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Global Environmental Politics 
 
Fall Semester 2019 | 12 – 2.40pm Thursdays 
Dr. Emma Colven | emmacolven@ou.edu  
317 Farzaneh Hall, Department of International and Area Studies 
 

 
“We Agree” by Taring Padi printing collective. Yogyakarta, Indonesia. 
 
Course description 
 
Aims and Objectives 
This graduate seminar intends to equip students with a firm understanding of a range of 
theoretical approaches and methodologies through which to investigate environmental politics at 
different scales. Focusing largely on socio-ecological environments across South and South East 
Asia, Africa and Latin America, we will examine the spatialities of environmental governance, 
degradation, and change, and how these are shaped by multi-scalar processes. Through discussion 
of different lenses and theories through which to study environmental politics, we will explore 
how the environment and people’s relationship to it are shaped by relations of power. The 
objectives of this class are: 
(i) To investigate the relationship between the environment and society; more specifically, 

the ways in which the environment is shaped by political, social, and cultural dimensions; 
and society is shaped by biophysical and natural processes; 

(ii) To examine the role of power structures (such as capitalism, racism, white privilege, and 
patriarchy) at multiple scales; 

(iii) To become knowledgeable about different theoretical approaches to analyzing 
environmental politics and how to apply these; 

(iv) To survey different methodologies to investigate topics relating to environmental politics; 
(v) To examine how axes of socio-spatial difference (such as dimensions of race, gender, class) 

shape our relationships to the environment; 
(vi) To examine how the environment has been a site and object of environmental activism. 



 

 2 

Reading 
Assigned readings for each week alternate between a selection of journal articles and a book. 
Each book makes an intervention into a particular sub-field of environmental studies. The articles 
we will discuss the week prior will help to situate the book within the broader context of its sub-
field, and therefore provide the basis for our assessment of the book’s theoretical and empirical 
contributions. All journal articles are accessible via the OU Library. 
 
We will read a total of 6 books over the course of the semester. I highly recommend that you 
purchase your own copies to facilitate close reading and referencing during class discussions. If 
this is an issue for you financially, please contact me. The week before we discuss each book, we 
will read and discuss the body of scholarship that the author situates their work within, and/or the 
theoretical approaches that inform their research. You will be asked to complete a methodological 
critique of one of these books.   
 
Assessment 
 
Points for determining final grades will be allocated as follows:  
 

(a) Participation           20% 
(incl. posting discussion questions; being “discussion lead” for class once)    
 

(b) Book review/methodological critique (4-5 double-spaced pages)   15% 
 

(c) Reading responses 2 double-spaced pages) and discussion questions  25% 
 

(d) Final research paper (15-18 double-spaced pages)     20% 
 
 
Final grades will be determined as follows:  
A = 90-100% (of possible points earned)  B = 80-89% C = 67-79%  D/F = 0-66%  
 
Regardless of your numerical score, you will receive an automatic grade of “F” if you: (a) neglect 
to submit the methodological review and/or the final paper; or (b) miss more than 3 class 
meetings.  

Late assignments will be subject to a 5% grade deduction for each 24-hour period past the due 
date. Assignments more than 5 days late will not be accepted. 
 
Important Dates and Deadlines 
 
First day of class    August 22  
 
Methodological critique due  Nov 7 (submit to Canvas) 
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No class meeting   Nov 14 
 
Thanksgiving    Nov 27 – Dec 1 
 
Last day of class   Dec 5 
     
Research paper due   Dec 9 (submit to Canvas)  
 
Assessment Guidelines 

 
(a) Participation:  
The majority of class time will be spent in discussion. I will open each seminar to get the discussion 
going, and I expect you to contribute by asking questions, suggesting topics for discussion, analzing 
the readings, listening carefully to others, and helping one another to understand the readings. I 
hope that we will achieve a dialogue as we respond to each other, rather than jumping around to 
different topics based on a queue of speakers. Given the volume of text we are reading, I expect 
discussion to stay on topic and for you to engage closely with the readings.  
 
Leading Discussion 
Each of you will also be responsible for facilitating the discussion for at least one class meeting in 
pairs. You will be expected to: summarize the readings and identify main themes/ideas; provide 
a handout with key terms, definitions, and extracts from the readings; and review and synthesize 
the questions posted to Canvas. You should also mediate the discussion, synthesizing different 
comments and ideas, and making sure that we stay on topic. You may use any additional 
materials or resources as appropriate (whiteboards, activities, news articles etc.) I am happy to 
provide supplies and printing.  
 
