
GEOG/HIST 377 
Environmental History 
Simon Fraser University 

Fall 2023 
 

 
 

Lectures: Wednesdays 9:30 am–12:20 pm, AQ 5037  
Tutorials: Wednesdays 1:30–2:20 pm (D101), AQ 5008 and 2:30–3:20 pm (D102), AQ 5036 

Canvas website: https://canvas.sfu.ca/courses/79725  
 

Instructor: Dr Tina Adcock (she/her) 
Office hours: Fridays 10:00–11:00 am or by appointment, AQ 6236/Zoom 

 
Course description 
We live, it has been said, in a country with too much geography and not enough history. Yet no 
corner of what is presently Canada remains pristine, or untouched by people. Even the most 
remote places bear traces of human activity throughout time. This course explores the geography 
and history of northern North America through the lens of environmental history, an 
interdisciplinary field that studies the reciprocal relationships between humans and the non-human 
world in the past. 
 
Throughout the semester, we will consider three overarching questions: 

• How have non-human actors (plants, animals, microbes) and factors (topography, climate) 
shaped human affairs in the northern half of North America? 

• How have different Indigenous and settler communities understood and represented 
northern North American environments through science and art? 

• How and why have people in what is presently Canada made changes, both accidental and 
deliberate, in the lands around them—and with what consequences? 
 

We’ll also discuss some historiographical and methodological issues central to the field. These will 
include the relationship between environmental history and environmental activism, the 
unfortunate tendency of environmental history to depress rather than inspire its readers, and the 
possibility of writing critical, but “hopeful” environmental histories instead.  
 
Course-level educational goals 
By the end of this course, you will be able to: 

https://canvas.sfu.ca/courses/79725
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• Assess how human and non-human actors and factors have altered northern North 
America’s environments over time, and with what consequences 

• Analyze how social and cultural interpretations of northern North American environments 
have changed over time, and situate these in appropriate historical and cultural contexts 

• Discuss key historiographical and methodological issues in the field of environmental history 
with reference to course content 

• Practice and hone the skills of interpreting, evaluating, and synthesizing primary and 
secondary sources in various formats. 

 
How to address/contact Dr Adcock 
In all the undergraduate courses I teach, I prefer to be addressed as Dr Adcock or Professor Adcock. 
Since this is an upper-level course, however, you can use my first name (Tina) if you wish. 
 
I aim to respond to emails within 48 hours, except on weekends and holidays. You can email me 
at tina.adcock@sfu.ca. 
 
This semester, I’ll hold drop-in student office hours on Fridays from 10:00–11:00 am. If you are 
unable to attend in person, please let me know and we can speak via Zoom. A link to my personal 
meeting room on Zoom is available on the course’s Canvas homepage; you may also join it directly 
from the Zoom application with meeting ID: 495 422 7039 and passcode: 623662. You will be in a 
waiting room when you join. Once I’m ready, I’ll add you to the room, where we can communicate 
using video, audio, and/or chat as you prefer. 
 
If you are unable to attend the scheduled student office hour, please contact me to set up an 
alternative time and date to meet. Meetings by appointment will generally take place on Zoom. 
 
Course structure 
Your regular weekly work for this course will consist of three tasks: 

• reading assigned material prior to each Wednesday’s meeting; 

• attending and participating in a synchronous, in-person lecture on Wednesday from 9:30 am 
to 12:20 pm, or reviewing the lecture script and slides posted after our meeting if you are 
unable to attend 

• attending and participating in a synchronous, in-person tutorial on Wednesday afternoon, to 
which you should bring copies of assigned material. PDFs on a laptop or tablet are fine. 
 

Course materials 
There are no required texts for this course. All course materials are available on or linked to from 
the course’s Canvas website in the “Readings” page under each week’s module. 
 
Course evaluation: an overview 
Your final grade will be determined as follows: 

Participation    15% 
Ecological imperialism assignment 20% 
Place “biography”   32.5% 

mailto:tina.adcock@sfu.ca
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Final exam    32.5% 
 
Course evaluation: participation 
We all come to this course via different paths. In lectures and especially in tutorials, you’ll have the 
opportunity to think and talk about how the historical case studies we encounter resemble, or 
depart from your own experiences of this country, its environments, and its human and non-human 
actors. You’ll also be able to bring to our discussions relevant material you’ve encountered in other 
courses or beyond the classroom. What we learn from each other enriches our collective 
explorations in and engagements with the environmental history of what is currently Canada. 
Connecting with each other on a weekly basis will, I hope, also help reduce the burnout, stress, and 
general overwhelm that seem endemic to these post-pandemic times.  
 
