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Special Section: Global Environmental History

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.”1 Worster’s comment
not only reflects 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-
minute periods per week. GEH blends a lecture format with
in-class discussions about readings and assignments. Enrollment
ranges from 60 to 75 undergraduates, and students receive credit
in either the history department or the environmental studies
program. The course is a prerequisite for students majoring in
environmental studies.

When developing GEH, I had three aims in mind for my
students. The first was to help them investigate the ways in which
societies and cultures outside the U.S. and Europe have interacted
with their environments over the past century. The second was
to introduce them to comparative and transnational methods in
world history. The third was to show them the practical uses of
environmental history. In addition to studying the past, GEH
participants explore how to use historical knowledge in the
formulation of policy recommendations and grassroots initiatives
for addressing contemporary environmental issues ated these experiences into the four units

of my semester-long course on global environmental history.
GEH begins with Latin America, proceeds to Sub-Saharan Africa,
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, films, and assignments focus on food
production and consumption. The final 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, I 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 Pacific World from the course agenda. In the end, I opted for a
pragmatic approach. The areas we study in GEH are places where
I have travelled widely, sites where I 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
have begun to consider the social production of space as a crucial
dimension of the human experience.3 Many aspects of GEH build
upon these geographical insights. At the beginning of each class
session, I show several maps that are relevant to the course topics
for the day. Often, I remove all titles, legends, and keys before
displaying the maps on my lecture screen. I spend the first five
minutes of the period talking with students about what sort of
arguments and narratives they can derive from the cartographic
images in front of them. These conversations not only provide
opportunities for “mental warm-up exercises” at the beginning of
each class meeting but they also give me the chance to introduce
the key topics and themes for the day’s lecture. Many of the maps
are scanned from books but I also rely upon several websites and
map blogs as sources for my images. Three of my favorite sites
are:

• http://bigthink.com/blogs/strange-maps
• http://www.radicalcartography.net/
• http://www.bigmapblog.com/

In addition to acknowledging the importance of spatial
analyses to the understanding of the past, historians have begun
experimenting with an array of techniques to help students
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