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Ecopolitics 

& the Cinema
  INSTRUCTOR              

Dr. Adrian Ivakhiv

   OFFICE      


Bittersweet House, 153 South Prospect Street

   CONTACT INFO  


Tel: (802) 656-0180    E-mail: aivakhiv@uvm.edu  

Office hours: Mondays 10:00-11:30, or by appointment 

(Please contact Sue Bean at 656-4055) 

   CLASS MEETINGS 

Mondays 12:50-3:50 pm, Lafayette 108 

CATALOG DESCRIPTION: 
This seminar course will apply the tools of ecocriticism and cultural and media studies to cinematic representations of the relationship between humans and the natural world. Themes to be explored include the politics of Hollywood film and its alternatives, the colonial and imperial gaze, landscape and national identity, film and sense of place, ecological utopias and dystopias, and feminist and psychoanalytic perspectives on film and ecology.
COURSE THEMES

Ecocritical perspectives have emerged within literary and cultural studies as ways of understanding the interaction between culture, especially literature, and environmental discourse and practice. While early ecocriticism focused on genres of writing most closely connected to conservation and environmental movements (e.g, nature writing and environmental rhetoric), ecocriticism has grown much broader in diversity and in scope, and now includes an interest in all forms of literature as well as film and the visual and performing arts. 
This course will define ‘ecocriticism’ and ‘ecopolitics’ broadly and will situate these among other streams of cultural theory as well as within traditions of environmental thought and philosophy. The primary focus of the course will be on applying a socio-ecological sensibility, rooted in traditions of critical social and environmental theory, to the viewing and interpretation of cinema. We will be less interested in the politics portrayed in cinema than in the politics of cinema – i.e., not only what film and visual media show us but how they show us these things and how this affects our ‘ways of seeing’ ourselves and our relationship to the nonhuman world. ‘Ecopolitics’ will therefore mean something more like ‘ecophilosophy,’ and the course readings will include those that challenge and provoke us to question our common-sense assumptions about reality, nature, and the human place within it.

The principle question to be explored in our screenings and discussions is this: How do films work on audiences? Specifically, how do they generate meanings and affects (feelings, sentiments, emotional responses, desires, motivations, sensibilities), especially those related to our understandings of the ‘human’ and the ‘natural’? We will explore and discuss a wide range of film forms and genres – including Hollywood, Disney, and large-scale nature documentaries (such as BBC’s Planet Earth series) as well as foreign, independent, ethnographic, experimental, and art films – and will contextualize these within the evolving history of socio-political relations and movements including Romanticism and the American conservation movement, anthropological and colonial encounters with the non-West, the 1960s New Left and counterculture, feminism, Third World liberation movements, neoliberalism, and globalization. Screenings will be accompanied by analyses of the films in question and by readings across a range of critical theories, interpretive methods, and historical contexts.

Discussion will be organized around such concepts as these: 
(1) The look, the gaze, mastery, wonder: What is involved in acts of looking and seeing, for both seer and seen? How have our ways of seeing been shaped by histories of colonialism, Eurocentrism, masculinism/ patriarchy, anthropocentric modernism, consumerism? How do cultures and technologies of seeing ‘enframe’ and ‘objectify’ what is seen? What is the colonial gaze, the imperial gaze, the scientific (or objectifying) gaze, the male gaze (at women), the magisterial gaze (at landscape)? How have dominant (e.g., Hollywood) visual traditions been challenged and re-envisioned by independent, radical and experimental filmmakers? Are there ways of seeing that are more open, dialogical, democratic, or ‘biophilic’ than others? 
(2) The world & the frame; the spectacle of nature: What happens to the world and to our experience of it when that world is photographed, filmed, edited, reproduced, and consumed as a flow of images by viewers? How do photographic and visual technologies affect space, time, distance, location, sense of place, and ideas of nature and humanity/animality? Do some film techniques (e.g., documentary) provide more reliable access to reality than others? What is a ‘truthful’ cinematic representation? What are the dominant traditions of representing nature (in Western landscape art and photography)? How have idealized, romantic, and sublime representations of nature shaped the contemporary environmental imagination (e.g., North American conservation and environmental movements)? What are the socio-political implications of portraying nature and wilderness as a primal, restorative, other-than-human force (i.e. wilderness)? 
(3) Encounters & identities: How are encounters across cultures portrayed in visual media, and how have media come to shape such encounters? How are encounters between humans and the nonhuman – animals, nature, landscapes, ecosystems – portrayed in and shaped by visual media? What are the ethics of cultural representation across boundaries – of skin, of culture, of identity, of species? How has film mapped cultural difference against ideas of nature and ‘natural’ difference? For instance, what are the implications of portraying native peoples as ‘noble savages,’ living ‘in harmony with nature,’ but also threatened by modernity or destined to disappear? What are the possibilities of different approaches to film – such as heroic narrative, melodrama, romantic and sublime portrayals of nature, and self-reflexive and experimental narratives (e.g., ‘mockumentary,’ nonlinear narrative, ‘reverse ethnography’) – for generating socio-ecological awareness?
COURSE EXPECTATIONS

