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Farm Workers and Mount Williamson, Ansel Adams, 1943. 

Nature’s power exceeds human forces, 
yet “nature” itself is an artifact of human invention.  

 

When we transform nature, we 
transform ourselves.  
 
Environmental historians  

write stories about the past and present 
that grapple with this paradox. 

 
The worlds that humans inhabit are both our own creations as well as the creation of nonhuman 
actors. Transformations that we regard as “social,” or “cultural,” or “economic,” or “political” are all 
grounded in the material worlds in which we dwell. How have American lived within and against the 
constraints of the earth over the last five centuries? How has “nature” interwoven human and 
nonhuman worlds? How have diverse historical lives—and culture itself—remained rooted in 
physical and biological processes? How do we know nature? How do we transform nature? How do we 
accommodate nature? 
 
Required Books: 
Edward Everett Dale, The Cross Timbers: Memories of a North Texas Boyhood (Austin: University of Texas 
Press, 1966). 
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A NOTE ON RECENT EVENTS: Over the last three years we have experienced the global COVID-19 pandemic; the 
painful consequences of violence against Black lives; a divisive election and an unprecedented assault on democracy and the 
nation’s political institutions. These events have caused—and will continue to cause—fear, stress, anger, frustration, and pain 
for members of our university community. It is normal under these circumstances to feel overwhelmed and anxious and to have 
difficulty concentrating. I have designed our course with these challenges in mind and am committed to working with all of 
you to create a positive and supportive learning environment. 

 
 
 

--- 
 

 
 
WELCOME TO HIST 4275:  
Please take a moment to read the following course guidelines below… 
 
 
COURSE CONDUCT: History necessarily involves the study of how systems of power have evolved 
over time, as well as how those forces continue to exert their power in the present. I urge every 
student in this class to be attentive and self-reflective about behaviors and comments that have been 
identified as racist, antisemitic, homophobic, transphobic, ableist, et cetera. This self-reflection 
applies to me as well. We are all in the process of learning and unlearning the logics that structure 
our society and our modes of communication. No one is perfect. What I ask is that all of us strive to 
be mindful and thoughtful in our interactions in this course. 
 
ACCESSIBILITY: I am committed to accessibility. If you need course accommodations, please notify 
me as soon as possible at Michael.wise@unt.edu, or by phone at (940) 891-6774. 

 
PREFERRED NAME: If your preferred name is not the same as the name that appears on the class 
roster provided to me by UNT, please let me know so I can use your preferred name. 

 
CAREGIVER RESPONSIBILITIES: Many students balance the pursuit of their education with the 
responsibilities of caring for children or for other family or community members. If you run into 
challenges that require you to miss class, or if your caregiving responsibilities interfere with your 
ability to meet a deadline, please contact me and we can discuss ways I can try to support your 
learning with more flexibility. 

 
Acknowledging the land is a Native protocol and I wish to note that the University of North 
Texas is located on the unceded territory of the Wichita and Caddo Affiliated Tribes. It is 
important to study the complex processes that have brought us all to reside here, and to seek 
to better understand our own places within these histories. 
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Course Learning Outcomes: 
All students who complete this course will be able to: 
 
1) Explain how human relationships with the environment have changed throughout American 
history. 
 
2) Utilize the practice of environmental history as a disciplined approach to contextualizing and 
addressing present-day environmental concerns. 
 
Required Materials, Credentials, and Technology: 
This entire course is designed to run online and asynchronously over Canvas. 
 
MATERIALS: All required course materials (lectures, readings, films, and web-based applications) 
are available online using Canvas (available to students at unt.instructure.edu). No books are 
required for purchase. A complete list of readings and films for this course is available at the end of 
this syllabus. 
 
CREDENTIALS: Students must participate in this course through Canvas which requires logging in 
online with a UNT EUID and password. Through Canvas, students will also be able to access UNT’s 
subscriptions to three web-based applications, Criterion, Swank, and Panopto, which enable 
students to stream films to their devices. 
 
TECHNOLOGY: To succeed in this course students will need to meet the following minimum 
technological requirements: 
 
1) A device with high-speed internet access and a Canvas-compatible web browser, such as Apple 
Safari, Google Chrome, or Mozilla Firefox. A device with a keyboard is highly recommended. 
 
2) Sufficient familiarity with web-based applications to comfortably operate Canvas on their device, 
as well as the ability to read .pdf files and stream video using access provided by Canvas and through 
their UNT credentials. 
 
I also highly recommend that you keep a pen and some pieces of paper handy so that you can write 
notes while viewing my recorded lectures and other course content. 
 
Deadlines and Grading Criteria: 
There are four deadlines for completing the Canvas modules: 
  
  Monday, February 28, 2022 
  Complete Modules 1-5. 
   -including The Witch and The Revenant film reviews and midterm #1. 
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  Monday, April 4, 2022 
  Complete Modules 6-11. 

-including Wild film review, midterm #2, and plant candidate ID assignment. 
 
