TOPICS IN ENVIRONMENTAL HISTORY: FOOD IN AMERICAN SOCIETY
NJIT-Rutgers, Newark: Fall 2016
Graduate Course: History 657
Time: Thursdays, 6:00 p.m. — 9:00 p.m.
Location: 307 Cullimore Hall (NJIT)/Conklin Hall 324 (Rutgers, Newark)
Instructor: 

Prof. Neil Maher




Federated History Department, NJIT-Rutgers University, Newark

Office Hours:

325 Cullimore Hall




Mondays, 12:00 – 2:00 p.m.




Thursdays, 2:00 – 4:00 p.m.



And by appointment
Contact: 

E-mail: maher@njit.edu



Office Phone: 973-596-6348 (NJIT)




Cell Phone: 646-325-2704 (not before 9:00 a.m. or after 10:00 p.m.)
COURSE DESCRIPTION:

We often think of food as simply something we eat.  Yet in recent years scholars in the growing field of environmental history have challenged this view, arguing instead that food forges and dramatically alters relationships between people and nature. These relationships can be biological, economic, political, cultural, and deeply personal.  Moreover, while we may believe that we lose some of these connections to the environment soon after we grow and harvest our food, process and package it, ship it to cities, and then consume it either at home or in restaurants, in undertaking those actions we are actually connecting ourselves to nature, and other people, in new and interesting ways.  Food, in other words, is much more than about what we put into our mouths.  

This reading course will serve as an introduction to food history within the field of environmental history.  Over the course of the semester students will explore such topics as the rise of agribusiness, the links between rural farming and urban culture, our increasing dependence on processed food and its health implication, the birth of the organic food movement, and the role of food in forging identity in cities, suburbs, and beyond.  We will also analyze food through broader historical themes including labor, gender, ethnicity, politics, cultural identity, and urbanization.
REQUIREMENTS:

Attendance and Class Participation: Class participation should involve active listening and engagement — more than simply showing up, and more than sheer volume of oral output.  As graduate students, you should not miss class unless an emergency arises.

Readings:  Because food history is a relatively young field, the readings for this course represent a new genre of historical scholarship, and will entail on average one book and one scholarly article per week.  While I do not expect you to read every word, you should understand and be comfortable discussing the factual content of the work as well as the author’s argument and his or her use of sources.  You should also be able to think critically about the theoretical and interpretative issues raised by the readings.  Please purchase the books for the class.  The first four books on the syllabus are now available at the NJIT Bookstore, which is located in the NJIT Student Center (the books are not for sale at the Rutgers University bookstore).  You can also purchase them online.  Copies of the assigned articles are available online via Dropbox.  If the NJIT Bookstore runs out of copies of assigned books, they have told me they will overnight the book to you free of charge (please let me know if they won’t do this for you).

Weekly Reading Questions:

Each week of the semester two students will each be responsible for formulating 4 questions regarding that week’s reading.  These questions should be emailed to me by 4:00 p.m. on the day of our class.  These questions should be analytical, not merely questions about the factual content of the readings.  They should also engage both of the readings for that week.  You may submit questions that focus on each of the readings separately, or place the two readings for the week (the book and the article) into dialogue with one another.  At the beginning of the semester you will sign up for specific weeks for which you will be responsible.

Papers: 
During the semester, you will be asked to write two short essays, and a longer final paper.  The goal of the shorter essays is to help jump-start you on your final paper. We will discuss all three paper assignments in more detail as the due dates for them approach.  

Short Essay #1: Methodological Analysis:

Your first paper of the semester will be a methodology analysis of the readings from the first five weeks of the course (up to and including week 5).  For this paper you will compare and contrast the methodologies of these historians – you will focus your analysis on how each historian “does” their history.  This will entail an examination of each historian’s source materials, both primary and secondary.  The paper will be limited to 4 pages in length.

Short Essay #2: Theme Analysis:

Your second paper of the semester will be an analysis of a specific theme that is explored by the authors of the readings from week 6 through week 9.  For this paper you will chose one theme that is explored in all of these books, and compare and contrast how each author engages this particular theme.  As with your first essay, this second paper will also be limited to 4 pages in length.

Final Historiographical Paper:

You will also be asked to write a final paper of approximately 15-17 pages in length (please pace your writing to fall within these limits).  Students may choose between two types of assignments based on your earlier papers.  On the one hand, you may write an historiographical essay that compares and contrasts the various methodologies undertaken by global environmental historians today.  Alternatively, you may choose a major theme from the semester’s readings and examine how various global environmental historians have approached that theme.  For both types of papers, you should analyze as many of the assigned books and articles as possible.

Final Paper Outline: To help organize and conceptualize your final paper, you will also be asked to submit a detailed outline of your project.  The outline should include a brief paragraph explaining your argument.  The outline is due in class on December 1 (week 13).
GRADING:



Attendance and Participation:

50%


Written Assignments:


50% (15% for 2 short papers, 20% for final)

Consistent effort and improvement will be weighted heavily in grading.

