
EnvS 6000, 7000

Theoretical Foundations in Environment and Society

Joseph A. Tainter

Office: NR 238

Contact Hours (Spring 2021): Contact me by email (joseph.tainter@usu.edu) and we will arrange a
time to talk.

We live in an era when interactions among human societies and ecosystems are moving to the 
forefront of research, development, public discourse, and policy arenas worldwide. How does
humanity affect ecosystems and how, in turn, are ecosystems affecting humanity? In what ways are
societies coping  with environmental issues? Do we have the institutions, technology, and incentives
to be more effective at  managing the human/environment interface? In other words, can the human
race manage ecosystems sustainably? Research that embraces such issues is multi-scaled and comes
from disciplinary and interdisciplinary sources. The EnvS graduate program at Utah State University
embraces social science and interdisciplinary perspectives from a variety of fields, including social
sciences, natural resources, human  geography, and environmental science. Among the topics we will
investigate in this class are: formation and persistence of attitudes and values toward environmental
issues; social and cultural variation in resource perceptions and uses; environmental conflict; climate
and environmental change; new approaches to natural resource economics; natural resources policy;
and coupled natural-human systems.

The course will be conducted in a seminar format, organized around discussions of assigned readings
each week. Students will write a paper using the concepts and findings of these readings to develop
a research topic that they will pursue in their graduate work. Students will present this paper in class
at the end of the semester, and in writing by 12:00 PM Thursday, April 29.

Texts:

James C. Scott. 1998. Seeing Like a State. Yale University Press, New Haven. Read pages 1-83, 89-
146, and 262-357.

Justin Farrell. 2015. The Battle for Yellowstone: Morality and the Sacred Roots of Environmental
Conflict. Princeton University Press, Princeton.

Other readings will be on Canvas (https://online.usu.edu). Readings are filed by week under Pages.
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Learning Objectives

1. Learn fundamental principles, generalizations, and theories of human perceptions, motivations, and
behavior, especially in relation to human-environment interactions and environmental conflict.

2. Gain a broader understanding/appreciation of cutting-edge social science research, in order better
to understand human perceptions, motivations, and behavior.

3. Critically evaluate ideas, arguments, and theories of human motivations and behavior, especially in
relation to human-environment interactions and environmental conflict.

Schedule

Week 1: Orientation. 1/21

Week 2: Introductory readings in social science issues regarding climate change. Canvas. 1/28

Week 3: Neurogenesis; socialization. Canvas. 2/4

Week 4: Socialization; cultural variation. Canvas. 2/11

Week 5: Cultural variation in perceptions of climate change. Canvas. 2/18

Week 6: Communication; social and cultural variation in attitudes; ecosystem services. Canvas. 2/25

Week 7: Socialization; human macroecology. Canvas. 3/4

Week 8: Post-normal science; science aversion; psychological perspective on economics. 3/11

Week 9: Problem solving; planning. Canvas. 3/18

Week 10: Conflict and conflict management. Canvas. 3/25

Week 11: Coupled human and natural systems. Canvas. 4/1

Week 12: Seeing Like a State. 4/8

Week 13: Battle for Yellowstone; student presentations. 4/15

Week 14: Student presentations. 4/22 

Final paper due: 12:00 PM Thursday, 4/29


