John Garcia
Thesis Proposal
The Uses of Sight in Nature Writing
Sight plays a primary role in the negotiation between humans and the natural
world. That is to say, the “how” of the way we see things is intimately tied to both the
epistemology of the object viewed as well as the subjectivity of the voyeur. Just as sight

is a historically determined marker of both mind and self, so is our collective modernist

framework of the term “nature” predicated upon a legacy of gazes that Michel Foucault

in The Order of Things ties to Linnaean botany. Based upon scientific practices that
privilege sight not for the possibility of discovery but for the recognition of pre-
established forms and classifications, the eye is governed by the fundamental codes of
culture that serve to color our view of the world while forming our perceptions of nature.
The focus of my project is to examine the way that sight shapes the representation
of the landscape and of nature in two landmark texts of American nature writing: Annie

Dillard’s Pilgrim at Tinker Creek and Loren Eiseley’s The Undiscovered Country.

Starting with the phrase, the uses of sight, I intend to examine how these authors
rhetorically explore vision in terms of ways of knowing and subjectivity. As such, my
project is an ecocritical exploration of how sight functions within nature writing.
Chapter One will introduce my topic and situate it within the theoretical
perspective of ecocriticism, which is concerned with the representation of nature in
literature. Of special interest is what William Howarth identifies in “Some Principles of
Ecocriticism” as the methodological emphasis on deixis, the ability of language to point
to and locate specific entities in “space, time, and social context,” which is pertinent in

that both deictic language and textual representations of sight point towards objects
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within the text (80). Howarth sees a close tie between language and the study of nature;
similarly, two major works of ecocriticism situate environmental literature as a challenge

to perception: Lawrence Buell’s The Environmental Imagination and Scott Slovic’s

Seeking Awareness in American Nature Writing. My contribution to this conversation is

to position sight as a key component of perception, one that plays an important role in the

experience of nature as well as in its representation. As such, my introduction will also

consider philosopher David Abram’s The Spell of the Sensuous, in which he identifies a
phenomenological tension between scientific discourse and the subjective experience of
being-in and seeing nature.

Chapter Two begins my theoretical discussion of sight using Richard Rorty’s

Philosophy and the Mirror of Nature, Foucault’s The Order of Things, and James

Krasner’s The Entangled Eye. The goal is to establish how these texts point towards a
foundational bias towards the ocular metaphor in Western science and philosophy, nature
writing being an heir to this tradition from its roots in botany and natural history. From
Foucault’s discussion of Linnaeus to Krasner’s study of sight in Charles Darwin’s
scientific prose, a pattern emerges that shares the importance of the eye to early nature
writers such as Emerson and Thoreau.

Chapter Three continues this discussion of scientific discourse and nature writing
by examining the problems first posed by Martin Heidegger in “The Question
Concerning Technology.” How does our technologically-minded culture see and
construct nature? Feminist theorist Donna Haraway confronts this problem in her study of

primatology, Primate Visions; significantly, both Haraway and Heidegger are important

theoretical inspirations for ecocritical works such as Gretchen Legler’s article, “‘I Am a
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Transparent Eyeball’: The Politics of Vision in American Nature Writing,” which
discusses the technologies of sight in relation to Annie Dillard’s prose.

Chapter Four takes a comparative approach to the nature writing of Eiseley and
Dillard in order to demonstrate how sight mediates between language and culture for
these two writers. Questions | am interested in: How does Eiseley’s “scientific eye”
contrast with Dillard’s? In what way is sight represented in the texts while navigating the
competing discourses of love and knowledge? In what way does sight figure into an
interiorized landscape, a “nature” imbedded in the writer’s mind through the use of the
ocular metaphor? Are Eiseley and Dillard uniquely prejudiced towards sight, or is their
preference indicative of a larger generic tendency?

In his essay “The Star Thrower,” Eiseley’s metaphor of himself as a skeletal
“desiccated skull” plagued by a relentless inner eye becomes an allegorical
representation of the hidden costs of the scientific gaze, a discursive lens that strips life
from the world (68). Like Dillard, he negotiates the antagonistic themes of love and
science through a myriad of perspectives and gazes. Additionally, Eiseley uses sight as a
metaphor for an interiorized landscape, a mirror world of nature that bridges the historical
gaps of human development through the atavistic vestiges of primitive man which remain
lodged within the subconscious of the modern individual. Therefore, Eiseley’s use of the
ocular metaphor demonstrates how sigh operates on many meaningful levels in nature
writing.

For Dillard, seeing is both an expression of Emersonian love for the hidden
delights in nature and a subjective manifestation of discursive scientific practices; in

other words, her project of seeing navigates between a dialectic of unexpected
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discoveries and scientific reaffirmations. In Pilgrim at Tinker Creek, her quasi-religious

exploration of nature becomes a task of seeing that is inextricably linked to language.
“Seeing is of course very much a matter of verbalization,” she states —a pair of analogous
processes that are very much determined by the social construction of what it means to
see, to speak, and to know (33).

Chapter Five draws from ecocritical composition theory and shows how the
activity of seeing plays a critical role in the discourses that order and construct our
knowledge of nature and of writing. As composition theorist Randall Roorda argues,
nature writing sits between the literary and the expository in a way that makes the genre
critical to understanding the relationship between rhetorics and subjectivity. The product
of these discourses, writing, and its subject, nature, are both entrenched in the challenge

to see actively and perceptively.
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scholarship.
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and like David Abram’s dialectic of sight, Reimer notes how Dillard sustains
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