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Summary: 
 
This graduate seminar will look at the histories of several major waterways in the United States 
and how they invite us to consider political, environmental, social, and economic history on 
local, state, and regional scales. How can (and should) natural features of the landscape inform 
our understanding history? How could anthropogenic climate change make us think about the 
agency of nature in history? Reading a different book for each week’s class meeting, we will 
explore how different scholars approach these questions. Students will be asked to 
conceptualize scholarly digital political ecology projects of their own as final projects. 
 
Objectives: 
 
The seminar is designed to help train graduate students in four areas: 
 

1. Students will gain an understanding of how historiography, methodology, theory, and 
narratives can be deployed in interdisciplinary studies with environmental, political 
economy, and political ecology dimensions. 

 
2. Students will be taught to formulate critical analyses of major works by scholars and 

writers in this field, and to see how different conversations and themes develop in the 
literature. 
 

3. Students will be taught to analyze texts, both in writing and in discussions. 
 

4. Students will gain experience in generating digital scholarly projects. 
 
Requirements and grading: 
 
This is a readings-based seminar. It is important that all students keep up with the reading to be 
able to participate in the course. While this is not at all intended to be a comprehensive survey 
of the literature in this field, I have chosen texts to give us an overview. 
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Attendance in class is required. Students absent more than three (3) times will not pass the 
course. 
 
Students will be required to submit three thoughtful questions by email on Sunday the night 
before the class meeting. A set of these questions will be selected to guide the course 
discussion. During class, students will be called on to read their questions. Be brilliant! 
 
Grades will be calculated as follows: 
 
Attendance, discussion questions, discussion participation and preparation: 30% 
Two two-page response papers assigned during the semester to analyze an assigned text: 30% 
Final digital project: 40% 
Total: 100% 
 
Letter grades will be assigned consistent with university policy. 
 
Classroom etiquette: 
 
Laptops are permitted for note taking. Please do not let them become distracting. I will try to 
never look at my cell phone; please do the same. I know that is hard. 
 
Food and drink are permitted so long as they’re not disruptive. I will make sure we have a 
break. Some days we will have only a brief break and power through to finish early. Some days 
we will need a little more time and finish on schedule. 
 
Students with Disabilities: 
 
If you have a disability and may need accommodations to fully participate in this class, contact 
the Office of Student Disability Services at the semester’s start. Please review the University’s 
statement below: 
 
Rutgers University welcomes students with disabilities into all of the University's educational 
programs. In order to receive consideration for reasonable accommodations, a student with a 
disability must contact the appropriate disability services office at the campus where you are 
officially enrolled, participate in an intake interview, and provide documentation: 
https://ods.rutgers.edu/students/documentation-guidelines. If the documentation supports 
your request for reasonable accommodations, your campus’s disability services office will 
provide you with a Letter of Accommodations. Please share this letter with your instructors and 
discuss the accommodations with them as early in your courses as possible. To begin this 
process, please complete the Registration form on the ODS web site at: 
https://ods.rutgers.edu/students/registration-form. 
 
For more information please contact the Office of Disability Services in the Paul Robeson 
Campus Center, in suite 219 or by contacting odsnewark@rutgers.edu. 
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Academic Integrity: 
 
As an academic community dedicated to the creation, dissemination, and application of 
knowledge, Rutgers University is committed to fostering an intellectual and ethical 
environment based on the principles of academic integrity. Academic integrity is essential to 
the success of the University’s educational and research missions, and violations of academic 
integrity constitute serious offenses against the entire academic community. The entire 
Academic Integrity Policy can be found here: 
http://academicintegrity.rutgers.edu/academic-integrity-policy/ 
 
Rutgers University treats cheating and plagiarism as serious offenses. Cheating is both a moral 
and an ethical offense. It violates both your own integrity and the ethics of group commitment. 
As a standard minimum penalty, students who are suspected of cheating or plagiarism are 
reported to the Office of Academic Integrity. Pending investigation, further penalties can 
include failure of the course, disciplinary probation, and a formal warning that further cheating 
will be grounds for expulsion from the University. 
 
All students are required to sign the Rutgers Honor Code Pledge. To receive credit, every 
assignment must have your signature under the following phrase: “On my honor, I have neither 
received nor given any unauthorized assistance on this assignment.” 
 
Please learn to resist the urge to cut and paste, either literally or figuratively, by using other 
people’s ideas. If I find that you have used other people’s ideas, I will not accept the assignment 
because it is not your own work. You will get a failing grade for that assignment and will not be 
able to make it up. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Violence Prevention and Victim Assistance: 
 
Rutgers faculty are committed to helping create a safe learning environment for all students 
and for the university as a whole. If you have experienced any form of gender or sex-based 
discrimination or harassment, including sexual assault, sexual harassment, relationship 
violence, or stalking, know that help and support are available. Rutgers has staff members 
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trained to support survivors in navigating campus life, accessing health and counseling services, 
providing academic and housing accommodations, and more. The University strongly 
encourages all students to report any such incidents to the University. To report an incident, 
contact the Office of Title IX and ADA Compliance: (973) 353-1906 or 
TitleIX@newark.rutgers.edu. 
 
