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Climate Change in History 
History 410 – CRN 40982 

Summer 2016—Online Course 

 

 

 
 

Instructor: Sean Munger 

Office: McKenzie Hall 350C 

E-mail: mmunger@uoregon.edu 

In-person office hours: by appointment 

“Virtual Office Hours” (via Canvas chat and Skype) – Tuesday & Wednesday, 1:00-2:00 PM 

(Pacific Time) 

See also “Help, Feedback and Interaction” section below. 

 

LEARNING OBJECTIVES 
 

Although climate change is the central environmental issue of modern times, it is nothing new. 

Significant changes to the climate of Earth, whether caused by natural or human processes (or a 

combination of both), have provided both challenges and opportunities to human societies for 

literally all of human history. Appreciation of the way in which climate change has affected 

world history is a necessary tool in understanding and dealing with contemporary issues of 

greenhouse gas warming. This course is intended as an introduction to these historical questions. 

 

This course is intended to provide you with an overview of the implications of climate change 

through a broad scope of world history. From lectures, discussions and readings, you should 

expect to be able to do the following: 

1. Identify the basic common and contrasting issues raised by several major events of climate 

change that have occurred in human history from the end of the Ice Age to the early 21st century. 

2. Reflect critically upon how human societies have adapted—successfully and unsuccessfully—

to challenges created by various climate change situations. 

3. Understand how and why the role climate change has played in the human past is contentious 

and unsettled, and why these questions matter. 

4. Place our contemporary industrial-era process of anthropogenic climate change (greenhouse 

gas warming or, simply, global warming) in its proper historical context. 
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The scope of this course is very broad in both its geographic and temporal dimensions. We will 

be discussing climate change situations that have occurred in Europe, Asia and the Americas, 

from Greenland to Peru, and from the earliest human societies up until the year 2016. No 

previous historical (or scientific) basis or prerequisite is necessary to do well in this course. 

 

HOW THIS COURSE WORKS 
 

This course is conducted entirely online and will be offered between June 20 and August 14, 

2016. The principal interface will be through Canvas (canvas.uoregon.edu).  

 

There will be four to six video lecture components each week. Videos will average about fifteen 

to twenty minutes each in length. There will be a short quiz after each lecture to unlock the next 

one. These will be very simple quizzes that do not count for formal credit (you can go back and 

retake them as many times as necessary, for example). 

 

There will also be assigned readings, delivered via Canvas, for each week. On a Canvas 

discussion board, I will post discussion questions pertaining to the readings. Students will need 

to create two responses for each reading—which can be either responding to a question I post 

about the reading, responding to another student’s response, or coming up with a topic of your 

own based on that reading. For a response to count, you must say something substantive, raise a 

substantive question, or participate meaningfully in a discussion. (Responses like “yes” or “I 

agree,” without more, won’t count for credit).  

 

See the Assignments and Expectations section below for a more detailed explanation of how this 

works. 

 

This is an online course, and is therefore self-paced, but do not confuse that with being self-

directed. This is a real course with graded assignments and required reading. In addition to 

watching the video lectures, you should expect to spend several hours per week reading and 

discussing the assigned materials, in addition to the essays that will form much of your grade. 

 

ASSIGNMENTS AND EXPECTATIONS 
 

Your course grade will have three components: your discussion grade (33.3%), and the grades 

for two essay papers (each worth 33.3%). Details: 

 

Discussion on Canvas Forum: 33.3%. 

 

The discussion forum, in which we will discuss the assigned readings, is the heart of the course. 

Here’s where the dialogue will occur, not just between you and me, but between you and fellow 

students. I expect this discussion to be robust. 

 

Each week, in the Discussions section of the Canvas site for our course, I will post a series of 

topics about the readings. It will be clear from the title of each topic which reading it refers to. 

For full participation, you will need to post at least two responses for each reading. Say 
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something substantive, raise a good question, or chime in with a meaningful response on another 

student’s comment. While I will not be counting words in your individual postings, you should 

expect to be generating about 250 words a week on the discussion forum. 

 

Each week, for each student, there will be a Discussion Grade. I will grade based on quality of 

responses (letter grades only, no + or -) and give feedback. 

A work : Exceptionally engaged responses that consistently raise or answer substantive questions 

or demonstrate insight and understanding, beyond surface-level fact comprehension, of the 

reading and the issues raised by it. 

