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 This option course comprises two modules, ‘Politics, Society and Nature’ and ‘Environment & 

Urbanisation in the Global South’; it also serves as a core course for the MPhil in Environment, 

Society and Development. The first module, ‘Politics, Society and Nature’, introduces students to 

critical social science perspectives on the relationships between society and nature. It provides an 

overview of the ways in which these relationships have been conceptualised and formulated, and 

underlines the political and social contexts within which questions of sustainability need to be framed. 

Throughout the course, there is a strong but not exclusive focus on the global south, from intellectual 

debates to issues and examples. Weekly topics include: (1) The rise of environmentalism and the idea 

of sustainability;  

(2) Disputing nature: the idea of political ecology; (3) Narratives of population pressure, environmental 

degradation and the commons; (4) Agro-forestry and sustainable land use; (5 & 6) Markets and 

environmental management; (7) Urban environmental politics; (8) Religion, gender, culture and the 

environment. 

The second module, ‘Environment & Urbanisation in the Global South’ (taught in Lent term) offers a 

series of lectures by Dr Tatiana Thieme, a specialist in studies of waste, sanitation and ‘slum 

economies’ in African cities. These four sessions will explore ideas of political ecology in the urban 

context, drawing especially from discard and sanitation case studies in Africa but also comparing 

India, Brazil, and Mexico. We will examine the nexus between urban built environments, the material 

and political implications of waste in the context of unplanned urbanisation, the diverse approaches to 

governing and managing detritus and human waste in the informal ‘slum’ city, and the everyday 

coping strategies that residents adopt in the absence of basic municipal services in their 

neighbourhoods. Specific topics are: (1) Urban political ecology: nature and power in the city; 

(2) Garbage and waste: metabolism, livelihoods, politics; (3) Urban sanitation: rights, public health, 

and entrepreneurship;  

(4) New geographies of waste and basic urban environmental provision. 

 

This course introduces students to critical social science perspectives on the relationships between 

society and nature. It provides an overview of the ways in which these relationships have been 

conceptualised and formulated, and underlines the political and social contexts within which questions 

of sustainability need to be framed. Throughout the course, there is a strong but not exclusive focus 

on the global South, from intellectual debates to issues and examples. 

 



Towards a Political Ecology 

1. Human concern for nature: the rise of environmentalism 

2. Managing the Anthropocene: the idea of sustainability 

3. Disputing nature: the idea of political ecology 

4. Discursive political ecology and social nature 

 

Institutions and Resources 

1. Narratives of population pressure and environmental degradation: from Thomas Malthus to 

Ester Boserup 

2. Managing the commons: Garret Hardin versus Elinor Ostrom 

3. Is ‘landesque capital’ the best form of sustainable land use, or is it an index of degradation 

and coercive social relations? Deconstructing landesque capital through the lens of political 

ecology 

4. Agroforestry as sustainable land use: deconstructing the win:win scenarios of 1990s 

 

The political economy of environment and development 

1. Poverty, economic growth and the environment: exploring the relationships 

2. Ecosystem services and human well-being: towards win-win? 

3. Understanding the 'Green Economy': regulated markets or neoliberal commodification? 

4. Negotiating ecosystem services: political economy considerations 

 

Contesting space: culture and power in environmental politics 

1. Contested spaces: Indigenous resource use and postcolonial dilemmas 

2. Aesthetics and exclusion in ‘world class cities’: bourgeois environmentalism and changing 

urban governmentalities 

3. Tenure and gender: security, inclusion and exclusion 

4. Land grabs: a critical reading of contemporary processes and debates 

 

Note: MPhil in African Studies students will have the opportunity to focus their academic interests on 

the African continent, but note that the benefit of this option course is its comparative approach, 

enabling Africa to be critically examined within the context of the global south more broadly. 
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Note: Students will be expected to read a selection of the political, historical and ethnographic 

literature on a range of countries. 

 


