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A central premise of environmental/ecological anthropology is that we cannot treat the earth as something separate from human civilization.  To understand environmental issues, we must, then, look at ourselves.
 However, anthropologists argue that we cannot learn about our place in the world by looking only in mirrors.  To see where we are and where we are going, we need to look through windows that look out over our surroundings and reveal also where we have come from.
 Much of our work this term will lead us to look through windows that most people, including policy makers, keep tightly shuttered.  By breaking through those blinders, we may hope for a fuller picture of ecology and humanity’s place.  
To do this, we need to break through the constraints of narrow time perspectives and the traps of ethnocentrism.  This will lead us to explore a broad variety of scientific issues as well as ethnographic and archaeological case materials.  It would be a serious mistake to imagine that the future is simply an extension of the present or to think that peoples such as the ancient Anasazi or the Inca Empire or Sumerian civilization or the San peoples of the Kalahari Desert are remote from our current problems.  To the contrary, they will provide us the perspective to understand issues in a manner far richer than could ever be gained from satellite imagery!

Some of the goals for an anthropological approach to environmental issues:

1. Saving the world.

2. A broadly encompassing vision of what we mean by “environment,” with particular emphasis on human impacts.

3. A cross-cultural and historical perspective that takes us beyond Eurocentrism and the notion that we can explore environmental issues without regard to time and history.

4. A broader and deeper awareness of global crises, the consequences of failure to recognize them and take necessary actions.

5. Can we save the world yet?  Policies and politics

6. An understanding of how past civilizations have collapsed as a consequence of environmental abuse and mismanagement.

7. The potential for collapse in the present, or can we save the world?

8. Causes and consequences of global inequalities.

9. Poverty and world hunger—what are the causes and what can we do?

10. Global impact of the culture of consumption and over-consumption.

11. Now can we save the world?  Policies and politicians.

Readings
Readings for the course will be particularly intriguing and challenging this term.  They have been selected not only for their importance in offering anthropological perspectives on environmental issues, but also because they represent a variety of different approaches to writing.  They are essential for class discussion and for your own writing.  The common readings for discussion and papers include:


Daniel Quinn, Ishmael

              Emilio Moran, People and Nature:  An Introduction ro Human Ecological Relations

Patricia Townsend, Environmental Anthropology

Nora Haenn and Richard Wilk, The Environment in Anthropology
             Our work will not be limited to these books, but you will also be assigned additional articles and current updates for further exploration and discussion.  Frequent e-mails will address class issues and often include articles as attachments.

Writing and discussion
Writing is central to your work in this course.  Expectations and standards are high both for your reading and your writing.  Your grade for the course will be determined by the quality of your written work and class contributions throughout the term. 

Of course, your class participation in discussions and argument evaluations will certainly contribute toward your final grade and they also play a part in developing your essays.  In terms of how the discussion and written work will contribute to the overall grade:

Essay  
Ishmael

October 8


100 points




Essay
How Things Were
October 29


100 points



Essay
Common Good

November 19  
  
              100 points
Essay 
Cooperation and Community

December 3      100 points
Final
Wednesday, December 15



200 points
Participation Points





To be generated!
Attendance and participation
Attendance, as per University policy, is required at every class session.  Failure to attend classes may affect your grade, up to and including failure in the course.  Of course, the more you show your presence through effective engagement with the issues and readings and discussions, the stronger your performance will be.  
Presence, although important, is not enough!  You will need to be prepared on your readings in advance of class sessions so that you will be able to discuss their meaning and to raise questions and comment. A separate page will offer guidance on how those participation points will be  generated.

TOPICS AND READINGS

Weeks 1 and 2

What is Anthropology?  Environmental and Biocultural Perspectives

Anthropological holism.

When reductionism is appropriate.  Multidisciplinary behavioral research, from ultimate to 


proximate causes.


Environment as a central issue, from genes to minds.  Biology and culture must always be

              understood in environmental contexts.

Big Picture Question Number One:  What are Key Features of the Human Mind?

