
Environmental Ethics 
Fall 2019 

MW | 3:30PM-4:45PM | White Gravenor 213 

Instructor: Jason Farr 
jaf301@georgetown.edu 

Office Hours: Wed 1PM-3PM (or by appointment) | Midnight Mug in Lauinger Library 

Course Description and Aims 
_______________________________ 

IN this course we will set out to better understand the philosophical issues that arise 
from the acknowledgment that human life is embedded in and dependent upon 
our environment. What is nature? What is the environment? Is nature valuable only 
insofar as it serves human interests, or is it valuable for its own sake? How are we to 
treat other animals? How are we to treat plants, rivers, mountains, atmosphere, 
minerals, and other resources? How about farms, parks, suburbs, and cities? What 
responsibilities do we (individuals, localities, states, corporations, global 
institutions) have concerning climate change, overpopulation, and other 
environmental crises relating to agriculture, industry, and sprawl? We will discuss all 
these topics and more.  

The primary skill we will practice is philosophical reflection, by which we will 
systematically interrogate our beliefs about what is right and wrong, good and bad, 
what is meaningful, valuable, oppressive, or harmful. We will do this, as Aristotle 
says, not merely for some theoretical understanding of morality, "but in order to 
become good people, since otherwise there would be nothing of benefit in [our 
investigation]." Along the way, we will practice reading and writing philosophical 
texts, charitably reconstructing philosophers’ arguments, and learning to craft 
careful, well-constructed arguments of our own. And, importantly, we will practice 
respectful and detailed discussion of important environmental moral issues. 



Course Requirements and Policies 
____________________________________ 

Required Texts 

Reflecting on Nature: Readings in Environmental 
Ethics and Philosophy (Second Edition)  
Edited by: Lori Gruen, Dale Jamieson, and 
Christopher Schlottmann 

(All other readings on Canvas.) 

Readings 

Philosophical readings are difficult, and much of class 
will be dedicated to understanding the assigned 
readings. I will use the latter part of most class 
periods to set you up to be able to complete the 
next assigned readings, and you will be expected to 
have read thoroughly (though certainly not 
completely understood) the readings assigned for 
each class.  

Discussion Puzzlements 

You will submit one discussion puzzlement each 
week; choose to write a puzzlement for either 
Monday or Wednesday. Your puzzlement is due by 
midnight the night before class. Discuss something 
from the reading that you are intrigued by or puzzled 
about—something you’d like to discuss further in 
class. Puzzlements are graded according to whether 
you can show a) that you have read the material and, 
b) that you are engaging philosophically with the 
material. You may skip two weeks. 



Papers

Three papers will be assigned throughout the 
course. Each paper will be based on your choice 
among several prompts that I assign. The first 
two papers will be roughly 1,000 words (about 4 
pages), while the third will be roughly 1,500 
words (about 6 pages). You will get detailed 
feedback on the first two papers that will 
prepare you for the following papers. 

In-class Assignments

Ten in-class assignments will be assigned 
randomly throughout the course. The best eight 
out of the ten will count toward your final grade. 
There are two sorts of these assignments.  
1) Writing assignments. For these, you will 

practice philosophical writing techniques. 
2) News quizzes. For these, you will need to be 

caught up on environmental news and be 
able to list three headlines from the last 
seven days. You will need to sign up for a 
daily news feed at http://EHN.org.  

  

Lifestyle Experiments

You will try out two lifestyle experiments over 
the course of the semester. One three-day 
experiment will be completed by October 30th 
and one seven-day experiment will be 
completed by December 9th. For the first 
experiment, you will hand in a 1-page debrief. 
For the second experiment, you will hand in a 2-
page debrief. 

http://EHN.org


Attendance 
You may skip three classes without a valid 
excuse. Beyond that, doctors notes or similar are 
required. For each unexcused absence beyond 
three, I will lower your participation grade by a 
third of a letter grade. 

Extensions / Late Papers 

You are no doubt very busy! Extensions of an 
appropriate length will thus happily be granted, 
but only if you email me more than 24 hours in 
advance of the deadline. Late papers will incur 
grade reductions of a third of a letter grade per 
day past the deadline. 