(b) Weekly discussion questions 
You will be asked to post a question to the discussion board on Canvas by noon the day before 
class meets. Everyone should read these questions before the start of class the following 
afternoon. Please do not include a lengthy set up to explain your question. Sometimes, the most 
productive questions for discussion are the simplest. Questions should aim to synthesize the 
readings (“How does each author engage with the concept of wilderness?” or compare two or 
more (“What explanations of environmental degradation do X and Y offer? How and why do 
these accounts differ?”) Questions should be generative of debate and discuss, rather than 
inviting yes or no answers. You may also ask clarification questions, but please aim to also ask a 
discussion question.  
 
(c) Reading responses to books  
Short responses (500 to 750 words) to each book will be due by noon the day before class meets 
to discuss it. Please post to the discussion board on Canvas and bring a hard copy to class the 
following day. I will read these ahead of our meeting to identify themes or questions being raised 
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and use them to facilitate our discussion. You are expected to also read others’ responses before 
class. Please do not be late submitting these, so that we all have ample time to read and 
prepare.  
 
These responses are designed to help you to read analytically, rather than passively, and to 
develop your ability to critical review material. To this end, responses should: 
 

1. Provide a concise summary of the book: In three to five sentences, summarize the book’s 
aims; methodology; main argument(s) and supporting evidence; and contributions. This 
is a challenging task, which will require you to reflect on your reading, and distill down 
the argument of the book to its bare essentials. This is an extremely important skill for 
literature reviews, book reviews, and desk research. 
 

2. Provide an evaluate response: You should consider the strength of the argument, 
whether the evidence is convincing, and. Critique does not equal criticism. You should 
discuss both the merits and the shortcomings of the book. How successfully does the 
book make its argument? How significant is this argument? Why does this book matter? 
What contribution has the book made to its field? Is the methodology best suited for its 
aims? What could have improved the book? Does the reading help you to explain a topic 
you are interested in, or provide a new perspective? 
 

3. Pose a question for discussion: Questions may ask for clarification (“what does the author 
mean by X?”); consider the contributions of the book (“What are the implication of this 
argument for Y?”); or compare the book to the week’s previous readings (“How does the 
book differ from X?”)  

 
(d) Book Review/Methodological Critique 
You will write a 4 – 5 page methodological critique of one of the 6 books assigned for this class. I 
encourage you to choose your book early in the semester so that you can be prepared when it 
comes time to read it for class discussion. On October 10, we will spend half the seminar discussing 
research methods and I will provide guidance and further instructions for writing your critique. I 
will upload selected book reviews and chapters from Leitner H, Peck J and Sheppard E (2019) (eds.) 
Urban Studies Inside-Out: Theory, Method, Practice to provide examples of critical assessments.  
 
(e) Final Paper 
You will write a final paper of 15 to 18 double-spaced pages, examining an environmental topic of 
your choice. The topic ought to be relevant to the class but should also fit your purposes. Ideally, 
you will walk away from the class with a paper that forms the basis of further work, rather than 
being a throwaway end of semester paper. You may complete a review paper, a research proposal, 
a research paper, or a re-worked paper you are intending to submit for publication. I am happy to 
provide assistance and guidance regarding academic publishing. Further instructions to come. 
 
In the spirit of collaboration, I am open to the possibility of a co-authored paper. If this is something 
you are interested in pursuing, we can discuss further. 
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Formatting Requirements 
à Include a title, your name, and the date (no title pages please); 
à Use double-spaced, 12-point Times New Roman or a similar font, with 1-inch margins on all 

sides and pagination in the bottom-right margin; 
à Please print on both sides of the paper; 
à Use a citation style correctly and consistently;  
à Submit in .doc, .docx or .pdf format to Turn-It-In via Canvas.  
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Course Schedule 
 
Week 1 (22 August): Introduction to the Seminar 
 
DISCUSSION: Notes on reading and critique 
Tasks: complete student survey; sign up to facilitate class discussion 
 
Assignment: come prepared to introduce yourself and talk about your research interests and 

career goals 
 
Week 2 (29 August): Aesthetics, Green Evictions & Displacement I 
 
Readings 
Alvarez, M. K., & Cardenas, K. (2019). Evicting slums, ‘building back better’: Resiliency 

revanchism and disaster risk management in Manila. International Journal of Urban and 
Regional Research, 43(2), 227-249. 

Baviskar A (2003). Between violence and desire: space, power, and identity in the making of 
metropolitan Delhi. International Social Science Journal, 55(175), 89-98.  

