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When Seeing Can Become Believing:
a film-based eco-composition course

Jeri Pollock
Pepperdine University
jpollock@pepperdine.edu

Senegalese ecologist Baba Dioum has said that “In the end, we will conserve only what we love; we will
love only what we understand; and we will understand only what we have been taught.” People who are lucky
enough to grow up in areas where nature is relatively unspoiled are “taught” by nature itself, but that unfortunately
is not the case with most of our students, and as urban sprawl continues apace, students with nature backgrounds
are becoming as rare as Dodo birds. Because of our rapidly shrinking natural spaces, very few people growing up
in today's world have hands-on interactions with - or any understanding of - the world's natural systems. As a
result, they acquire no appreciation for nature’s beauty nor any sense of responsibility for its accelerating demise.
Most of the public's awareness of the environment is theoretical at best, usually acquired within four sterile walls,
and second-hand via the writings of others. And unfortunately, as we are all keenly aware, classroom experience
by itself rarely translates into real world beliefs or behaviors.

The majority of my students haven't a clue as to how the web of life functions — nor their own place within it
— despite high school classes in biology, earth sciences and even environmental studies. They come into my
classes not knowing what a food chain is, nor are they aware that recycling alone isn't enough to save the planet.
They don't understand that throwing something “away” doesn’t get rid of it, nor that development and “progress”
translate into habitat destruction. They know nothing about the hundreds of species condemned to extinction every
day, nor the immediate and long-range effects of bio-cides, nor how their own lifestyles both contribute to and suffer
from any of these problems.

Pepperdine University, where | teach, lies between the mountains of the Santa Monica Conservancy and
the Pacific Ocean. Students share their campus (and sometimes their dorm rooms) with many types of wildlife, from
creepy-crawlies, as they call them, to skunks and possums, to deer, bobcats, coyotes, and even the occasional
cougar. The hills surrounding the campus are a paradise of native vegetation, much of it under federal protection,
where the air is loud with insects and all sorts of birds, from the tiniest hummers to hawks, eagles and the recently
re-introduced California condor. And yet | find that not only are the vast majority of my students blissfully unaware
of but often actually resistant to any interaction with their natural surrounding; almost none have the slightest
interest in venturing the 50 feet or so beyond their dorms into what they refer to as “wilderness” (HARDLY!!!), and
not a single one is able, at the beginning of each semester, to recognize or articulate any of the problems inherent
in the establishment of a 10K population (students, faculty and staff) in a previously untouched natural setting.
Students (and unfortunately, | might add, most of the faculty and staff as well) simply do not understand the
environmental costs of cutting a new road, putting up a building, creating infrastructures, and so forth.

These are not, mind you, inner-city kids from disadvantaged communities. Pepperdine’s students, all with
entering GPAs of 3.5 or above, have spent their academic lives in honors and gifted programs, many in private
schools; they come from privileged and intellectual families, have traveled widely, are avid readers, and can
discuss almost any “academic” topic glibly. Their lack of eco-awareness, despite all their previous science classes,

is a result of the fact that, although they can mouth words such as “overpopulation” “habitat destruction” and
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“pollution,” these are only vocabulary items, having no real meaning for them, and certainly having no impact on nor

importance to their lives.

The curriculum in my classes, therefore, a curriculum in which the primary “texts” are documentary and
Hollywood films having to do with environmental issues, is designed to assure that my students not only internalize
— by researching and writing about the environmental issues presented in the films- at least a knowledge of the
basic scientific facts, but that they also begin to comprehend how these facts impact and are impacted by their daily

lifestyle choices.

Films:

A Civil Action

At Play in the Fields of the Lord

Bill Moyers Reports: Earth on Edge

Cadillac Desert

Diet for a New America (can be paired with Fast Food Nation)

Echo of Water Against Rocks (can be paired with A River Out of Eden)
Empty Oceans, Empty Nets

Erin Brockovitch (can be paired with Fateful Harvest)

Gorillas in the Mist

In Our Own Backyard: The First Love Canal

Medicine Man

On Deadly Ground (can be paired with Caribou Crossing)

Race to Save the Planet

Stepan Chemical: the poisoning of a Mexican community (can be paired with Fateful Harvest)
Subdivide and Conquer

The Burning Season

The Emerald Forest

The Milagro Beanfield War

The Nature of Things

The Wasting of a Wetland
Why are WE here?

