HIST 132

Global Environmental History
Simon Fraser University
Fall 2024

Lectures: Mondays 10:30-12:20 pm, RCB 8100
Tutorials: Mondays 12:30-1:20 pm, RCB 7102;

Mondays 1:30-2:20 pm, 2:30-3:20 pm, and 3:30—4:20 pm, RCB 7105
Canvas: https://canvas.sfu.ca/courses/86239

Instructor: Dr Tina Adcock (she/her)
Email: tina.adcock@sfu.ca
Student office hours: By appointment on Zoom or in AQ 6236

Teaching Assistant: Morgan Jennings (she/her)
Email: morgan.jennings@sfu.ca
Student office hours: Wednesdays 12:00-1:00 pm, Zoom or AQ 6003D

Course description

Environmental history examines the reciprocal relationships between humans and the non-
human world in the past. It pushes the very boundaries of history as a humanistic discipline.
Spanning millennia, this course asks you to think critically about historical events on the very
largest of scales (the planetary), the very smallest of scales (the microbial), and most other scales
in between. It further asks you to consider how non-human actors and factors—including plants,
animals, germs, climate, and topography—have shaped the course of human history. We'll use
specific historical agents and objects to explore how different polities, economies, and cultures
have sought to control, exploit, and understand the non-human world, and to understand the
accidental as well as the deliberate consequences of such efforts. We'll draw on local case
studies to ground our investigations in specific times and place, but we’ll also place key
environmental historical events and trends in comparative and transnational contexts.

Course objectives

By the end of this course, you’ll be able to

e Explain how human and non-human actors and factors have altered local, transnational, and
global environments over time, and with what consequences

e |dentify some key questions, sources, and approaches that environmental historians use to
decipher the past
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e Grapple with the interpretive importance of scale and space in global environmental history,
especially with respect to historical agency and causality
e Practice critically reading and analyzing primary and secondary historical sources.

How to address and contact your instructor and TA
When teaching in the undergraduate classroom, this course’s instructor prefers to be addressed
as Dr Adcock or Professor Adcock. This course’s TA prefers to be addressed as Morgan.

Both of us aim to respond to emails within 48 hours, except on weekends and holidays. You can
find our email addresses on the first page of this syllabus.

This semester, Dr Adcock will meet with students by appointment, either in her office (AQ 6236)
or via Zoom. Morgan will hold hybrid student office hours on Wednesdays from 12:00-1:00 pm.
You can attend these via Zoom or by coming to her office (AQ 6003D). Links to our personal
Zoom meeting rooms are available on the homepage of the course’s website.

Course structure
Your regular weekly work for this course consists of three tasks:
e reviewing assigned material prior to each Monday’s meeting, preferably before lecture;
e attending and participating in lecture on Monday from 10:30 am to 12:20 pm;
e attending and participating in tutorial on Monday afternoon, to which you should bring
copies of assigned material. PDFs on a laptop, tablet, or cell phone are fine, as long as
you can read articles easily and find material within them quickly.

Course readings
There are no required texts for this course. All course materials will be available on, or linked to
from the course’s Canvas website in the weekly modules.

Please note that while this is a 100-level course, it is not a survey course. Dr Adcock will be
lecturing on select case studies scattered across many centuries, especially in the early weeks of
the course. If you feel that you need more historical context than the course materials provide,
please get in touch with Dr Adcock. She can suggest additional background readings.

Course evaluation: an overview
Your final grade will be determined as follows:

Participation 20%
Short essays x 3 47.5%
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 various human and non-human actors and forces and
their contingent and ever-changing collaborations and clashes across time and space. You’ll also
be able to bring to our conversations relevant material you’ve encountered in other courses, or



through other means. What we learn from each other enriches our collective explorations in and
engagements with global environmental history. Connecting with each other on a weekly basis
will, we hope, also help reduce the burnout, stress, and general overwhelm that seem endemic
to the 2020s so far.

Please 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 in the wake 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. The teaching team aims to 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:

e 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.

e Wearing masks on campus is no longer required, but you are very welcome to wear
masks at our meetings 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 your tutorial leader 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 materials 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 Dr Adcock or Morgan is unwell, she may hold a synchronous lecture and/or synchronous
tutorials on Zoom during the scheduled times for these meetings. She may also need to cancel
lecture and/or tutorials. She will let you know about any such cancellation and any alternative
plans as soon as possible using the Announcements feature on Canvas.

How participation will be assessed
We will assess participation using a rubric provided on Canvas. Here’s a summary of its key
points:
e Attendance and punctuality
o participating regularly in lectures and tutorials
o arriving on time to lectures and tutorials
e 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
e 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
e 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 we
will provide. This will allow you to tell us about aspects of your participation that might not be as
easy for us to see, and to reflect on the grade that you believe your participation in this course
merits. We will take these self-assessments into account when determining your final grade for
participation.