B work: Generally good responses indicating comprehension and engagement with the issues, 

but perhaps not grasping key insights, or what would otherwise be A work on some 

responses but not consistent. 

C work: Basic factual/rudimentary comprehension of the readings, but not really engaging with 

the argument or broader issues. 

D work: Barely passing—the number of responses is adequate, but they are non-substantive, 

“token” or otherwise seriously deficient. 

F—non- or incomplete participation (not meeting the posting minimum). 

 

At the end of the course I will finalize your Discussion Grade for the course based on the 

aggregate of your weekly grades, and upon my assessment of your overall performance. (There 

may be +/- gradations in the final Discussion Grade). 

 

Essay Papers: 33.3% each. 

You will write two papers responding to essay questions (two per paper) about broad course 

themes. Your grade will be based in part upon how well you use the assigned readings to support 

your answers. No outside research will be necessary. You should expect to write about 2000 

words total for these papers. 

 

You’ll submit the papers by uploading them electronically on the Canvas site. More details on 

each of these papers will be released via Canvas well in advance of the deadlines. The papers are 

non-cumulative, meaning the second paper will only cover material since the first paper. 

FIRST PAPER DUE: Sunday, July 17 (end of Week 4) 

SECOND PAPER DUE: Sunday, August 14 (end of Week 8) 

 

Grading rubric: 

 

This is the grading rubric for the essay papers and the final grade in the entire course. (Essay 

papers and final grades will have +/- gradations; only the individual weekly discussion grades 

will have pure letter grades). 

 

A+: Work of unusual distinction.  

A: Work that distinguishes itself by the excellence of its grasp of the material and the precision 

and insight of its argument, in addition to being well executed and reasonably free of errors.  

B: Work that satisfies main criteria of the assignment, and demonstrates command of the 

material, but does not achieve the level of excellence that characterizes work of A quality.  

C: Work that demonstrates a rudimentary grasp of the material and satisfies at least some of the 
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assigned criteria.  

D: Work that demonstrates a poor grasp of the material and/or is executed with little regard for 

college standards, but which exhibits some engagement with the material.  

F: Work that is weak in every aspect, demonstrating a basic misunderstanding of the material 

and/or disregard for the assigned question.  

 

This class is not graded on a curve. 

 

Accessibility: 
 

The University of Oregon works to create inclusive learning environment. Please notify me if 

there are aspects of the instruction or design of this course that result in disability-related barriers 

to your participation. You are also encouraged to contact the Accessible Education Center in 164 

Oregon Hall at 541-346-1155 or uoaec@uoregon.edu. 

 

HELP, FEEDBACK AND INTERACTION 
 

This is an online course, but I will be available to field questions, provide feedback, or discuss 

anything about the course in any way that works for you in a mutually agreeable format. If you 

wish to meet in person—probably the best way to get in-depth feedback—please email me at 

mmunger@uoregon.edu and we will set up a time to meet on campus. 

 

Additionally, I plan to have “virtual office hours” where I will be continuously available online 

at a predetermined time, equivalent to in-person office hours (at least three hours a week) in a sit-

down class. I will be live on the “Chat” function via Canvas, and I will also be live on Skype 

(where, if you also have Skype, voice communication will also be possible). You may also 

message me via email or on Canvas’s messaging system. 

 

ASSIGNED MATERIALS, READINGS AND WEEKLY COURSE SCHEDULE 
 

I have broken down the course into eight units, each one corresponding to one week of the 

course. The major significance of the week structure is to tell you when the deadline is for papers 

and for you to post your responses in the discussion forum (and when I’ll begin grading them). 

Feel free to skip ahead (for example, if you finish Unit 2 on June 30 and want to go ahead and do 

Unit 3, you’re welcome to do that). I cannot promise all course materials will be online at the 

very beginning of the course—certainly the first two units will—but I’ll make them available as 

soon as I complete them. 

 

Deadlines: I count the end of a week as Sunday, 11:59 PM. 

 

Texts for Purchase: None. All assigned materials will be provided electronically via Canvas, 

usually in .PDF form. Some assigned materials are in video form. 
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Unit 1: Ice Ages and Ancient Worlds (Week of 6.20 to 6.26) 

What is this course about? What are some episodes of climate change that have happened in the 

non-human past? What was the Ice Age? What’s the significance of the woolly mammoth? 

