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Political Ecology: Nature, Culture & Histories of Power 
 

Fall 2018                 Prof. Elizabeth Hennessy, PhD 
History 705 & Environmental Studies 900                         University of Wisconsin–Madison  
Graduate Seminar                Offices: 4105 Humanities & 115E Science Hall 
Wednesdays, 3:30-5:30                Office Hours: TBD in 4105 Humanities  
3 Credit Hours                       and by appointment  
Room TBD                  elizabeth.hennessy@wisc.edu 
 
 
Historical political ecology is an approach to investigating the political economies and power 
relations of environmental change. The field interrogates relationships between ideas of nature and 
the construction of political subjectivities. From desertification in sub-Saharan Africa to water 
management in urban Ecuador, it seeks to put contemporary issues of social and environmental 
justice in historical perspective. Seen through the lens of historical political ecology, environmental 
problems are never entirely natural, but rather the product of processes that entangle social and 
natural change—including resource use, commodification, (under)development, knowledge 
production, and environmental management. Historical political ecologists take a broadly 
interdisciplinary approach that combines field-based ethnographic and archival research, political 
economic analysis, ecological studies, and critical attention to the politics of knowledge. This 
seminar will examine historical political ecology in two senses: first, by looking at the evolution of 
the field from its roots in development studies and hazards research to current engagements with 
postcolonial theory and science and technology studies; and second, by analyzing how political 
ecologists have approached historiography and what is at stake in the way they narrate the past. The 
seminar will also feature an emphasis on preparing students to do historical political ecology through 
a focus on grant writing.  
 
Overarching Learning Objectives 
Learning objectives for this seminar fall into two categories: theoretical training and writing funding 
proposals (grants or fellowships) for dissertation research. Class participants will:  
  
Theoretical Training   
• Survey key foundational texts and recent debates in historical political ecology  
• Learn skills for analytical reading and discussion  
• Analyze theoretical approaches to understanding the politics of environmental change 
• Apply theoretical insights to evaluate recent literature and funding proposals  
• Develop a research project to expand political ecological research and knowledge 

 
Grant Writing 
• Design a research project that uses political ecological theory as one of the major fields of 

literature 
• Write a complete grant/fellowship narrative, including: 

• Craft the all-important ‘hook’ to introduce your grant narrative 
• Apply theoretical frameworks to pose grounded, answerable research questions 
• Pose hypotheses that articulate what you think your research will unveil 
• Write a literature review to frame research questions and demonstrate how your project will 

advance the field 

mailto:elizabeth.hennessy@wisc.edu
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• Design a methodological approach to collect and analyze data that will allow you to answer 
your research questions 

• Articulate the “Broader Impacts” of the proposed research project 
• Create a targeted project bibliography 
• Design a research budget 

 
ASSESSMENT PLAN 
 
Assignments 

Each student will:  
• Read and discuss a survey of literature in historical political ecology 
• Complete weekly assignments (no late assignments accepted) 
• Complete four reading responses of ~500 words  
• Workshop draft sections of your proposal 
• Lead discussion of readings (in pairs) twice, including the worksheet for theoretical essays  
• Complete out-of-class peer review 
• Participate in in-class reading discussions and proposal assignment work-shopping 
• Prepare a research proposal of submission quality 
• Give a 15-minute oral presentation of your research proposal 

 
The course is organized with two chief objectives: to introduce you to literature in political ecology 
and to help you prepare a research proposal that (in part) develops work in the field. You will be 
expected to use some of the theoretical approaches we read about, if not necessarily the specific 
articles and books, to inform your research proposal. Course assignments will mirror these two 
objectives, focusing on (a) reading and discussion and (b) proposal writing and review. 
 
This is a 3-credit class. The credit standard for this course is met by an expectation of a total of 135 
hours of student engagement with the course learning activities (at least 45 hours per credit), which 
include regularly scheduled instructor:student meeting times (2 hours per week for 15 weeks), as well 
as reading, writing, and peer-review work as described in the syllabus (below). 
 
