Anthropology/Sociology 370—Environment and society

Spring 2006
www.eou.edu.socenv
Class time(s):

M-F 10:00 – 10:50

Class location:

Ackerman 103

Instructor:

Bill Grigsby

Office:


Ackerman 204B

Contact info:

phone (962-3591); email (bgrigsby@eou.edu)

Office hours:

Tu, 1 – 2; Wed, 9 – 10; Th, 11-12

Course description:
Examines the interaction between humans and their environment, the ecological principles that help us understand these interactions, and the consequences for both the human species and the biophysical environment.
General education: 
Social Science (SS, old gen-ed); Human behavior (HB, new gen-ed)

The general education curriculum assumes that ‘every educated person should have some acquaintance with certain traditional areas of human knowledge and experience and be able to synthesize and contextualize this knowledge within their own lives.’ This course is designed to provide students with an understanding of how human societies interact with their environment—how the environment shapes humans, and vice versa. Social science rarely admits to the fact that humans are not exempt from natural laws. This course provides a ‘corrective’ to ecologically underinformed perspectives on society.

All human activity has consequences for the natural environment. The natural environment has also shaped the development of human civilization. Yet rarely is the natural world considered worthy of sociological study. This course will examine the ways humans interact with their natural environments, and examine some of the consequences of those interactions, mixing theory, history and example to look at energy use, resource consumption, population growth, technology, and politics. 
By the time we're finished, you'll have a much more sophisticated understanding of how humans and their environments are connected, and how these connections have consequences for what we do now and what we'll be able to do in the future as societies. Environment and society can only be separated in the most artificial ways. As ecologist and activist Barry Commoner once said, 'everything is connected to everything else.'

Prerequisites: None required, but Soc 205, a biology or environmental science course is recommended. 

Course objectives

· To better understand the ways in which humans and natural environments interact with one another, both in historical and contemporary venues;

· To examine key issues with respect to the environment, including population growth, natural resource consumption, global warming and climate change, technology, economic growth and globalization, and to use critical and abstract thinking skills in this process;
· To learn how to think more critically about how the environment and related issues are portrayed in the mass media.
Learning outcomes  Upon completion students will demonstrate the capacity to:

· analyze the ecological impacts of human social activity;

· analyze the driving social forces behind environmental problems;

· critically examine environmental advocacy groups and movements and identify corporate influence and propaganda.

Assessment means: 

· Two exams—a midterm and final (40%); critical evaluation of a website (20%); small group discussion assignments focused on environmental issues in the news (10%), and a group term project focused on the issue of biofuels (30%). 

· This course meets specific gen-ed requirements for learning outcomes as follows: ‘Students should be able to employ basic terminology and concepts of the specific subdiscipline’: This course provides an overview of the field of environmental sociology. Students will be tested on basic concepts and theory in both a midterm and final exam; 
· ‘characterize competing sub-paradigms within the social sciences’: You will analyze corporate-funded websites that may serve as ‘front groups’ for a corporate industry political agenda, and will also be exposed to debates on global warming and environmental ethics (tested on exams); 
· critique social and economic institutions and analyze their historical context’: Capitalism, industrialization, and specifically the fossil fuel industry will be focal points for debate and discussion in each assignment.
Requirements

· Attend class regularly and participate in classroom discussions;

· Complete assignments, including two exams, small group discussion sessions, an evaluation of a web site, and a group term project;

· Access to the Internet. I place lecture material on a course web page, make announcements, provide other material and descriptions of assignments and policies, study guides, exam keys, etc. 

· You’ll need to gain access to the following texts:
· Allan Schnaiberg and Kenneth Gould. 2000. Environment and Society: The Enduring Conflict. New York: Blackburn Press.

· Jared Diamond. 2005. Collapse: How societies choose to fail or succeed. New York: Penguin.

· in addition there will be readings available through electronic reserve from Pierce Library

Assignments

	assignment
	description
	points
	total pts

	mid-term and final exams
	May 8-9, and June 14th 
	2 x 100
	200

	Web site analysis
	Choose web site from list and critically evaluate
	100
	100

	participation
	Discussion groups (4 total, usually on Fridays)
	2 x 25
	  50

	Group term project
	We’ll examine the issue of biofuels
	150
	150

	Totals
	500


Description of assignments

Exams: mid-term, ‘test re-test’, final

There will be two exams, one scheduled for Monday and Tuesday of week 6 (May 8-9), the other for finals week (June 14). On the mid-term exam, you will take the test twice—first on Monday as an individual, and then on Tuesday in small groups. Group members can discuss answers before turning in one exam for the group (still closed book, though). 

