-burning, industrial London. Or you could invite us to consider Saturday Night Live’s wonderful mock commercial for “Happy Fun Ball,” whose disclaimer warns of its toxic liquid core, which “presumably fell from outerspace.” As long as a link (however subtle) exists between your “text” and our chosen seminar focus (toxicity, pollution, contamination, waste), you are on solid ground. You do not need to begin interpreting the manifestation of pollution, the particular meanings of the toxin represented, in your chosen text. Rather, we are interested in a group effort to compile as many potential texts as possible up front. 
The purpose of this particular entry should be clear: this class is devoted not to a survey of representative works on a particular subject. Rather, we are concerned only with a particular “way of reading.” You are responsible for your own texts, so we need to generate an extensive list of potential choices. (Length of entry: 100 words.)

Response to Class Discussion Question: At least one entry in which you respond to a discussion question posted by me at the start of each week. These questions will be based on your reading for the week and will ask you to develop your critical reading skills. (Length of entry: 50 words.)

Response to a Classmate’s “Toxic Text”: At least one entry per week in which you respond in some detail to a particular “toxic text” posted by a classmate. The purpose here is to encourage you all to think of this class as a laboratory, one in which we are all after the same goal: a deeper understanding of our seminar topic and a more nuanced way of articulating in writing what we discover. (Length of entry: 50 words.)
The minimums above are just that: the absolute minimum in order to receive credit. The more you write, however, the more practice you receive, and the more opportunity we have as a class to help you improve your skills and your awareness of the seminar topic. 
The date and time of each entry is posted automatically by the site, so make sure that you complete all of the required entries each week. I will only count those completed within the week’s parameter, which begins right after our Monday class, at 6:45 pm, and ends right before the subsequent week’s class (the next Monday, at 5:30 pm).
The total number of posts per week is five, and you may only count two per day. This encourages you not to wait until Monday morning to complete all of the posts for the week. The purpose of our discussion board is primarily to keep you immersed in the daily study of strategies that will enlarge and enrich your own writing and thinking. “Cramming” your posts, in other words, will not help you as much as daily practice. Feel free to post as often as you like, but your grade on the discussion board will be based solely on the work completed before week seven. After that, we can reassess the discussion board and figure out how best to utilize it.  

WORKSHOP PARTICIPATION:

We will devote more than half of the semester to the daily scrutiny of your own critical writing. After our initial overview of the topic and inventory of potential texts, you will have roughly six weeks to produce your seminar paper (twelve pages in MLA format). We will then have the final four weeks to workshop your finished papers and prepare them for publication in our course anthology. Followingly, our workshop will operate in two distinct “phases”:
Phase One, Weeks 7-12 (5%):

Daily participation in a lively discussion of student work. Since this is the time you need to devote to your own work, we want to keep you free of most responsibilities. I will base your grade for the daily workshop (in which I will usually choose an excerpt from student work to share with the class) on your presence and active participation in the discussion. Your own writing will benefit from your active involvement in the evolution of your classmates’ work. 

Phase Two, Weeks 13-16 (10%):

Daily participation and written critiques of your classmates’ final projects. Based on how many students remain at this point, we will divide up our time in the final four weeks appropriately, so that each student receives the attention and criticism of the entire class. The purpose here is not to rewrite the entire paper but rather to lend sophistication, smoothe out the rough spots, note inconsistencies, and suggest further critical support. More on this to come. 
​CRITICAL-WRITING “CHECKPOINTS”:

You will also pass through six critical-writing “checkpoints” designed to ensure that you stay on track to complete your final project. These will take place during the middle stage of class, when you are actually composing your papers, and they will occur in the following stages:

Week 7: Chosen Text(s) and Sign Identification (5%)

Week 8: Staging the Sign (5%)

Week 9: Generating Ideas about the Meanings of your Sign (5%)

Week 10: Constructing Essays (at least four pages finished) (5%)

Week 11: Constructing Essay (at least eight pages finished (5%)

