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**DRAFT SYLLABUS: CONTENT IS SUBJECT TO CHANGE** 
 

GOV 94MK: The Politics of Land, Resources, and Colonialism in 
North America 

 
Harvard University 

Government Department 
Spring 2021 

 
Instructor: Dr. Katie Mazer 
Email: kmazer@fas.harvard.edu 
Class format: Virtual simultaneous seminar  
Class time: TBD (tentatively Wednesday, 9:45-11:45am) 
Office hours: TBD and by appointment 
 

**QUESTIONS ABOUT THE COURSE?**  
While I am not offering an information session for this course during  

the registration period, students are encouraged to email me with any questions.  
I am very happy to set up one-on-one meetings to discuss the course. 

 
COURSE DESCRIPTION 
This course examines the colonial basis of the continental political economy of the United States 
and Canada, which has long been understood as the United States’ main resource hinterland. It 
offers students a range of analytical tools through which to understand contemporary 
contestation over land and resources in both countries. Drawing on writings by political 
scientists, geographers, anthropologists, and historians, the course moves between theories of 
nature and settler colonialism; Indigenous perspectives that transcend and exceed Canada and the 
United States; and specific historical geographies of colonialism, extraction, and contestation. 
While the course is centered on the structures of power that reproduce the extractive economy, 
students will also engage with themes of resistance and resurgence throughout. 
 
COURSE FORMAT 
This is a discussion-based seminar. Students are expected to come to class prepared to discuss 
the assigned readings. 
 
OBJECTIVES 
Students will develop a broad understanding of the ways colonial histories and presents shape the 
politics of land and natural resources in Canada and the United States. They will consider: (a) 
theories of settler colonialism and related debates; (b) historical context for colonialism and land 
and resource conflicts in Canada and the United States; (c) structures of power that enable 
ongoing land dispossession; (d) Indigenous perspectives that challenge and transcend colonial 
histories and structures; and (e) specific case studies examining resource conflicts and 
Indigenous resistance. The course places an emphasis on understanding colonialism, extraction, 
and contestation in historical perspective. By the end of the course, students will be able to use 
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the concepts, analyses, and histories studied in class to explain the colonial present in Canada 
and the United States. 
 
COMMENT ON CURRENT CONTEXT 
We are living through a very stressful, difficult, and unpredictable time. I am very aware that 
your lives have been impacted and will continue to be throughout the semester. For this reason, I 
aim to be flexible, understanding, and supportive in my approach to running this course. In 
concrete terms this means that I am open to granting extensions, modifying requirements, and 
making other exceptions if you speak with me about your challenges and your needs. I can 
support you much more effectively if you reach out to me early. Please do your best to be open 
with me about your needs and, in turn, I will do my best to support you. 
 
COURSE REQUIREMENTS 
Participation (20%): This is a discussion-based seminar and students are expected to (a) come 
to class prepared and (b) actively and thoughtfully participate in each class. I encourage critical 
deliberation and welcome disagreement but will not tolerate oppressive or aggressive behavior. 
Please be mindful that students are approaching course content from a variety of positions and 
life experiences and that everyone comes to class with different perspectives, backgrounds, and 
bases of knowledge. This is an interdisciplinary seminar and I encourage students to make links 
to other areas of study and outside sources, but I ask that you do so only if you are prepared to 
explain them to your classmates and instructor. 
 
Reading reflections (20%): By noon each Tuesday, students should post a short reflection (300-
500 words) on the readings to the course website. This is your opportunity to think through what 
you have read in advance of our meeting. Your reflection should respond to the reading, rather 
than summarize it. I encourage you to make connections to other course themes and current 
events. In your reflection, please include two questions, one of which can (but need not) be a 
clarification question. I and the class facilitators will use these questions to help guide our 
discussion. You must submit ten of these reflections throughout the term. Please do not post a 
reflection for the week you facilitate class. 
 