Reading and discussion: The workload for this course is heavy, but completing the assigned 
readings each week will be essential for your success. We will devote the first hour of our weekly 
meetings to discussing readings. Each week, two students will act as discussion leaders (I’ll distribute 
a sign-up sheet). Discussion leaders will be responsible for (a) jointly completing and distributing to 
your classmates (via Canvas Dropbox) the Worksheet for Theoretical Essays (see template) for each 
reading by midnight the night before class); (b) reviewing everyone’s reading responses before 
class and acknowledging key points to help orient class discussion; and (c) using the worksheet to 
give a quick (5-10 minute) overview of the week’s texts and then guide discussion. The goal for 
reading discussion is not to find fault with the assigned readings (though surely none are perfect), 
but rather to understand the author’s argument, its relation to major debates in political ecology, and 
to learn from it how you might develop your own research. 

On weeks when you are not leading discussion, you may submit ~500 word critical reading 
responses that engage with (rather than summarize) the week’s readings. You may take a variety of 
approaches for these responses, but they should include some discussion of what is at stake in the 
readings (perhaps how they push the field in new directions) and what questions they pose for you. 
You must complete four of these responses over the course of the semester. You do not need to 
sign up, but you are responsible for keeping track of them. All the responses will be due by midnight 
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the night before class (Tuesday pm), posted to a weekly discussion thread in Canvas. 
 
Proposal writing and review: The final major assignment for this course is a polished grant 
proposal of 10 single-spaced pages (12 point, Times New Roman font) plus a 2-page bibliography 
and 1-page budget request. You will select a structure for an appropriate audience (NSF DDRI, 
SSRC IDRF, Fulbright-Hays, etc.), but follow my length and component requirements. Each 
proposal should contain an introduction, research questions and hypotheses, statement of 
significance, theoretical framework, and methodology, though the organization of these sections 
may differ. To prepare you for this final assignment, we will work on grant components throughout 
the semester. Nearly every week, you will turn in an exercise designed to help you write a section of 
your proposal. (Also due at midnight the night before class.) We will spend the second hour of our 
weekly meeting workshopping two volunteers’ exercises as a group. Out of class, you will also 
complete a peer review of each others’ draft exercises (due a week later, midnight Tuesday). Each of 
your exercises and peer reviews will be posted to discussion forums on Canvas -- you are 
encouraged to read and comment on each others’ threads throughout the semester, as learning the 
grant writing process is best done collaboratively.    
 
 Grading 
 
 Discussion leading  15% 
 Reading Responses  10% 

Proposal Exercises  20% 
 Peer Reviews   15% 
 Proposal Presentation 10% 
 Proposal   30% 
 
 
REQUIRED READINGS 
 
I recommend acquiring these books. I’m also putting copies on reserve at Memorial Library, if not 
available online. Other readings will be posted to Canvas.  
 

• Paul Robbins, Political Ecology a Critical Introduction. Chichester, U.K.; Malden, Mass. : J. Wiley 
& Sons, 2012. Available through UW Libraries online: 
https://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/wisc/detail.action?docID=822568 

• Jake Kosek, Understories: The Political Life of Forests in Northern New Mexico, Duke University 
Press, 2006 

• Juno Parreñas, Decolonizing Extinction, Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 2018 
• Anna Tsing, The Mushroom at the End of the World, Princeton University Press, 2015 

 
ADDITIONAL REFERENCES 
 
This class is designed to help orient you to major themes in a very broad field. In addition to the 
required readings, I will note some additional citations for further reading, though even these are far 
from comprehensive. Below are a few foundational overviews and edited volumes in the field. Also 
check the Journal of Political Ecology, Geoforum, Environment and Planning (A, D, and E), Ecology and Society 

https://journals.uair.arizona.edu/index.php/JPE
https://www.journals.elsevier.com/geoforum
http://journals.sagepub.com/home/epn
http://journals.sagepub.com/home/epd
http://journals.sagepub.com/home/ene
https://www.ecologyandsociety.org/
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and Cultural Anthropology, Progress in Human Geography all of which (among others) regularly publish 
political ecological work and will be of use as you construct the literature review for your proposal. 
 
Political Ecology Overviews 
 

• Roderick Neumann, Making Political Ecology London: Hodder Arnold, 2005. 
• Tom Perreault, Gavin Bridge and James McCarthy, The Routledge Handbook of Political Ecology. 