Colven E and Irawaty DT (forthcoming) Critical Spatial Practice and Urban Poor Politics: 
(Re)Imagining Housing in a Flood-Prone Jakarta. Critical Geographies in Action. 

Harms E (2012). Beauty as control in the new Saigon: Eviction, new urban zones, and atomized 
dissent in a Southeast Asian city. American Ethnologist, 39(4): 735-750. 

Kusno, A. (2011). The green governmentality in an Indonesian metropolis. Singapore Journal of 
Tropical Geography, 32(3), 314-331. 

 
Assignment: post discussion question to Canvas by noon the day before  
 
Week 3 (5 Sep): Aesthetics & Displacement II 
 
Ghertner, A D (2015) Rule by aesthetics: World-class city making in Delhi. Oxford University 
Press.  
 
Assignment: submit reading response to Canvas by noon the day before  
 
Week 4 (12 Sep): The Global Land Rush: Capitalism, Commoning & Dispossession I 
 
Readings 
Gibson-Graham, J. K., Cameron, J., & Healy, S. (2013). Chapter 5: Take Back Property: 

Commoning. In Take back the economy: An ethical guide for transforming our 
communities. U of Minnesota Press. 

Kelly, A. B., & Peluso, N. L. (2015). Frontiers of commodification: State lands and their 
formalization. Society & Natural Resources, 28(5), 473-495. 
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Li, T. M. (2014). What is land? Assembling a resource for global investment. Transactions of the 
Institute of British Geographers, 39(4), 589-602. 

Wolford, W., Borras Jr, S. M., Hall, R., Scoones, I., & White, B. (2013). Governing global land 
deals: The role of the state in the rush for land. Development and change, 44(2), 189-210. 

 
Assignment: post discussion question to Canvas by noon the day before  
 
Week 5 (19 Sep): The Global Land Rush: Capitalism, Commoning & Dispossession II 
 
Li T (2014) Land’s End: Capitalist Relations on an Indigenous Frontier. Duke University Press  
 
Assignments: submit reading response to Canvas by noon the day before 
 
Week 6 (26 Sep): Conservation, Colonialization & Indigenous Rights I 
 
Readings 
Loperena A C (2016) Conservation by racialized dispossession: The making of an eco-destination 

on Honduras’s North Coast. Geoforum 69: 184-193. 
Tsing A (2005) A History of Weediness. In Friction: An Ethnography of Global Connection. 

Princeton University Press. Uploaded to canvas.  
Peluso, N. L. (1995). Whose woods are these? Counter-mapping forest territories in Kalimantan, 

Indonesia. Antipode, 27(4), 383-406. 
Ybarra, M. (2011). Slashed and burned: the debate over privatization of Q'eqchi'lands in 

northern Guatemala. Society & Natural Resources, 24(10), 1027-1041. 
 
Assignment: post discussion question to Canvas by noon the day before  
 
 
Week 7 (3 Oct): Conservation, Colonialization & Indigenous Rights II 
 
 
Ybarra M (2017) Green Wars: Conservation and Decolonization in the Maya Forest. University of 

California. 
 
Assignment: submit reading response to Canvas by noon the day before  
 
Week 8 (10 Oct): Research Workshop / Neoliberal Conservation 
 
The first half of this week’s seminar will be dedicated to discussing research methodologies and 
the book review/methodological critique assignment, which is due on Nov 7.  
 
Readings 
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Büscher, B., Sullivan, S., Neves, K., Igoe, J., & Brockington, D. (2012). Towards a synthesized 
critique of neoliberal biodiversity conservation. Capitalism nature socialism, 23(2), 4-30. 

Larner W (2000) Theorising neoliberalism: Policy, ideology, governmentality. Studies in Political 
Economy 63:5–26 

Sullivan, S. (2013). Banking nature? The spectacular financialisation of environmental 
conservation. Antipode, 45(1), 198-217 

 
Assignment: post discussion question to Canvas by noon the day before  
 
Week 9 (17 Oct): Neoliberal Conservation 
 
Dempsey, J. (2016). Enterprising nature: Economics, markets, and finance in global biodiversity 
politics. John Wiley & Sons 
 
Assignment: submit reading response to Canvas by noon the day before  
 
 
Week 10 (24 Oct): The Everyday Politics of Water I: Infrastructure, Citizenship & the 
State 
Readings 
Anand N (2011) Pressure: The poli-technics of water supply in Mumbai. Cultural 

Anthropology, 26(4): 542-564. 
Anand N. (2015). Leaky states: Water audits, ignorance, and the politics of infrastructure. Public 

Culture, 27(2 (76)), 305-330 
Rodina L & Harris LM (2016). Water Services, Lived Citizenship, and Notions of the State in 

Marginalised Urban Spaces: The case of Khayelitsha, South Africa. Water Alternatives 
9(2): 336–355. 