The individual portion of the exam will be worth 75% of your total grade for the test, and the group portion 25%. If you prefer, you can take the test again by yourself, or choose not take it again and settle for whatever grade you end up with from the individual test (sorry, I won’t have them graded …). If your group scores lower than you as an individual did, I will not lower your grade (i.e., I’ll give you 100% of the points based on your individual score). The point of this exercise is to, hopefully, turn the test into a learning exercise as well as an evaluation tool.

The final will not be comprehensive, and will cover only material after the first exam. 

Each is worth 100 points.


Web site analysis: Critical thinking assignment 

To do well on this assignment, you'll have to display your critical thinking talents. 
On the course web page is a list of web sites related to the environment in some way. Here is the link. Your job is to choose one of these web sites, and evaluate it. There are three parts to this assignment: 

1. Who’s behind the website (sponsoring organization(s), funders, etc.)? What is their interest in disseminating information about the environment? You might want to do some google searching to check up on the sponsors—things on the web are not always what they seem . . . 

2. Website content. What kinds of content can you find, how current is the information, what is the quality of the content (i.e., is it written by the webmaster, by well-known scientists [and how would you find this out?], politicians, PR professionals, etc.), who seems to be the intended audience, etc.? 

3. Functionality. Is it easy to navigate, intuitive, do you get lost, is there content that is hard to find because of poor design, is it full of commercial ads and banners, pop-ups, etc., are there 15 different font styles . . . does it look homemade, or is it the product of slick production and web authoring, etc.? 

Critical thinking skills 
 
I'll expect to see that you've done the following: 

1. What reference sources does the site use (informational sources, scientific, news, watchdog, googled sources, etc.)? 

2. Site history (any clues as to why it was created, either official or from critics?), what organizations/foundations are behind (i.e., funding/supporting) the site? How transparent is the site (how much can you learn about who’s behind it from their own content)? How is it funded? 

3. Is the site deceptive? In what ways (concrete examples—think about the sources of information—where do they come from, are they credible/respected, etc.)? Do they use specific techniques of deception, ‘spin,’ references to patriotism, fear, smearing critics, referring to ‘junk science,’ etc.? To respond to this one, you will have to do some homework and examine some of the claims made by the site. 

4. How effective is the site at communicating its information? What kinds of ‘experts’ are involved? Does it have links for journalists (is it trying to work its way into mainstream news)? Do other sites link to this one? Mainstream sites, or other like-minded sites? How easy is the site to navigate, how accessible is the information?

5. Production, graphics—is it slick, does it look homemade, like something the Unabomber would do? 

6. Describe what you did, where you went, what research you undertook. 

You’ll be evaluated on your description and analysis: 

1. Description of the site. The above should serve as a guide. 

2. Using evidence and logic to develop your points. Have you drawn on evidence from articles/online resources to support your points/conclusions? 

3. Assessing the authority. Have you evaluated the author’s / authority’s points of view, and their credibility in asserting these points of view (what are their credentials? Are they credible, reputable? Where do they get their funding?) 

4. Recognition of multiple dimensions of an issue. It isn’t enough to pick apart the website—all of these sites have valid points to make as well, and it is your job to explore the complexity of some of these issues—few are black and white—and to show me you understand both sides of an argument (you may disagree violently with one side, but you must show me you understand it). 

Keep in mind that this is a major, 100 point project, and will obviously require some detective work on your part—I want to know what the site is all about, what individuals or groups or corporations are behind it, what others may think or be writing about it (you might want to do a google search), in what kinds of activities they engage (e.g., do they specialize in natural resources, energy, environmental litigation, property rights, etc.), what is their philosophy, how do they engage in politics and where do they fall on the political spectrum (e.g., liberal, conservative, partisan, libertarian). 
I expect a paper of 5-6 pages, and a good deal of analysis—I do not want summaries of content on specific pages. I want to know what the organization or website is all about, its audience, its strategy/techniques for communicating to its audience, etc. Are they who they appear to be, or are they hiding behind a phony-sounding name? On the list of websites are other web-based resources that will help you do some of this work, but I’d also recommend spending some time searching Google. Again, this is detective work. Some combination of these resources will be indispensable in doing this assignment: 

