
 

How near to good is what is wild.   
There is the marrow of nature—there her 
divine liquors—that is the wine I love. 
 
-Henry David Thoreau 

 PAR 330: American Wilderness Ethics and Aesthetics 
 
Fall 2021 
Coulter 304 
TR 11:00 AM – 12:15 PM 
 
Instructor:  Dr. David Henderson    

 226-A Stillwell Building    
dghenderson@wcu.edu 
828-277-2939 
 

Office Hours:  Monday and Thursday 1:00-2:30 PM 
Office Hours are also available via Zoom or telephone, and by appointment. 
My Zoom Room:  828 399 1186, pw: entmoot  
 

Description: This course investigates how the American conception of “wilderness” has evolved and the consequences of 
this changing idea for nature preservation and for the scientific and aesthetic appreciation of the wild. Major figures, events, 
trends and controversies in nature conservation are explored, from Emerson to Leave-No-Trace, along with actual wild places, 
explored with boots on the ground. 
 
Course Materials 

• Sketch Book or Journal. 
 

• Required texts:  
o Wilderness and the American Mind, Roderick Nash, 5th ed. (Yale 2014). ebook access 
o American Wilderness: A New History, ed. Michael Lewis (Oxford 2007). ebook access 
o Great New Wilderness Debate, eds. Callicott and Nelson (Georgia 1998). 

 
• Recommended further resources, available in the library: 

o The Idea of Wilderness, Max Oelschlaeger (Yale 1993).  
o The Wilderness Debate Rages On, eds. Callicott and Nelson (Georgia 2008). 
o Keeping a Nature Journal, Clare Walker Leslie and Charles Roth (Storey, 2003). 

 
 

Grading Point System: 
Assignment     Points 
Writing Prompts     20 
Nature Journal     20 
iNaturalist Observations    10 
Field Experience Reflection   20 
Midterm Exam     15 
Final Exam     15 
 

Assignment Details 
• Writing Prompts: There will be regular short writing assignments, such as essay prompts, discussion boards or film 

reflections. When these are online, I strongly recommend composing your work in a separate document, which you 
should save. But please insert the text directly into Canvas rather than attaching the file. 

 
• Exams: There will be two open book exams to be taken on Canvas. These will include multiple choice, matching, 

short answer, and text analysis problems. They will cover material from all of the course materials, including the 
readings and the lectures. 
 

• Nature Journal:  Aesthetic and scientific appreciation of wild nature figures prominently in this course. In light of this, 
you will keep a nature journal to help cultivate and discipline your awareness. In this journal, you will record detailed 
observations and reflections and make a number of sketches from wild nature. This means you will need to make 
frequent forays into wild or semi-wild places (WCU trail ok; UC lawn not so much). Drawing from nature disciplines 



 

the attention and develops a greater sensitivity to nature’s aesthetic properties. The journal will also engage you in the 
practice of natural history, in the mode of William Bartram and Henry Thoreau.  

 
Make at least one substantive entry per week. Granting one free miss, that means you should have 14 weekly entries 
by the end. I will do a progress check in week 6. Each entry should include at least the following:  

1) date and location information,  
2) written description of your observations and reflections,  
3) drawing(s) of the species, natural object or landscape you are considering, indicating the important 
features, and  
4) scientific interpretation, such as species or mineral identification (as well as you can) or technical 
description of landscape processes.  

The scientific interpretation will often be added later, when you come back in from the field and try to identify things, 
probably using library resources. Take on a variety of challenges, for instance, some plants, some insects, a landscape, 
etc. 

 
Grading will be largely based on full and good faith participation. I’m more interested in the process than in whether 
you have made great art, although some students have made great art. See the checklist and rubric distributed 
separately for grading details. Examples are posted, and a helpful guide to nature journaling will be put on course 
reserve in the library. Art supplies are available at the bookstore. I won’t dictate what particular supplies you use, but 
get a good sketchbook, not just loose notebook paper. I like the 5½” x 8” hardbound ones, as they are easy to take in 
a backpack. They run $6 at the bookstore. 
 

• iNaturalist Observations. A very modern version of nature journaling and natural history science is smartphone-driven 
citizen science. I have set up a project for the course on iNaturalist: [https://www.inaturalist.org/projects/par-330-
wcu]. You can use the app or just upload photos through the website. Submit ten observations with location data and 
your best identification effort. The iNaturalist app and its companion, Seek, will be great resources for your regular 
journal as well. When you create your free iNaturalist account, post your username on Canvas, so I can identify your 
work. 