1. 
Attendance & participation  (20%)


The course will take a seminar format, and readings, screenings, and class discussions will be crucial to the success of the class. Students are expected to attend all classes, to do all required readings in preparation for their discussion in class, and to participate in class discussions in an informed and respectful manner that contributes to the collective ‘thinking through’ of the issues raised. If a student cannot make it to a class, they should notify the instructor ahead of time. Those who miss more than two classes without prior notification will automatically fail the course. 
2. 
Reading & response journals  (50%)

Weekly film and reading responses are to be handed in regularly throughout the semester. Specific weekly assignments will be announced in class and/or in Blackboard. While questions may vary from week to week, students will normally be asked to monitor their responses to films and to keep summary and response notes to all required readings. It is strongly recommended that you print out all of the Blackboard (electronic) required readings or to keep copies on your computer, so that you can have them handy for class discussion, along with your comments and responses. 

Regarding film responses, you should be keeping track of the following: (a) How does this film ‘work’ on me? What are the meanings and affects (feelings, desires, motivations) that it generates in me? (b) What cinematic methods & mechanisms does the film use to do this ‘work’? 

All work to be submitted for grading should be typed and 1-1/2 spaced (unless permission is granted otherwise), and must be handed in on time in order to be considered for the full grade. 

3. 
Term paper  (30%)

Each student will be expected to complete a paper critically analyzing a film or set of films utilizing analytical methods from the course. While other analytical methods (from outside the course or from supplementary readings) may be incorporated into the analysis, students should refer to at least some of the ‘ecocritical’ analytical categories (e.g., examining the representation of nature or human relations to nature, etc.) discussed in the ‘Cultural Circuit’ handout, which will be given out in class. This will be in two stages:
One-page proposal (worth 5%), due in class on November 8. This should outline the object of your analysis, your specific method(s) of analysis, and a rationale for choosing this method in relation to your object (with reference to other literature, if relevant).

Final paper (worth 30%), due in the last class (December 6). This should be written in a scholarly format, with a complete bibliography, and should consist of the following:

(a) A brief introduction stating the topic and thesis (no more than one paragraph).

(b) Description of the film, set of films, or object of analysis, providing any essential background to understanding the object (no more than 2-3 paragraphs).

(c) In-depth analysis of the object. (This should be the longest section of the paper.) 

(d) Brief conclusion summarizing your evaluation of your topic as a form of environmental communication (normally one paragraph).

(e) Full bibliography of all sources, in APA, MLA, Chicago style or another academically recognized style.

Suggested length: roughly 1500-1800 words, or about four to five 1.5-spaced (or 6 double-spaced) pages in length, typed, in Times New Roman 12-point or comparably sized font. 
COURSE READING
Required readings will be made available electronically (on Blackboard) and in a course reader, which will be available for pick-up at a nominal cost from Susan Bean at The Bittersweet, 153 S. Prospect St.
BIBLIOGRAPHY OF SUGGESTED BACKGROUND READING
Environment & Film/Visual Studies:

Bousé, David. Wildlife Films. Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2000.

Brereton, Pat. Hollywood Utopia: Ecology in Contemporary American Cinema.  Bristol, U.K.: Intellect, 2005.

Burt, Jonathan. Animals in Film. London: Reaktion, 2002.

Carmichael, Deborah. The Landscape of Hollywood Westerns: Ecocriticism in an American Film Genre. U. of Utah Press, 2006.

Chris, Cynthia, Watching Wildlife, Univ. of Minnesota Press, 2007.