Abingdon, Oxon ; New York, NY: Routledge, 2015.  
• Bryant, Raymond L., ed. The international handbook of political ecology. Edward Elgar Publishing, 

2015  
• Peet, Richard and Michael Watts, Liberation Ecologies: Environment, Development, Social 

Movements. London ; New York :Routledge, 2004.  
• Donald Moore, Jake Kosek, Anand Pandian, Race, Nature, and the Politics of Difference, Durham, 

NC: Duke University Press, 2003. 
• Dianne Rocheleau, Barbara Thomas-Slayter, and Esther Wangari, eds., Feminist Political 

Ecology, Routledge, 1996 
• Wendy Harcourt and Ingrid L. Nelson, Practising Feminist Political Ecologies Moving Beyond the 

'Green Economy,' London : Zed Books, 2015. 
• Mara Goldman, Paul Nadasdy, Matthew Turner, eds., Knowing Nature: Conversations at the 

Intersection of Political Ecology and Science Studies, Chicago University Press, 2011  
• Karl Zimmerer and Tom Basset, eds., Political Ecology: An Integrative Approach to Geography and 

Environment-Development Studies, New York: Guilford Press, 2003. 
• Nik Heynen, James McCarthy, Scott Prudham, and Paul Robbins, eds., Neoliberal environments: 

False promises and unnatural consequences, Routledge, 2007. 
• Nik Heynen, Maria Kaika, and Erik Swyngedouw, eds., In the Nature of Cities: Urban Political 

Ecology and the Politics of Urban Metabolism. London: Routledge, 2006. 
• Tim Forsyth, Critical Political Ecology: The Politics of Environmental Science, London: Routledge, 

2003. 
• Bryant, Raymond L., and Sinead Bailey. Third world political ecology. Psychology Press, 1997  

 
Proposal Writing 
 

• Michael Watts, “The Holy Grail: In Pursuit of a Dissertation Proposal”  
• For SSRC (and Humanities): Adam Przeworski and Frank Salomon, “On the Art of Writing 

Proposals” 
• NSF: A Guide for Proposal Writing: 

https://www.nsf.gov/pubs/2004/nsf04016/print_toc.htm 
• UC Berkeley International Studies Dissertation Proposal Resources (Check out more 

successful examples by political ecologists) 
• Lawrence Locke, Proposals That Work: a Guide for Planning Dissertations and Grant Proposals. 

Thousand Oaks, California: SAGE, 2014. 
• Karen Kelsky, The Professor Is In, Foolproof Grant Template 

 
 

https://culanth.org/
http://journals.sagepub.com/home/phg
https://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/wisc/detail.action?docID=200347
https://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/wisc/detail.action?docID=2041740
https://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/wisc/detail.action?docID=2041740
http://dusk.geo.orst.edu/prosem/PDFs/InPursuitofPhD.pdf
https://s3.amazonaws.com/ssrc-cdn1/crmuploads/new_publication_3/%7B7A9CB4F4-815F-DE11-BD80-001CC477EC70%7D.pdf
https://s3.amazonaws.com/ssrc-cdn1/crmuploads/new_publication_3/%7B7A9CB4F4-815F-DE11-BD80-001CC477EC70%7D.pdf
https://www.nsf.gov/pubs/2004/nsf04016/print_toc.htm
https://iis.berkeley.edu/node/424
http://theprofessorisin.com/2011/07/05/dr-karens-foolproof-grant-template/
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SEMESTER OVERVIEW 
 
Week & Date Theme In-class Workshop 
1 – September 5    Introductions Grant solicitations 
2 – September 12    What is political 

ecology? Paul Robbins 
guest 

Mock grant review 

3 – September 19    Foundations Defining a research 
problem 

4 –September 26 Historical Political 
Ecology 

Research questions and 
hypotheses: Take I 

5 – October 3 Neoliberal Natures Theoretical 
Frameworks: Take I 

6 – October 10 Conservation What data? 
7 – October 17 Politics of Knowledge What do I do with the 

data? 
8 – October 24  Gender, Race & 

Subjectivity 
Theoretical 
Frameworks: Take II 

9 – October 31 Book of choice No class 
10 – Need to resked Smokey Bear is Racist Intellectual Merit & 

Broader Impacts 
11 – November 14  More-than-Human 

Politics 
The All-Important 
Introduction 

12 – November 21 Thanksgiving No class 
13 – November 28 Future of Life? Budgets 
14 – December 5 Oral Presentations Draft proposal due 
15 – December 12 Oral Presentations  
December 17 Final proposal due  
 
 
WEEKLY COURSE PLAN 
All the readings not listed above will be available as PDFs or through links on our Canvas class site.  
 