Please be aware that all Rutgers employees (other than those designated as confidential 
resources such as advocates, counselors, clergy and healthcare providers as listed in Appendix 
A to Policy 10.3.12) are required to report information about such discrimination and 
harassment to the University. This means that if you tell a faculty member about a situation of 
sexual harassment or sexual violence, or other related misconduct, the faculty member must 
share that information with the University’s Title IX Coordinator. 
 
If you wish to speak with a staff member who is confidential and does not have this reporting 
responsibility, you may contact the Office for Violence Prevention and Victim Assistance at 
(973)-353-1918, or at run.vpva@rutgers.edu. 
 
Learn more about the office here: http://counseling.newark.rutgers.edu/vpva 
 
Support: 
 
Counseling Center: The Rutgers–Newark Counseling Center provides a number of counseling 
and consultative services to enrolled and eligible undergraduate and graduate students. For 
students, if you are seeking individual or group therapy, you can expect to find a safe, 
supportive space to collaboratively identify and begin to change the thoughts, behaviors, and 
beliefs that prevent you from being your best self. http://counseling.newark.rutgers.edu. 
 
Food: PantryRUN, the campus food pantry, helps students who have difficulty affording enough 
healthy food to remain focused on their studies and stay healthy. You can find hours and 
information here: https://myrun.newark.rutgers.edu/pantryrun. 
 
Writing: The Rutgers University-Newark Writing Center provides tutoring for students who 
want to strengthen their reading, writing, and research skills and offers individual sessions and 
writing workshops to all undergraduate students currently enrolled in classes on the Rutgers 
University-Newark campus. More details here: https://sasn.rutgers.edu/student- 
support/tutoring-academic-support/writing-center. 
 
Office Hours: I will be available to students during my office hours on Mondays from 3:00-5:00. 
I will also be available outside those hours by appointment. If you have questions or would like 
to discuss the course material, your own scholarly work, readings, projects, graduate school, 
the historical profession, contemporary American politics, New Jersey politics, personal finance, 
major league baseball, musical theater, woodworking, grilled pizza, antique British cars, 
beekeeping, the cable news business, prestige television dramas, or other subjects, please do 
not hesitate to drop in. 
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Required Readings: 
 
The following readings are required for the course. They can be purchased at bookstores or 
online booksellers in used or new editions, digital or analog. 
 
Jameson Doig, Empire on the Hudson: Entrepreneurial Vision and Political Power at the Port of 
New York Authority (2001, Columbia) 
 
Walter Johnson, River of Dark Dreams: Slavery and Empire in the Cotton Kingdom (2017, 
Belknap) 
 
Ari Kelman, A River and Its City: The Nature of Landscape in New Orleans (2003, University of 
California) 
 
Ted Steinberg, Nature Incorporated: Industrialization and the Waters of New England (1991, 
Cambridge) 
 
David Wallace-Wells, The Uninhabitable Earth: Life After Warming (2019, Duggan) 
 
Richard White, The Organic Machine: The Remaking of the Columbia River (1996, Hill & Wang) 
 
Donald Worster, Rivers of Empire: Water, Aridity, and the Growth of the American West (1985, 
Oxford) 
 
There will also be articles assigned. They are largely TBD at the time of this syllabus posting and 
will be posted to Blackboard. 
 
Course schedule: 
 
Week 1 January 27 INTRODUCTION  
 
The Magna Carta 
 
1807 Coastal Survey Act 
 
Sigma Colon, “Watershed Colonialism and Popular Geographies of North American 
Rivers,” Open Rivers 8 (Fall 2017): 12-28 (use this link). 
 
Week 2 February 3 
 
Cristof Mauch and Thomas Zeller, “Rivers in History and Historiography,” in Perspectives on 
waterways in Europe and North America (2008, Pittsburgh), pp. 1-11. 
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Ari Kelman, A River and Its City: The Nature of Landscape in New Orleans (2003, University of 
California) 
 
Week 3 February 10 
 
Articles TBD 
 
Week 4 February 17 – CLASS WILL NOT MEET 
 
Week 5 February 24 
 
Walter Johnson, River of Dark Dreams: Slavery and Empire in the Cotton Kingdom (2017, 
Belknap) 
 
Week 6 March 2 
 
Articles TBD 
 
Week 7 March 9 
 
Donald Worster, Rivers of Empire: Water, Aridity, and the Growth of the American West (1985, 
Oxford) 
 
Week 8 March 23 
 
Articles TBD 
 
Week 9 March 30 
 
Ted Steinberg, Nature Incorporated: Industrialization and the Waters of New England (1991, 
Cambridge) 
 
Week 10 April 6 
 
Commissioners Report on the Passaic River Pollution (1899) 
 
Week 11 April 13 
 
Richard White, The Organic Machine: The Remaking of the Columbia River (1996, Hill & Wang) 
 
Week 12 April 20 
 
Jameson Doig, Empire on the Hudson: Entrepreneurial Vision and Political Power at the Port of 
New York Authority (2001, Columbia) 
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Week 13 April 27 
 
David Wallace-Wells, The Uninhabitable Earth: Life After Warming (2019, Duggan) 
 
Week 14 May 4 
 
Project presentations 
 

##-##-## 