What’s a “Dark Age”? What role did climate change in the history of the Ancient Near East? 

Videos 1 through 5 

ASSIGNED READINGS:  

• Weart, Spencer R. “How Could Climate Change?” in The Discovery of Global Warming. 

Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2008, pp. 1-18. 

• David Nogués-Bravo, Jesús Rodríguez et al. “Climate Change, Humans, and the 

Extinction of the Wooly Mammoth.” PLoS Biology, Vol. 6, Issue 4 (April 2008), pp. 685-

692.  

• Sedgwick, Caitlin. “What Killed the Woolly Mammoth?” PLoS Biology, Vol. 6, Issue 4 

(2008), e99. 

• Chew, Sing C. “From Harappa to Mesopotamia and Egypt to Mycenae: Dark Ages, 

Political-Economic Declines, and Environmental/Climatic Changes 2200 B.C.-700 B.C.” 

The Historical Evolution of World Systems, ed. Christopher Chase-Dunn & E.N. 

Anderson (2005). 

 

Unit 2: Rome, Mesoamerica and the Early Middle Ages (Week of 6.27 to 7.3) 
What role did climate change play the Roman and post-Roman world? Who were the Maya and 

why was their civilization uniquely susceptible to the problems of climate change? Did the world 

get warmer in the early Middle Ages, and why does it matter? What is “climate determinism?” 

Videos 6 through 10 

ASSIGNED READINGS:  

• McCormick, Michael, Ulf Büntgen, et. al. “Climate Change During and After the Roman 

Empire: Reconstructing the Past from Scientific and Historical Evidence.” Journal of 

Interdisciplinary History, XLIII:2 (Autumn 2012). 

• Fagan, Brian. The Great Warming: Climate Change and the Rise and Fall of 

Civilizations. New York: Bloomsbury Press, 2008, Chapter 8, “Lords of the Water 

Mountains,” pp. 138-154, and Chapter 1, “A Time of Warming,” pp. 1-21. 

 

Unit 3: Greenland and the Little Ice Age (Week of 7.4 to 7.10) 
Did Greenland really used to be green? Why is what happened in Greenland so difficult to figure 

out, and why is it so contentious? What climate or climate-related events were occurring in the 

later Middle Ages? What was the Black Death, why was it such a horrifying disaster, and was it 

climate related? 

Videos 11 through 14 

ASSIGNED READINGS:  

• Saga of Erik the Red. Online: http://sagadb.org/eiriks_saga_rauda.en  

• Fagan, The Great Warming, Chapter 5, “Iniut and Qadlunaat,” pp. 87-105.  

• Diamond, Jared. Collapse: How Societies Choose to Fail or Succeed. New York: Viking 

Press, 2005, pp. 224-230, 266-276.  

• Ladurie, Emmanuel le Roy. Times of Feast, Times of Famine: A History of Climate Since 

the Year 1000. Garden City, NJ: Doubleday & Company, Inc., 1971, pp. 7-17. 

• Lamb, “Climate and Life During the Middle Ages, Studied Especially in the Mountains 

of Europe,” in Weather, Climate & Human Affairs, pp. 40-74. 
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Unit 4: A New World (Week of 7.11 to 7.17) 
What implications did the “discovery” of the Americas by Europeans have? What was the 

“Columbian Exchange”? What climate conditions did Europeans expect when they got to the 

New World, and what did they actually find? Why is the Enlightenment so crucial to the 

development of anthropogenic global warming? Why did climate issues have special 

significance for Americans? 

Videos 15 through 19 

ASSIGNED READINGS:  

• Lewis, Simon, & Mark Maslin, “Anthropocene Began with Species Exchange Between 

Old and New Worlds,” TheConversation.com, March 11, 2015.  

• Crosby, Alfred. Ecological Imperialism: The Biological Expansion of Europe, 900-1900. 

Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2004, Chapter 7, “Weeds,” pp. 145-70. 

• Fleming, James Rodger. Historical Perspectives on Climate Change. Oxford: Oxford 

University Press, 2005, Chapter 1, “Climate and Culture in Enlightenment Thought,” pp. 

11-19. 