Humans are primates, but, as apes go, we are most unusual.  How has natural selection shaped 


the human mind?

Applications: How do these features get us started with Environmental Anthropology?

              Pattern recognition, abstract thinking, and story telling.
Weeks 3 and 4

Stories, Myths, Enactments


Big Picture Story Number One: Takers and Leavers

Our starting point for an Environmental Big Picture is Daniel Quinn’s Ishmael.  Ishmael is a

               thought-provoking story in the form of a novel (or more of a Socratic dialogue?) about a story

               teller, stories, and an environmental Big Picture story.

Read:


Quinn, Ishmael
Week 5


Human Agency and the State of the Earth


How much truth is there in Ishmael’s story?   To understand the state of the earth, we must

            understand human-environmental interactions.  It is simply not true that our global

            environment is too big for humans to have major impacts (that claim is an example of how
            political propagandists distort environmental science).  Anthropogenic change on even global 

            environment is in fact ancient, but exponentially greater in recent history.


…there was a time when we were not running the earth down; and…the crisis is relatively recent 


and reversible if we act with consistency and alacrity.

                                                                               ( Moran  2006:7)


The Earth is currently operating in a no-analogue state.  In terms of key environmental parameters


the Earth system has recently moved well outside the range of natural variability exhibited over

at least the last half million years.  The nature of changes now occurring simultaneously in the


Earth system, their magnitudes and rates of change are unprecedented.

                                                                    (Steffen et al. 2003, in Moran 2006:16)


Read:



Moran, Chapter 1

Essay:  Ishmael, October 8
Weeks 6 and 7


How Things Were


Ishmael’s story draws heavily on interpretations of anthropological evidence of
             human/environmental interactions as seen from archaeological, historical, and ethnographic

             studies.  How has environmental anthropology advanced our understanding?  How does it

             support or undermine Ishmael’s story?  How does actual evidence differ from opinion?

Read:



Moran, Chapters 2 and 3




Townsend, Chapters 1-5




Readings will also draw on Haenn and Wilk’s Section  1

Essay: How Things Were, October 29
Week 8


The Web of Life, and What Makes People Do What They Do?


We are all interrelated, we eat and are eaten, we depend on others, and we have a role to play
              in sustaining the Earth. (Moran 2006:73-76)


But what if some of us are really greedy or/and stupid?


Read:



Moran, Chapters 4 and 5

Weeks 9 and 10

Community, Common Good, Greed and Tragedies of the Commons


Big Picture Question Number Two: How has Evolution Shaped Human Sociality and

              Cooperation? 

Despite all the politicized opinion and propaganda, human evolution has not made humans
              violent and selfish.  In cultural evolution, selection promotes common good …and “rugged
              individualism” is a fatal delusion.


Read:



Moran, Chapter 6

                                           Townsend, Chapters 6-9

                                           Readings will also draw on Haenn and Wilk, Sections 3 and 6

Essay:  Common Good,  November 19
Week 11

Why We Cooperate, Reports from EvoS

Big Picture Story Number Two: The Evolution of Cooperation

Until relatively recently, evolutionary theory centered on competition as the central force
              shaping natural (and cultural) selection.  But more recent discoveries in evolutionary biology,
              genetics, game theory, neurosciences, psychology, and anthropology have revolutionized
              research in evolutionary sciences.  Current research centers on the importance of cooperation.

In this course segment, we’ll look at how this has come about and how it connects with
              environmental issues.

Readings will be drawn from current EvoS research.

Weeks 12 and 13
Patterns of Consumption---When Do We Have Enough?



What is “the American Dream”?  Do we define ourselves and our aspirations in terms of 


maximizing consumption?  


Read:



Moran, Chapter 7



Townsend, Chapters 11 and 12




Readings will also draw on Haenn and Wilk, Section 7

Essay:  Cooperation and Community, December 3
Week 14
Quality of Life, When Less Is More

We obsess over “making a living,” but what can we do to make a life?

Read:



Moran, Chapter 8




Townsend, Chapters 11 and 12

Final Project
Wednesday December 15
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