The following sites will help you ask some critical questions about the site you’ve chosen: 

· Cornell University Library page on website evaluation 

· Esther Grassian, ‘Thinking critically about world wide web resources’ 

· Penn State University Library tutorial on evaluating web resources 

The following resources will help you with your detective work about the site (i.e., learning all of the things you’re unlikely to find from the site itself--most of these have search functions): 

· Sourcewatch (excellent for exposing PR and propaganda—good not only for listing and describing front groups, but specific individuals as well—use the search function liberally) 

· Media Transparency (very good for identifying organizations funding front groups, and the non-profit foundations that support their work) 

· Google it (see what other sites have to say about the one you’re researching) 

· Multinational Monitor (for checking out some of the corporate sponsors) 

· CorpWatch 

· Mapcruzin Greenwash page (a search on the term ‘greenwash’ would yield some useful sites) 

For content research, these sites might prove helpful: 

1. ENN (Environmental News Network) 

2. Grist Magazine (more environmental news) 

3. Union of Concerned Scientists 

4. Natural Resources Defense Council 

5. Rep. Henry Waxman's Committee on Government Reform 

I will be looking to see that you used outside sources to analyze your website and write your papers. You should cite all of the sources, web-based or otherwise, that you use at the end of your paper. APA style is fine, or you can use the format I use when citing articles or web pages. But you need to cite all the sources you use. 


Point breakdown: 

1. Thoughtful analysis: 40 points 

2. Good research, use of sources: 30 points 

3. Covered all of the elements of the assignment: 10 points 

4. Documented sources: 10 points 

100 points possible. These papers are due at the end of week 9. Use this assignment description as a checklist—your final grade will reflect how faithfully you followed it. 


Class participation:

One-fifth of your grade will be based on your participation in classroom discussion, which will take the form of small group discussions. I’ll break you into small groups every other week, you’ll read a few articles online and come to class with a short abstract/summary/analysis, and respond to a couple of questions in class that your small group will turn in for credit. One of these groups will occur before the midterm, the other after, on topics germane to the subject area (public lands and global warming in the media).

50 points are possible for participation; 10 for the abstract, 15 for the group responses to questions, for a total of 25 points x 2. 


Group term project

The class will be divided into small groups—no more than five students per group—and each group will be asked to research the following question and come up with recommendations: 

Should Oregon invest in biofuels? 

This may sound simple, but simple questions often lead down complex paths of inquiry. Here are some of the issues you’ll need to come to grips with:

· What are biofuels? What is the state of research on biofuels?
· What money does Oregon have to invest? How could they invest it? What are other states doing? Why would they consider investing in biofuels?
· What are the cases being made for and against biofuel development? By whom? How are biofuels being marketed, and by whom (e.g., corporations, PR firms, trade organizations)?

· What are some of the ecological issues (e.g., topsoil conservation, permaculture vs annual cropping, process of conversion of land from agriculture/forest/range to residential)?

· What are some of the political and economic issues (e.g., growing food for people vs fuel for machines, fossil fuel consumption and industrial agriculture, supply and demand-side energy policies)?

· What do farmers think of biofuels (you could ask some, look up farm organizations and see if they have official policies, search for research/surveys that have been done, etc.)?

There is plenty to do here, and your groups would be wise to divide labor. We will spend most Fridays working on this—this is a term project in the sense that if you don’t work on it the entire term, it will show, painfully, during presentations the final week of class. 

Things I’ll be looking for:

· A good summary of the issues;

· Insightful analysis (this is another one of those pesky multi-dimensional issues—I’ll be looking to see that you have explored more than one point of view—e.g., corporate, ecological, political, farmers’ perspectives);

· Documentation of sources—all sources you use—make sure you write them down as you go, whether it’s an article, a website, an individual (there might be some people on campus with expertise), a book, etc. I will pay special attention to the quality and credibility of your sources—things you should have focused on for your website evaluations as well.

· Recommendations with well-reasoned and supported arguments. Don’t lose sight of the question—you’re trying to decide whether the state of Oregon should invest in biofuels. You could recommend that investment should occur, but not at the state level, but then specify what kind of investment (public/private, how to finance it).

