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Beginning in the Belly, Ending in the Atmosphere: An
Approach to Teaching Global Environmental History

Edward D. Melillo, Amherst College

As historian Donald Worster once remarked,
“environmental history begins in the belly.”* Worster’s comment
not only re ects the importance of food consumption as a
multi-faceted relationship between humans and non-human
nature, it also suggests the ambition of environmental historians
to relate the personal to the global. To connect students with
both meanings is among the goals of a course that I currently
teach at Amherst College, “Global Environmental History of
the Twentieth Century” (GEH). This introductory-level survey
of global environmental history from 1900 to the present is a
fourteen-week course, which focuses on Latin America, Sub-
Saharan Africa, and China. The class meets for two eighty-
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of my semester-long course on global environmental history.
v of Melting Glaciers: Climate GEH begins with Latin America, proceeds to Sub-Saharan Africa,
New York: Oxford University and then moves to China. In the fourth unit of the semester,

students compare topics and themes from the three regions.
Many of the readings, Ims, and assignments focus on food
production and consumption. The nal course sessions revolve
around “atmospheric” issues — such as climate change — that
transcend regional, national, and continental boundaries. When
choosing the three geographical zones for GEH, | wanted to focus
on places that are underrepresented in U.S. media coverage and
inadequately addressed in many environmental history curricula.
I struggled with my decision to eliminate India, North Africa, and
the Paci ¢ World from the course agenda. In the end, | opted for a
pragmatic approach. The areas we study in GEH are places where
I have travelled widely, sites where | have conducted research,
locations that I have studied extensively, or territories that are not
covered by my other course offerings. The GEH format could
easily be adapted to accommodate other nations or regions.

I have also designed the course to integrate the “spatial
turn” that history has undergone. In recent decades, historians
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