  Monday, April 25, 2022 
  Submit NTX Heritage Seed Library final collaborative report 
 
  Friday, May 13, 2022 
  Complete Modules 12-16 
   -including final exam. 
   

Assignments: 
  NTX Heritage Seed Library   80 points 
   Initial Plant Candidate ID (due 4/4)  20 points 
   Final Group Report (due 4/25)   40 points 
   Self-Evaluation (due 5/13)    20 points    
  Film Reviews     45 points 
   The Witch      15 points 
   The Revenant      15 points 
   Wild       15 points 
  Exams       75 points 
   Midterm #1      25 points 
   Midterm #2      25 points 
   Final Exam      25 points 
 
  TOTAL      200 points 
 
  A= 180-200 points; B= 160-179 points; C= 140-159 points;  

D= 120-139 points. F < 120 points. 
   
 
Assignment Descriptions: 
North Texas Heritage Seed Library Project (40%) 
We have the opportunity this semester to collaborate with the UNT Food Studies Program and the 
Denton County Master Gardener Association on the development of a North Texas Heritage Seed 
Library that will feature information on historic varieties of food crops grown in North Texas, as well 
as provide free seeds and plants to the public. Our class role in this project will be to contribute 
student-led research toward identifying suitable plants for the library. Students in this class will 
work collaboratively in small groups of ten, led by one graduate student, to identify plant candidates 
and develop content about them using digitized archival material and other primary sources. Each 
group will be assigned to focus on one category of heritage crops (i.e., tomatoes). Group reports will 
be due on Monday, April 25th, 2022, and each report will be reviewed by Denton County Master 
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Gardeners who will provide written feedback. Students will be graded on the basis of the quality of 
the initial plant candidate identification report, final group report, and a self-evaluation of no more 
than 300 words. 
 
Film Reviews (23%) 
In order to study and respond to the ways that American environmental history has been 
represented in popular culture we will watch and review three recent Hollywood films: The Witch 
(2015), The Revenant (2015), and Wild (2014). Following each screening, students will write a film 
review of no more than 2,000 words putting the film into conversation with our other course 
materials. Also, please let us know whether you liked the movie or not (and why)! Each of these 
reviews is worth 15 points and will be graded on how brilliantly it connects the film to our course 
discussions. Be bold! 
 
Exams (37%) 
There will be three exams, each of which will be administered over Canvas, and each of which will 
consist of a mix of multiple-choice, fill-in-the-blank, and true/false questions. If you’re a 
perfectionist and you want perfect scores, you can retake the exams as many times as you 
want before their respective deadlines for completion. Each exam is worth 25 points. 
 
Contacting Dr. Wise 
The best way to contact me is by email at michael.wise@unt.edu. During the weekdays I try to 
respond to email within 24 hours. If you don’t hear back from me within 24 hours, then please try 
calling my office phone number, (940) 891-6774, and feel free to leave a voicemail with your 
callback number. 
 
I am very willing to talk in real time over the phone or over Zoom, but given tight scheduling an 
appointment is necessary. Please email me if you want to talk and I will be happy to set up a time. 
  
Graduate Teaching Assistant: 
 

<<Contact info here>> 
 
 
 
 
 
How this Course Flows 
This course has 16 regular modules on Canvas. Generally speaking, each of the 16 modules is 
designed to require about 3 hours of “in-class” equivalent work, plus an hour or two of out-of-class 
studying and homework time. Given the fact that this course was developed to be asynchronous, you 
can complete the course as quickly or slowly as you wish, as long as you meet the four deadlines. 
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PART ONE  KNOWING NATURE 
 
Module 1 Nature and History 
 
  Lecture: “What is Environmental History?” 
  Read: George Stewart, Names on the Land, excerpts (1945), and Keith    
   Basso, Wisdom Sits in Places, excerpts (1996). 
  Small group: Introductions 
 
Module 2 Knowing Nature through the Body 
 
  Lecture: “Humoral Physiology, the Columbian Exchange, and the     
  Historical Contexts of Environmental Knowledge” 
  Read: Rebecca Earle, The Body of the Conquistador, excerpts (2012). 
  Small group: Food Reflection 
 
Module 3 Knowing Nature through the Supernatural 
 

Lecture: “Divine Providence and the Senses in New England and New   
 France” 

  Read: Mark Fiege, “Satan in the Land,” from The Republic of Nature (2012). 
  Film: Robert Eggers, The Witch (2015), runtime 93 minutes. 
  Assignment: Film review #1 
   
Module 4 Knowing Nature through Reason 
 
  Lecture: “Science and the Jeffersonian Vision of a Continental Empire” 
  Read: Peter Kastor and Conevery Bolton Valencius, “Sacagawea’s Cold,”    
  in the Bulletin of the History of Medicine (2008), and Michael Wise,     
  “Seeing Like a Stomach,” in the Southwestern Historical Quarterly     
  (2017). 
  Film: Alejandro Iñárritu, The Revenant (2015), runtime 156 minutes. 
  Assignment: Film review #2 
 
