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 COURSE OUTLINE 

This course examines the human ecology of the Postglacial or Holocene Epoch and provides an 

overview of the techniques of environmental archaeology.  The course begins with a discussion 

of the significance of understanding Holocene human ecology for dealing with environmental 

problems in the present and future; a topic that we will return to at the end of the course.  We will 

examine Holocene human ecology through interdisciplinary research involving collaborations 

among archaeologists, palynologists, paleozoologists, paleobotanists, and geologists among 

others.  We will consider theoretical perspectives through which interdisciplinary teams examine 

the history of human ecological relations.  The bulk of the course examines human ecology from 

the end of the last Ice Age, about 10,000 years ago, to the present.  The majority of the course 

focuses on a series of research problems in Holocene environmental archaeology.  These topics 

illustrate how recent problem-oriented interdisciplinary research has provided new directions to 

key questions in human prehistory that have relevance for understanding contemporary 

environmental problems.  Research problems include the ecological impact of early farmers, the 

varied ecological effects of the colonization of Polynesia, the effects of climatic change on 

Holocene populations, the impact of El Niño events on human societies, and the role of human 

induced landscape degradation (i.e., deforestation and erosion) in the development of 

Mesoamerican civilization.  Consideration of these research problems will also illustrate 

techniques in interdisciplinary research such as the use of fossil pollen to understand past 

vegetation and climate as well as geological studies of ancient river systems.  The final topic 

argues that we must examine cultural constructions of nature to fully understand human-

environment interaction.  We will examine how the differing views of nature among Native 

Americans and European Colonists affected their interactions with the environment and with 

each other during the 16
th

 to the 18
th

 centuries.   

 

The course meets Tuesday and Thursday from 2:00-3:15pm in ECON 205.  I will hold office 

hours in Hale 156 on Tuesday from 3:15-5:00 pm and Wednesday from 12:00-1:00 pm, or by 

appointment.  My office phone number is 303-735-3055. 

 

There is one required text for the course, which has been ordered through the CU Bookstore: 

HUMAN IMPACT ON ANCIENT ENVIRONMENTS, by Charles L. Redman (University of 

 Arizona Press, 1999), abbreviated R, below. 

Course readings include a series of articles, which are on e-reserve.  

 

Course Requirements: The course will be graded on the basis of two exams (30% each for 

undergrads/20% each for grad students), a term paper (30% for undergrads/50% for grad 

students), two quizzes/assignments (5%), and class participation.  Class participation will count 

as "extra-credit" towards the final grade.  Exams will be based on all material presented in class 

including lectures, readings, discussions, slides, and films.  No makeup exams will be given so it 

is your responsibility to take the exams at the scheduled times.  I will pass out a description of 

term paper topics early in the semester.  Graduate students will select the topics for their term 

papers in consultation with me and a summary of the paper topic will be due on 10/13; you are 

encouraged to discuss your topic with me and I would be glad to help with selection of the topic 
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and reference materials.  Late papers will be penalized.   

 

The university honor code is in effect for the course and all assignments should be independent 

work unless otherwise arranged by us (http://www.colorado.edu/policies/honor.html and 

http://www.colorado.edu/academics/honorcode/.  If you qualify for accommodations because of 

a disability, please submit to Prof. Joyce a letter from Disability Services in a timely manner so 

that your needs may be addressed.  Disability Services determines accommodations based on 

documented disabilities (303-492-8671, Willard 322, www.Colorado.edu/disabilityservices).  

Students who have serious religious obligations that conflict with class requirements must notify 

Prof. Joyce within the first two weeks of the semester so that adequate accommodations can be 

made.  The University of Colorado policies on sexual harassment or discrimination and 

harassment based upon race, color, national origin, sex, age, disability, creed, religion, sexual 

orientation, or veteran status applies to all students, staff, and faculty 

(http://www.colorado.edu/odh). 

 

The following is the schedule of topics for class discussion: 

  

Date   Topic                            (Readings)  

8/25 Introduction 

8/27 Why study Holocene human ecology (R:3-14; Hardesty 2007; van der Leeuw and 

Redman  

 2002) 

9/1 Concepts in human ecology and environmental archaeology (R:15-34) 

9/3 Class Cancelled for Mesa Redonda de Monte Albán 

9/8 Concepts in environmental archaeology (R:35-51; Fisher and Feinman 2005) 

9/10 Background to the Holocene: Pleistocene environments and human ecology in the Ice 

Age 

 (R:53-68, 75-80; Martin 1973) 

915 Postglacial adaptations (Hayden 1990) 

9/17 Reconstructing Holocene Environments: palynology (Roberts 1998:28-54) 

9/22 Reconstructing Holocene Environments: geomorphology and climatology (Goldberg and  

 Macphail 2006:42-64, 85-99) 

9/24 Ecological impacts of the earliest farmers (R:81-95; Smith 1998:15-33) 

9/29 Ecological impacts of the earliest farmers (R:95-126, 148-158) 

10/1 Islands of global change (R:68-75; Kirch 1997) 

10/6 The mystery of Easter Island (Diamond 1995; Hunt 2006) 

10/8 Film: “Easter Island in Context: from Paradise to Calamity” 

10/13 Review for the Midterm 

10/15 Midterm Exam 

10/20 Landscape and Civilization (R:127-139)  

10/22 Landscape and Civilization (R:159-191; Dickson 1987) 

10/27 The ecological impact of Mesoamerican states (R:139-148; Abrams and Rue 1988; 

 Dunning and Beach 1994)  

10/29  Film: “Out of the Past: Collapse” (Kerr 2001; Hodell et all 2001) 

11/3 Paleoecological research along the Río Verde (Joyce and Mueller 1997) 

https://culink.colorado.edu/wm/mail/fetch.html?urlid=g3953790e83bf8116ccf36abf9f4c2626ej9p5nljil&url=http%3A%2F%2Fwww.colorado.edu%2Fpolicies%2Fhonor.html
https://culink.colorado.edu/wm/mail/fetch.html?urlid=g3953790e83bf8116ccf36abf9f4c2626ej9p5nljil&url=http%3A%2F%2Fwww.colorado.edu%2Facademics%2Fhonorcode%2F
http://www.colorado.edu/disabilityservices
https://culink.colorado.edu/wm/mail/fetch.html?urlid=g3953790e83bf8116ccf36abf9f4c2626ej9p5nljil&url=http%3A%2F%2Fwww.colorado.edu%2Fodh
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11/5 Paleoecological research along the Río Verde (Goman et al. 2005) 

11/10 The Mediaeval Warm Epoch and the collapse of Ancient American Civilizations (Ortloff 

and Kolata 1993) 

11/12 Did environmental degradation trigger social collapse or did social collapse trigger 

 environmental degradation? (Erickson 1999, 2006; Fisher et al. 2003; Fisher 2005) 

11/17 The impact of catastrophic environmental events: El Niño (Moore 1991) 

11/19 The Little Ice Age and the decline of Norse Settlements on Greenland and Vinland 

 (R:191-194; McGovern 1994) 

11/23-11/27 Thanksgiving Break 

12/1 Changes in the Land (Cronon 2003:19-53) 

12/3 Changes in the Land (Cronon 2003:54-81)  

12/8 Holocene human ecology; term papers due  

12/10 What does Holocene human ecology tell us about the environmental future (R:195-219); 

12/12 Final Exam 1:30-4:00pm 
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