More film titles available in: Ingram, David. Green Screen: Environmentalism and Hollywood Cinema. University
of Exeter Press, 2000.
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Possible Texts (usually 2-3 required):

Brown - Eco-Economy: Building an Economy for the Earth (available for download http://earth-

policy.org/Books/Eco_contents.htm)
Callenbach — Ecotopia

Des Jardins - Environmental Ethics: An Introduction to Environmental Philosophy

Newton & Dillingham - Watersheds 3: Ten Cases in Environmental Ethics

Quinn - Ishmael

Schlosser - Fast Food Nation

The Green Reader: Essays toward a Sustainable Society — ed. Dobson

Wilson - Fateful Harvest

Outside reading - Non-Fiction (1 required)

Abbey, Edward - Desert Solitaire

Anderson, Ray — Mid-Course Correction

Athanasiou, T. - Divided Planet: the Ecology of Rich
and Poor.

Austin, Mary - Land of Little Rain

Bass, Rick - The Book of Yaak

Benfield, F. Kaid, et al — Solving Spraw!

Berry, Thomas — The Dream of the Earth

Berry, Wendell - The Unsettling of America

Bowden, Charles — Frog Mountain Blues

Bowers, C.A. — Let Them Eat Data

Caldicott, Helen. — If You Love This Planet

Carson, Rachel — Silent Spring

Carson, Rachel - The Sea Around Us

Davidson, Osha — Fire in the Turtle House

de Graff, John et al — Affluenza

Deep Ecology and World Religions. eds. Barnhill,
David & Roger Gottlieb

Devall, Bill - Simple in Means, Rich in Ends

Devalls, W. & Sessions, G. - Deep Ecology: Living as
if Nature Mattered

Dillard, Annie - Pilgrim at Tinker Creek

Douglas, Marjory Stoneman - The Everglades: River
of Grass

Durnil, Gorden — The Making of a Conservative
Environmentalist

Ehrenfeld, D. - The Arrogance of Humanism.

Ehrlich, Paul & Anne Ehrlich — The Population Bomb/
Extinction

Elder, John - Reading the Mountains of Home

Fox, Michael Allen — Deep Vegetarianism Goldsmith,
Edward — The Way: an Ecological World-View
Graham, Frank — Since Silent Spring

Greer, Jed & Kenny Bruno — Greenwash: the Reality
Behind Corporate Environmentalism

Gribbin John - Hothouse Earth: The Greenhouse Effect
and Gaia

Hawken. Paul — The Ecology of Commerce

Hayden, T. - The Lost Gospel of the Earth: A call for
renewing nature, spirit and politics.

Hyde, Dayton — Sandy: The Sandhill Crane who Joined
our family

Krutch, Joseph Wood. - Grand Canyon: Today & All Its
Yesterdays.

LaChapelle, Delores - Earth Wisdom

Lappé, Francis Moore - Diet for a Small Planet
Leopold, Aldo - Sand County Almanac

Lopez, Barry — Of Wolves and Men

Lovelock, J. - The Ages of Gaia: a Biography of Our
Living Earth

Maguire Daniel C. & L. Rasmussen - Ethics for a small
planet

Mate, Ferenc — A Reasonable Life
Matthiessen, Peter — The Snow Leopard
McKibben, Bill. - The End of Nature

Merchant, Carolyn — Radical Ecology
Merchant, Carolyn. - The Death of Nature:
Ecology, and the Scientific Revolution.
Postman, Neil — Technopoly

Quammen, David — The Song of the Dodo

Ray, Janisse — Ecology of a Cracker Childhood
Revkin, Andrew — The Burning Season: the Murder of
Chico Mendes and the Fight for the Amazon Rain
Forest

Robbins, John - Diet for a New America

Rosenblatt, Roger — Consuming Desires

Sale, Kirkpatrick — Dwellers in the Land

Snyder, Gary - The Practice of the Wild

Wilson, E. 0. - Biophilia: The human bond with other
species.

