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INTD 397 – Human Dimensions of Conservation 
 
Instructor: Justin Raycraft 
Class: Fall 2021 (Sept. 1 – Dec. 6, 2021), MW (10am-11:30am) (In-person) ENGMD 279 
Office hours: 12pm-1pm on Mondays (remote via zoom link) 
Email: justin.raycraft@mail.mcgill.ca 
 

 
Batwa elder prepares animal snare near Bwindi Impenetrable National 
Park, Uganda. Photo by instructor published in National Geographic 
story “Voices of the Park” curated by Erika Larsen, June 2016. 

 
Course Description 
 
Against the backdrop of environmental change and biodiversity loss occurring at various scales, 
nature conservation has become one of the most pressing global concerns facing human society. 
Conservation involves the protection of vulnerable species from anthropogenic pressures, the 
maintenance and restoration of key habitats and ecosystems, and the preservation of biodiversity. 
While these pursuits have environmental benefits, they also have the potential to support human 
communities by safeguarding ecosystem services that provide people with health, livelihood, or 
intrinsic benefits. Around the world, people depend on abundant inshore fisheries, healthy 
livestock pastures, clean drinking water, consistent crop pollination, and oxygen production. 
Conservation also has the potential to promote sustainable development through ecotourism 
enterprises that are ‘greener’ than extractive industries. For these reasons, conservation is often 
framed publicly as a win-win initiative both socially and ecologically, given its potential benefits 
for people and biodiversity.  
 While these theoretical aims are laudable in intent, conservation also has the potential to 
produce conflicts. Many social scientists, for instance, have documented cases where local and 
indigenous communities bear the costs associated with conservation, while receiving few of the 
benefits. Consequently, many projects fail to garner local support, and can in some cases 
inadvertently motivate people to resist against conservation. In this course, we will take an 
anthropological approach to the field of conservation, considering issues such as the roles of 
conservation NGOs, environmental scientists, private companies, indigenous actors, and the 
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central state in influencing conservation agendas. We will think about the ‘on-the-ground’ 
politics of conservation and the ways in which stakeholders with varying degrees of power are 
engaged in the governance and management of conservation initiatives. We will examine the 
social and ecological outcomes of some of these institutional dynamics. Through conservation, 
particular sets of cultural values are reinforced and put into practice, while traditional and 
indigenous forms of ecological knowledge are sometimes marginalized. We will contextualize 
conservation policies in relation to wider political economies of development at regional scales, 
and in light of the global conservation movement that prioritizes protected area formation. We 
will study the implications of these efforts on the everyday lives of rural communities, 
particularly in sub-Saharan Africa where the social impacts of conservation have been well-
documented.  
 In terms of pedagogical approach, the course will work through reading materials 
organized into three larger thematic sections: First, we will flesh out some of the politics that 
underlie anthropological engagement with the field of conservation. Second, we will outline the 
methods and approaches that are central to the conservation social sciences. Third, we will 
address the economics of conservation. Taken together, these three pillars will provide an 
overview of conservation social sciences within the context of international development studies. 
The ultimate aim of the course is to instill in students an appreciation for the human dimensions 
of conservation, defined here as the multi-scalar social, political, economic, and ecological 
entanglements that shape conservation theory and practice across time and space. 
 
Course Requirements 
 
Method for Evaluation % of Final Grade 
Midterm Essay 35 
Group Presentation 35 
Personal Narrative 30 

 
Group presentation 
Students will work in groups of three to four to prepare a 20 minute presentation on a selected 
reading from a particular class. There will be a sign-up sheet at the beginning of the semester 
with the complete list of readings and dates and students will sign their name next to their 
reading and date of choice. Each participant should speak for a minimum of 2-3 minutes. The 
presentations should provide an overall overview of the article or chapter, describing the article’s 
key points in sufficient depth. If the article is based on empirical research, the presentation 
should outline the methods used and the central findings. Particular attention should be paid to 
the main conclusions of the article and/or its thesis argument. PowerPoint presentations are not 
explicitly required, but will likely help to provide some visual aid to other students. If 
PowerPoints are used, they should be shared with the instructor before the start of class.  
 
