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German 30112—Fall 2017 
Germany and the Environment 
Professor Tobias Boes, tboes@nd.edu 
MW 3:30-4:45, DeBartolo 206 
Office Hours M 12:30-2:00, W 10:00-11:00, Decio 302 
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
Germany is globally recognized as a leader in the fields of renewable energy, sustainable 
development, and environmental protection. But how did this come about? In this course, we 
will examine the roles that culture and history play in shaping human attitudes towards the 
environment. Our case studies will range over two centuries, from damming projects in the 
Rhine valley at the start of the nineteenth century to the Chernobyl nuclear disaster at the end of 
the twentieth. We will examine novels, films, and philosophical essays alongside works by 
leading environmental historians. Over the course of the semester, students will develop a richer 
understanding of German environmentalism that also includes an awareness of its dark sides, 
such as the role that nature conservancy played within Nazi ideology. 
 
Our course will oscillate back and forth between primary texts (literary works, essays by 
naturalists, as well as philosophical treatises from 1800 to the present), and secondary sources 
(mostly contemporary works of environmental history). Throughout the semester, we will also 
make direct connections between the cultural formations that we discuss and contemporary 
environmental developments in Germany. Thus, when we study the cultivation of the Oderbruch 
river valley in Eastern Germany during the late eighteenth century, we will also engage with the 
cataclysmic flood that transformed the region in 1997. When we look at nineteenth-century 
struggles against the forces of wind and water along the North Sea Coast, we will also discuss 
contemporary wind farms. And when we look at Chernobyl and Fukushima, we will talk about 
the possible futures for German energy policy. 
 
The course is aimed at humanities and science majors alike, and presupposes no prior training in 
historical, literary, or cultural analysis. We will develop these skills through a series of targeted 
exercises and writing assignments of increasing length and difficulty. The course counts for the 
University Literature Requirement, as well as the Energy Studies, Sustainability Studies SUS3, 
and European Studies attributes. 
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Required Texts (please note editions. Alternate editions/translations are not acceptable): 
 
David Blackbourn, The Conquest of Nature (W. W. Norton, 978-0393329995) 
Theodor Storm, The Rider on the White Horse (NYRB Books, 978-1590173015) 
Ilija Trojanow, The Lamentations of Zeno (Verso, 978-1784782191) 
Christa Wolf: Accident: A Day’s News (Phoenix Boos, 978-0226905068) 
 
Available for purchase as eBook in Amazon Kindle store and similar outlets: 
Joseph von Eichendorff, Memoirs of a Good-for-Nothing (Alma Classics, 978-1847494511) 
 
 
Recommended: 
 
Frank Uekötter, The Greenest Nation? A New History of German Environmentalism (MIT Press, 
978-0262027328) 
 
 
Many additional readings will be made available via the Library Eletronic Reserve System. 
 
Objectives 
 
By the end of the course, you will be able to: 
 
• Identify distinctively German attitudes towards the environment, and explain how they 

manifest themselves in contemporary culture and policy 
• Situate these attitudes in a historical context reaching back at least two centuries 
• Critically interpret literary and filmic texts that have an environmental content 
• Analyze works of environmental history, identifying both their mode of argument and 

possible blind spots 
• Relate environmentalism to other core concerns of human wellbeing, such as international 

peace, racial equality, and feminism 
 
 
Requirements and Grading: 
 
The requirements for this course are as follows: 
 

• Regular attendance and active participation in class discussions (20%) 
• Three 1-2 page writing assignments (6, 6, and 8%) 
• Two 6-9 page papers (20% each) 
• Final exam (20%) 

 
You are allowed up to two unexcused absences. After this, your final grade for the course will 
decrease by one step for each absence (i.e. from an A to an A-, etc.). In accordance with Notre 
Dame policy, a note from the Health Center doesn’t necessarily excuse an absence. 
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Plagiarism and Academic Honesty: 
The Department of German and Russian Languages and Literatures takes the University 
Academic Code of Honor very seriously.  It is expected that all of the written work that you 
submit, as well as the ideas expressed therein, are your own.  You may find further information 
on Notre Dame’s honor code at the following web site: 
http://www.nd.edu/~hnrcode/.  Evidence of intentional plagiarism will result in the appropriate 
punishment, up to and including course failure. 
 
