The Nature of College:
College Students, Consumer Culture and the Environment

Waking Up to Nature
The first chapter focuses on the rituals of waking up. It begins with alarm clocks and the nature

of time, showing how different cultural conceptions of time set us in different relationships with
nature. Then it examines the purging and purification rituals of college students. It responds to

the call of nature, and considers what exactly happens when “shit happens.” And finally it looks
at the nature of cleanliness, considering the ecological impacts of a morning shower

The Nature of Stuff
U Joe and Jo College wake up in rooms that are crammed with stuff. College dorm rooms and

apartments are furnished with beds and desks and dressers and lamps, but they often include
futons, lounge chairs, couches, and carpets. Electronic and electrical devices abound—TVs,
stereos, computers, game consoles, refrigerators, clocks, phones, and iPods. Snacks and Easy
Mac and ramen noodles are stacked on other shelves, complemented by drinks in the refrigerator.
Athletic gear—balls and gloves and a Frisbee—waits for the afternoon. The walls are papered
with posters, artwork, photos and other assorted images. All this stuff is common sense, and it’s
how we do materialism in college. But it’s not the only possibility—we could consider an
ecological materialism that would treat materials more carefully.

The Nature of Clothes’

It focuses, especially on clothes, which are a cultural way of using nature to cover human nature.
Probing the social construction of clothes, it looks at the lenses we use for making sense of
clothes, and on the ways that our cultural perceptions hide the nature of clothes. It traces the
environmental impacts of blue jeans, T-shirts and athletic shoes. And then it does the laundry,
considering how this chore embodies our values and attitudes toward the natural world.

The Nature of Food
Food is nature converted to culture by preparation and presentation. In this chapter, we tour the

college cafeteria, looking first at how students experience the food choices they encounter, and
then at the meanings—cultural and natural-—of those choices. We’ll explore the nature of food,
and the food chain for a few of our favorite foods, to see how we get chained to environmental
and social practices we might not find so digestible. We’ll look at the cultural patterns of
cafeteria eating, and at the cultural work that’s performed in the cafeteria. Forks and knives and
spoons are agricultural implements, and when we consume cafeteria food, we help to produce a
food system with environmental effects that literally change the world. All along, we’ll be facing
up to the moral ecology of feeding our faces. Finally, we’ll consider the possibilities of eating as
if nature mattered—how we might feed our faces without facing all the harmful environmental
impacts that implicate us now.

The Nature of Screens
Today’s college students are people who have been socialized in a world of screens. They watch

TV and play video games. They “google” to surf the internet, downloading music and sharing
clips from YouTube. They send countless e-mails, and check in on Facebook. As a result, they
average more screen time than “green time”—more than six hours a day. To these “screenagers,”
electronics are virtually as natural as nature. So, in this chapter, we look at the visions of nature
that they derive from television, movies, computers, video games and cell phones, considering the
ways that e-mail, IM, iPods, and other audiovisual technologies keep them connected—but often
screened from the natural world.




The Nature of Cars

There aren’t many cars in college classrooms, and most colleges and universities don’t teach
driver’s education or automotive repair. But cars drive a lot of the environmental and cultural
patterns at America’s institutions of higher education. As we institutionalize the benefits of
liberal education, we also institutionalize the costs and benefits of cars. As we celebrate the life
of the mind, we’re usually not mindful of the vehicles parked and passing outside our classrooms.
They’re almost part of the landscape. So this chapter looks at the nature of cars, asking why we
drive on and off campus, and what driving means to us—individually, socially and ecologically.

The Nature of Fun

College students always say that they work hard and play hard. Some of them do. But many
students work harder at recreational play than they do at intellectual play. Like other Americans,
they chant their culture’s one interdenominational prayer: “Thank God it’s Friday.” In this
chapter, therefore, we consider the nature of parties, the nature of beer and other intoxicants, and
the pleasures of sex. In the process, we explore the cultural work—and environmental impacts—
of fun, as well as the deeper possibilities of fulfillment—on college campuses and in American
life.

The Nature of Sex

In this chapter, therefore, we’ll look at the moral ecology of sex on campus. We’ll examine the
nature of sex. We’ll consider the environmental dimensions of romantic love. And we’ll
counterpoint the common sense of college with some examples of uncommon sense in love and
relationships, including the extensive pleasures of love.

The Spirit of Nature and Vice Versa

You would never know it by reading newspapers and magazines, or by watching movies about
college life from Animal House to Van Wilder to Old School, but most college students have a
spiritual life. Many of them practice their religion faithfully on campus, and others affiliate not
with denominations but with a more generic spirituality. Even the campus agnostics ask cosmic
questions: What are people for? What am I good at? What am I good for? What in the world is
" my education good for? And how is my education good for the world? In this chapter, we
consider the relationship of the natural world to the supernatural world, the spiritual dimensions of
ecological issues. We look at the nature of this spiritual life, and consider its environmental
implications, including the possibility that religion is a natural resource for environmentalism.

The Nature of Politics .