Your group should turn in a paper, no longer than 12 pages, by Monday of finals week (June 12). Each group will present their recommendations and findings during week 10 in class.

150 points possible for this project: 100 for a paper; 30 for your group’s presentation in class. 20 possible for a midterm status report.

Grading procedures

I will grade on a straight percentage:   

	90-100%
	A

	80-89%
	B

	70-79%
	C

	60-69%
	D

	Below 60%
	F



Policies, expectations

Academic integrity

The university's official position: Eastern Oregon University places a high value upon the integrity of its student scholars. Any student found guilty of academic misconduct (including, but not limited to, cheating, plagiarism, or theft of an examination or supplies) may be subject to having his or her grade reduced in the course in question, being placed on probation or suspended from the university, or being expelled from the university--or a combination of these. (see section II of the 2002-03 Student Handbook, p. 32ff, and p. 41 ff).

My interpretation: Plagiarism is taking credit for work, ideas, papers, that are not yours. Universities make lots of literature available for a nominal fee, the bargain being that if you use the ideas of others, you'll credit them. So it isn't just wholesale theft, but as the above says, deception, misrepresentation, etc. Be sure you're familiar with what plagiarism is, and how to avoid it. The Penn State University Library has a good Web page on citing your sources. I recommend you look at it before you turn in papers in this class or others. If you're caught plagiarizing, you'll receive an 'F' on the assignment and possibly for the course. Doing your own work turns out to be more rewarding in the long term.

Due dates and late assignments

Assignments are expected on the day they're due. Late assignments will be assessed a penalty (one letter grade for each day, increasing with lateness). If you have extenuating circumstances for being late with an assignment, I'm always willing to listen, but in fairness to others who've managed to get them in on time, it'll have to be good. Later notifications or assignments turned in will be dealt with on a case-by-case basis. Printer/server/computer problems are your responsibility. If you're having trouble for whatever reason, you need to plan for it and let me know in advance. 

Note: Class schedule and assignments may be revised during the course of the term as needed.

Expectations

I will justify my lecture and reading material, assignments, etc., by showing its relevance to the overall course objectives. I will provide a friendly environment for discussion of ideas, try to make you think, impart personal experiences relevant to course material, and be generally accessible, approachable, and clear and precise about course expectations. With respect to coverage of content, I tend to emphasize depth over breadth—I would rather cover less points thoroughly, at a reasonable and engaging pace, than pledge strict allegiance to a course schedule. 

In turn I expect students will do their own work, use or develop critical thinking skills and be able to express them on paper or in class discussion, speak up when unclear or in disagreement on a concept, either exhibit college-level writing skills or seek help to improve them, and refine note-taking skills. I'll look for progress in developing abstract thinking skills and students' abilities to focus on  the “big picture”—key  concepts delivered in class, their relevance to course material,  the real world, etc. Discussion in class will focus on ideas—we can debate people’s ideas in a respectful way, but personal attacks on individuals will not be tolerated. You’re expected to show respect to everyone in the class. If you have questions about what’s appropriate in class, follow the Golden Rule. 

Students with disabilities

Any student requiring assistance or accommodation from me in performing course-related work should make his/her needs known to me in a timely manner. If you have a documented disability or suspect that you have a learning problem, and require reasonable accommodations (e.g., more time on a quiz), please contact the Disability Services Program in Loso Hall 230 (phone 962-3081), or communicate this through your DDE advisor.

Class schedule 
	Week
	Topic(s)

	Week   1
	Humans and the environment

	Week   2
	Human and environmental interaction

	Week   3
	Energy and ecology concepts

	Week   4
	Ethics

	Week   5
	Technology

	Week   6
	Midterm (Mon/Tu); Group project work

	Week   7
	Population and resources, growth

	Week   8
	Global warming

	Week   9
	Social movements

	Week 10
	Class presentations

	Week 11
	Final exam (Wed, June 14)

	
	





Minuses will be given for the bottom third (0-3) of each range; pluses for the top third (7-9). I will also use pluses and minuses to help if I feel that one's grade did not reflect his/her effort; I will not use them to reduce a grade. Unless I’ve made a mathematical error, all grades are final.
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