 
• Field Experience Reflection:  Many of the writings and statutes regarding wilderness place a high value on wilderness 

experience. Your assignment is to make a significant foray into a wilderness area (designated or otherwise) and write a 
reflection paper (at least 1500 words) about your experience. It should be a wilderness experience for you, so scale the 
challenge relative to yourself and your abilities. This could range from a long day hike on the campus trail to a several 
day primitive camp. I hope to lead at least one trip, details to be announced, so you might have the option to come 
with me. Please plan together and go with a friend or a group—if you really want to do a solo trip, please consult with 
me about your plans in detail. Make use of Basecamp Cullowhee for advice, supplies and even guided trips. The Whee 
Adventure Guides may also be helpful to you (https://www.wcu.edu/learn/departments-schools-
colleges/ceap/humanserv/prm/whee-adventure-guides.aspx). BE RESPONSIBLE! Purify your water, keep warm 
and dry, and don’t put food in your tent. For backcountry overnight trips, be prudent and use a bear canister. Any 
field experiences must be completed and posted before finals week. If you are unable to participate in the field 
experience, accommodation may be made for an alternate assignment. 

 
The reflection paper must include at least, but is not limited to:  

1) Details about where you went, when and with whom;  
2) Consideration of the wilderness character of where you went; 
3) Consideration of the aesthetic qualities and scientific interest of the wilderness and your experience;  
4) Assessment of the impact of your mode of recreation; and  
5) Reflection on connections between your experience and the ideas, people or events discussed in class. 

 
Course Objectives 
Outcomes I Will Hold You To 

1. Students will be able to identify historical developments that have contributed to the modern, legal conception of 
wilderness. 

2. Students will be able explain the difference between anthropocentric ways of valuing nature as resource and 
alternative approaches which value nature also as community. Students will be able to associate historical figures and 
policy proposals with each of these perspectives.  



 

3. Students will be able to explain ways that nature preservation intersects with racism, sexism and colonialism. 
4. Students will be able to contribute to and make use of citizen science projects. 
5. Students will be able to critically assess the values implicit in diverse modes of outdoor recreation, including Leave-

No-Trace and woodcraft. 
6. Students will be able to craft and evaluate arguments for or against wilderness preservation. This includes being able 

to interpret relevant preservation statutes, including The Wilderness Act. 
 
Liberal Studies Program Outcomes 

• This course satisfies the P4 Humanities Perspective requirement of the Liberal Studies Program. Please note that 
student work from this class may be used in assessment of the Liberal Studies program. Liberal Studies objectives and 
outcomes emphasized in this course include:  

o Awareness of Others: Students will critically examine various cultures through historical and contemporary 
contexts at the local, national, and/or global levels.  

o Awareness of Impact: Students will evaluate the impact of their own and others’ actions on the human and 
natural worlds.  

 
Other Motivating Goals 

• Enrich your personal appreciation of wild nature, both without and within. 
• Prepare you for civic engagement with respect to public lands. 
• Introduce you to nature writers, poets and artists that can feed your mind and spirit for years to come. 

 
Course & Institutional Policies (*more details are on the Canvas page) 

• I desire to make the class a safe place to examine ideas and inquire freely for the truth. So please be courteous and 
respectful of your fellow students, and I shall do the same for you. Disagreement is encouraged, but meanness will not 
be tolerated. 
 

o Community Vision for Inclusive Excellence Statement:  
The diverse perspectives encountered at WCU are an important part of the preparation of students for roles 
as regional, national, and global leaders who contribute to the improvement of society. It is expected that 
members of the WCU community will not only coexist with those who are different from themselves, but 
also nurture respect and appreciation of those differences. We encourage civil discourse as a part of the 
learning enterprise, and as a campus we do not tolerate harassing or discriminating behavior that seeks to 
marginalize or demean members of our community. 
 

• Use the email tool in Canvas to contact me, and check your WCU email regularly. If I have not responded to an email 
within 2 business days, feel free to nudge me with a follow up. 

 
• Attendance is expected, but life happens. There will be no penalties for the first four absences, although you will be 

well advised to get the notes from a classmate. If you have five or more outstanding absences, I will drop your grade 
by a letter. Missing a substantial portion of the course is grounds for failure. Up to three absences may be expunged 
by writing a 500-700 word summary of the readings that were assigned for the day of each absence. (One summary 
per day not per reading.) This also applies to university excused absences. Summaries should be turned in on Canvas. 

 
• Make use of the “Got a Question?” discussion board. This should be your first stop for questions about assignments, 

course expectations, concept clarification, etc. If you know the answer to a question posted, don’t wait for me. Go 
ahead and answer each other. 
 

• Masks* are required in the classroom, as in all indoor public spaces on campus. Those who are unable to wear a face 
covering due to medical reasons should contact the Office of Disability Services to initiate the Americans with 
Disabilities Act accommodation process.  

