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In the title piece of his 2004 collection Sick of Nature, David Gessner complained about the “gentle 

straightjacket of genre” in traditional nature writing. Gessner complains that nature writing is “a little like 

going to Sunday school,” where “the air reeks with earnestness” and there’s “not a lot of merriment” and 

“no one tells bawdy jokes.” Others have complained about traditional nature writing’s emphasis on what 

Jason Cowley has called “the lyrical pastoral tradition of the romantic wanderer.” Love it or hate it, nature 

writing seems to be undergoing a sea-change these days (probably a land and atmospheric change as 

well). We seek proposals for an ASLE-Sponsored Session presenting ecocritical perspectives on 

developments in ecocriticism and in the American nature writing tradition (nonfiction, fiction, poetry, 

drama) since 2000. Papers might deal with (but are not limited to) topics such as these: 

* What are the important works of nature writing of the last decade or so, and what is so significant and 

distinctive about them? 

 * What are the characteristics of the “new nature writing”? Is it really something new? If so, what’s 
different about it, and what accounts for that difference? What elements of traditional nature 
writing have been retained, and what elements have been dispensed with? What are the different 
stylistic or thematic emphases? Possible areas of inquiry might involve new conceptions of language, 

style, tone, and subject matter. (More humor? More irony? More of a focus on everyday nature and a turn 

away from concerns with wilderness? More urban and suburban? More tied in with social concerns and 

environmental justice? More aware of policy implications? More practical, less spiritual?) 

*What is it about our time and place that the new nature writing speaks to in a way that the old nature 

writing could not or did not?  

* Various critics have identified current ecocriticism as part of a second, third, or even fourth wave of 

ecocriticism. So the question is, where are we now? How have our methods, emphases, or subjects of 

inquiry changed? Where have we been, and where are we going? 

 

Please send queries or one-page abstracts (for an 18-minute presentation) by January 1, 2014, to Ian 

Marshall at ism2@psu.edu. Remember that proposals must deal in some way with American literature 

viewed from an ecocritical perspective. Depending on the number and quality of submissions, we may be 

able to have two panels. 
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