Cubitt, Sean. EcoMedia. Amsterdam and New York: Rodopi, 2005.

Dobrin, Sidney and Sean Morey, eds. Ecosee: Image, Rhetoric, Nature. SUNY Press, 2009.

Dunaway, Finis. Natural Visions: The Power of Images in American Environmental Reform. University of Chicago Press, 2005.

Ingram, David. Green Screen: Environmentalism and Hollywood Cinema. Exeter, U.K.: University of Exeter Press, 2004.

Lu, Sheldon and Jiayan Mi. Chinese Ecocinema: In the Age of Environmental Challenge. Hong Kong University Press, 2009.
MacDonald, Scott. The Garden in the Machine: A Field Guide to Independent Films about Place Univ. of California Press, 2001.

Mitman, Gregg. Reel Nature: America’s Romance with Wildlife on Film. London: Harvard University Press, 1999.

Murray, Robin and Joseph Heumann, Ecology and Popular Film. SUNY Press, 2009.

Ecocriticism & Green Cultural Studies:

Buell, Lawrence, Writing for an Endangered World: Literature, Culture, and Environment in the U.S. and Beyond. Belknap/Harvard Univ. Press, 2001. 

Coupe, Laurence (ed.). The Green Studies Reader: From Romanticism to Ecocriticism. Routledge, 2000.

Cox, Robert, Environmental Communication and the Public Sphere. London: Sage, 2006.

Cronon, William (ed.). Uncommon Ground: Toward Reinventing Nature. Norton, 1995. 

DeLuca, Kevin M. Image Politics: The New Rhetoric of Environmental Activism. New York: Guilford, 1999.

Garrard, Gregg. Ecocriticism. Routledge, 2004.

Glotfelty, C. and H. Fromm, eds., The Ecocriticism Reader: Landmarks in Literary Ecology. U. of Georgia Press, 1996.

Gold, John R. and George Revill. Representing the Environment. London and New York: Routledge, 2004.

Hochman, Jhan. Green Cultural Studies: Nature in Film, Novel, and Theory. Moscow, Idaho: University of Idaho Press, 1998. 

Jagtenberg, Tom, and David McKie. Eco-Impacts and the Greening of Postmodernity. London: Sage, 1997. 
Phillips, Dana. The Truth of Ecology: Nature, Culture, and Literature in America. Oxford, 2003.
Wilson, Alex. The Culture of Nature: North American Landscape from Disney to the Exxon Valdez. Between the Lines, 1991.
Environmental Thought & Philosophy:

Dobson, Andrew. Green Political Thought. 2nd ed. London: Unwin, 1995.

Dryzek, John S. and David Scholsberg, eds. Debating the Earth: The Environmental Politics Reader. Oxford U. Press, 2005.

Dryzek, John, ed. The Politics of the Earth: Environmental Discourses. Oxford Univ. Press, 2005.

Elliot, Nils Lindahl. Mediating Nature. Routledge, 2006.

Guha, Ramachandra. Environmentalism: A Global History. Longman, 2000.

Light, Andrew, ed. Social Ecology After Bookchin. Guilford, 1998.

Merchant, Carolyn, Ecology (Key Concepts in Critical Theory). Humanities Press, 1994.
Oelschlaeger, Max, ed. Postmodern Environmental Ethics. Albany, NY: SUNY Press, 1995.

Plumwood, Val. Feminism and the Mastery of Nature. Routledge, 1993.


Plumwood, Val. Environmental Culture. New York: Routledge, 2002.

Warren, Karen J., ed. Ecological Feminism. Routledge, 1994.

Zimmerman, Michael, Contesting the Earth's Future: Radical Ecology and Postmodernity. Univ. of California Press, 1994.

Zimmerman, Michael, et al., eds. Environmental Philosophy: From Animal Rights to Radical Ecology. Prentice Hall, 2004.

Film, Visual, & Media Studies:

Aufderheide, Pat. Documentary Film: A Very Short Introduction. Oxford University PRess, 2007.

Braudy, Leo and Marshall Cohen, eds. Film Theory and Criticism. 6th ed. Oxford Univ. Press, 2004.

Corrigan, Timothy and Patricia White. The Film Experience: An Introduction, 2d ed. Bedford/St. Martin’s, 2009.