Wilson, E. O — Consilience

Woman,




Fiction (1 required)

Abbey, Edward - The Monkey Wrench Gang
Amado, Jorge - The Violent Land

Anaya, Rudolfo - Jalamanta

Anderson, Lorraine {ed.) - Sisters of the Earth
Barr, Nevada — Track of the Cat

Barr, Nevada -A Superior Death

Bass, Rick - Platte River

Boyle, T.C. — Tortilla Curtain

Buck, Pearl — The Good Earth

Callenbach, Ernest — Ecotopia Emerging
Cashill, Jack - 2006: The Chautauqua Rising
Conrad, Joseph — Heart of Darkness

Defoe, Daniel — Robinson Crusoe

Dickey, J. Deliverance

Dinesen, Isak - Qut of Africa

Faulkner, William - Go Down Moses

Fox, John - The Heart of the Hills

Frazier, Charles - Cold Mountain

Gallmann, Kuki - African Nights

Heacox, Kim — Caribou Crossing

Hegland, Jean — Into the Forest

Hiaasen, Carl - Sick Puppy

Hockenberry, John — A River Out of Eden
Hogan, Linda - Solar Storms

Hudson, W.H. - Green Mansions

Jackson, Brian - The View from Here
Johnson, Rand — Arcadia Falls

Kingsolver, Barbara — Prodigal Summer
Kingsolver, Barbara — Animal Dreams
Krakauer, Jon - Into the Wild

Krakauer, Jon - Into Thin Air

Kwasny, Melissa - Trees Call for What they Need
Lang, Susan — Small Rocks Rising

Matthiessen, Peter - At Play in the Fields of the Lord
McCarthy, Cormac - All the Pretty Horses
McCarthy, Cormac - Cities of the Plain
McCarthy, Cormac - the Crossing

McQuillin, Karin — Elephant’s Graveyard
Mitchell, Kirk - High Desert Malice

Momaday, N. Scott - House Made of Dawn
Mueller, Marnie — Green Fires

Murie, Martin — Losing Solitude

Nichols, John. The Milagro Beanfield War
Phillips, Joseph — Operation Elbow Room
Quinn, Daniel - My Ishmael

Ramos, Graciliano - Barren Lives

Ray, Janisse - Ecology of a Cracker Childhood
Robert Morgan - The Mountains Won't Remember Us
Roy, Arunditi - The God of Small Things
Sanders, Scott Russell -Terrarium

Schroeder, Joan — Solitary Places

Sharp, Paula - Crows over a Wheatfield

Silko, Leslie - Ceremony

Silko, Leslie Marmon Gardens in the Dunes
Smiley, Jane - A Thousand Acres

Steinbeck, John - Grapes of Wrath

Steinbeck, John - To a God Unknown
Stephenson, Neal - Zodiac: The Eco-Thriller
Toomer, Jean - Cane

Wallace, David Rains - The Turquoise Dragon
Wallace, David Rains — The Vermillion Parrot
Wallingford, Lee — Clear Cut Murder
Wallingford. Lee — Cold Tracks

Waters, Frank - The Man Who Killed the Deer
Waters, Frank - The Woman at Otowi Crossing

Attachments:
Syllabus

Sample assignments
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English 101 — Pollock
January 10, 2003

1) Beginning the week of January 13", you are responsible for turning in a weekly Critical Review of an article on an

environmental topic from a reputable website, such as that of a nationally recognized newspaper like www.latimes.com or

www.nytimes.com, or from a website such as those listed below. Sources such as The Daily News, USA Today, The

Ventura Star, The Orange County Register, and The Malibu Times are not appropriate sources. If you have any doubts

about whether or not the source you are using is acceptable, ask me.

2) As you choose your article, remember to ask yourself these 2 questions:

s s this article about something that human beings are doing (or have done or will do) which causes
damage to the environment?

o s this article about something that human beings are doing (or have done or will do) which helps
recuperate and/or prevent damage to the environment?

If the answer to BOTH questions is no, then the article is NOT environmental within the context of this class. If
you have any doubts about whether or not the article you have chosen is acceptable, ask me.

3) Remember that CRs, like all other work for this class, require precise MLA format and full bibliographic information.
4) Your CRs are due no later than Thursday of each week; there are 2 ways of handing them in:

e you may print out both your CR and the website article, stable them together, and bring them to
class;

e you may email me your article, making sure that the URL link in your bibliography is active; if you
choose this method, make sure that you send your CRs in time for me to respond by Thursday.
Otherwise, the assignment will be considered late.

5) Some websites that may be useful for Critical Reviews:

http.//earth.geoportals.com
http://ens-news.com
http://envirolink.netforchange.com
http://www.earthfirstiournal.org
http.//www.earthisland.org
http://www.ecologyfund.com (allows you to sign up for daily eco-news bulletin)
http://www.enn.com
http://www.igc.org/igc/gateway/enindex. html
http://www.naturalist.com/eco-news
http://www.nrdc.org
http://www.REPamerica.org

And don't forget to check some of the sites that were listed on Assignment 1.
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