Week 12: Constructing Essay (at least 12 pages finished) (5%)

For each of these checkpoints, you will receive letter grades and some general criticism from me. I will be assessing the sophistication of your sign and claims, as well as offering some sense of where you need improvements 

FINAL SEMINAR PAPER:

Your final seminar paper will be the sum total of your work in the entire class. As such, it should represent a semester-long engagement in the chosen topic and a sustained effort on your part to translate that experience into critical prose. You should have a solid idea of where you stand after the various checkpoints, but your grade is not cast in stone after those valuable way stations. You will be awarded for length beyond the mandatory twelve pages (when it does not come at the cost of clarity or logic) and for a rigorously compiled set of critical citations (when not they do not overshadow your own ideas or repeat themselves too much). You must receive at least a C on this final project in order for your work to be included in our course anthology, but I clearly hope that you shoot for a much higher goal than that. 

COURSE READING AND SCHEDULE:
PART ONE: INTRODUCTION OF SEMINAR TOPIC

W 1/5 
No class—read Silent Spring (chapters 1-7) for Monday; plus first chapter of Analyze Anything 
(CourseDen)
M 1/10 
Snow Cancellation
W 1/12 
Snow Cancellation (see CourseDen)
M 1/17 
Martin Luther King Holiday (no class) 
W 1/19 
Discussion of Silent Spring (1-12); class expectations (bring any questions that you have regarding 

syllabus); Garrard, “Beginnings: Pollution” and “Positions” (in Ecocriticism); plus 

second chapter of Analyze Anything (CourseDen)
M  1/24 
Silent Spring (chapters 13-17); Garrard, “Pastoral,” Wilderness,” and “Apocalypse” (in Ecocriticism)
W 1/26 
Buell, “Toxic Discourse” (CourseDen)
M 1/31 
Kosek, “Purity and Pollution” (CourseDen)
W 2/2 
In-class film (to be determined by class); read DeLillo’s White Noise over weekend
M 2/7 
Discussion of film
W 2/9 
DeLillo, White Noise; Deitering, “The Postnatural Novel” (CourseDen)
M 2/14 
DeLillo, White Noise; Heise, “Toxins, Drugs, and Global Systems” (CourseDen)
W 2/16 
DeLillo, White Noise; Garrard, “Futures: The Earth” (in Ecocriticism)
PART TWO: GENERATION OF SEMINAR PAPER
M 2/21 
Workshop Text and Sign Selections
W 2/23 
Workshop Text and Sign Selections; plus chapter three of Analyze Anything (CourseDen)
             
Critical-writing Checkpoint #1
M 2/28 
Student-run Workshop of Stagings (more Information to Follow)
W 3/2 
Workshop of Stagings; plus chapter four of Analyze Anything (CourseDen)

Critical-writing Checkpoint #2
(Last day to withdraw with a grade of W)

M 3/7 
Spring Break (no class)

W 3/9 
Spring Break (no class)

M 3/14
Workshop of ideas about meanings
W 3/16
Workshop of ideas about meanings; plus final chapters of Analyze Anything (CourseDen)

Critical-writing Checkpoint #3
M 3/21
Workshop of Essay
W 3/23
Workshop of Essay

Critical-writing Checkpoint #4
M 3/28  Workshop of Essay

W 3/30  No class—Honors Convocation
Critical-writing Checkpoint #5
PART THREE: POLISHING AND PUBLISHING YOUR RESEARCH

M 4/4
Workshop of Finished Drafts _____________________________________________
W 4/6 
Workshop of Finished Drafts _____________________________________________
M 4/11
Workshop of Finished Drafts _____________________________________________
W 4/13
Workshop of Finished Drafts _____________________________________________
M 4/18
Workshop of Finished Drafts _____________________________________________
W 4/20
Workshop of Finished Drafts _____________________________________________
M 4/25
Workshop of Finished Drafts _____________________________________________
W 4/27
Last class—Electronic copies sent to me before class time
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