September 5   Week 1 - Introductions 
 

Reading: 
• Grant solicitations: 

o NSF GSS DDRI: https://www.nsf.gov/pubs/2017/nsf17567/nsf17567.pdf 
o SSRC IDRF: https://www.ssrc.org/fellowships/view/idrf-fellowship/ [Create a log-

in to view and read the “Guidelines”] 
o Fulbright Hays (DDRA): Link to download FY2018 Application Instructions here: 

https://www2.ed.gov/programs/iegpsddrap/applicant.html   
Assignment due:  

• Read grant solicitations, annotate with questions and bring to class 
In class:  

• Introductions, syllabus review, discussion of grant solicitations, sign-up sheet for next 
week 

https://www.nsf.gov/pubs/2017/nsf17567/nsf17567.pdf
https://www.ssrc.org/fellowships/view/idrf-fellowship/
https://www2.ed.gov/programs/iegpsddrap/applicant.html
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September 12   Week 2 – What is political ecology? 
*Paul Robbins guest  
 

Reading: 
• Paul Robbins, Introduction and Chapters 1-3, Political Ecology (2012 edition) [100 pages] 

https://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/wisc/detail.action?docID=822568 
• Sample successful NSF DDRI grants by Hennessy, Meehan, Garmany, Hauserman, Bishop 

(see below for instructions) 
Assignment due:  
• Grant exercise: Proposal evaluation (read the instructions on Canvas before you dive in!)  
• Reading responses (optional)  
In class:  
• Discussion with Paul Robbins: What is PE? What makes a grant good? Mock review panel. 

 
September 19   Week 3 – Foundations 
 

Reading: 
• Michael Watts, “Now and Then: The Origins of Political Ecology, And the Rebirth of 

Adaptation as a Form of Thought,” Routledge Handbook, 2015 pp. 19-50 
• Thomas J. Bassett, The Political Ecology of Peasant-Herder Conflicts in the Northern Ivory 

Coast, Annals of the Association of American Geographers, Vol. 78, No. 3 (Sep., 1988), pp. 453-472 
• Escobar, A. After Nature: Steps to an Anti-Essentialist Political Ecology,  
• Vayda, A.P. and Walters, B.B. 1999: Against political ecology. Human Ecology 27, 167–79.  

 
Assignment Due: 
• Grant exercise: Define a Research Problem 
• Discussion leaders: worksheets 
• Reading responses (optional)   
 
In class: 
• Discussion of readings 
• Grant Workshop: research problems 

 
September 26   Week 4 – Historical Political Ecology 

 
Reading: 
• Diana Davis, “Historical Political Ecology: On the Importance of Looking Back to Move 

Forward” Geoforum, 40 (2009) 285-286 
• Karl Offen, “Historical Political Ecology: An Introduction,” Historical Geography, 32 (2004): 

19-42 
• Christian Brannstrom, “What kind of history for what kind of political ecology?” Historical 

Geography, 32 (2004): 71-87 
• Christian Kull, Deforestation, Erosion, and Fire: Degradation Myths in the Environmental 

History of Madagascar, Environment and History 6 (2000): 423–450 

 

https://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/wisc/detail.action?docID=822568
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Assignment Due: 
• Peer review: Define a Research Problem 
• Grant exercise: Research questions and hypotheses: Take I 
• Discussion leaders: worksheets 
• Reading responses (optional) 

 
In class: 
• Discussion of readings 
• Grant Workshop: Research questions and hypotheses: Take I 

 
October 3   Week 5 – Neoliberal Natures 
 

Reading: 
• James McCarthy and Scott Prudham, “Neoliberal Nature and the Nature of Neoliberalism” 