Truelove Y (2011) (Re-) Conceptualizing water inequality in Delhi, India through a feminist 
political ecology framework. Geoforum, 42(2): 143-152 

 
Assignment: post discussion question to Canvas by noon the day before  
 
Week 11 (31 Oct): The Everyday Politics of Water II: Infrastructure, Citizenship & the 
State 
 
Barnes, J (2014) Cultivating the Nile: the everyday politics of water in Egypt. Duke University Press. 
 
Assignments: attend talk by Jessica Barnes on Oct 30; response to Canvas by noon the day 
before  
 
Week 12 (7 Nov): Knowing Nature: Science, Technology & Colonialism I 
 
Readings 
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Forsyth T (2019) "Who Shapes the Politics of Expertise? Co-Production and Authoritative 
Knowledge in Thailand's Political Forests." Antipode. Early view online. 

Goldstein JE (2016) Knowing the subterranean: Land grabbing, oil palm, and divergent expertise 
in Indonesia’s peat soil. Environment and Planning A: Economy and Space, 48(4): 754-
770. 

Haraway D (1988) Situated knowledges: The science question in feminism and the privilege of 
partial perspective. Feminist studies, 14(3): 575-599. 

Yeh ET (2016) ‘How can experience of local residents be “knowledge”?’ Challenges in 
interdisciplinary climate change research. Area, 48(1): 34-40. 

 
Assignment: post discussion question to Canvas by noon the day before.  
 
Week 13 (14 Nov) – no class meeting 
 
Assignment: submit methodological critique to Canvas; submit reading response to Canvas by 
noon the day before 
 
Week 14 (21 Nov): Knowing Nature: Science, Technology & Colonialism II 
 
Stuhl A (2016). Unfreezing the Arctic: science, colonialism, and the transformation of Inuit lands. 
University of Chicago Press. 
 
Assignment: submit reading response to Canvas by noon the day before. 
 
 
Week 15 (28 Nov): Thanksgiving break – no class meeting 
 
No class (work on your final papers!) 
 
Week 16 (5 Dec): Class wrap up and final discussion 
 
No assigned readings; bring draft final papers for feedback and discussion 
 
Week 17 (Finals Week) 
 
Assignment: final papers due Monday 9 Dec   



 

 10 

Policies & Guidelines 
 
Attendance  
As graduate students, it is expected you will be in attendance every week for the duration of class. 
If you need to miss class for a legitimate reason (illness, personal crises, a family emergency, a job 
interview etc.), please contact me (in advance where possible) to let me know. If you need to take 
a mental health day, please do so. I only ask that you email me to let me know that you will not be 
attending. If you miss class the day an assignment is due, you are still responsible for submitting 
your assignment on time to Canvas, unless you have arranged an extension with me. In general, I 
am happy to accommodate students’ needs to facilitate their academic success. My only ask is 
that you communicate with me. It is up to you to let me know that something outside of the class 
is impacting your performance and engagement. 
 
Communication, Office Hours & Email 
You are welcome to contact me by email with questions about the course, but generally I prefer 
that you meet with me person. You can sign up for a 30 min time slot to meet with me during 
office hours at https://emmacolven.youcanbook.me. You are welcome to turn up without 
booking, but during busier times of the semester (such as before midterms and finals weeks), I 
recommend that you make an appointment. If you cannot come to my office hours due to a 
conflict with your schedule or no appointments are available, email me to set up an appointment 
at another time. 

Attendance and Absences  
It is expected you will be in attendance every week for the duration of class. You may miss class 
once without incurring a penalty. If you miss class the day an assignment is due, you are still 
responsible for submitting your assignment on time to Canvas, unless you have arranged an 
extension with me. After one missed class, your participation score will be impacted unless you 
can provide documentation of a medical or other legitimate excuse. Health problems and personal 
crises that force you to miss numerous classes will be handled on a case-by-case basis under the 
advisement of the Dean of Students.  
 
If you miss class for a legitimate reason (illness, personal crises, a family emergency, a job interview 
etc.), please contact me (in advance where possible) to let me know. If you need to take a mental 
health day, please do so. I only ask that you email me to let me know you will not be attending. In 
general, I am happy to accommodate students’ needs to facilitate their academic success. My only 
ask is that you communicate with me. It is up to you to let me know that something outside of the 
class is impacting your performance and engagement, or else I simply will not know.  
 
