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“Earth has aptly been called the ‘water planet.’ It is, like ourselves, 70 percent water…. [and] Earth’s only self-renewing vital resource…. [although] only 2.5 percent of the Earth’s water is fresh….  Repeatedly, leading civilizations have been those that transcended their water obstacles to unlock and leverage the often hidden benefits of the planet’s most indispensible resource.”







Steven Solomon, Water, 2010 

Water may be said to hide in plain sight. We Americans turn on the tap without much thought and enjoy recreation in pools, lakes, rivers, creeks, and the coastal seashore. When thirsty, we may easily buy a bottle of water at any convenience store or market. We may think it quaint to know that in ancient times water was considered to be one of four elements (the other three being earth, air and fire).  Perhaps we can name a painting or movie or literary text that features water—such as The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn (which is included in the readings for the seminar).

Water, as we know, comes to public attention intermittently, as when hurricanes Katrina and Rita devastated the Gulf coast and when the British Petroleum (BP) drilling rig, Deepwater Horizon, exploded and sank, killing eleven crew members and releasing volcanic volumes of crude oil and methane gas into the waters of the Gulf of Mexico throughout the summer of 2010. Americans, in addition, regularly learn of damaging floods, as Nashville itself experienced in May, 2010, when homes excluded from  city floodplane maps nonetheless  were destroyed (including those of Vanderbilt University employees), while the city’s main convention site, the Opryland Hotel, was flooded and closed for months of extensive repair. From time to time, Americans also are made aware of deadly water emergencies elsewhere in the world, as in August, 2011, when torrential, deadly rains flooded Pittsburgh, PA and Thailand. Meanwhile, drought in Texas cost $billions in lost crops and livestock.  In 2010, the United Nations debated the question of whether water ought to be considered a human right (the UN decided in favor).
Meanwhile, debates about water have arisen in America on such topics as the

purity of commercial bottled water, the treatment of water for drinking, cooking and bathing, the conservation of an ever-scarcer resource as agriculture and industry claim great quantities, the population increases, and so on. Some political scientists and  journalists warn that global conflicts in the twenty-first century will focus on water, not oil. It is thus well worth our time to spend one semester engaging the complex topic of water.

AMERICAN STUDIES  294 enters a “waterworld” of literature, film, music, historical and other studies. Though the oceans cover  71%  of the Earth’s surface, we will focus principally on issues concerning fresh water. In so doing, we will define ourselves as a community committed to the production of shared knowledge. This means that each student will be responsible for:
1. The weekly scheduled readings and for thoughtful consideration of the in-class film presentations, including documentaries.  
2. In addition, each student will present to the group an analysis of a text that features water in a significant way—a song, a film clip, an art text. 
3.  Each student, what’s more, will identify and prepare a special topic on water to be presented to the group at the end of the course.  Though ours is an American Studies course, we will venture internationally as well, especially since the United States projects its presence globally, both militarily and otherwise.  Our goal, as citizens of the United States and of Planet Earth, is the development of an informed consciousness about a substance that comprises over 50% of our bodies and without which none of us can live for more than a few days.
At midterm, you will have a take-home writing assignment that will ask you to interrelate the various readings up to that point. The assignment will consist of short essays. 

Your principal written work will consist of a portfolio of 30-35 pages—TO BE SUBMITTED ON NOV. 16.  It will contain several short critical analyses written with a high level of editorial concision and argumentive precision. This means that you will take a stance or position on the material under analysis. Ideas for your special topic can be generated by the weekly readings, film viewings, and class discussions. The assigned sections of your portfolio are as listed below. In order to avoid end-of-semester cramming, each student will fill out and submit to the instructor by 1 Sept. a contract that requires steady completion of the portfolio over the term.  Each of you will have flexibility in deciding the order in which you prepare the projects for your portfolio.  The portfolio will contain the following:
       Preface: Explanation of the source of municipal water in your hometown and description of the uses of water in your home and family property. Description of your day-to-day use of water and “guesstimate” of the amount used. And for what purposes. To assist you in this task, consult Clift & Cuthbert, Water (on the syllabus). (This info. by 1 Sept.)
1. Analysis of song involving water—including writer(s); performer(s); date produced and relevance of that historical moment in relation to song; theme(s); emphases. How do the lyrics and the music fit together? (3 pp.)
2. Analysis of art text involving water—including identity of artist, date produced and relevance of that historical moment to art text, plus compositional features that guide the eye of the viewer to prominent and less-prominent elements. (3 pp.)
3. Analysis of motion-picture segment involving water. This might be a film clip, a YouTube posting, or perhaps a camcorder segment that you yourself record. As in nos. 1 and 2, you are responsible for critical analysis. What kind of shots and pacing guide the viewer to particular insights or viewpoints? For what overall purpose or objective by the producer/director/actors? (4 pp.)