Midterm essay 
The midterm essay will involve an evaluation of students’ knowledge of the course materials. It 
will be written in class on Nov. 1. At the start of class, the instructor will present two essay 
prompts related to the central themes of the class, from which students will choose one to 
answer. The prompts will evoke students’ understandings of key themes and concepts in relation 
to the course materials (lectures and reading materials). The essay should make a key thesis 
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statement and follow the basic structures of essay writing (introduction, body paragraphs, 
conclusion). Students are encouraged to take a few minutes to make a succinct outline before 
diving into the writing. There is no specific page limit or requirement, but aim to be as thorough 
as possible without compromising the structure and flow of the essay. 
 
Personal narrative of course materials 
The personal narrative is to be completed by the last day of class (due on December 1 by 
midnight). This assignment should be between four to seven pages long, double spaced. The 
purpose of the assignment is to provide students with an opportunity to reflect on the themes and 
topics explored over the course of the semester by weaving a personal narrative of what was 
learned – this is often how anthropologists come to make sense of what we observe, read, and 
hear from our interlocutors. Producing a personal narrative, in and of itself, is a form of problem 
solving that allows us to make complex phenomena more graspable. This assignment will be less 
formal than the first two assignments, and will be an opportunity for personal reflection. A 
helpful exercise for enriching one’s personal narrative would be to annotate the reading materials 
from each week through short summaries or ‘notes-to-self’ to provide empirical materials to 
work with when writing the narrative. Students are free to get creative and include drawings or 
photographs to demonstrate the knowledge that will be carried forward from the course. 
 
Assigned Readings 
Students will not be required to purchase textbooks or course packages for this course. All 
reading materials will be available as .pdf or .docx files via the MyCourses portal. When 
working through the reading material, it is not necessary to memorize everything (e.g. dates), but 
rather, key concepts and arguments, which students can draw from in writing their essays.  
Course readings will comprise around 50-100 pages per week. Taken together, the reading 
materials offer an overview of some important themes in the conservation social sciences. All 
course readings are available via MyCourses under the appropriate thematic tab in the content 
section. 

Course Lectures 
Lectures will be delivered live in person. Attendance and active participation in the lectures is a 
requirement of this course. There may be occasional audio podcasts, videos, or zoom sessions 
throughout the semester, but the primary mode of delivery will be in person. It is the 
responsibility of students to come to class and check MyCourses announcements regularly to 
keep up to date with course delivery. 
 
Submissions and Deadlines 
Deadlines for take home assignments (i.e. the personal narrative) are by midnight on the 
specified deadlines. All submissions are to be made via the MyCourses web portal in the 
designated submissions folders. Emailed submissions will not be accepted.  
 
McGill University Policy on Academic Integrity 
McGill University values academic integrity. Therefore, all students must understand the 
meaning and consequences of cheating, plagiarism and other academic offences under the Code 
of Student Conduct and Disciplinary Procedures (see www.mcgill.ca/students/srr/honest/ for 
more information). 
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Plagiarism detection software  
Work submitted for evaluation as part of this course may be checked with text matching software 
within MyCourses (Urkund). 

Language Policy 
In accord with McGill University’s Charter of Students’ Rights, students in this course have the 
right to submit in English or in French any written work that is to be graded. 
 
Conformément à  la Charte des droits de l’étudiant de l’Université McGill, chaque étudiant a 
le droit de soumettre en français ou en anglais tout travail écrit devant être noté (sauf dans le 
cas des cours dont l’un des objets est la maîtrise d’une langue). 
 
Note: Films will be shown during class time with discussion to follow. Further readings are not 
required, but are listed on the syllabus and available on MyCourses for those with intrinsic 
interest in a topic. Further readings should not be selected for group presentations unless all 
required readings are full. 