Geoforum, 35 (2004) 275-283 
• Scott Prudham, “Property and Commodification,” Routledge Handbook, 2015, 430-445  
• Noel Castree, “Commodifying What Nature?” Progress in Human Geography 27, 3 (2003) 

pp. 273–297 
• Morgan M. Robertson & Joel D. Wainwright (2013) The Value of Nature to the State, 

Annals of the Association of American Geographers, 103:4, 890-905 
 

Assignment Due: 
• Peer review: Research questions and hypotheses: Take I 
• Grant exercise: Theoretical Frameworks: Take I 
• Discussion leaders: worksheets 
• Reading responses (optional) 

 
In class: 
• Discussion of readings 
• Grant Workshop: Theoretical Frameworks: Take I 

 
October 10   Week 6 – Conservation, Science, and the Consumption of Nature 
 

Reading: Elizabeth Hennessy, On the Backs of Tortoises [Draft MS] 
  

Assignment Due: 
• Peer review: Theoretical Frameworks: Take I 
• Grant exercise: Methods I: What data and how do I get it? 
• Discussion leaders: worksheet 
• Special reading response [see online questions] 

 
In class: 
• Discussion of reading [Ask the author!] 
• Grant Workshop: Methods I: What data and how do I get it? 
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October 17   Week 7 – The Politics of Knowledge 
 

Reading: 
 

• Arturo Escobar, Whose Knowledge, Whose Nature? Journal of Political Ecology, 1998 
• Mara J. Goldman and Matthew D. Turner, Introduction, Knowing Nature, 2011 
• Diane Rocheleau, “Rooted Networks, Webs of Relation, and the Power of Situated Science,” 

from Knowing Nature, 2011 
• Rebecca Lave, Bridging Political Ecology and STS: A Field Analysis of the Rosgen Wars, 

Annals of the Association of American Geographers, 2012 (102) 
 

Assignment Due: 
• Peer review: Methods I: What data and how do I get it? 
• Grant exercise: Methods II: Now what do I do with the data? 
• Discussion leaders: worksheet 
• Reading responses (optional) 

 
In class: 
• Discussion of readings  
• Grant Workshop: Methods II: Now what do I do with the data? 

 
October 24   Week 8 – Gender, Race & Subjectivity 
 

Reading: 
• Rebecca Elmhirst, Feminist Political Ecology, Routledge Handbook, 519-530 
• Julie Guthman & Becky Mansfield, Nature, difference and the body, Routledge Handbook  
• Juanita Sundberg, Identities in the Making: conservation, gender and race in the Maya 

Biosphere Reserve, Guatemala , Gender, Place and Culture , Vol. 11, No. 1, March 2004  
• Aclida Ramos, Pulp Fictions of Indigeneity, SE ́RIE ANTROPOLOGIA, 2001 

Assignment Due: 
• Peer review: Methods II: Now what do I do with the data? 
• Grant exercise: Theoretical Frameworks II 
• Discussion leaders: worksheet 
• Reading response (optional) 

 
In class: 
• Discussion of readings  
• Grant Workshop: Theoretical Frameworks and Research Questions: Take II 
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October 31   Week 9 – No class (EH gone) 
 

Reading: 
• Political ecology book of your choice to help with your literature review [sign up online] 

  
Assignment Due: 
• Peer review: Theoretical Frameworks and Research Questions: Take II 
• Reading response 
• Keep working on your grants! 

 
 
* November 7 [Reschedule]   Week 10 – Smokey Bear is Racist 
 

Reading: Jake Kosek, Understories 
  

Assignment Due: 
 

• Grant exercise: Intellectual Merit & Broader Impacts 
• Discussion leaders: worksheet 
• Reading response (optional) 

 
In class: 
• Discussion of readings  
• Grant Workshop: Intellectual Merit & Broader Impacts 

 
November 14   Week 11 – More-than-Human Politics 
 

Reading: Juno Parreñas, Decolonizing Extinction 
• Karen Kelsky, The Big Issue & Why are there no elephants?: 

http://theprofessorisin.com/2013/09/13/the-big-issue-in-your-grant-proposal/ 
http://theprofessorisin.com/2012/11/30/why-are-there-no-elephants-a-common-grant-
writing-error/ 