4. Analysis of advertisement involving water. What message does the sponsoring company intend to send?  How? What contrary or contradictory messages must be downplayed or excluded in order for the advertisement to succeed?  What is success in terms of the ad? (2-3 pp.)

5. Analysis of TV news report involving water. You are to use the Vanderbilt University Television News Archive, which has digitized much of its holdings since its beginning in 1968.  Your analysis needs to address how the reporter(s) and/or anchor(s) establish authority. What angle or slant is taken in the story? As in #3 above, you need to analyze the camera work and the relation of the narrator to the visual footage. (3-4 pp.)
6. Analysis of  a U.S. lawsuit involving water. (VU Law School librarians can help you.)  Write a profile of the case. What are the issues in dispute? What are the stakes for each side? On what basis was the case decided? (4-5pp.)
7. Description of the water usage of your two imagined personas  who live elsewhere in the United States and elsewhere in the world.  That is, each student will draw by lot a U.S. location and another location on Planet Earth. You will need to write a description of the sources and condition of water available to you in your “other” lives. (5 pp.)

8. Write-up of your special topic (4-5 pp.)

BECAUSE WE MEET ONCE WEEKLY ONLY, IT IS IMPERATIVE THAT YOU ATTEND ALL CLASS SESSIONS.  EXCEPT FOR EMERGENCIES, ABSENCES WILL RESULT IN A GRADE PENALTY.

Required Books and Other Materials
1. Water: Our Thirsty World (a National Geographic special issue, April, 2010) [to be distributed at no charge]

2. CLASSPAK for AMER 294.1 (to be purchased at VU Campus Copy Center) [contains 2009-10 news reports on water controversies in the U.S. and abroad]

3. Photocopied articles on 2011 water-related issues and chapter on water from Infrastructure text. 
4. Charles Bowden, Killing the Hidden Waters (Univ. of Texas Press))

5. John Barry, Rising Tide (Simon & Schuster)

6. Mark Twain, Adventures of Huckleberry Finn (Penguin)

7. Steven Solomon, Water (HarperCollins)
8. John Clift and Amanda Cuthbert, Water (Chelsea Green)

9. Susan Marks, Aqua Shock (Bloomberg)

10. Elizabeth Royte, Bottlemania 
SCHEDULE

August
24: Introduction (and distribution of “water” vocabulary)
    film: When the Levees Broke 
31:  See portfolio “Preface” assignment above. 
     Read CLASSPAK  and Marks, Aqua Shock.

      In addition, locate 5 references to water in the Bible (Old or New Testaments), the Book of Mormon, and/or the Koran and research the meaning of each and be prepared for class discussion. 
       Each student will draw two “persona” identities, one in a U.S. location, the other elsewhere on Planet earth.

        Review Clift and Cuthbert, Water
        Film: Surviving the Dust Bowl
September
7: in Solomon, Water, “Prologue,” Chapters 1, 2, 9-14, 16
14:  “Water” song-art-film presentations

  National Geographic issue: Water: Our Thirsty World.   Discussion of your “persona” identities—about which you have done research for this session of the course. 
21: Bowden, Killing the Hidden Waters  

      “Water” song-art-film presentations (cont’d)

21: Twain, from Roughing It (photocopy handout). Google “Lake Tahoe” for information about its status as recreational site. Then Google: Lake Tahoe Problems. Read PDF “Environmental Problems Facing Lake Tahoe”; select 1 problem and research it further for class discussion.  

Discussion of personas—what additional research has revealed to you
      “Water” song-art-film presentations


Film: Hydraulic Gold Mining
28: Bottlemania
     Photocopy of Infrastructure (on water treatment)

     TAKE-HOME MIDTERM PROJECT ASSIGNED

      Film: Poisoned Waters
October

5:  MIDTERM PROJECT DUE
     VISIT TO NASHVILLE WATER TREATMENT PLANT
12: Film: Blue Gold
19:  Twain, Adventures of Huckleberry Finn
        Film: Gasland
26: Barry, Rising Tide

    Film: Flood of 1927
November
2: Reread Solomon, Water, Chapter 13
     Film: Hoover Dam
9: Film: Flow
16: PORTFOLIOS DUE
30: Presentations
December 
7: revisit Clift and Cuthbert, Water

Film: Chinatown



Vocabulary of and for Water

The following listing offers some common terms relevant to water.  We need to familiarize ourselves with the definitions. The list is not complete, and you are invited to add terms to it as AMER 294 proceeds.

Spring

Fountain

Aquifer

River

Lake

Watershed

Creek

Stream

Ground Water

Reservoir

Dam

Pond

Well(s)

Delta

Canal

Weir

Irrigation

Gray Water

Brackish