I ask that you approach our work together with patience, generosity, and respect for each other. 
These qualities are important at the best of times; they matter all the more after three years of a 
pandemic. We are all coming to this course with different responsibilities, needs, challenges, and 
circumstances that affect our ability to participate, in ways that are often not obvious to others. I 
hope that we can create a space for communal work and growth from which we all derive social 
and intellectual benefit, and to which we all feel comfortable contributing on a regular basis. 
 
Toward this end: 

• Please feel free to use laptops, tablets, and cell phones to store assigned readings, take 
notes, look up things, and so on during our meetings. Please also refrain from using such 
devices for non-course-related activities during our meetings. 

• Wearing masks on campus is not required at the time of writing, but you are very welcome 
to wear masks in lectures and/or tutorials nonetheless.  

 
General policies regarding participation 
Attendance will be taken in tutorials, but not in lectures. You can miss one tutorial without notice or 
explanation, and without penalty.  
 
If you have to miss more than one tutorial, please let me know. It may be possible to excuse further 
absences on medical or compassionate grounds. Please do not attend lectures or tutorials if you 
have symptoms of contagious illness. Lecture slides and scripts will be posted after each week’s 
meeting, so you will be able to review this content at your leisure once you are feeling better. 
 
If I am not well enough to teach in person, I may hold a synchronous lecture and/or synchronous 
tutorials on Zoom during the scheduled times for these meetings. If I am not well enough to teach 
at all, I may cancel lecture and/or tutorials. I will let you know about any such cancellation and any 
alternative plans as soon as possible using the Announcements feature on Canvas.  
 
If you have any concerns about your ability to regularly attend or participate in synchronous, in-
person lectures and tutorials, please get in touch with me as soon as possible. 
 
How participation will be assessed 
I will assess participation using a rubric provided on Canvas. Here’s a summary of its key points: 



 4 

• Attendance and punctuality 
o participating regularly in lectures and tutorials 
o arriving on time to lectures and tutorials 

• Preparation 
o demonstrating familiarity with and critical understanding of assigned readings 
o making concrete references to material and using relevant, specific examples from 

material in assigned readings 

• Quality of contributions 
o asking questions that clarify content or encourage further discussion 
o making comments that are insightful, original, and analytical 
o making connections between assigned readings and other course materials 

• Collegial engagement 
o making regular contributions to tutorials 
o actively listening to and engaging respectfully and supportively with other students’ 

contributions 
o incorporating the ideas of others into your contributions and building constructively 

upon them. 
 
At the end of the semester, you will assess your own participation in this course, using a form I will 
provide. This will allow you to tell me about aspects of your participation that might not be as easy 
for me to see, and to reflect on the grade that you believe your participation in this course merits. I 
will take these self-assessments into account when determining your final grade for participation. 
 
Course evaluation: assignments 
You will complete two written assignments in this course. Detailed guides for each will be available 
shortly in the Assignments section of the course’s Canvas website. 
  
The first assignment asks you to engage critically with one of the key concepts in environmental 
history: ecological imperialism. You will read a number of pieces that delineate and engage with this 
concept, and you will consider the significance and overall success of two articles that do so. This 
essay should be 4–6 pages long and will be due on Wednesday, October 4 at 11:59 pm. 
 
For your second assignment, you will write a place “biography” on a site of your choice located 
anywhere in what is presently known as Canada. This might be a place to which you have a special 
connection, or one that you’ve always wanted to visit. Using various kinds of sources, you will 
explore some key physical and cultural characteristics of your chosen place, some significant “life 
events” in its history, and its place within the environmental history of Canada. 
 
There are two components to the second assignment: 

• The first is a proposal of 1–2 pages naming your chosen place and some of the sources you 
intend to consult in writing its biography. This will be due on Wednesday, October 18 at 
11:59 pm. Your proposal will not be graded, but failure to submit one will result in 5% being 
deducted from the paper's final grade. 
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• Your final place biography should be 8–10 pages long and will be due on Wednesday, 
November 15 at 11:59 pm. 
 