• Druckenbrod, Daniel, Michael Mann et al. “Late Eighteenth Century Precipitation 

Reconstruction from James Madison’s Montpelier Plantation.” American Meteorological 

Society, January 2003, pp. 57-71. 

FIRST PAPER DUE: 7.17, 11:59 PM 

 

Unit 5: Century of Climate: The 19th Century (Week of 7.18 to 7.24) 
Why was there “no summer” in 1816, and how did people react to dramatic, short-term 

temporary climate change? Why was the Victorian Era crucial for the development of both 

climate science and the processes that created anthropogenic global warming? 

Videos 20 through 24 

ASSIGNED READINGS:  

• Oppenheimer, Clive, “Climatic, Environmental and Human Consequences of the Largest 

Known Historic Eruption: Tambora Volcano (Indonesia), 1815,” Progress in Physical 

Geography, Vol. 27, No. 2 (2003), pp. 230-59. 

• Webster, Noah. “A Dissertation on the Supposed Change in the Temperature of Winter.” 

Connecticut Academy of Arts and Sciences, (1810) Vol. I. [excerpt]. 

• Munger, Sean, “The Weather Watchers: Amateur Climatologists and Environmental 

Consciousness,” History of Meteorology, Vol. 7 (2015). 

• Fleming, James Rodger, Historical Perspectives on Climate Change, Chapter 6 [excerpt], 

pp. 65-74, Chapter 9 [excerpt], pp. 111-128. 

 

Unit 6: Global Warming Begins (Week of 7.25 to 7.31) 
How was the greenhouse effect discovered and ultimately linked to carbon dioxide emissions by 

human activity? How and why was “Big Science” the cradle of discovery of global warming, 

especially in the United States? What is the role of environmentalism in the public and 

policymakers “discovering” global warming? 

Videos 25 through 29 

ASSIGNED READINGS:  

• Carey, Mark. In the Shadow of Melting Glaciers: Climate Change and Andean Society. 

Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2010, pp. 19-44. 
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• Fleming, James Rodger, Historical Perspectives on Climate Change, Chapter 9 

[remainder] and Chapter 10. 

• Weart, Spencer R. “Discovering a Possibility” and “A Delicate System,” in The 

Discovery of Global Warming. Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2008, pp. 19-62. 

 

Unit 7: Global Warming as a World Challenge (Week of 8.1 to 8.7) 
How has globalization affected climate change (and vice-versa)? What is the ozone layer issue 

and how does it relate to global warming? What are the conceptual underpinnings of 

international efforts to combat global warming? 

Videos 30 through 34 

ASSIGNED READINGS:  

• Weart, “Public Warnings,” in The Discovery of Global Warming, pp. 86-113. 

• Declaration of the United Nations Conference on the Human Environment (“Stockholm 

Declaration”), 1972. 

• Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change, IPCC First Assessment Report (1990). 

• Kyoto Protocol Summary (1992). 

 

Unit 8: The Climate Change Controversy (Week of 8.8 to 8.14) 
How did global warming become a political issue? Why do some people deny the scientific 

reality of anthropogenic climate change? What’s new about Pope Francis’s approach? What have 

we learned? Where do we go from here? 

Videos 35 through 37, plus UQx Denial 101 Videos and James Hansen “Ice Melt, Sea Level 

Rise and Superstorms Video Abstract.” 

ASSIGNED READINGS:  

• Mann, Michael, The Hockey Stick and the Climate Wars, New York: Columbia 

University Press, 2012, pp. xi-xvi, 63-73, 207-214. 

• Pope Francis I, Laudato Si (2015). 

• Exxon Climate Change documents. 

• Hansen, James, “Ice Melt, Sea Level Rise and Superstorms: The Threat of Irreparable 

Harm.” Climate Science, Awareness and Solutions, Earth Institute, Columbia University 

[online], March 2016. 

SECOND (FINAL) PAPER DUE, 8.14, 11:59 PM. 
 

 

 

 

 
The illustration at the top of the first page incorporates the following images: woolly mammoths (Public Library of Science, used 

under Creative Commons 2.5 (Attribution) license; Mayan sculpture (Wikimedia Commons user “Jebulon,” released into public 

domain under Creative Commons CC0 1.0 Universal Public Domain Dedication); drought in India (photo by Alosh Bennett of 

Hyderabad, India, used under Creative Commons 2.0 (Attribution) license). 

 

 