REQUIRED TEXTS:

Kendra Smith-Howard, Pure and Modern Milk: An Environmental History since 1900 (2013)
Aaron Bobrow-Strain, White Bread: A Social History of the Store Bought Loaf (2012)
Cindy Ott, Pumpkin: The Curious History of an American Icon (2012)
John Soluri, Banana Cultures: Agriculture, Consumption, and Environmental Change in Honduras and the United States (2005)
Hasia Diner, Hungering for America: Italian, Irish, and Jewish Foodways in the Age of Migration (2001)
Psyche Williams-Forson, Building Houses out of Chicken Legs: Black Women, Food, and Power (2006)
Gabriel Rosenberg, The 4-H Harvest: Sexuality and the State in Rural America (2016)
Helen Zoe Velt, Modern Food, Moral Food: Self-Control, Science, and the Rise of Modern American Eating in the Early Twentieth Century  (2014)
Jonathan Rees, Refrigeration Nation: A History of Ice, Appliances, and Enterprise in America (2015)
Susanne Freidberg, Fresh: A Perishable History (2009)
Bartow J. Emore, Citizen Coke: The Making of Coca-Cola Capitalism (2014)
Anna Lowenhaupt Tsing, The Mushroom at the End of the World: On the Possibility of Life in Capitalist Ruins (2015)
WEEKLY ASSIGNMENTS:

INTRODUCTION

WEEK 1: 
WHAT IS FOOD HISTORY (September 8)

Required Reading: 

Wendell Berry, “The Pleasures of Eating,” 1-5.
Warren Belasco, “Introduction: Food History as a Field,” in Paul Freedman, Joyce E. Chaplin, and Ken Albala, eds., Food in Time and Place: The American Historical Association Companion to Food History, 1-15.
PART I: COMMODITIES
WEEK 2: 
MILK (September 15)

Required Reading:
Kendra Smith-Howard, Pure and Modern Milk: An Environmental History since 1900

Mart Stewart, "Environmental History: Profile of a Developing Field," The History Teacher 31 (May 1998): 350-368.
WEEK 3: 
BREAD (September 22)

Required Reading:
Aaron Bobrow-Strain, White Bread: A Social History of the Store Bought Loaf

Sigfried Gideon, “Mechanization and Organic Substance: Bread,” in Mechanization Takes Command (New York: W.W. Norton, 1970): 169-208. 
WEEK 4: 
PUMPKINS (September 29)

Required Reading:
Cindy Ott, Pumpkin: The Curious History of an American Icon

Fabio Parasecoli, “Food and Popular Culture,” in Paul Freedman, Joyce E. Chaplin, and Ken Albala, eds., Food in Time and Place: The American Historical Association Companion to Food History, 322-339.

WEEK 5:
BANANAS (October 6) 
Required Reading:
John Soluri, Banana Cultures: Agriculture, Consumption, and Environmental Change in Honduras and the United States
Roland Barthes, “Towards a Psychosociology of Contemporary Food Consumption,” 23-30.
PART II: IDENTITY
WEEK 6: 
ETHNICITY (October 13)

Required Reading:
Hasia Diner, Hungering for America: Italian, Irish, and Jewish Foodways in the Age of Migration
Sidney Mintz, “Food and Its Relationships to Concepts of Power,” in Tasting Food, Tasting Freedom: Excursions into Eating, Power, and the Past, 17-32.
ASSIGNMENT: First Methodological Paper Due in Class
WEEK 7: 
RACE (October 20)

Required Reading:
Psyche Williams-Forson, Building Houses out of Chicken Legs: Black Women, Food, and Power

William Boyd, “Making Meat: Science, Technology and American Poultry Production,” Technology and Culture 42 (October 2001): 631-664.
WEEK 8: 
GENDER (October 27)
Required Reading:
Gabriel Rosenberg, The 4-H Harvest: Sexuality and the State in Rural America 
Neil Prendergast, “Raising the Thanksgiving Turkey,” Environmental History 16, no. 4 (2011): 651-677.
WEEK 9:
NO CLASS (November 3)

Required Reading:

None
PART III: FOOD HISTORY THEMES

WEEK 10: 
SCIENCE AND HEALTH (November 10)
Required Reading:
Helen Zoe Velt, Modern Food, Moral Food: Self-Control, Science, and the Rise of Modern American Eating in the Early Twentieth Century 
Angie Boyce, “‘When Does it Stop Being Peanut Butter?’: FDA Food Standards of Identity, Ruth Desmond, and the Shifting Politics of Consumer Activism, 1960s-1970s.” Technology and Culture 47 (January 2016): 54-79.

ASSIGNMENT: Second Thematic Paper Due in Class

WEEEK 11: 
TECHNOLOGY (November 17)

Required Reading:
Jonathan Rees, Refrigeration Nation: A History of Ice, Appliances, and Enterprise in America

Paul Josephson, “The Ocean’s Hot Dog: The Development of the Fish Stick,” Technology and Culture 49 (January 2008): 41-61.

WEEK 12: 
CONSUMPTION (November 22)

Required Reading:

Susanne Freidberg, Fresh: A Perishable History

Douglas Sackman, “’Nature’s Workshop’: The Work Environment and Workers’ Bodies in California Citrus Industry, 1900-1940,” Environmental History 5 (January 2000): 27-53. 

WEEK 13: 
CAPITALISM (December 1) NOTE: TUESDAY NIGHT MEETING
Required Reading:
Bartow J. Emore, Citizen Coke: The Making of Coca-Cola Capitalism

Shane Hamilton, “Cold Capitalism: The Political Ecology of Frozen Concentrated Orange Juice,” Agricultural History 77, no. 4 (2003): 557-581.

ASSIGNMENT: Paper Outlines Due in Class

WEEK 14: 
ETHNOGRAPHY (December 8)

Required Reading:
Anna Lowenhaupt Tsing, The Mushroom at the End of the World: On the Possibility of Life in Capitalist Ruins

Michael Wise, “Colonial Beef and the Blackfeet Reservation Slaughterhouse,” Radical History Review 110 (Spring 2011): 59-82..
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