Seminar facilitation (15%): Each student will be responsible for facilitating one class meeting 
throughout the semester. This will involve preparing a short (10-15 minute) presentation that 
outlines key themes in the readings, connections to course content, and questions for the class. 
After your presentation, you will facilitate a class discussion of the readings, using your 
questions and the questions submitted through the reading reflections. You are welcome to be 
creative in your approach to this. I encourage you to meet with me in advance to discuss your 
plans for your class meeting. Your role as facilitator will last for the first 90 minutes of class. We 
will discuss which classes will have student facilitators once course enrollment is finalized. 
Depending on the number of students enrolled in the class, facilitators may work in pairs. 
 
Paper proposal (15%): Each student will submit a 4-5 page proposal for their final paper by 
March 10. This is two weeks after our in-class workshop, during which you will discuss your 
ideas with your classmates and receive their feedback. The written proposal you submit to me 
will incorporate this feedback. Your proposal should (1) explain and provide background 
information about your topic, (2) introduce your research question(s), (3) explain which 
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frameworks, concepts, or lessons from the class you think will be useful in analyzing your case, 
and (4) identify and explain key sources you will draw on. Students must meet with me to 
discuss their potential topics before beginning their proposals. 
 
Final project (30%): This final research project builds on the feedback you received in our in-
class workshop and your proposal. For this project, you will choose a contemporary resource 
conflict and analyse it using conceptual and methodological tools you learned throughout the 
semester. The most obvious way to do this is by writing a paper, but I am open to a variety of 
formats, including unconventional ones (e.g., film, artwork, public intervention, pamphlet, etc.). 
These papers should not be long: your challenge is to offer a clear explanation of the case and a 
concise analysis in 10-12 pages. If you would like to do something other than a traditional paper 
you must discuss it with me prior to our workshop on February 24. Final papers are tentatively 
due via email on May 5.   
 
LATE ASSIGNMENTS 
Assignments submitted after the deadline will be subject to a 5% penalty per day (weekends 
count as one day) and will not be accepted more than one week past the deadline (for a total 
penalty of 30%). 
 
COLLABORATION & ACADEMIC INTEGRITY 
While this class is designed to facilitate discussion and deliberation through a variety of means 
(class meetings, sharing reading reflections, in-class workshopping), the work you submit for 
this course must be your own. These exchanges will of course influence your thinking but, 
outside of this, all ideas, information, and facts derived from other sources must be properly 
cited. I am open to students formally collaborating on their final projects, but you must seek 
approval from me in the early stages of the course if this is something you are interested in. 
Otherwise, collaboration is not permitted on course assignments. 
 
More generally, students are expected to adhere to Harvard’s policies on Academic Integrity and 
Academic Dishonesty. Students should always take great care to distinguish their own ideas and 
knowledge from information derived from sources. The term “sources” includes not only 
primary and secondary material published in print or online, but also information and opinions 
gained directly from other people. Quotations must be placed properly within quotation marks 
and must be cited fully. In addition, all paraphrased material must be acknowledged completely. 
Whenever ideas or facts are derived from a student’s reading and research or from a student’s 
own writings, the sources must be indicated. It is the expectation of every course that all work 
submitted for a course or for any other academic purpose will have been done solely for that 
course or for that purpose. 
 
It is ultimately your responsibility to understand and avoid plagiarism. Please review the 
Harvard Guide to Using Sources: https://usingsources.fas.harvard.edu/. If you have specific 
questions about referencing please come talk to me. 
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TEXTBOOKS 
We will read the majority or the entirety of the following books, so you may want to acquire 
them in hard copy. They are available from various online book sellers (including bookshop.org 
and their respective press websites). They are also available in digital format on HOLLIS. 
 

• Coulthard, Glen. Red Skin, White Masks: Rejecting the Colonial Politics of Recognition. 
Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2014. 

• Estes, Nick. Our History is the Future: Standing Rock Versis the Dakota Access Pipeline, 
and the Long Tradition of Indigenous Resistance. London: Verso, 2019. 

• Pasternak, Shiri. Grounded Authority: The Algonquins of Barrière Lake against the State. 
Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2017. 

 
READINGS 
The remaining readings will be available digitally through HOLLIS or will be posted to the 
course website. 
 