Course evaluation: assignments and final examination

Research demonstrates that writing regularly has a number of benefits. In university-level
courses, it helps you to engage actively with the ideas and subject matter you encounter, and to
find your own language for expressing and discussing important concepts.

You will write three essays this semester of approximately 3—4 pages each. Each will ask you to
analyze content from lectures and assigned readings in response to a specific prompt. There will
be little to no additional reading required. Prompts and other details regarding these essays will
be available in the Assignments section of the course website.

Your essays will be due by 11:59 pm on the following dates:
e First essay: Thursday, October 10
e Second essay: Thursday, November 7
e Third essay: Monday, December 2

Morgan will provide detailed comments on the first two essays. Your two strongest essays will
each count for 17.5% of your overall course grade; your weakest essay will only count for 12.5%.
If you miss handing in one essay, you will receive a zero for 12.5% of your overall course grade.
You must submit at least two of these essays and write the final examination; otherwise you will
receive a grade of N (incomplete) for the course.

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 course number and code, the
date, and a creative, descriptive title is included on the assighnment’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.

There are no late penalties in this course. Our 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 whatever surprises life may bring.

In exchange for this flexibility on our part, we ask for accountability on your part. If you need an
extension on an assignment, you must email Morgan before that assignment is due to request
an extension. The more notice you can give Morgan, the better! This will help her schedule and
manage the grading of assignments.

Course evaluation: final examination

This course will conclude with an in-person final examination on Wednesday, December 11th at
8:30-11:30 am in WMC 3260. Questions 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 and approaches. 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 available closer to December.

Academic honesty

If you already knew everything there was to know about global 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 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, using
instructions we will provide. 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 Dr Adcock or Morgan before you submit it. The SFU Library guide
to avoiding plagiarism is also extremely helpful.



https://www.sfu.ca/students/calendar/2024/fall/fees-and-regulations/student-contract/academic-honesty.html
http://www.sfu.ca/policies/gazette/student/s10-01.html
https://www.lib.sfu.ca/help/academic-integrity/plagiarism

The most common kind of plagiarism 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 or from a writing tutor.

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:
e 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.

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.

Policy on generative Al and other writing-enhancing programs

The use of generative Al models such as ChatGPT is not permitted in this course. The use of
Grammarly is likewise not permitted. You should use the spelling and grammar-check functions
on Word or a similar word processing program or application instead. As well, if you draft your
essays in a language other than English, please do not copy and paste your draft into translation
websites, applications, or software. Instead, please translate your draft into English yourself.

If we believe that you may have used ChatGPT, Grammarly, and/or translation programs to help
produce an assignment, we may ask you to provide evidence of original and independent
thinking and writing. These can include notes on readings, essay outlines, or other such materials
that you may have created in the early stages of drafting an assignment. You should save all such
materials on your hard drive or on a cloud-based storage service (Dropbox, Google Docs) until
the end of the semester, in case we need to see them.

Instructional support

We are here to help you succeed in this course. Please don’t hesitate to get in touch with us to
ask for assistance or advice on any course-related matter. If your question pertains to the
grading of assignments or tutorials D102 to D104, you should contact Morgan first, since these
aspects of the course fall within her sphere of responsibility. If you have questions about
lectures, instructions for assignments, tutorial D101, or general organizational and administrative
matters, you may wish to contact Dr Adcock first, since these fall within her purview. That said,
we are both very happy to speak with you about anything to do with HIST 132.
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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 let us know if you have difficulties accessing or otherwise engaging
with any part of this course. We will work with you to find a solution.

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 Dr Adcock makes changes to this schedule, or to any
other component of this course, she will notify you as soon as possible using the
Announcements feature on Canvas.

Week 1—Global environmental history: an introduction

Meeting: Monday, September 9

Readings: None this week.

Week 2—Fire

Meeting: Monday, September 16

Readings: Stephen J. Pyne, “Firestick History; or, How to Set the World on Fire”

[excerpt], in World Fire: The Culture of Fire on Earth (1995) [10 pgs]

Stephen J. Pyne, “Firestick Farmer: Profile of a Pyrophile,” in Burning Bush: A
Fire History of Australia (1998) [20 pgs]

Polly Wiessner and Lee J. Siegel, “Firelight Talk of the Kalahari Bushmen: Did
Tales Told Over Fires Aid Our Cultural and Social Evolution?”, University of
Utah News Center, September 22, 2014 [2 pgs]

Week 3—Water

Meeting: Monday, September 23

Readings: Daniel Hillel, “Waters of Life” and “Ancient Civilizations” [excerpts], in Rivers
of Eden: The Struggle for Water and the Quest for Peace in the Middle East (1994)
(33 pgs]

