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Office hours:  MWF 10-11:30

History 155/Latin American Environmental History:  

Humans and Ecology in Mexico and Amazonian History

Just what is environmental history? How does it apply to Latin America?  What are the issues analyzed?  These questions frame the approach explored in this course by introducing students to  two geographical areas:  Mexico and Amazonia.   For Mexico, more specifically, students will find out about the history of conservation in the country since pre-Hispanic times.  Students will also learn about the recent political and environmental struggle over the gray whales in Baja California and the long-term impacts of agribusiness and the “Green Revolution” on Mexican farmworkers, U.S. consumers of Mexican winter vegetables, and the environment alike.  The Mexico unit will end by studying the conflict over the Laguna Verde nuclear power plant in Veracruz and the role Mothers played in the struggle.  Students will begin learning about Amazonian environmental history by reading about rubber and why the tire giants-- Firestone, Goodyear, and Michelin—failed in their efforts to establish rubber plantations in Brazil despite millions of dollars spent on the enterprise.  Then students will explore the fight over the burning of the Amazon rainforest in the 1980s through the life and death of Chico Mendes, the union leader turned environmentalist.  Another case from the 1980s will close the Amazonian unit, the struggle of the Huaorani of Ecuador against the U.S. oil companies who would drill and destroy their environment and livelihood.  Throughout, students will ask what are the relationships between different groups of people and the environment?  How do politics affect that relationship?  Who makes decisions about the environment?  What have been the effects of such decisions on the different actors and the ecology?

Requirements.  Course requirements are designed to refine students’ capabilities in critical reading, thinking, and writing, as well as oral presentation.  The course is a seminar, meaning that although the professor will make general introductions, raise daily questions, and participate in discussion, the burden to carry the conversation forward rests with the students.  Thus, every individual is expected to come to class prepared to pose questions and discuss the texts in depth on a daily basis.  Participation will count for 25% of the grade.  Written requirements have been designed to apply the knowledge gained from the texts in different ways.  The first paper will be an analytical and critical response to the readings (5-6 pages, 25%); the second paper will involve identifying and researching the history and current status of an environmental problem at St. Mary’s or in the student’s home community (8-9 pages, 25%); the third paper will research environmentally-friendly alternatives currently taking place in Latin America (8-9 pages, 25%).

Instructions for the papers are attached.

Class etiquette.  Education is a formal, serious, and professional affair.  Therefore classroom demeanor should be up to par:  no tardiness; no early departures; no food (drinks ok); no cell phones; no pajamas.  Agreement on issues and ideas is not expected, respect for each other’s opinions is.

Note.  There is no extra credit.  Improvement counts in the student’s favor; deterioration counts against her/him.  Drafts of papers are welcome and encouraged.  Re-writes after the papers are graded are not.  Although your learning goes on, the final grade is final.

Required Texts.  They are all in the campus bookstore and at the library.

Lane Simonian, Defending the Land of the Jaguar:  A History of Conservation in Mexico

Serge Dedina, Saving the Gray Whale:  People, Politics and Conservation in Baja California

Angus Wright, The Death of Ramón González:  The Modern Agricultural Dilemma

Velma García-Gorena, Mothers and the Mexican Antinuclear Power Movement

Warren Dean, Brazil and the Struggle for Rubber

Andrew Revkin, The Burning Season:  the Murder of Chico Mendes and the Fight for the 

Amazon Rain Forest

Joe Kane, Savages

Schedule of classes

Mon Aug 29

Introduction:  What is Environmental History?