Debord, Guy. The Society of the Spectacle. K. Knabb, trans. Detroit: Black and Red, 1977.

Fuller, Matthew. Media Ecologies: Materialist Energies in Art and Technoculture. MIT Press, 2005.

Guneratne, Anthony and Wimal Dissanayake, eds. Rethinking Third Cinema (Routledge, 2003).
Kaplan, E. Ann, Looking for the Other: Feminism, Film, and the Imperial Gaze (Routledge, 1997).
Kellner, Douglas. Cinema Wars: Hollywood Film and Politics in the Bush-Cheney Era. Wiley-Blackwell, 2010.

Mullarkey, John. Refractions of Reality: Philosophy and the Moving Image. Palgrave Macmillan, 2009.

Russell, Catherine. Experimental Ethnography: The Work of Film in the Age of Video. Duke Univ. Press, 1999.

Shohat, Ella and Robert Stam. Unthinking Eurocentrism: Multiculturalism and the Media. Routledge, 1994.
Sturken, M. and L. Cartwright. Practices of Looking: An Introduction to Visual Culture. Oxford UP, 2001.

Turner, Graeme. Film as Social Practice. 3rd edition (Routledge, 1999). 
____________________________________________________________________________________________
POSSIBLE TOPICS & SCREENINGS 

This is a tentative list. 
The final list, including dates and assignments, will be announced in class and posted on Blackboard.

____________________________________________________________________________________________
Introduction & Course Overview; Nature Threatened & Threatening
Themes:  Ecologies of cinema. Environmental visuality. Eco-nostalgia & eco-apocalypse: imagining a bleak future & an idealized past. Visions of disaster from the 1970s to the present. Do warnings of eco-disaster mobilize audiences to action?

Possible screenings: excerpts from The Day After Tomorrow, Soylent Green, The Birds, Silent Running, An Inconvenient Truth

Cinematic World-Making: A Process-Relational Model of Reality

Themes: The nature of cinema: cinema’s cosmomorphism (geomorphism, biomorphism, anthropomorphism). The cinematic experience (spectacle, narrative, semiosis). Cinema in the world (material ecologies, social ecologies, mental/perceptual ecologies). 
I. GEOMORPHISM
Landscape & Identity – Nature, Nation, and (Counter-)Culture 
Themes: The ‘western’ mythology and the American landscape. The 1960s and the counterculture. Romanticism, road movies, ‘freedom,’ and car culture.


Screening: excerpts from The Searchers, Earth, The Plow that Broke the Plains, The River, Easy Rider, Thelma and Louise 
World as Spectacle, Sensation, and De/Reterritorialization 
Themes: Geomorphism 2: Post-westerns, modernist landscape aesthetics, and the global landscape.


Screening: excerpts from Baraka, Dead Man, Red Desert, Days of Heaven, The World, Up the Yangtze, films by Stan Brakhage, David Rimmer, and others
II. ANTHROPOMORPHISM
Nature as Other: Race, Gender, & the Imperial Gaze

Themes: Nature and the ‘primitive’ as Other. Early ethnographic films and the colonial gaze. Social evolutionism and Eurocentrism. Primatology and the human/animal boundary. The King Kong legacy.
Screening: excerpts from Chang, King Kong (1933), Apocalypse Now
Ethnographies & Counter-Ethnographies
Themes: Nature and cultural difference: Ethnographic cinema, reverse ethnography, ‘mockumentary,’ & indigenous cinema. 
Screenings: excerpts from Nanook and the North, Nanook Revisited,  Taking Pictures, Reassemblage, Baraka, Cannibal Tours, Un chien delicieux, Shooting Indians, Atanarjuat

Nature, Race, Gender: African-American Cinema as Third Cinema

Themes: Identity politics and the rediscovery of ‘roots.’ African-American experiences with/on the land. Feminist cinema. Third Cinema.

Screening: Daughters of the Dust (dir. J. Dash, 1991, USA, 112m)

Nature as Chaos: Colonialism, the ‘Heart of Darkness,’ & Herzog’s Ironic Sublime

Themes: Chaotic nature. European/non-European encounters. The jungle. Deconstructing the imperial/colonial gaze. The films of Werner Herzog.