Inclusivity and Accommodations  
I am committed to making the OU community a safe and inclusive place and being an ally to all 
students. It is my goal to create a supportive and inclusive learning environment. To this end, I 
encourage generosity, patience, and collaboration in my classroom. I ask for your participation in 
helping to achieve this. I am happy to work with you to accommodate religious observances, 
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familial obligations and athletic commitments. Should you require any such accommodations, 
please notify me as far in advance as possible so that we can work out an arrangement. 

Any student in this course who has a disability that may prevent them from fully demonstrating 
their abilities should contact me personally as soon as possible so we can discuss accommodations 
necessary to ensure full participation and facilitate your educational opportunities. Information 
on accommodation is available at the University Disability Resource Center.  
 

University Resources 
 
OU University Counselling Center 
The mission of the University Counseling Center is to promote student success, both in and out of 
the classroom, by providing the highest quality psychological services. Counselors help people 
resolve existing problems, prevent potential problems, and develop new skills that will enhance 
their lives. A broad range of services in a variety of formats is offered (including individual, group 
and career counselling). UCC is staffed by professional psychologists and counselors, as well as 
advanced graduate students under supervision. The UCC is located on the second floor of the 
Goddard Health Center, which is located on the corner of Elm and Brooks at 620 Elm, Rm. 201, 
Norman, OK 73019. They are open 8:00 a.m. - 5:00 p.m., Monday through Friday. You can walk in 
to make an appointment or call at: (405) 325-2911. I am happy to help you connect to these 
services. 
 
Pregnancy and Nursing Mothers 
Should you need modifications or adjustments to your course requirements because of 
documented pregnancy-related or childbirth-related issues, please contact me or the Disability 
Resource Center at 405/325-3852 as soon as possible. For answers to commonly asked 
questions, see: http://www.ou.edu/eoo/faqs/pregnancy-faqs.html.  
 
A nursing mothers’ room, or lactation room, is available for university students and employees on 
central campus in Carnegie Hall, Room 306. Nursing mothers can use the room for expressing 
breast milk or for nursing their child in a quiet, comfortable environment. The room features a 
pumping workstation, comfortable chair, and some basic supplies such as baby wipes, paper 
towels, and cleaning products. It is located near a women's restroom. Mothers need to make their 
own arrangements for storing milk and sterilizing pump parts. The room is available from 7am-
10pm, Monday-Friday. New or expecting mothers should complete this request form to gain 
access to the room. OU Health Services at 325-8842 can assist a new mother if other 
accommodations need to be made because of the distance to Carnegie Hall. 
 
Title IX Resources and Reporting Requirement 
For any concerns regarding gender-based discrimination, sexual harassment, sexual 
misconduct/assault, stalking, or intimate partner violence, the University offers a variety of 
resources, including advocates on-call 24/7, counseling services, mutual no-contact orders, 
scheduling adjustments and disciplinary sanctions against the perpetrator. Please contact the 
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Sexual Misconduct Office 405-325-2215 or the Sexual Assault Response Team 405-615-0013 to 
learn more or to report an incident.  Please be advised that a professor/GA/TA is required to report 
instances of sexual harassment, sexual assault, or discrimination to the Sexual Misconduct Office.   

OU Food Pantry 
The University of Oklahoma Food Pantry's mission is to contribute to the overall health and 
wellness of the OU campus community by providing FREE supplemental food assistance to OU 
Norman Campus students, faculty and staff. The OU Food Pantry is open to current OU students, 
faculty, and staff who are in need of nutrition assistance with a valid OU ID. It is located at 1113 
Elm Street, Norman, OK 73069. For more information, including how to register and opening 
hours, please visit: http://www.ou.edu/foodpantry or email  OUpantry@ou.edu 
 
Severe Weather If you receive an OU Alert to seek refuge or hear a tornado siren that signals 
severe weather 1. LOOK for severe weather refuge location maps located inside most OU 
buildings near the entrances 2. SEEK refuge inside a building. Do not leave one building to seek 
shelter in another building that you deem safer. If outside, get into the nearest building. 3. GO to 
the building’s severe weather refuge location. If you do not know where that is, go to the lowest 
level possible and seek refuge in an innermost room. Avoid outside doors and windows. 4. GET 
IN, GET DOWN, COVER UP. 5. WAIT for official notice to resume normal activities.  
 


