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Catalog Description: 

Introduces students to the complex interactions of people and plants in historical and 

contemporary times. The course is team taught by professors of both natural and social 

science. The instructors will lend their expertise to fully address the fundamental links 

between botany, human ecology and environmental health and sustainability. (3:3:0) 

Course Objectives: 

-To explore and analyze the interrelationship of people and plants from the perspectives

of biology and social science from antiquity through contemporary times and beyond;

-To develop a thorough foundation regarding the ecological, biological and chemical

basis of plants and plant products;

-To apply this foundational knowledge in exploring the social impacts of plants in both

Western and non-Western cultures;

Necessity for the Course: 

The course is necessary in order to teach students the broader implications of human-

environment interactions, in this case those of peoples and plants, via an interdisiciplinary 

approach. 

Relationship to other courses in EVPP: 

This course is related to most courses in EVPP that explore human-environment 

interactions including but not limited to: EVPP 110, 111, 201, 218, 336, 337, 361, etc. 

Prerequisites: 

Completion or concurrent enrollment in all other required general education courses. 

Relationship to similar courses in other departments: 

This course has no similar course in other departments. 

Audience and enrollment: 

300-level. Open to any major, Junior standing or above required. 

List of potential instructors: 

Dr. Andrea Weeks, Asst. Professor of Plant Systematics 

Dr. Susan Crate, Asst. Professor of Human Ecology 

Anticipated frequency: 

Every other year. 

Additional Resources necc: 

None at this time. 

General Education requirement: 

The course will be offered as a Gen Ed Synthesis course

Syllabus

Course Title: People, Plants and Culture (EVPP 335)

Instructors: 
Dr. Susan Crate, Asst. Professor of Human Ecology

Dr. Andrea Weeks, Asst. Professor of Plant Systematics

Department: Environmental Science and Policy

Credits: 3 credits, 300-level.

Audience: Open to any major, Junior standing or above required.

Prerequisites: Completion or concurrent enrollment in all other required general education courses.

Format: 75 min lecture, twice weekly.

Objective: People, Plants and Culture (EVPP 3XX) will explore and analyze the

interrelationship of people and plants from the perspective of both biology and social science from antiquity through contemporary times and beyond. Students will develop a thorough foundation regarding the ecological, biological and chemical basis of plants and plant products and will apply this knowledge in exploring their social impacts in both Western and non-Western

cultures.

The course will be team taught by professors of both natural and social science, who will lend their expertise to fully address the complex interaction of people and plants. General subject areas will first be addressed from the perspective of natural science by Dr. Weeks, and then Dr. Crate will lead students through the social and cultural implications of these factors. For instance, the topic of plant domestication may first be introduced by Dr. Weeks with an exposition on the area of origin and genetic development of cereal crops. In subsequent lectures

with Dr. Crate, students would then discuss from their readings the ethics and social impact of patented, genetically modified seed on indigenous cultures. This tandem approach to teaching will encourage students to see the fundamental link between botany, human ecology and environmental health and sustainability. Assigned oral presentations and a term research paper will also engage students in independent exploration and synthesis of these topics and help develop their presentation skills.

Grading:

1) Participation in class discussion and attendance (25%)

2) One student-led oral presentation before the class and the faculty panel of Drs. Crate and Weeks. This will involve a 15 minute presentation and a 10 minute discussion of one of the class topics. Student will also hand in an outline, abstract and annotated bibliography. (25%)

3) Semester Project with an oral presentation before the class and the faculty panel of Drs. Crate

and Weeks. Students will also submit a written paper on this project (10-page minimum). (25%)

4) Final Exam (25%)

Readings:

Balick, Michael J. and Paul A. Cox. 1996. People, Plants and Culture: the science of

ethnobotany. Scientific American Library. 228 pp.

Berry, Wendall. 1996. The unsettling of America: culture and agriculture. Sierra Club Books.

246 pp.

Cotton, C.M. 1996. Ethnobotany: principles and applications. John Wiley and Sons. 424 pp.

Foster, Nelson and Linda Cordell (eds.) 1992. Chilies to Chocolate: food the Americas gave the

world. University of Arizona Press. 191 pp.

Fowler, Cary and Pat Mooney. 1990. Shattering: food, politics and the loss of genetic diversity.

University of Arizona Press.

Law, W. and J. Salick. 2005. Human-induced dwarfing of Himalayan snow lotus, Saussurea laniceps

(Asteraceae). Proc. Natl. Acad. Sci. USA 102: 10218-10220.

Mintz, Sidney W. 1986. Sweetness and Power: the place of sugar in modern history. Penguin.

320 pp.

Minnis, Paul E. (ed.) 2000. Ethnobotany: a reader. University of Oklahoma Press. Norman,

Oklahoma. 327 pp.

Nazarea, Virginia D. 2006. Cultural Memory and Biodiversity. University of Arizona Press. 189

pp.

Webster, C.C. and W. J. Baulkwill (eds.) 1989. Rubber. Tropical Agriculture Series. Longman

Scientific and Technical Publishers. 614 pp.
Films:

“The private life of plants” Neil Lucas, II. (1995)

“Saving the wooden rhino: ethnobotanical methods and Kenya’s woodcarving industry” World

Wildlife Fund. (2001)

“Medicinal plants in the hidden land of Dolpo: working with Himalayan healers at Shey

Phoksundo National Park” World Wildlife Fund. (2001)

“People and plants in practice” World Wildlife Fund. (2001)

“The future of food” Lily Films (2004)
Schedule:

Topic 









Assigned Readings

Week 1 
Introduction: What is Ethnobotany? 





Minnis, pp 3-10

Film: “People and Plants in Practice”

Week 2 
Western and Indigenous Taxonomy 





Cotton, Ch 3

Week 3 
Origins of Agriculture 






Fowler, Ch 1 & 2

Film: “The Private Life of Plants” Part 1

Week 4 
Historical Human/Plant Relationships: Materials and Medicinals 

Balick, Ch 2

Film: “Medicinal plants in the hidden land of Dolpo”
Week 5 
Biological Implications of Valuing Diversity 



Fowler, Ch 3 & 4
Film: “The Private Life of Plants” Part 3

Week 6 
Cultural Implications of Valuing Diversity Nazarea, Ch 1 & 3
Week 7 
Plants of Conquest: The Relationship Between Global Exploration 

Mintz, all
and Plants: Sugar (Saccharum officinale)

Week 8 
Human/Plant Relationships in Close-up: 




Foster, Ch 4
Corn (Zea mays)







Foster, Ch 8
Chocolate (Theobroma cacao)

Week 9 
Human/Plant Relationships in Close-up: 




Minnis, Ch 13

Potatos (Solanum tuberosum) 





Foster, Ch 1
Tomatos (Lycopersicon esculentum)

Week 10 
Human/Plant Relationships in Close-up: 




Webster, Ch. 1

Rubber (Hevea brasilensis) 






Fowler, Ch 5
Wood, Film: “Saving the wooden rhino”

Week 11
Industrial Agriculture and its Effects on Human-Plant Interactions 

Berry, all
Week 12 
Contemporary Human-Plant Relations: GMOs, Pharmaceuticals, 

Fowler, Ch 6 & 7
and Polymers

Film: “The future of food”

Week 13
Looking to the Future: Human-Plant Relationships and Sustainability 
Fowler, Ch 8-10

Law & Salick
Week 14 Student Presentations