Course Schedule and Assigned Readings (Sept. 1 – Dec. 6, 2021)  
 
 Theme Monday Wednesday 
Week 1 – Sept. 1, 2021  Course introduction No class No readings 

 
FILM: 
Ecology: 
Understanding 
Biodiversity 

Week 2 –  Sept. 6, 8 
(Politics) 

Fortress conservation 
and green grabbing  

LABOUR DAY 
HOLIDAY 

Readings: 
Brockington – 
Fortress 
conservation in 
Africa 
 
Corson and 
Macdonald 
(2012) 
 
Further 
reading: 
Brockington 
and Igoe (2006) 
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FILM: Honey 
at the Top 
(Film) 

Week 3 – Sept. 13, 15  
 

Political ecology Readings: 
Neumann (2005) 
 
Further reading: 
Bryant (1992) 

Reading: 
Jones (2006) 

Week 4 – Sept. 20, 22  
 

Environmental 
governance and 
management 

Readings: 
Bennett and 
Dearden (2014a) – 
why local people do 
not support 
conservation 

Readings: 
Bennett and 
Dearden 
(2014b) – 
governance, 
management, 
and local 
development 

Week 5 – Sept. 27, 29  
 

Territorialization Readings: 
Bluwstein and Lund 
(2018) 

Readings: 
Raycraft (2019) 

Week 6 – Oct, 4, 6 
 

Governmentality and  
environmentality 

Readings: 
Vaccaro (2005) 
 
Further reading: 
Bluwstein (2019) 

Readings: 
Bluwstein 
(2017) 
 
Further 
reading: 
Raycraft (2020) 

Week 7 – Oct. 11, 13  
 

 THANKSGIVING 
HOLIDAY 

READING 
WEEK 
HOLIDAY 

Week 8 – Oct. 18, 20 
(Methods) 

Conservation social 
sciences 

Reading: 
Bennett et al. 2017 
 
FILM: The woman 
who loves giraffes 
(Anne Dagg)  

Reading:  
Hoffman (2014) 
 
Further 
reading: 
Raycraft 
(2019); 
Raycraft (2018) 

Week 9 – Oct. 25, 27 
 

Perceptions and 
attitudes 

Readings: 
Bennett (2016) 
 
Abukari (2020) 
 
Further reading: 
 
Holmes (2007) 

NO CLASS [JR 
presenting 
paper at 
Anthropology 
and 
Conservation 
conference at 
Royal 
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Anthropological 
Institute] 

Week 10 – Nov. 1, 3 
 

Social impacts studies Midterm essay 
written in class 

Readings: 
 
Kamat 2014 
 
Goldman 2011 
 
Further 
reading: 
 
Kamat and Woo 
(2018) 

Week 11 – Nov. 8, 10 
(Economics) 

Conservation and 
capitalism 

Readings: 
 
Buscher and 
Fletcher (2014) 
 
Further reading: 
 
Buscher (2014) 

Readings: 
 
Igoe and 
Brockington 
(2007) 
 
Buscher et al. 
(2012) 

Week 12 – Nov. 15, 17 
 

Conservation and the 
state 
(colonialism/socialism) 

Readings: 
 
Neumann (1995) 
 
Brockington (2008) 

Readings: 
 
Nelson et al. 
(2007) 
 
FILM: 
Elephant Path: 
Njaia Njoku 
(100 minutes) 
 

Week 13 – Nov. 22, 24 
 

Community-based 
conservation  and 
decentralization 

Readings: 
 
Kiwango et al. 
(2015) 

Readings: 
 
Wright (2017) 
 
FILM: 
Aamakaar: the 
turtle people 
1:16 minutes 
(community-
based 
conservation) 

Week 14 – Nov. 29, Dec. 1 
 

“Convivial 
conservation” 

Readings: 
Buscher and 
Fletcher (2019) 
 

Readings: 
Raycraft (2021) 
 
Personal 
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FILM: Opening the 
earth: the potato 
king: (convivial 
conservation) (1 
hour) 
 

narrative 
assignment due 
by midnight 

Week 15 – Dec. 6 Conclusion   
 