COURSE SCHEDULE 
 
Week 1 (January 27)  Introduction to the course 
***There are no required readings for this week but feel free to look at any of the following: 

• Thomas King, “Forget Columbus,” in The Inconvenient Indian: A Curious Account of 
Native People in North America (2013), 1-20.  

• Roxanne Dunbar-Ortiz, “Introduction: This Land” and “Follow the Corn,” in An 
Indigenous Peoples’ History of the United States. Boston: Beacon Press, 2014 (pp. 1-31). 

• Simpson, Leanne Betasamosake, “Introduction: My Radical Resurgent Present,” in As 
We Have Always Done. Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1-10. 
 

PART I. FOUNDATIONS 
 

Week 2 (February 3)  Approaching settler colonialism: Introduction 
• Wolfe, Patrick. “Settler Colonialism and the Elimination of the Native.” Journal of 

Genocide Research 8, no. 4 (2006): 387–409. 
• Carey, Jane, and Ben Silverstein. “Thinking with and beyond Settler Colonial Studies: 

New Histories after the Postcolonial.” Postcolonial Studies 23, no. 1 (2020): 1–20. 
• Snelgrove, Corey, Rita Kaur Dhamoon, and Jeff Corntassel. “Unsettling Settler 

Colonialism: The Discourse and Politics of Settlers, and Solidarity with Indigenous 
Nations.” Decolonization: Indigeneity, Education & Society 3, no. 2 (2014): 1–32. 

 
Week 3 (February 10)  Discovery and the Native New World 

• Robert J. Miller, “The Doctrine of Discovery” in Discovering Indigenous Lands: The 
Doctrine of Discovery in the English Colonies. Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2010, 1-
25. 

• Witgen, Michael. “Part I: Discovery” in An Infinity of Nations: How the Native New 
World Shaped Early North America. Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 
2013 (25-107).  
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• Simpson, Leanne Betasamosake. “Looking after Gdoo-Naaganinaa: Precolonial 
Nishnaabeg Diplomatic and Treaty Relationships.” Wicazo Sa Review 23, no. 2 (Fall 
2008): 29–42. 

 
Further reading: 
• Additional chapters in Miller about the legacy of the Doctrine of Discovery in The US 

and Canada 
 
Week 4 (February 17) Approaching accumulation: Land, labor and dispossession 

• Marx, Karl. Capital, Volume I. New York: Vintage Books, 1977 (Part VIII: “Primitive 
Accumulation”) 

• Coulthard, Glen. Red Skin, White Masks: Rejecting the Colonial Politics of Recognition. 
Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2014 (“Introduction: Subjects of Empire,” 
1-24). 

• Nichols, Robert. “Theft Is Property! The Recursive Logic of Dispossession.” Political 
Theory 46, no. 1 (2018): 3–28. 

 
Week 5 (February 24) Land and labor II / In-class workshop: Research paper ideas 

• Horne, Gerald. “The Apocalypse of Settler Colonialism.” Monthly Review 69, no. 11 
(2018): 1–21.  

• Karuka, Manu. “Colonialism, Racism, and Labor on the Central Pacific Railroad.” 
California History 96, no. 2 (2019): 99–104.  

 
Further reading: 
• Cowen, Deborah. “Following the Infrastructures of Empire: Notes on Cities, Settler 

Colonialism, and Method.” Urban Geography 41, no. 4 (2020): 469-486. 
 

PART II. GEOGRAPHIES OF DISPOSSESSION AND REFUSAL 
 

Week 6 (March 3)  How (and where) does colonialism dispossess? 
• Harris, Cole. “How Did Colonialism Dispossess? Comments from an Edge of Empire.” 

Annals of the Association of American Geographers 94, no. 1 (2004): 165–82. 
• Leeuw, Sarah de. “Tender Grounds: Intimate Visceral Violence and British Columbia’s 

Colonial Geographies.” Political Geography, SI: Violence and Space, 52 (May 1, 2016): 
14–23.  

