ENG 4810 – Special Topics in Writing
Cultivating Beholden-ness, Composing Hope:
Environmental Rhetoric and Writing for a World on Fire
Chad Van Buskirk cvanbus@bgsu.edu
Tuesday & Thursday, 9:30 – 10:45 a.m.
Course approved for MDC credit in the College of Arts & Sciences.

We live on an imperiled, changing planet. 2023 was Earth’s hottest year on record. Urban heat islands make cities in areas afflicted by temperature extremes all the more deadly for their most vulnerable residents. Wildfires now regularly scorch natural and built environments and darken the skies thousands of miles from the flames. Migratory birds and Monarch butterflies have seen their numbers crash in the last quarter-century. An estimated one third of the world’s plant, insect, and animal species may become extinct due to climate change by the year 2070. Localized food scarcity, environmental degradation, and habitat loss all present real and present dangers for substantial swaths of the global human and more-than-human populations. The threats are real, urgent, and often overwhelming.

While it is natural and right to be afraid, to become angry, and to mourn what we have lost, we need not be resigned to despair. We are not powerless. We can compose hope and persuade others to take meaningful action. As we in the Department of English like to remind folks: Words [can] Change Worlds.

With this in mind, you are invited to join us this spring in ENG 4810: Special Topics in Writing to learn how a variety of writers have used their words to change worlds, and how you can, too. We will survey an accessible and fascinating collection of findings from the fields of writing studies and environmental communication to explore how we can craft messages that inform, persuade, and empower audiences to see themselves as invested, capable agents of change – as beholden to the world they inhabit. We will explore the rhetorical functions of joy, hope, and lived experience in writing for environmental change.

We will identify and trace rhetorical strategies and writerly techniques across texts representing several genres and modalities: personal essays; podcasts; public-facing scientific writing; and informational texts such as signage, brochures, and social change campaigns. We will engage with selections from a diverse array of modern and contemporary environmental communicators: Rachel Carson, Camille Dungy, Ross Gay, Jennifer Jewel, Robin Wall Kimmerer, Nancy Lawson, Michael McCarthy, Bill McKibben, Leah Penniman, Margaret Renkl, and Doug Tallamy, among others.

In addition to completing smaller-scale rhetorical analyses and reading responses, students will have the opportunity to identify an environmental site or cause that holds meaning for them and to conduct their own place-based research leading to the creation of persuasive multimodal, public-facing environmental text(s).

Note: Instructor agrees to waive the prerequisite of ENG 2070 for interested students who have successfully completed WRIT 1120. Please send an email to cvanbus@bgsu.edu if you wish to be enrolled.