 
• Late work will be accepted for reduced credit, so far as is feasible. You can expect 50-80% credit depending on the 

assignment and circumstances. 
 

 



 

• Recordings* of course materials and activities may only be made with prior consent and only for personal use. 
Providing recordings to third parties may involve FERPA and copyright violations. 
 

• This syllabus, along with its course schedule, is based on the most recent information about the course content and 
schedule planned for this course. Its content is subject to revision as needed to adapt to new knowledge or 
unanticipated events. Updates will remain focused on achieving the course objectives and students will receive 
notification of such changes. Students will be notified of changes and are responsible for attending to such changes or 
modifications as distributed by the instructor or posted to Canvas. 
 

• Accommodations for Students with Disabilities: Western Carolina University is committed to providing equal 
educational opportunities for students with disabilities. The Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA) is a federal anti-
discrimination statute that provides comprehensive civil rights for persons with disabilities. Among other things, this 
legislation requires that students with disabilities be guaranteed a learning environment that provides for reasonable 
accommodation of their disabilities. If you believe you have a disability requiring an accommodation, please contact 
the Office of Accessibility Resources located in Killian Annex or call 828-227-2716. For additional information, visit 
go.wcu.edu/oar. 

 
• Academic honesty* is necessary for this to be worth our time. If you get overwhelmed or fall behind, ask for help or 

extensions. If you are unsure whether collaboration or outside help is acceptable on a given assignment, just ask. I will 
use plagiarism prevention tools, and I have the authority to determine appropriate sanctions for any violations, up to 
assigning an “F” for the class. The information is shared with the university, and repeat offenders may face more 
serious consequences. 
 
 
Grade Scale:  
Grade Percent Interpretation Quality Points per  Essay Rubric 
    Semester Hour  
        ideas  presentation 
A+ 100 + Distinguished 4.0      
A 93-100 Excellent 4.0   A: insightful articulate &  
A- 90-92   3.67        professional 
B+ 88-89   3.33    
B 83-87 Good  3.0   B: understanding clear,  
B- 80-82   2.67        only minor errors 
C+ 78-79   2.33     
C 73-77 Satisfactory 2.0   C: significant error in either idea or  
C- 70-72   1.67      presentation 
D+ 68-69   1.33 
D 63-67 Poor  1.0   D: substantially erroneous or 
D- 60-62   .67      fails to meet assignment criteria  
F 0-59 Failure  0 

 
 



 

SCHEDULE (WCU’s Academic Calendar) 
This is a reading intensive course, and you really need to keep up with the reading. If you don’t, you rob not only yourself but 
also your fellow classmates of the full experience, by impoverishing class discussion. Exams and assignments will draw from 
the readings as well as the lectures. 
 
AW: American Wilderness—A New History    GNWD: Great New Wilderness Debate 
Nash: Wilderness & the American Mind   Those labeled “further reading” are optional. 
  
Worlds Collide  

 
Week 1: August 23-27 

• Tuesday – Introductions and Syllabus 
• Thursday – European Cargo 

o Nash 8-22: Chpt 1 “Old World Roots of Opinion” 
o AW 3-13: Chpt 1 “American Wilderness” 

• Natural History Note:  
o PDF “Nature in Summer: Fruiting and Seed Dispersal” 

 
Week 2: August 30 – September 3 

• Tuesday – Turtle Island  
o GNWD 201-6: Standing Bear 
o PDF Davis, “Kituah Cherokee Appalachia,” Where There are Mountains 
o Further reading: Denevan (GNWD) and Perreault (AW) 

• Thursday – Colonial Period 
o Nash 23-43: Chpt 2 “A Wilderness Condition” 
o GNWD 23-27: Edwards   

 
Changing Attitudes 

 
Week 3: September 7-10 (Labor Day Sept 6) 
 

• Tuesday – Agrarianism  
o AW 55-72: Chpt 4 “Farm Against Forest” 

• Thursday – Romanticism  
o Nash 44-66: Chpt 3 “The Romantic Wilderness” 
o GNWD 28-30: Emerson, from Nature 

 
Week 4: September 13-17 

• Tuesday – The Painters 
o Nash 67-83: Chpt 4 “The American Wilderness” 
o AW 91-112: Chpt 6 “The Fate of Wilderness in American Landscape Art” 

• Thursday – The Naturalists  
o PDF: “Audubon”  
o PDF: “Bartram” 
o PDF: Forest Communities, Oak-Hickory and Appalachian 

