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	Context-oriented Literary Criticism: Ecocriticism  


1. Emergence and Definition of Ecocriticism
One of the most significant developments in the late twentieth and early twenty-first century has been the emergence of ecocriticism as a new transdisciplinary paradigm in literary and cultural studies. In a most general sense, ecocriticism represents a response of the humanities to the environmental crisis which modern civilization has brought about in its uncontrolled economic and technological expansionism. ‘Ecology’ was first defined by nineteenth-century scientist Ernst Haeckel as “the whole science of the relationships between the organism and its environment.”Ecocriticism as it emerged in the 1990s was analogously defined in the first major ecocritical volume, The Ecocriticism Reader, as the “study of the relationship between literature and the physical environment,” advocating an “earth-centered approach to literary studies.” Just as feminist criticism examines language and literature from a gender-conscious perspective, and Marxist criticism brings an awareness of modes of production and economic class to its reading of texts, ecocriticism takes an earth-centered approach to literary studies. 
Ecocriticism focuses on the relationship between literature and the physical environment. The earth is seen as being central to literary readings, and for many ecocritics this is essentially the only thing worth considering because if we don’t have a planet to live on then all other human concerns are pointless. Texts are read in relation to the ecological values they show. The focus might be on whether men and women write about nature and values differently, about how the wildness of nature has been represented over time and how language is used to reveal concerns about the environment. Ecological criticism sees human culture as being crucially connected to the non-human world and ecocritics believe we ignore that connection at our peril. 
Ecocriticism is essentially modern and, although it has its roots in the pastoral tradition and Romanticism, it really only gained momentum in the 1990s when scientists began to understand the environmental crisis facing the world. It reflects the concerns of the modern world regarding nature and the environment and directs readers to consider how human beings and their actions impact on the planet. Because ecocriticism has its roots in pastoral writing there are some extracts included here that provide some insights into the pastoral genre and begin to link it to ecocritical concerns.
2. The Nature and Function of Ecocriticism
Just as feminist criticism examines language and literature from a gender-conscious perspective, and Marxist criticism brings an awareness of modes of production and economic class to its reading of texts, ecocriticism takes an earth-centered approach to literary studies. Ecocriticism focuses on the relationship between literature and the physical environment. The earth is seen as being central to literary readings, and for many ecocritics this is essentially the only thing worth considering because if we don’t have a planet to live on then all other human concerns are pointless. Texts are read in relation to the ecological values they show. The focus might be on whether men and women write about nature and values differently, about how the wildness of nature has been represented over time and how language is used to reveal concerns about the environment. Ecological criticism sees human culture as being crucially connected to the non-human world and ecocritics believe we ignore that connection at our peril. Ecocriticism is essentially modern and, although it has its roots in the pastoral tradition and Romanticism, it really only gained momentum in the 1990s when scientists began to understand the environmental crisis facing the world. It reflects the concerns of the modern world regarding nature and the environment and directs readers to consider how human beings and their actions impact on the planet. Because ecocriticism has its roots in pastoral writing there are some extracts included here that provide some insights into the pastoral genre and begin to link it to ecocritical concerns. 
3. Premises of Ecocriticism

Despite the broad scope of inquiry and disparate levels of sophistication, all ecological criticism shares the fundamental premise that human culture is connected to the physical world, affecting it and affected by it. Ecocriticism takes as its subject the interconnections between nature and culture, specifically the cultural artifacts language and literature. As a critical stance, it has one foot in literature and the other on land; as a theoretical discourse, it negotiates between the human and the non-human.

Ecocriticism can be further characterized by distinguishing it from other critical approaches. Literary theory, in general, examines the relations between writers, texts, and the world. In most literary theory “the world” is synonymous with society – the social sphere. Ecocriticism expands the notion of “the world” to include the entire ecosphere. If we agree with Barry Commoner’s first law of ecology, that “Everything is connected to everything else,” we must conclude that literature does not float above the material world in some aesthetic ether, but, rather, plays a part in an immensely complex global system, in which energy, matter, and ideas interact.