Policies regarding assignments 
Please save your assignments as .doc, .docx, or .pdf files and submit them through the relevant 
assignment page on Canvas. Please ensure that your name, the date, and a creative, descriptive title 
is included on the assignment’s first page. A separate title page is not necessary, although you may 
include one if you wish. Please also number the pages of assignments. I reserve the right to ask you 
to revise and resubmit an assignment if any of these elements are missing from your initial 
submission. 
 
Regarding deadlines and their extension: 

• The two essays and the proposal for the place biography each come with an optional 
automatic extension. You may take this extension without notification, explanation, 
documentation, or penalty. Each is due on a Wednesday at 11:59 pm; if you take this 
optional extension, you may submit each up until the following Monday at 9:00 am. 
Submissions should still be uploaded to Canvas. 

• If you require still more time to complete either assignment or the proposal, please email Dr 
Adcock at least 24 hours before its Wednesday due date. We will then discuss and mutually 
agree upon a new due date.  

• There are no late penalties in this course. My goal is to ensure that you have the time and 
space you need to successfully complete the requirements of this course amidst the 
demands of other courses, jobs, personal obligations, and post-pandemic life. It’s no 
problem if you need to hand in assignments late, but please let me know that you plan to do 
so. This helps me schedule and better manage my work for this course. 

 
Course evaluation: final exam 
This course will conclude with an open-book, take-home final examination, which will consist of a 
mixture of short-answer and essay questions. These will test your comprehension and mastery of 
course material and will ask you to synthesize this material in order to make broad arguments 
about the course’s overarching themes. You may draw from any course materials when answering 
questions, including lectures, readings, and any other sources or handouts provided to you during 
the semester. Further details about the exam will be provided to you later in the semester. 
 
The exam will be made available to you at 9:00 am on Thursday, November 30. It will be due 
on Thursday, December 7 at 11:59 pm. 
 
Please note that the automatic extension does not apply to this exam. If you have concerns about 
your ability to submit your exam on time, please contact me as early as possible. 
 
Academic honesty 
If you already knew everything there was to know about environmental history, there would be no 
need for you to take this course! You will encounter new information about and interpretations of 
historical relationships between humans and the non-human world in sources assigned throughout 
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the semester, and you will be asked to use and build on some of this material in course 
assessments. 
 
When you incorporate information from sources or the ideas, words, or phrases of other people 
into your own written work, you need to acknowledge from where you have taken this material. 
Failing to do so constitutes plagiarism, which SFU defines as “presenting the work of another person 
as your own.” Plagiarism is one form of academic dishonesty. At SFU, it can have repercussions 
ranging from a low grade on an assignment or in a course to suspension or expulsion from the 
university. 
 
To avoid plagiarism, you must cite material correctly and regularly in your written work. The 
assignments for this course require Chicago-style citation, which involves the use of footnotes or 
endnotes and a bibliography. If you quote directly from a source, you need to enclose that material 
in quotation marks and provide a citation that includes the page number(s) where it can be found in 
the relevant source. If you re-state a source’s information or ideas in your own words (a practice 
known as paraphrasing), you do not need to use quotation marks, but you should still cite the 
source as the origin of that material. 
 
If you have any questions or concerns about how to cite material properly as you work on an 
assignment, please contact me before you submit it. The SFU Library guide to avoiding plagiarism is 
also extremely helpful. 
 
The most common kind of plagiarism I see as an instructor is unintentional. It takes the form of a 
practice called patchwriting. This is where a student has attempted to paraphrase someone else’s 
words, but winds up producing a sentence that follows the sentence structure and language of the 
original material too closely. This webpage offers a good summary of patchwriting, with some 
examples. 
 
Other forms of academic dishonesty include resubmitting work that you have already submitted for 
credit in another course and obtaining content for your written work from an online writing service 
from a writing tutor.  
 
The use of generative AI models such as ChatGPT is not permitted in this course. If I believe that you 
may have used ChatGPT to help produce an assignment, I may ask you to provide evidence of 
original and independent thinking. These can include notes on readings, essay outlines, or other 
such materials that you may have created in the early stages of writing an assignment. 
 