 
Technology Snafu Warning: 
Like any modern college class, our course relies heavily on access to computers. At some point 
during the semester you will almost certainly have a problem with technology: your laptop will 
crash, a file will become corrupted, a server will go down, or something else will occur. These 
are facts of life, not emergencies. Technology problems will not be accepted as excuses for 
unfinished work. Count on “stuff” happening and protect yourself by doing the following: 
 
• Plan ahead – start early, particularly if scarce resources are required 
• Save work often – at least every ten minutes 
• Make regular backups of files in a different location from the originals 
• Save drafts of work at multiple stages 
• Practice safe computing when surfing the web and checking email 
• On your personal computer, install and use software to control viruses and malware 
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Course Schedule 
 
I. Introduction: Germany and the Devil’s Pact 
 
Aug. 23 Introduction to course 
(1) 
 
Aug. 28  David Blackbourn, “Introduction,” and “Conquests from Barbarism” 
(2)   (sections “A Wilderness of Water and Marsh,” “Fields of Joy and 
   Abundance,” and “Paradise Lost” are required, the rest optional) from 
   The Conquest of Nature: Water, Landscape, and the Making of Modern 
   Germany 
 
Aug. 30  Goethe, Faust I, scenes 1-4 (1808) 
(3) 
 
Sept. 4   Goethe, Faust II, Act V (1832) 
(4)   (1808-32) 
    
 
Friday, Sept. 6: Writing Exercise #1 due: close reading of a passage from Faust 
 
II. German Landscapes: Forests, Rivers, Mountains 
 
Sept. 6 David Blackbourn, “The Man Who Tamed the Wild Rhine,” from 
(5) The Conquest of Nature 
 
Sept. 11  Joseph von Eichendorff, Memoirs of a Good for Nothing (1823) 
(6) 
 
Sept. 13  Joseph von Eichendorff, Memoirs of a Good for Nothing (continued) 
(7)    
 
Sept. 18  Ludwig Tieck, “Rune Mountain” (1804) 
(8) 
 
Sept. 20  Caspar David Friedrich, “Wanderer above the Sea of Clouds” (1818) 
(9)   Texts on the Mountain Sublime 
 
Friday, Sept. 22: Writing exercise #2 due: close reading of a passage from Eichendorff 
 
III. From Romanticism to Empire 
 
Sept. 25  Alexander von Humboldt, “Ideas for a Physiognomy of Plants” and 
(10)   “The Nocturnal Life of Animals in the Primeval Forest” from Views 
   of Nature (1808) 
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Sept. 27  Alexander von Humboldt, “Introduction” from Volume I of Cosmos 
(11)   (1845) 
 
Oct. 2   David Blackbourn, “Dam Building and Modern Times” from 
(12)   The Conquest of Nature 
 
Oct. 4   Theodor Storm, The Rider on the White Horse (1888) 
(13) 
 
Oct. 9   Guest lecture by Prof. Simon Richter, University of Pennsylvania 
(14)   First Larger Paper due 
 
Oct. 11   Continued discussion of Storm, “The Rider on the White Horse” 
(15) 
 
[Fall Break] 
 
IV. The Green and the Brown 
 
Oct. 23   Frank Uekötter, Chapters 1+2 of The Greenest Nation: A New History 
(16)   of German Environmentalism 
 
Oct. 25   Thomas Lekan, “From Landscape to Lebensraum: Race and Environment 
(17)   under Nazism,” from Imagining the Nation in Nature 
 
Oct. 30   David Blackbourn, “Race and Reclamation” from The Conquest of Nature 
(18) 
 
Nov. 1   Bernhard Grzimek, Serengeti Shall Not Die 
(19)   Guest lecture by Prof. Jan Shetler, Goshen College 
 
Friday, Nov. 3: Writing exercise #3 due: comparison of three historians 
 
V. From the Economic Miracle to Chernobyl 
 
Nov. 6   Frank Uekötter, Chapter 3 of The Greenest Nation 
(20)    
 
Nov. 8   Hans Jonas: “The Altered Nature of Human Action” from 
(21)   The Imperative of Responsibility (1979) 
 
Nov. 13  Petra Kelly: Selected essays 1980-1992: “The System is Bankrupt,” 
(22)   “The Greens and Parliament,” “Women and Power,” “Thinking Green!” 
   “Nonviolent Social Defense,” “Open Letter to Pope John Paul II” 
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Nov. 15  Christa Wolf: Accident: A Day’s News (1987) 
(23) 
 
Nov. 20  Christa Wolf: Accident: A Day’s News (1987) 
(24) 
 
[Thanksgiving] 
 
VI. Germany in the Age of Global Climate Change 
 
Nov. 27  Frank Uekötter, Chapters 4+5 of The Greenest Nation 
 
Nov. 29  Doris Dörrie, Fukushima Mon Amour (2016) 
   Second Larger Paper Due 
 
Dec. 4   Ilija Trojanow, The Lamentations of Zeno (2011) 
 
Dec. 6   Ilija Trojanow, The Lamentations of Zeno (2011) 
 
Dec. 14  Final Exam from 4:15-6:15 pm 

	


