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SESSION	THREE—LOCAL/GLOBAL—READINGS		
	

Disposable America (Alexis C. Madrigal) 

https://www.theatlantic.com/technology/archive/2018/06/disposable-america/563204/ 

 

Waste Land, Promised Land (Kimberly Meyer) 

https://orionmagazine.org/article/waste-land-promised-land/ 

 

Dark Science (Omar Mouallem) 

https://hazlitt.net/feature/dark-science 

 

What’s Left Behind (Kea Krause) 

https://believermag.com/whats-left-behind/ 

 

Back to the Land (Chelsea Biondolillo) 

https://orionmagazine.org/article/back-land/ 

 

This Once-Proud Land was Mayan: The Downside of Going Places (James McEnteer) 

https://wildculture.com/article/once-proud-land-was-mayan-downside-going-places/1718 

 

_____________________________________________________________________ 

 

In "Disposable America", Alexis C. Madrigal explores the development of modern capitalism in America through 

the history of the straw. He anticipates that the reader will be skeptical of the scope of this project, but he 

establishes that straws are an effective lens for portraying the political climate early in his essay. He does this in his 

second paragraph, which is a summary of the current debate surrounding the use of plastic straws. Plastic straws 

have been identified as a major contributor to the Great Pacific Garbage Patch—a 1.6 million square kilometer 

mass of floating garbage in the Pacific Ocean—and in response, some municipalities have begun to restrict their use. 

I entered this piece aware of the current controversy surrounding the use of plastic straws, but unaware of their 

history. I was especially surprised to discover that originally, disposable straws were an essential part of the solution 
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to the public health crisis that arose from crowded, unsanitary urban living. It was interesting to learn that a modern 

global problem was at one time the solution to a past American crisis. Although "Disposable America" is a dense 

read, it serves as an example of the way that literary journalism can use the investigation of one narrow subject to 

make conclusions about a much broader topic, and this essay is a good model for how an author can establish 

credibility with their audience. It also serves as an example of how even the author of a serious essay can engage 

their reader through the use of humor. 

In "Waste Land, Promised Land", author Kimberly Meyer uses the story of Constant Ngouala, a Congolese refugee, 

to explore the larger narrative of the hurricane relief effort in Houston and the current political climate surrounding 

refugees in the United States. At times, Meyer takes artistic liberty to directly translate the thoughts of her subjects, a 

narrative device more commonly associated with fiction or more personal forms of nonfiction like memoir (see 

paragraph 10 for an example of this). 

Meyer cannot actually know what Constant or his daughter Gerlanie are thinking, of course—they are real people, 

not characters in a piece of fiction, but rather than say something like "Gerlanie mentions that she worries about her 

father being lonely," Meyer chooses to completely strip herself out of this particular scene by presenting their words 

as thoughts. This does not read like an interview; instead, the reader is presented with the unmediated internal 

landscape of Constant and Gerlanie's emotions. This creative license allows Meyer to show a much more intimate 

portrayal of her subjects. By distancing herself from the narrative, Meyer brings the reader and her subjects closer to 

each other. 

Unlike our first two readings, where the authors maintain rigorous distance between themselves and the narratives 

they are writing, Omar Mouallem injects himself into "Dark Science" from the beginning. He is present, both in the 

moment—physically, on that mountaintop—and through the context he provides about his own past, living out in 

the countryside, where everyone could see the stars. Here, we are introduced to a new creative nonfiction tool: 

explicitly including yourself on the page as a vital part of the story. Done well, as it is here, this can serve as an 

effective entry point for your reader. It is easy to imagine this piece striped of the author's presence and personality; 

such a piece would be just as informative, but I'm glad that is not the essay Mouallem chose to write. 

In "What's Left Behind", we see a new narrative tool that yields similar results: in this essay, Kea Krause uses the 

second person ("you") to compress the distance between not just reader and subject, but reader and writer. For 

example, Krause writes, "For years, as you approached Butte along I-90, all-you-can-eat-buffet-style billboards 

recommended the bizarre detour of the Berkeley Pit . . ." This is her own history, but she is sharing it so generously 

that at times in her narration, we are her. It's a very intimate way of writing, and it has the potential to make the 

reader extremely emotionally engaged. 

The short length of flash nonfiction generally lends itself best to personal essays and memoir, but "Back to the 

Land" is somewhat unique in that the author does not make herself the subject of this piece. Biondolillo puts herself 
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in scene—she is physically present in the essay—but the reader is given no explicit information about who she is 

and what compelled her to visit the Texas State Forensic Anthropology Research Facility. Here, that old adage "less 

is more" rings true. Death is such a heavy subject matter that it's easy for any treatment of it to seem overwrought 

or melodramatic. By stripping the emotion from her narration, Biondolillo allows the reader to feel the shocking 

disconnect of witnessing what was once people, now transmuted to meat and bone. 

"This Once-Proud Land Was Mayan: The Downside of Going Places" is an excellent model for writing didactic 

creative nonfiction—nonfiction with the hope of teaching the reader a lesson. Readers are resistant to anything 

"preachy" or heavy-handed, and here, McEnteer begins by providing historical context that is at a far remove from 

the modern reader, then circles in on more contemporary concerns. This round-about method allows the reader to 

not feel immediately attacked and therefore disengage. Instead, we feel the full weight of the historical violence 

visited upon the Maya, and see how the modern treatment of their legacy echoes that injustice. 

 

	