Module 5 Les Habitants – Exam #1 
 
  Read: Jean-Baptiste Bernard de la Harpe, “La Harpe’s First Expedition to    
  Oklahoma, 1718-1719,” trans. Anna Lewis, Chronicles of Oklahoma     
  2:4 (1924): 331-349, and Shannon Lee Dawdy, “’A Wild Taste’:     
  Food and Colonialism in Eighteenth-Century Louisiana,”      
  Ethnohistory 57:3 (2010): 389-414. 
  Assignment: Exam #1 
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PART TWO  TRANSFORMING NATURE 
 
Module 6 Agriculture and the Civil War 
 
  Lecture: “Slavery, Free Labor, and the Political Ecologies of the North and   
  South” 
  Read: Drew Gilpin Faust, “Surviving,” from This Republic of Suffering    
  (2008), and Mark Fiege, “The Nature of Gettysburg,” from The     
  Republic of Nature (2012). 
  Small group: Gardening Reflection 
   
Module 7 Industry and the Logic of Capital 
 
  Lecture: “City, Country, and the Second Nature of the American     
  Marketplace” 
  Read: William Cronon, “Annihilating Space and Time,” from Nature’s    
  Metropolis (1991). 
  Small group: Map Reflection 
 
Module 8 The Transformation of Rural Life in North Texas 
  
  Lecture: “Landscape as a Way of Seeing” 

Read: Edward Everett Dale, The Cross Timbers: Memories of a North Texas    
 Boyhood, all. 

  Small group: Local Reflection 
 
Module 9 From Conservation to Environmentalism 
 
  Lecture: “Efficiency, Anxiety, Mass Destruction, and the Ecological Turn” 
  Read: Frederick Jackson Turner, “The Significance of the Frontier in    
  American History” (1893), and Rachel Carson, “Silent Spring – I,”     
  The New Yorker (1962). 

Watch: Bonneville Power Administration, The Columbia (1949), runtime  22 minutes. 
  Small group: Nature Reflection 
 
Module 10 Wilderness and American Selfhood 
 
  Watch: The Wilderness Collective, “Sequoia to Yosemite,” (2013),     
  runtime 7 min. 

Lecture: “Knowing Nature through Play in Post-Industrial America” 
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Read: Richard White, “Are You an Environmentalist or Do You Work for  a Living?” in 
Uncommon Ground (1995), William Cronon, “The Trouble with Wilderness” in 
Environmental History (1995), and  Priscilla Solis Ybarra, “The Making of a Chicana 
Ecocritic,” in Writing the Goodlife (2016). 

  Film: Jean-Marc Vallée, Wild (2014), runtime 120 minutes. 
  Assignment: Film review #3 
 
Module 11 Lake Ray Roberts – Exam 2 
   

Read: Paula Sue Norris, “A Survey of Landowner Attitudes toward the Construction of 
Lake Ray Roberts” (1991), and Susan A. Lebo and Reid Ferring, “Archaeology and 
history of the Ray Roberts Lake area of northcentral Texas, 1850-1950,” (1995). 

 Assignment: Exam #2 
 
 
PART THREE ACCOMMODATING NATURE 
 
Module 12 Zoonosis and the Ecology of Disease 
   
  Lecture: “Zoonosis and the Ecology of Disease” 
  Read: William B. Karesh et al, “Ecology of Zoonoses: Natural and Unnatural   
  Histories,” Lancet 380 (2012): 1936-1945; Susan D. Jones et al, “Living with Plague:  
  Lessons from the Soviet Union’s Antiplague System,” Proceedings of the National Academy  
  of Science 116, no. 19 (2019): 9155-9163; and Robert Peckham, “COVID-19   
  and the anti-lessons of history,” Lancet 395 (2020). 
  Listen: Krys Boyd and David Quammen, “The Role of Animals in Human Pandemics,”  
  KERA think: April 2, 2020. 
  Small Group: Future History of Covid Reflection 
 
Module 13 Climate Change and Adaptation 
 
  Lecture: “Climate Change and Adaptation”  
  Read: Chi Xu et al, “Future of the Human Climate Niche,” Proceedings of    
  the National Academy of Science pre-publication, October 27, 2019; State of Louisiana and  
  U.S. Department of Housing and Urban  Development, “Resettlement of Isle de Jean  
  Charles: Background and Overview,” 2019; and City of Dallas, “Dallas Comprehensive  
  Environmental and Climate Action Plan (CECAP),” April 2020. 
  Small Group: Dallas CECAP Reflection 
 
Module 14 Environmental Governance 
 
  Lecture: “Biopolitics” 
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  Read: Bram Büscher et al, “Planning for a world beyond COVID-19: Five pillars for  
  post-neoliberal development” World Development 140 (April 2021), and Michel   
  Foucault, “The Right of Death and Power over Life,” from The History of Sexuality,  
  Volume 1 (1978): 133-145. 
  Small Group: Foucault Reflection 
 
Module 15 Greenwashing 
 
  Lecture: “Consuming Environmentalism”  
  Small Group: Advertisement Reflection 
 
Module 16 Final Exam Module 
 
  Final Exam (Exam 3) 