 
Assignment Due: 
• Peer review: Intellectual Merit & Broader Impacts 
• Grant exercise: The All-Important Introduction 
• Discussion leaders: worksheet 
• Reading response (optional) 

 
In class: 
• Discussion of readings  
• Grant Workshop: The All-Important Introduction 

 
November 21   Week 12 – No class: Thanksgiving 
 
 
 
 

http://theprofessorisin.com/2013/09/13/the-big-issue-in-your-grant-proposal/
http://theprofessorisin.com/2012/11/30/why-are-there-no-elephants-a-common-grant-writing-error/
http://theprofessorisin.com/2012/11/30/why-are-there-no-elephants-a-common-grant-writing-error/
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November 28   Week 13 – A Politics for the Future of Life?  
 

Reading: Anna Tsing, The Mushroom at the End of the World 
  

Assignment Due: 
• Peer review: The All-Important Introduction 
• Grant exercise: The Fun Part: Budgets 
• Discussion leaders: worksheet 
• Reading response (optional) 

 
In class: 
• Discussion of reading 
• Grant Workshop: The Fun Part: Budgets 

 
December 5   Week 14 – Oral Presentations I 
 

Assignment Due: 
• Peer review: The Fun Part: Budgets 
• COMPLETE DRAFT PROPOSAL (to page count, with all sections)  

 
In class: 
• Oral presentations (~10 mins each + Q&A) 

 
December 12   Week 15 – Oral Presentations II 
 

Assignment Due: 
• Peer review: Draft Proposals 

 
In class: 
• Oral presentations (~10 mins each + Q&A) 

 
 
FINAL PROPOSAL DUE:  Monday, December 17, 11:59pm 
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OPEN-DOOR 

My office doors are always open to you as students and as people should you need to discuss 
anything broadly related to your ability to succeed in graduate school, whatever it may be.  

 

ACADEMIC INTEGRITY 

By enrolling in this course, each student assumes the responsibilities of an active participant in UW-
Madison’s community of scholars in which everyone’s academic work and behavior are held to the 
highest academic integrity standards. Academic misconduct compromises the integrity of the 
university. Cheating, fabrication, plagiarism, unauthorized collaboration, and helping others commit 
these acts are examples of academic misconduct, which can result in disciplinary action. This 
includes but is not limited to failure on the assignment/course, disciplinary probation, or 
suspension. Substantial or repeated cases of misconduct will be forwarded to the Office of Student 
Conduct & Community Standards for additional review. For more information, refer to 
studentconduct.wiscweb.wisc.edu/academic-integrity/. 
 
ACCOMMODATIONS FOR STUDENTS WITH DISABILITIES 

The University of Wisconsin-Madison supports the right of all enrolled students to a full and equal 
educational opportunity. The Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA), Wisconsin State Statute 
(36.12), and UW-Madison policy (Faculty Document 1071) require that students with disabilities be 
reasonably accommodated in instruction and campus life. Reasonable accommodations for students 
with disabilities is a shared faculty and student responsibility. Students are expected to inform faculty 
[me] of their need for instructional accommodations by the end of the third week of the semester, or 
as soon as possible after a disability has been incurred or recognized. Faculty [I], will work either 
directly with the student [you] or in coordination with the McBurney Center to identify and provide 
reasonable instructional accommodations. Disability information, including instructional 
accommodations as part of a student's educational record, is confidential and protected under 
FERPA. http://mcburney.wisc.edu/facstaffother/faculty/syllabus.php 
 
DIVERSITY & INCLUSION 

Diversity is a source of strength, creativity, and innovation for UW-Madison. We value the 
contributions of each person and respect the profound ways their identity, culture, background, 
experience, status, abilities, and opinion enrich the university community. We commit ourselves to 
the pursuit of excellence in teaching, research, outreach, and diversity as inextricably linked goals. 
 
The University of Wisconsin-Madison fulfills its public mission by creating a welcoming and 
inclusive community for people from every background – people who as students, faculty, and staff 
serve Wisconsin and the world. https://diversity.wisc.edu/  
 

http://mcburney.wisc.edu/facstaffother/faculty/syllabus.php
https://diversity.wisc.edu/