As we’ll see in earlier chapters, many of the environmental choices of college students (and
colleges) are constrained by politics and policy. This chapter looks at common conceptions of
politics, at the meanings of the common phrase, “I’m not political,” and at the politics of culture
on campus and in American society. It examines the difference between “sitizenship”—the act of
sitting around and bitching about politics—and citizenship—the activism that makes politics
productive. Reviewing the politics of nature in America, it shows how a politics of practical
idealism might be possible.

Conclusion: The Real World and the Nature of Hope

After graduation, students think, they enter the real world. This is false—they’ve been in the real
world all along, and they’ve missed a lot of opportunities by thinking otherwise. This last chapter
explores the nature of the real world, and offers readers natural (and cultural) resources for
changing the real world, both on campus and elsewhere.




The Nature of Education

Think about the kind of world you want to live and work in. What do you need to know to help build that
world? Demand that your teachers teach you that. ‘
Paul Goodman

All education is environmental education.
David Orr

No problem can be solved from the same consciousness that created it. We have to learn fo see the world

anew,
Albert Einstein

Ecological design requires the ability to comprehend patterns that connect, which means getting beyond
the boxes we call disciplines to see things in their ecological context. It requires, in other words, a

“liberal education.
David Orr

I want my students to keep asking the difficult, perennial questions. But when they ask if there is hope for
the future, I want them to be able to answer Yes, with confidence in their own powers, with complex
knowledge of the world, with eagerness for the healing work they may do.

Scott Russell Sanders -

The time and expense of higher education is most often excused on the grounds that it increases lifetime

earnings, a crude but useful measure of the amount of carbon the scholar is able to redistribute from the
earth’s crust to the atmosphere. It is somewhat rarer for education to be extolled on the grounds that it

reduces the graduates’ impact on the biosphere or because it hones their skills in living simply.

David Orr, Earth in Mind

Meaning, like the sacred, is present if you look for it, but absent if you do not.
Alison Deming, Writing the Sacred into the Real

A genuinely liberal education will produce whole persons with intellectual breadth, able to think at right
angles to their major field, practical persons to act competently,; and persons of deep commitment, willing
to roll up their sleeves and join the struggle to build a humane and sustainable world.

David Orr, Earth in Mind

Wonder is our erotic affiliation with all of life.
Stephanie Mills, Epicurean Simplicity

The plain fact is that the planet does not need more successful people. But is does desperately need more
peacemakers, healers, vestorers, storytellers, and lovers of every kind. It needs people who live well in
their places. It needs people of moral courage willing to join the fight to make the world more habitable
and humane. And these qualities have little to do with success as our culture defined it.

David Orr

If God had wanted us to live sustainably, She would have given us brains.
Jim Farrell




The Nature of Hope

The very least you can do in your life is to figure out what you hope for. And the most you can do is
live inside that hope. What Iwant is so simple I almost can't say it: elementary kindness. Enough
to eat, enough to go around. The possibility that kids might one day grow up to be neither the
destroyers nor the destroyed.

Barbara Kingsolver, Animal Dreams

T'want my students to keep asking the difficult, perennial questions. But when they ask if there is
hope for the future, I want them to be able to answer Yes, with confidence in their own powers,
with complex knowledge of the world, with eagerness for the healing work they may do.

Scott Russell Sanders

Either we have hope within us or we don't; it is a dimension of the soul, and it's not essentially
dependent on some particular observation of the world or estimate of the situation. Hope is not
prognostication. It is an orientation of the spirit, an orientation of the heart; it transcends the
world that is immediately experienced, and is anchored somewhere beyond its horizons. . ..
Hope, in this deep and powerful sense, is not the same as joy that things are going well, or
willingness to invest in enterprises that are obviously headed for early success, but, rather, an
ability to work for something because it is good, not just because it stands a chance to succeed.
The more unpropitious the situation in which we demonstrate hope, the deeper that hope is.
Hope is definitely not the same thing as optimism. It is not the conviction that something will
turn out well, but the certainty that something makes sense, regardless of how it turns out. In
short, I think that the deepest and most important form of hope, the only one that can keep us
above water and urge us to good works, and the only true source of the breathtaking dimension
of the human spirit and its efforts, is something we get, as it were, from "elsewhere." It is also
this hope, above all, which gives us the strength to live and continually to try new things, even in
conditions that seem as hopeless as ours do, here and now.

Vaclav Havel, Disturbing the Peace

Whatever its source, Creation is a marvelous feat of generosity, an exuberant outpouring. I see
that outpouring in Ruth's face, in the wren pecking for bugs on my windowsill, in the October
rain bringing down yellow leaves from the tulip tree in our front yard, in the pumpkin glowing
orange in our neighbor's porch. The outpouring never ceases, but only changes form. We honor
this continuing gift by our own acts of charity and compassion. We honor the Creator by
cherishing every parcel of Creation, especially those living things that share the planet with us,
the beetles and bison, the black-footed ferrets and black-eyed Susans. . . . The price of hope, in
other words, is responsibility.

Scott Russell Sanders, Hunting for Hope

The nature of hope is human nature learning to be more human by being more natural. The
nature of hope is that nature’s consciousness and nature’s conscience, which is us, applies our
education and our ethics and our aesthetics to the good work of making ourselves at home in
creation.

Jim Farrell
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