4. Frequently Asked Questions

Ecocritics and theorists ask questions like the following: 
a) How is nature represented in this literary work? 
b) What role does the physical setting play in this literary work? 
c) Are the values expressed in this literary work consistent with ecological wisdom? 
d) How do our metaphors of the land influence the way we treat it? 
e) How can we characterize nature writing as a genre? 
f) How has the concept of wilderness changed over time? In what ways and to what effect is the environmental crisis seeping into contemporary literature and popular culture? 
g) What bearing might the science of ecology have on literary studies? How is science itself open to literary analysis? 
5. How Does Ecocriticism Work?
a) Choosing an Approach
Your second decision deals with the approach you will take to the text you have selected. Many strategies are open to you, but at the outset you may find the easiest way to proceed is to follow one of the three patterns Cheryll Glotfelty notes that other ecocritics have found useful. Ecocriticism, according to Glotfelty, is following a pattern, beginning with an interest in “representations,” an examination of how nature is depicted in literature, thereby raising public awareness of attitudes toward the natural world. Practitioners look at how stereotypes warp reality and note where nature is absent, simply ignored. Sometimes they narrow the focus to look carefully at a particular aspect of nature such as a geographical region or the wilderness or the mountains. An effort to rediscover and reconsider the genre of nature writing, which had fallen into neglect, constitutes the second phase. The attention that has been paid to this endeavour is apparent in the growing publication of anthologies of nature writing and works that have an ecological awareness. The third stage, the theoretical one, draws upon science, history, and philosophy to ask a wide range of questions about such topics as the consequences of anthropomorphism, the relationship of nature and culture, and more.

b) Questioning the Representation of Nature
Addressing the first category of interest, the representation of nature, means taking an earth-centered approach to literary study by looking at the role nature plays in a given work. It should be noted that among ecocritics nature is not synonymous with environment. Nature refers to the environment before it was impacted by technology: the land, its flora and fauna, its waterways, living creatures, and the ecosystem that nourishes them. Environment, on the other hand, is the surrounding landscape. Environmentalists, who support conservation and limits, are sometimes referred to as “light greens”; “dark greens” are deep ecologists who advocate a complete return to nature. Although a physical return is not feasible for most people, a reader can experience the preindustrialized world through literature that recreates it.
If you choose to study a text from this perspective, the following questions can help you to be aware of the elements deemed to be important. You can ask the following questions:

· Does the setting function simply as background, or does it play an active role in the narrative?
· If it plays an active role, how important is it in working out the narrative?

· If the physical setting were a character in the text, how would you describe him or her?

· How is nature affected by human beings in the text?

· How are the human beings affected by nature?

· How responsible are the human beings for the environment?

· What questions does the text raise about human interactions with nature?

· Does the text direct the reader’s interest to nature, or only to the human characters?

· Does the text raise the reader’s awareness of the natural world and his or her connections to it?
c) Looking at Nature Writing

If you are drawn to exploring the second developmental phase of the ecocritical movement, the one that seeks to make the genre of nature writing more visible, you will need to make a case for the importance of studying a novel, play, poem, or writer that is not widely read and discussed, or in some cases a work that has not been read or studied for its environmental relevance. 
· Why is this text not widely known, or not well known for its depiction of nature?

· Why should it be?

· What insights about the natural world does this text (or writer) have to offer?

· Does it raise questions or issues about nature or the environment that readers should be concerned with?

· What has been overlooked in traditional readings that can enrich public awareness of humankind’s impact on the natural world?

· How does this text qualify as belonging to the genre of nature writing?

· Does this work deal with environmental issues that are addressed in the study of history, philosophy, psychology, art, or ethics?
· How is a new reading of the work now possible because of developments in ecological research?

· What public attitudes toward nature does the text depict?

· What is the stance of the narrator toward nature? Why should readers be aware of it?
7. The Function of Nature in Keats’s “To Autumn”: An Ecocritical Approach
	To Autumn

SEASON of mists and mellow fruitfulness!

Close bosom-friend of the maturing sun;

Conspiring with him how to load and bless

With fruit the vines that round the thatch-eaves run;

To bend with apples the moss’d cottage-trees,

And fill all fruit with ripeness to the core;

To swell the gourd, and plump the hazel shells

With a sweet kernel; to set budding more,

And still more, later flowers for the bees,

Until they think warm days will never cease,

For Summer has o’er-brimm’d their clammy cells.
Who hath not seen thee oft amid thy store?

Sometimes whoever seeks abroad may find

Thee sitting careless on a granary floor,

Thy hair soft-lifted by the winnowing wind;

Or on a half-reap’d furrow sound asleep,

Drowsed with the fumes of poppies, while thy hook

	Spares the next swath and all its twinèd flowers;

And sometimes like a gleaner thou dost keep

Steady thy laden head across a brook;

Or by a cider-press, with patient look,

Thou watchest the last oozings, hours by hours.

Where are the songs of Spring? Ay, where are they?

Think not of them, thou hast thy music too,

While barrèd clouds bloom the soft-dying day,

And touch the stubble-plains with rosy hue;

Then in a wailful choir the small gnats mourn

Among the river sallows, borne aloft

Or sinking as the light wind lives or dies;

And full-grown lambs loud bleat from hilly bourn;

Hedge-crickets sing; and now with treble soft

The redbreast whistles from a garden-croft,

And gathering swallows twitter in the skies.