J. Donald Hughes, “Sustainable Agriculture in Ancient Egypt,” Agricultural
History (1992) [12 pgs]

Week 4—National Day for Truth and Reconciliation (September 30); NO MEETING

Week 5—Wood
Meeting: Monday, October 7
Readings: Michael Williams, “Dark ages and dark areas: global deforestation in the deep

past,” Journal of Historical Geography (2000) [19 pgs]
J. Donald Hughes, “Deforestation, Overgrazing, and Erosion,” in Environmental
Problems of the Greeks and Romans, 2nd ed. (2014) [20 pgs]
NASA Earth Observatory, “Changing Forest Cover Since the Soviet Era,” July 16,
2015 [650 words]

*First short essay due Thursday, October 10 at 11:59 pm via Canvas
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Week 6—Yersinia pestis & the Little Ice Age: The micro and the macro

Meeting: Tuesday, October 15 (shift due to Thanksgiving holiday)

Readings: Sam White, “Climate Change in Global Environmental History,” in J.R. McNeill
and Erin Stewart Mauldin, eds., A Companion to Global Environmental History
(2012) [10 pgs]
Anthony J. McMichael with Alistair Woodward and Cameron Muir, “Little Ice Age:
Europe, China, and Beyond” [excerpt], in Climate Change and the Health of
Nations: Famines, Fevers, and the Fate of Populations (2017) [12 pgs]

Week 7—The Columbian Exchange

Meeting: Monday, October 21
Readings, etc: John Green, “Crash Course World History #23: The Columbian Exchange” (2012)
[12:08]

Megan Gambino, “Alfred W. Crosby on the Columbian Exchange,”
Smithsonian.com, October 4, 2011 [~1280 words]

Pekka Hamaldinen, “The Politics of Grass: European Expansion, Ecological Change,
and Indigenous Power in the Southwest Borderlands,” The William & Mary
Quarterly (2010) [36 pgs]

Week 8—Whale oil & pemmican: Early modern energy regimes

Meeting: Monday, October 28

Readings: George Colpitts, “Changing Food Energy Regimes in the Northern Fur Trade,
1760-1790,” in Pemmican Empire: Food, Trade, and the Last Bison Hunts in the
North American Plains, 1780-1882 (2015) [39 pgs]
Ed Yong, “American Whalers Killed Way More Than Just Whales,” The Atlantic
(online), September 19, 2016 [~940 words]
Ashley Ahern, “What These Dead Whalers Can Tell Us About Climate Change,”
Kuow.org, February 24, 2016 [~880 words]

Week 9—Mosquitoes

Meeting: Monday, November 4

Readings: J.R. McNeill, “Yellow Jack and Geopolitics: Environment, Epidemics, and the
Struggles for Empire in the American Tropics, 1640-1830,” in Alf Hornborg, J.R.
McNeill, and Joan Martinez-Alier, eds., Rethinking Environmental History: World-
System History and Global Environmental Change (2007) [15 pgs]
J.R. McNeill, “Revolutionary Mosquitoes of the Atlantic World: Malaria and
Independence in the United States of America,” in Paolo Squatriti, ed., Natures
Past: The Environment and Human History (2007) [23 pgs]

*Second short essay due Thursday, November 7 at 11:59 pm via Canvas

Week 10—Remembrance Day (November 11); NO MEETING

Week 11— Tambora, 1815: The Year Without a Summer
Meeting: Monday, November 18
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Readings, etc: ONE of the following (your choice!)
=  Gillen D’Arcy Wood, “The Volcano That Shrouded the Earth and Gave Birth
to a Monster,” Nautilus, December 31, 2015 [21 large-print pgs]
=  Sean Munger, “Volcano,” Second Decade (podcast), December 12, 2016
[44:01]
AS WELL AS:
Gillen D’Arcy Wood, “The Seven Sorrows of Yunnan,” in Tambora: The Eruption
That Changed the World (2014) [24 pgs]

Week 12— Guano

Meeting: Monday, November 25

Readings: Matthew Wills, “Are We Entering a New Golden Age of Guano?” JSTOR Daily, May
4,2016 [1200 words]
Shawn William Miller, “Guano Happened,” in An Environmental History of Latin
America (2007) [9 pgs]
Gregory Rosenthal, “Life and Labor in a Seabird Colony: Hawaiian Guano Workers,
1857-70,” Environmental History (2012) [26 pgs]

Week 13—Wrap-up & review

Meeting: Monday, December 2

Readings: None this week.

*Third short essay due Monday, December 2 at 11:59 pm via Canvas

*Final examination: Wednesday, December 11, 8:30-11:30 am, WMC 3260


https://seconddecade.net/2016/12/12/episode-7-volcano/
http://daily.jstor.org/golden-age-of-guano/

