
 

If there is "alien" life on earth, where would we find it? Come spend the semester exploring the 
literature of oceans and deserts, some of the most extreme and unknown corners of the world. 
We will compare the perspectives of writers, biologists, anthropologists, photographers and 
filmmakers who consider oceans and deserts as the closest analogues there are to alien 
environments, as well as those who consider oceans or deserts as home.  Oceans and deserts 
harbor strange organisms in extreme conditions, a theme which we will explore in American 
literature and visual media.  Our readings will range from SF classics like Frank Herbert's 
"Dune," to environmental writing from Rachel Carson and Edward Abbey, as well as other short 
stories and articles.  We will ask, where does life exist, and what strange forms does it take? To 
what extent do oceans and deserts share a fate of alienation, considered "empty" enough to be 
used as wastelands for nuclear waste and other unwanted garbage?  How do different media--
narrative, video, photography, sounding devices--create global and ecological perspectives? 

 

Required Texts: 

20,000 Leagues Under the Sea, Jules Verne 

The Silent World, Jacques Cousteau 

Deep Ocean Journeys, Cindy Lee Van Dover 

Solaris, Stanislaw Lem 

Desert Solitaire, Edward Abbey 

Woman of the Dunes, Kobo Abe 

Dune, Frank Herbert 

*Other assigned articles will be available on blackboard under “Course Documents” 

 

LIT 20: Alien Sands And Seas  
Instructor: Melody Jue, PhD Candidate in Literature 

melody.jue@duke.edu 

FALL 2011, Wednesday/Friday 2:50-4pm, Carr 103 

Office hours: by appointment, Trinity Cafe (East) or Von Der Hayden 
Cafe (West) 

 



Course Requirements:   

Class participation: (10%) 
Weekly reading questions/responses: (10%)  
Essay #1 (7 pg): (20%) 
Essay #2 (7 pg): (20%)  
Essay #3 (7 pg): (20%)  
Midterm #1: (10%) 
Midterm #2: (10%) 

 

Attendance Policy: THREE unexcused absences.  Subsequent absences will each result in a 
1/10 deduction from the student’s class participation grade; however, absences can be made up 
by completing a makeup assignment in consultation with the instructor.  

Class Participation: Grade based on student attendance and participation during class. 

Weekly Reading Questions:  This assignment has two parts: ask a question, and answer a 
classmate’s question.  Questions should be posted on Blackboard under “discussion board.”  One 
question on the readings DUE on or before each TUESDAY. Your response to a classmate’s 
question is DUE on or before each THURSDAY.   The purpose of this assignment is to give you 
practice asking the kind of questions that could potentially turn into essay topics.  

Essays: All papers must be typed in 12-pt font (times, or times new roman) with 1” margins on 
all sides, with papers neatly stapled together. All essays are due at the beginning of class on the 
day they are due.  Late papers will receive a full grade deduction for each day they are late, 
unless special circumstances apply. 

Revisions: Students will revise each essay based on instructor’s written comments and 
suggestions. Students can earn up to a full grade for their revisions (for example, a “B-” essay 
can turn into an “A-” essay). 

Final Paper: Students can choose to focus on the ocean, desert, or both. Students must reference 
at least THREE outside textual sources in their final papers.  

Academic Integrity: Be warned: your instructor is earning a PhD in literary analysis and she 
will know if you plagiarize any of your work.  Students must abide by the Duke University honor 
code. Please visit: http://integrity.duke.edu/ugrad/iindex.html where you can find detailed 
descriptions of the code. 

Avoiding Plagiarism: http://library.duke.edu/research/plagiarism/ 

Citing Sources: http://library.duke.edu/research/citing/, 
http://library.duke.edu/research/plagiarism/cite/index.html 

The Writing Studio:  

This is an excellent resource where you can work with writing tutors: 
http://uwp.duke.edu/wstudio/  



Class Schedule: 

 
 

Date Text Assignment 
31-Aug Class intro  

2-Sep Rachel Carson (excerpts) PDF   

 
 
Oceans  

7-Sep 20,000 Leagues p. 1-193  
9-Sep 20,000 Leagues p. 194- 300  

14-Sep 20,000 Leagues p. 300-end & Helmreich PDF  
16-Sep Van Dover, “Deep Sea Journeys”  
21-Sep (film) Blue Planet: Deep Seas  
23-Sep (film) Painleve: Science is Fiction Paper #1 due 
28-Sep The Silent World & Cousteau Films  
30-Sep The Silent World   

5-Oct James Blish, “Surface Tension” PDF    
7-Oct Solaris  

12-Oct Solaris  
14-Oct Solaris & review  
19-Oct -- MIDTERM EXAM 

 
 
Deserts  

21-Oct Austin, Leopold (PDF)  
26-Oct Desert Solitaire  
28-Oct Desert Solitaire  
2-Nov (film) Sleepdealer Paper #2 due 
4-Nov (film) Sleepdealer  
9-Nov Woman of the Dunes  

11-Nov Woman of the Dunes  
16-Nov Dune  
18-Nov Dune  
23-Nov THANKSGIVING  
25-Nov THANKSGIVING  
30-Nov Dune  

2-Dec  Dune Paper #3 Due 
7-Dec (review)  
9-Dec -- MIDTERM #2 

   
   
     14-Dec  Paper #3 Revisions Due 
   

 


