
My Environmental HistoriesPRIVATE 

“Dead people rule our lives.”

Throughout the semester, you should be conscious of the ways in which ecological history shapes your life (and the sustainability of your life).  This final project is a place for you to record that consciousness.  It is a place for you to write an environmental impact statement for yourself, assessing the ways that you are a part (or not) of American historical patterns of resource consumption and/or conservation.  In this statement, you should consider both beliefs and behavior, ideas and institutions, as you analyze both what you do (or don't do) and what you think (or fail to think) about what you do.

Your environmental impact is conditioned by ideas and institutions which have developed historically.  Your project should explain the ways in which your ecological present is a logical product of America's ecological past.  Keep in mind both consumer forgetfulness and the problem of invisible complexity as you write.

Each project should include three parts (but not likely separate parts).  First, it should include an account of how the dead people we've studied are still alive in you and your world.  Second, it should include some important elements of your environmental autobiography, an account of your own history with the environment—where you lived, what you thought, how you acted, and who taught you to think (and act) about nature the way you do.  Third, it should include an account of yourself as a person making history.  What's your environmental philosophy and politics (and where, historically, did they come from)?  How do you relate to nature? Why?  How will you make environmental history in the future?

This final project can take a number of forms.  It might be a series of excerpts from notes kept throughout the semester, as you respond to the readings.  It might show, for example, how Cronon's discussion of the grain trade illuminates your relationship to agricultural resources, or how Koppes' essay helps you to understand the roots of your own idiosyncratic environmentalism.   It might be an expository essay, proving a thesis about your environmental impact.  It might be an exploratory essay, more probing the proving.  In any case, as a final project, it should show what you have learned about yourself and your society from this course.  For that reason, it should contain references to class readings and discussions from Stuff to the end of the semester, readings that make sense of the ways that you are a product of history, and an agent of history.

Because it is your individual response to the course, it is not part of the group assignments.  Still, because it is about the themes of the course, it might help to talk it over with your group.  And  because it is written, and may benefit from collaborative editing, you may want to share it with other students.

In any case, it is due on the final exam day, and should be a minimum of 7 pages double-spaced, and no longer than it needs to be.  Criteria for evaluation are complexity, comprehensiveness, connections, care, and clarity. Please don’t include a title page, and do  print on both sides of the paper. There’s no need to increase your environmental impact unnecessarily.