 
Transcendentalists and Foresters 

 
Week 5: September 20-24 

• Tuesday – Henry David Thoreau 
o AW 73-90: Chpt 5 “Natural History, Romanticism and Thoreau” 
o GNWD 31-47: Thoreau selections 

• Thursday – Preservation in Action 
o Nash 96-121: Chpts 6 “Preserve the Wilderness!” & 7 “Wilderness Preserved” 
o PDF: “Plants in Fall” 



 

 
Week 6: September 27 – October 1 

• Tuesday – Muir  
o Nash 122-140: Chpt 8 “John Muir: Publicizer” 
o GNWD 48-63: Muir selections 

• Thursday – Olmsted and Pinchot 
o PDF: “Olmsted Legacy” 
o AW 131-147: Chpt 8 “A Sylvan Prospect” 
o Nature Journal Progress Check 

 
Into the 20th Century 

 
Week 7: October 4-8 

• Tuesday – Wilderness Culture  
o Nash 141-160: Chpt 9 “The Wilderness Cult” 
o AW 149-166: Chpt 9 “Gender and Wilderness Conservation” 

• Thursday – Hetch Hetchy 
o Nash 161-181: Chpt 10 “Hetch Hetchy” 
o PDF, Hetch Hetchy Op Eds 

 
Week 8: October 11-15 

• Tuesday – The Interwar Wilderness Movement 
o AW 167-86: Chpt 10 “Putting Wilderness in Context” 
o  GNWD 85-96: Marshall “Problem of Wilderness” 
o GNWD 97-102: Olson “Why Wilderness?” 

• Thursday – Aldo Leopold  
o Nash 182-199: Chpt 11 “Aldo Leopold: Prophet” 
o PDF: Leopold selections  

 
FALL BREAK 
 
MIDTERM EXAM DUE OCT 26th 

 
The Wilderness Act  
 

Week 9: October 25-29 (W day is Oct 29) 
• Tuesday – The Lead Up 

o Nash 200-237: Chpt 12 “Decisions for Permanence” 
o GNWD 103-119: Leopold Report 

• Thursday – The Act and the Aftermath 
o GNWD 120-30: Wilderness Act 

 
Week 10: November 1-5 (Advising Day is Nov 2) 

• Thursday – The Aftermath 
o Nash 272-341: Chpts 14 “Alaska” & 15 “The Irony of Victory” 
o Further reading: Turner (AW 243-61) 

 
Engaging Nature 

 
Week 11: November 8-12 

• Tuesday – Values in Recreation 
o PDF: Turner, “Woodcraft to Leave No Trace” 

• Thursday – Seeing Nature 
o Watch Ansel Adams Documentary 

 



 

Intersecting Problems 
 
Week 12: November 15-19 

• Tuesday – Colonialism 
o GNWD 231-45: Guha “Third World Critique” 
o PDF: “Tourism is a Curse to Us” (Guardian)  
o Further Reading AW 113-130: Chpt 7 “Wilderness Parks and their Discontents”; AW 223-38: Chpt 13 “Creating 

Wild Places from Domesticated Landscapes” 
• Thursday – Critique from Within 

o GNWD 337-66: Callicott, “The Wilderness Idea Revisited” 
o GNWD 471-99: Cronon, “The Trouble with Wilderness” 

 
Week 13: November 22-23  

• Tuesday – Black Wilderness 
o PDF: Smith, “What is Africa to me?” 
o PDF: Graham, “We’re here. You Just Don’t See Us” 

 
Thanksgiving Break Nov 24-28 

 
Re-evaluating and Moving Forward  
 

Week 14: November 29 – December 3  
• Tuesday – Wilderness Beyond Dualism  

o GNWD 652-90: Plumwood, “Wilderness Skepticism and Wilderness Dualism” 
• Thursday – Wilderness Defended  

o PDF: Friskics, “The Twofold Myth of Pristine Wilderness” 
o PDF: Henderson (me), “Wilderness and the UnAmerican Mind” 

 
Week 15: December 6-10 

• Tuesday – EcoModernism and The Anthropocene 
o PDF: Atlantic, “When did the Anthropocene Begin?” 
o PDF: Ecomodernist Manifesto 
o PDF: Meine, “What’s So New?”  

• Restorations 
o GNWD 521-39: Noss, “Wilderness Recovery: Thinking Big in Restoration Ecology” 
o PDF: Treuer, “Return the National Parks to the Tribes” 

• Nature Journal Due 
• Field Experience Reflection Due 

 
Final Meeting (Final Exam Schedule):  Tuesday, 12:00-2:30 PM, at the Picnic Shelter by Cullowhee Creek  

o Final Exam Due  
o Pick up your Nature Journal 
o Drink Hot Cocoa by the Fire  

 