Ecocritical scholars heartily assert that nature is important in the study of literature. They argue that it should be regarded as a functioning part of the world that literary critics investigate. In the introduction to her Ecocritical Reader, for example, Cheryll Glotfelty defines ecocriticism as “the study of the relationship between literature and the physical environment.” In her terms such study involves an examination that renews readers’ awareness of the nonhuman world and their duty to limit their destructive impact on it. To look at literature through this new lens means asking questions about how nature is depicted in a given text and about the role it plays in it.
In 1819, a few days after Keats wrote his ode “To Autumn,” he sent a letter to his friend J. H. Reynolds stating, “I never liked stubble-fields so much as now—Aye, better than the chilly green of the spring. Somehow, a stubble plain looks warm—in the same way that some pictures look warm—this struck me so much in my Sunday’s walk that I composed upon it.” Clearly, he is drawn to ponder and to celebrate nature’s impact on humankind. The tendency is evident also in the fact that this is not the only poem in which he reflects on its powerful beauty. In fact, written after some of Keats’s other famous odes, “To Autumn” makes allusions to some of their lines. For example, when in the second stanza he describes autumn as “drows’d with the fume of poppies,” he echoes his “Ode to Psyche” in which he gives a description of Psyche and Cupid as they “lay calm-breathing on the bedded grass.” Nature is not an infrequent presence in his work.

Looking in particular at “To Autumn,” it is evident that the poet has made that season the chief character in the poem by focusing on its impact on the world rather than on any effect human beings have had on it. By doing so, he raises the reader’s awareness of the complexity and importance of the natural world, particularly that of autumn. More specifically, the poem depicts the season as a force that is powerful, productive, and progressive. In this ode the speaker is deeply moved by the power of autumn. He observes its effects on crops and flowers and animals. He recognizes that it exercises authority over the cycles of blooming and harvesting, maturation and decline. At one point it is in partnership with the sun to “fill all fruit with ripeness to the core,” and at another it brings all things to a quiet rest. It affects all living things, including the speaker who observes and honors its beauty.

Keats also gives the season agency. That is, he notes that it uses its power to do something, to fulfill a function. That function is the production of life. The opening stanza of the poem illustrates the process. The speaker notes that the season conspires with the sun on “how to load and bless / With fruit the vines that round the thatch-eves run.” He continues the observation by saying that the season further conspires “To bend with apples the moss’d cottage-trees, / And fill all fruit with ripeness to the core.” It is a productive force that nurtures the growth of other elements of nature. It is depicted as being almost maternal in its care of life in its many forms.

The most important characteristic of autumn in this poem is that it is a season of change. It does not remain static but progressively moves from the warmth and ripeness of late summer to the stubble plains that anticipate the barrenness of winter, from fullness to harvest. In the opening stanza, for example, autumn conspires with the sun on “how to load and bless,” how to “bend with apples,” how to “swell the ground and plump the hazel shells,” and how to “set budding more/And still more, later flowers for the bees/Until they think warm days will never cease,/ For Summer has o’er-brimm’d their clammy cells.” The second stanza moves on to illustrate the middle of autumn, a time untroubled by the busy growth and productivity of summer, or by the upcoming harshness of winter. It is a time of quietude and plenty spent on the “granary floor,” touched by the “winnowing wind,” drowsing “with the fume of poppies,” and watching the “last oozing [of the cider press] hours by hours” as the season passes. It is a time of peace. In the final stanza the season fulfills its cycle and comes to a close. The “clouds bloom the soft-dying day, / And touch the stubble plains with rosy hue” as the evening approaches and autumn comes to its end. Despite the lush visual image of the sunset, it is principally in the sounds of evening, its music, that the speaker recognizes the beauty of the season. He notes that as the end of autumn approaches, the “wailful choir” of “small gnats mourn,” “lambs loud bleat,” “hedge-crickets sing,” “the red-breast whistles,” and “gathering swallows twitter.” Such songs impart a mournful, melancholy aura to the scene that is intensified by the wind that “lives or dies.” There is beauty, but there is sadness, too.

An ecocritical look at John Keats’s “To Autumn” shows it to be an admiring tribute to one part of nature’s cycle of birth, growth, fulfillment, and death. The season has beauty equal to that of its more celebrated cousin, the spring, a beauty born of its power to rule other natural elements and beings, of its productivity that furnishes sustenance for all things, and of its progressive nature that mirrors the cycle of human life itself. The opening stanza illustrates the beginning of autumn and its power to produce life. The second describes the quiet contentment of the mature middle of the season, and the final one suggests the sadness that accompanies its end. Throughout all three stanzas the poem gently reminds the reader of the interrelatedness of all life and the consequent necessity for human beings to respect, even honor, the natural world.[image: image1.png]
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