• De Leeuw, Sarah. “Intimate Colonialisms: The Material and Experienced Places of 
British Columbia’s Residential Schools.” The Canadian Geographer / Le Géographe 
Canadien 51, no. 3 (2007): 339–59.  

• Bonita Lawrence. “Gender, race, and the regulation of Native identity in Canada and the 
United States: An overview,” Hypatia: A Journal of Feminist Philosophy 18.2 (2003), 3-
31.  

 
Week 7 (March 10)  The body and gender violence 

• Simpson, Audra. “The State Is a Man: Theresa Spence, Loretta Saunders and the Gender 
of Settler Sovereignty.” Theory & Event 19, no. 4 (2016).  
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• Dhillon, Jaskiran. 2015. “Indigenous Girls and the Violence of Settler Colonial 
Policing.” Decolonization, Indigeneity, Education, and Society 4(2): 1-31.   

• Women’s Earth Alliance and Native Youth Sexual Health Network. “Violence on the 
Land, Violence on Our Bodies: Building an Indigenous Response to Environmental 
Violence,” 2016. http://landbodydefense.org/. 

 
Further reading: 
• Simpson, Leanne Betasamosake. “Not Murdered, Not Missing: Rebelling Against 

Colonial Gender Violence”. Available at https://www.versobooks.com/blogs/4611-not-
murdered-not-missing-rebelling-against-colonial-gender-violence. Originally published 
March 2014.  

• Hunt, Sarah. “In Her Name: Relationships as Law.” TEDx Victoria, Victoria, BC, 2013. 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=XmJZP2liqKI (video). 

 
Week 8 (March 17)  Infrastructure, finance, and risk 

• Stanley, Anna. “Risk Management and the Logic of Elimination.” Journal of Cultural 
Economy 14, no. 1 (2021): 54–69.  

• Pasternak, Shiri, and Tia Dafnos. “How Does a Settler State Secure the Circuitry of 
Capital?” Environment and Planning D: Society and Space 36, no. 4 (2017): 739–57. 

• LaDuke, Winona, and Deborah Cowen. “Beyond Wiindigo Infrastructure.” South 
Atlantic Quarterly 119, no. 2 (2020): 243–68.  

• Benton-Connell, Kylie, and D T Cochrane. “‘Canada Has a Pipeline Problem’: Valuation 
and Vulnerability of Extractive Infrastructure.” South Atlantic Quarterly 119, no. 2 
(2020): 325-352. 

 
PART III: CASE STUDIES 

 
Week 9 (March 24) Case: The McKenzie Valley Pipeline and the politics of 

recognition 
• Coulthard, Glen. Red Skin, White Masks: Rejecting the Colonial Politics of Recognition. 

Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2014 (Chapters 1, 2, 4, and Conclusion, 25-
49, 51-78, 105-129, 151-179) 

 
Week 10 (March 31)  NO CLASS (University holiday) 
 
Week 11 (April 7)  Case: The Algonquins of Barrière Lake 

• Pasternak, Shiri. Grounded Authority: The Algonquins of Barrière Lake against the State. 
Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2017 (Introduction and Chapters 1-5, 1-
149). 

 
Week 12 (April 14)  Case: The Algonquins of Barrière Lake 

• Pasternak, Shiri. Grounded Authority: The Algonquins of Barrière Lake against the State. 
Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2017 (Chapters 6-9 and Conclusion, 150-
270). 
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Week 13 (April 21)  Case: The Dakota Access Pipeline 
• Estes, Nick. Our History is the Future: Standing Rock Versus the Dakota Access 

Pipeline, and the Long Tradition of Indigenous Resistance. London: Verso, 2019 
(Prologue and Chapters 1-4, 1-167). 

 
Week 14 (April 28)  Case: The Dakota Access Pipeline / Course conclusion 

• Estes, Nick. Our History is the Future. London: Verso, 2019 (Chapters 5-7, 169-257). 
• Simpson, Leanne Betasamosake. “As We Have Always Done.” University of Toronto, 

Toronto, ON, December 6, 2018. https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=5P5l0vcGqKE. 