Screening: Aguirre, the Wrath of God (dir. W. Herzog, 1973, 94 m)
Capitalism, 1968, and Utopian/Eco-Socialist Nature 
Themes: The 1960s and the New Left. Romanticism and the back-to-the-land movement. Brecht’s epic theatre. Fractured & polyphonic narratives.

Screening: Jonah Who Will Be 25 in the Year 2000 (dir. A. Tanner, Switzerland, 1976, 110m)

III. BIOMORPHISM 

Cuddly nature, Terrifying Nature: Between Disney and the Horror of Mortality 
Themes: Walt Disney and the popular imagination of nature and animals: Disney as liberal environmentalist vs. Disney as conservative propagandist. Humans as a problem for Nature. The hunting debate, & conservation ethics. Chaotic, uncontrollable nature. Femininity/masculinity and nature. Hitchcock’s (conservative?) Romanticism. Wilderness as sancruaty and as threat.

Screenings: excerpts from Bambi, The Lion King, Princess Mononoke, The Birds, Deliverance, and others 
The Spectacle of Nature – Representing Ecology, from the Intimate to the Infinite

Themes: Nature as ecology. Representations of the ‘whole Earth’/Gaia. The magisterial gaze. 
Screenings: may include excerpts/selections from Winged Migration, March of the Penguins, Planet Earth, Wild Parrots of Telegraph Hill, Picture of Light, experimental films by Stan Brakhage, Bill Viola, and others
In Quest of Nature: Romancing the Wild 
Themes: Romanticism, pure & self-reflexive. Dialogical eco-cinema.

Screenings: Picture of Light (excerpts; dir. P. Mettler, Canada, 83m); Grizzly Man (dir. W. Herzog, USA, 2005, 103m)
IV. ECO-TRAUMA & THE CONTEMPORARY CONDITION
War, Ecology, and the Ethics of Global Documentary

Themes:  Lake Victoria: ‘Darwin’s dreampond’ today. Africa, underdevelopment, and capitalist globalization. Romantic and anti-romantic depictions of toxic & embattled landscapes.

Screening: Darwin’s Nightmare (dir. H. Sauper, 2004, 107m); excerpts from Lessons of Darkness (dir. W. Herzog, 1992)
Future Nature

Themes: Apocalyptic futurism. 

Screening: 12 Monkeys (dir. T. Gilliam, 130m) or Children of Men (dir. A. Cuaron, 2006, 109m)
Recycled Nature: Capitalism & its Waste Products

Themes: Commodity production, waste, & inequality. Digital cinema. Recycled cinema. 

Screenings: The Gleaners and I (dir. Agnes Varda, France, 2000, 82m); excerpts from Decasia, Tribulation 99, and others
Mysterious Nature: Lacan/Zizek v. Tarkovsky

Themes: Eco-trauma. Mystery, mysticism, and eco-spirituality. Lacanian psychoanalysis.  

Screening: Stalker (dir. A. Tarkovsky, USSR, 1979, 163m)
Postmodern Nature: Deconstructing the Imperial Gaze

Themes: Deconstructing the mastering gaze. Writing, knowledge, and nature. Caliban & the resistance of the colonized.

Screening: Prospero’s Books (dir. P. Greenaway, 1991, UK, 129m)
POSSIBLE ALTERNATIVE SCREENINGS
Days of Heaven (dir. T. Malick, USA, 1978, 95m)
Dead Man  (dir. J. Jarmusch, 1995, USA, 120m)

Jurassic Park (dir. S. Spielberg, 1993, USA, 127m)

Limbo (dir. J. Sayles, USA, 1999, 126m) 
Milagro Beanfield War (dir. R. Redford, USA, 1988, 117m)

Princess Mononoke (dir. H. Miyazake, 1997, Japan, 134m)

Safe (dir. T. Haynes, USA, 119m)

Spring Summer Fall Winter... and Spring (dir. Kim Ki-Duk, Korea, 2003, 104m)
The New World (dir. T. Malick, USA, 2006, 135m)

The World (dir. Jia Zhang-Ke, China, 2004, 140m) 
Whale Rider (dir. N. Caro, New Zealand, 2002, 101 m)
Why Has Bodhidharma Left for the East? (dir. Bae Yong-Kyun, Korea, 1989/1993, 137m)
Yellow Earth (dir. Chen Kaige, China, 1988, 90m)