It is your responsibility to ensure that you understand exactly what constitutes academic dishonesty 
at SFU. Here are some resources you might find helpful in doing so: 

• Using Generative AI as a Student and, more generally, the Academic Integrity pages on the 
Student Services website; 

• the Student Academic Integrity Policy (SAIP) in the Policy Gazette; 

• Forms of Academic Dishonesty and Misconduct (schedule A of the SAIP); 

• Student Academic Integrity Procedure in potential cases of dishonesty/misconduct. 
 

https://www.sfu.ca/students/calendar/2021/summer/fees-and-regulations/student-contract/academic-honesty.html
http://www.sfu.ca/policies/gazette/student/s10-01.html
https://www.chicagomanualofstyle.org/tools_citationguide/citation-guide-1.html
https://www.lib.sfu.ca/help/academic-integrity/plagiarism
https://canvas.sfu.ca/courses/15986/pages/3-dot-4-patchwriting?module_item_id=176270
https://www.sfu.ca/students/academicintegrity/UsingGenerativeAI.html
https://www.sfu.ca/students/academicintegrity.html
http://www.sfu.ca/policies/gazette/student/s10-01.html
http://www.sfu.ca/content/dam/sfu/policies/files/students/S10.01_ScheduleA.pdf
http://www.sfu.ca/content/dam/sfu/policies/files/students/S10.01_Procedures.pdf
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If you would like guidance in developing and improving your academic writing skills, the Student 
Learning Commons offers various kinds of support, outlined here. SFU also offers services for 
students who speak English as an additional language, including assistance with academic writing. 
 
Instructional support 
I am here to help you succeed in this course. Please don’t hesitate to get in touch with me and ask 
for assistance or advice if you feel you need it. Please don’t hesitate, either, to come to student 
office hours just for a chat. These are (still) stressful times, and sometimes it can just be nice to 
connect with someone else. 
 
If you have one or more disabilities that require formal academic accommodations, please ensure 
that you are registered with the Centre for Accessible Learning. Whether or not you are registered 
with CAL, please don’t hesitate to get in touch if you have difficulties accessing or otherwise 
engaging with any part of this course. 
 
Course schedule at a glance 
Here is a week-by-week schedule of course topics, assigned readings, and due dates. This is subject 
to change during the semester. If I make changes to this schedule, or to any other component of 
this course, I will notify you as soon as possible using the Announcement feature on Canvas. 
 
Readings marked optional will not be explicitly discussed in tutorial or tested on the final exam. 
However, you’re welcome to bring up content from these readings during discussions in lectures or 
tutorials. You’re equally welcome to draw on them when answering questions on the final exam. 
 
Week 1: What is environmental history? (September 6) 

• Read: Sally Hermansen and Graeme Wynn, “Reflections on the Nature of an Urban 
Bog,” Urban History Review (2005) [19 pgs] 

• Read (optional): William Cronon, “The Uses of Environmental History,” Environmental 
History Review (1993) [23 pgs] 
 

Week 2: Ancient & Indigenous spaces (September 13) 

• Read: Douglas Deur, “Rethinking Precolonial Plant Cultivation on the Northwest Coast of 
North America," The Professional Geographer (2002) [18 pgs] 

• Read (optional): Victoria Dickenson, “Cartier, Champlain, and the Fruits of the New World: 
Botanical Exchange in the 16th and 17th Centuries,” Scientia Canadensis (2008) [21 pgs] 

 
Week 3: Contact/fish (September 20) 

• Read: W. Jeffrey Bolster, “Putting the Ocean in Atlantic History: Maritime Communities and 
Marine Ecology in the Northwest Atlantic, 1500–1800,” American Historical Review (2008) 
[29 pgs] 

• Read (optional): Peter Pope, “Transformation of the Maritime Cultural Landscape of Atlantic 
Canada by Migratory European Fishermen, 1500–1800,” in Beyond the Catch (2008) [32 pgs] 
 

Week 4: Furs (September 27) 

https://www.lib.sfu.ca/about/branches-depts/slc/writing
https://www.lib.sfu.ca/about/branches-depts/slc/eal
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• Read: George Colpitts, “Changing Food Energy Regimes in the Northern Fur Trade, 1760–
1790,” in Pemmican Empire (2015) [38 pgs] 