Wed Aug 31

Discuss:  Lane, Introduction, chs. 1-2:  Indigenes and Spaniards




Define:  conservation

Fri Sept 2

Discuss:  Lane, chs. 3-4:  Dictatorship and Revolution




Define:  Liberalism (19th century); preservation

Wed Sept 7

Discuss:  Lane, chs. 5-6:  Revolutionaries and Development




Define:  monoculture

Fri Sept 9

Discuss:  Lane, chs 7-8:  Conservation and Sustainability




Define:  sustainable development

Mon Sept 12

Discuss:  Lane, chs 9-10, conclusion:  Policy and Environmentalists

Wed Sept 14

Discuss:  Dedina, chs 1-4:  People and Whales

Fri Sept 16

Discuss:  Dedina, chs 5-6:  Development or Whales

Mon Sept 19

Discuss:  Dedina, chs 7-8:  Fishermen and their Allies

Wed Sept 21

Discuss:  Wright, Introduction, chs 1-2:  Pesticide Poisoning

Fri Sept 23

Discuss:  Wright, ch 3:  The government

Mon Sept 26

Discuss:  Wright, ch 4-5:  A History of Oaxaca

Wed Sept 28

Discuss:  Wright, ch 6:  Technology

Fri Sept 30

Discuss:  Wright, ch 7:  Consumers

Mon Oct 3

Discuss:  Wright, ch 8:  Theory

Wed Oct 5

Discuss:  Wright, chs 9-10:  The Dilemma

Fri Oct 7

Discuss:  García-Gorena, Introduction, chs 1-2:  Social Movements

Mon Oct 10

Discuss:  García-Gorena, chs 3-4:  No Nukes!

Wed Oct 12

Discuss:  García-Gorena, chs 5-8:  The actors

Fri Oct 14

Day-off!

Mon Oct 17

Discuss:  García-Gorena, chs. 9-conclusion:  Failure




Paper due

Wed Oct 19

Discuss:  Dean, Introduction, chs 1-2:  Rubber discovered

Fri Oct 21

Discuss:  Dean, chs 3-4:  Foreigners and rubber

Mon Oct 24

Discuss:  Dean, chs 5-6:  Tire companies

Wed Oct 26

Discuss:  Dean, chs 7-8:  Plantations

Fri Oct 28

Discuss:  Dean, ch 9:  State intervention

Mon Oct 31

Discuss:  Revkin, Introduction, chs 1-2:  The Burning Season

Wed Nov 2

Discuss:  Revkin, chs 3-4:  Colonial rubber

Fri Nov 4

Discuss:  Revkin, chs 5-6:  Acre rubbertappers

Mon Nov 7

Discuss:  Revkin, chs 7-8:  Tappers vs. Ranchers

Wed Nov 9

Discuss:  Revkin, chs 9-10:  Allies & Greens

Fri Nov 11

Discuss:  Ravkin, chs 11-12:  Foreigners

Mon Nov 14

Discuss:  Ravkin, ch 13, Epilogue, Afterword:  Deaths

Wed Nov 16

“The Burning Season”

Fri Nov 18

“The Burning Season”




Paper due

Mon Nov 21

Discuss:  Kane, prologue, chs 1-4:  The Huaorani

Wed Nov 23

Discuss:  Kane, chs 5-8:  The Forest

Mon Nov 28

Discuss:  Kane, chs 9-11:  Conflict

Wed Nov 30

Discuss:  Kane, chs. 12-14:  Allies

Fri Dec 2

Discuss:  Kane, chs. 15-19, epilogue:  Who are the savages?

Thursday, Dec 8
8 – 10 a.m. :  Paper due

Instructions for papers
Paper #1

Write 5-6 pages analyzing and critiquing the material you read.  What important issue did the writer bring up that we did not discuss fully?  What did the author miss or ignore?  The point of this paper is depth, to pursue ideas further than class discussion allowed.  This is not a summary of the reading, but a thoughtful, original piece where you focus on a theme of your choice and explore it fully.

Paper #2

Identify and research an environmental problem at St. Mary’s or in your home community.  This is a straight-forward, short research paper that should cover the following:


1.  what is the problem (identify and define it)


2.  how is it a problem


3.  how long has it been a problem


4.  who are the actors involved


5.  what are the interests of the actors involved


6.  is anything being done


7.  what are the chances for change

Paper #3

Do a short research paper where you explore alternative forms of development in Latin America that take the environment into account.  The paper should have at least 5 different sources, including articles in journals.  If you use the internet, make sure the website is reliable and cited properly (see below for style instructions).  Address the following in your paper:


1.  what problem are people trying to solve


2.  who are the actors


3.  what are they doing 


4.  what obstacles are they facing


5.  what are their chances for success 

Style:

For all papers, use Kate Turabian’s Manual for endnotes, bibliography, and web citations.  All papers should follow a standard expository writing format, with a well-defined thesis and evidence to support it.