• Read (optional): Adam R. Hodge, “‘In Want of Nourishment for to Keep Them Alive’: Climate 
Fluctuations, Bison Scarcity, and the Smallpox Epidemic of 1780–82 on the Northern Great 
Plains,” Environmental History (2012) [39 pgs] 

 
Week 5: Countrysides (October 4) 

• Read: Colin Coates, “Like ‘The Thames towards Putney’: The Appropriation of Landscape in 
Lower Canada,” Canadian Historical Review (1993) [27 pgs] 

• Read (optional): Liza Piper, “Backward Seasons and Remarkable Cold: the Weather over 
Long Reach, New Brunswick, 1812–1821,” Acadiensis (2004) [25 pgs] 

• SUBMIT: Ecological imperialism paper (due 11:59 pm via Canvas) 
 
Week 6: Cityscapes (October 11) 

• Read: Michèle Dagenais, “The Urbanization of Nature: Water Networks and Green Spaces in 
Montreal,” in Method and Meaning in Canadian Environmental History (2009) [19 pgs] 

• Read (optional): Sean Kheraj, “Animals and Urban Environments: Managing Domestic 
Animals in Nineteenth-Century Winnipeg,” in Eco-Cultural Networks and the British 
Empire (2015) [26 pgs] 

 
Week 7: Hinterlands (October 18) 

• Read: Jocelyn Thorpe, “To Visit and to Cut Down: Tourism, Forestry, and the Social 
Construction of Nature in Twentieth-Century Northeastern Ontario,” Journal of the 
Canadian Historical Association (2008) [27 pgs] 

• Read (optional): Kathryn Morse, “The Nature of Gold Mining,” in The Nature of Gold (2003) 
[25 pgs] 

• SUBMIT: Proposal for place biography (due 11:59 pm via Canvas) 
 
Week 8: Conservation (October 25) 

• Read: Theodore (Ted) Binnema and Melanie Niemi, “‘Let the Line Be Drawn Now’: 
Wilderness, Conservation, and the Exclusion of Aboriginal People from Banff National Park in 
Canada,” Environmental History (2006) [27 pgs] 

• Read (optional): Lissa Wadewitz, “The Scales of Salmon: Diplomacy and Conservation in the 
Western Canada–U.S. Borderlands,” in Bridging National Borders in North America (2010) 
[24 pgs] 

 
Week 9: Automobility (November 1) 

• Read: You’ll sign up to read an article and make a presentation about it in small groups in 
tutorial this week. More details will be provided about this activity in October. 

 
Week 10: Modernization and its discontents (November 8) 

• Read: Tina Loo, “Disturbing the Peace: Environmental Change and the Scales of Justice on a 
Northern River,” Environmental History (2007) [25 pgs] 
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• Read (optional): Danielle Robinson, “Modernism at a Crossroad: The Spadina Expressway 
Controversy in Toronto, Ontario ca. 1960–1971,” Canadian Historical Review (2011) [28 pgs] 

 
Week 11: Environmentalism (November 15) 

• Read: There are no assigned readings this week. 

• SUBMIT: Place biography (due 11:59 pm via Canvas) 
 
Week 12: Environmentalism, part II (November 22) 

• Read: Frank Zelko, “Making Greenpeace: The Development of Direct Action 
Environmentalism in British Columbia,” BC Studies (2004) [41 pgs] 

• Read (optional): Jennifer Read, “‘Let us heed the voice of youth’: Laundry Detergents, 
Phosphates and the Emergence of the Environmental Movement in Ontario," Journal of the 
Canadian Historical Association (1996) [24 pgs] 

 
Week 13: Critical hopeful histories (November 29) 

• Read: Tina Adcock, “Declining Declensionism: Toward a Critical Hopeful Environmental 
History,” The Otter~La loutre (2017) [~700 words] 

• Read: Tina Loo, “A Field Guide to Hope,” The Otter~La loutre (2017) [~875 words] 
 
Exam period (December 6–18) 

• SUBMIT: Final take-home exam (due Thursday, December 7, 11:59 pm, via Canvas) 