Participation 

Participation is extremely important in a 
philosophy class. You will be expected to 
participate in discussions each class. That said, 
how much you speak in class will not correlate 
perfectly with your participation grade. You are 
graded on genuine and serious engagement 
with the material, as well as exhibiting respect 
and courtesy in discussions both with peers and 
with me. 

Drafts 
I do not read drafts of papers. However, I am 
more than happy to go over an outline of your 
paper in office hours. 



Grade Breakdown 

1st Paper: 10%: Due Oct 11th  
2nd Paper: 25%: Due Nov 15th 
3rd Paper: 30%: Due Dec 20th 

In-class assignments: 5% 
Discussion Puzzlements: 10% 

Lifestyle Experiments: 5% 
Participation: 15% 

Electronic Devices

Electronic devices such as laptops and 
cellphones are to be kept in your bag unless 
needed for a) news quizzes, b) referencing 
an online reading, or c) some other task 
when I have given permission.  

Plagiarism and Academic 
Integrity 

Cheating and plagiarism will not be tolerated in 
this course. We will discuss these issues in class, 
but please acquaint yourself with Georgetown 
policies here (honorcouncil.georgetown.edu/
system) and here 
(honorcouncil.georgetown.edu/
whatisplagiarism). 

Accommodations for Students 
with Disabilities 

Students with a multitude of different disabilities 
and learning styles will absolutely be given 
accommodation when and where possible. 
Students need to inform me at the beginning of 
the course so accommodations can be made. 

http://honorcouncil.georgetown.edu/system
http://honorcouncil.georgetown.edu/system
http://honorcouncil.georgetown.edu/whatisplagiarism
http://honorcouncil.georgetown.edu/whatisplagiarism


Course Readings and Schedule 
_________________________________ 

I may change readings (with sufficient notification to you) throughout the 
term. Some of the readings will only be selections of what is marked 
below. 

DATE / 
THEMES

TOPIC / ASSIGNMENT 
DUE DATES 

READINGS WE WILL DISCUSS

August 28 
                
     

WHAT IS ENVIRONMENTAL 
ETHICS?

Introductory: No Assigned Reading 

September 2 

     

HOLIDAY NO CLASS

September 4 THE STATE OF THE 
ENVIRONMENT

Ehrlich and Ehrlich, “Can a Collapse of Global Civilization be 
Avoided?” (https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/
PMC3574335/) 
Film: The Anthropocene

September 9   

Images of 
Nature

ANTHROPOCENTRISM White Jr., “The Historical Roots of Our Ecological Crisis” 
Readings from: “Genesis”, Aristotle, and Locke 
(RON, pp.4-16) 

September 11 AGAINST 
ANTHROPOCENTRISM

Readings from: Darwin, Muir, Leopold, Thoreau, Mill, Botkin, Shiva, 
Gould, Plumwood, Naess, and Carson 
(RON, pp.17-37)

September 16 A NEW ENVIRONMENTAL 
ETHIC

Routley, “Is There a Need for a New, an Environmental Ethic?” 
Williams, “Must a Concern for the Environment be Centered on 
Human Beings?” 
Reading from: Goodpaster, “On Being Morally Considerable” 
(RON, pp.41-57) 

September 18 NORMATIVE ETHICAL 
THEORIES

Elliott, “Normative Ethics”  
Sandler, “Environmental Ethics” 
(RON, pp.57-72) 

September 23                BIO-CENTRISM, 
HIERARCHICAL AND 
EGALITARIAN

Ferré, “Persons in Nature” (on Canvas) 
and a reading from: Taylor, Respect for Nature: A Theory of 
Environmental Ethics 
(RON, pp.72-81)

https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC3574335/


September 25  WILDERNESS Readings from: Turner, The Abstract Wild 
Guha, “Radical American Environmentalism and Wilderness 
Preservation: A Third World Critique” 
(RON, pp.204-209, 218-225)

September 30 AGAINST NATURE Vogel, Thinking Like a Mall, pp.1-16 (on Canvas)

October 2 AGAINST NATURE Vogel, Thinking Like a Mall, pp.16-31 (on Canvas)

October 7                  

Animals and 
Food

MORAL STATUS OF 
ANIMALS, I

Singer, “All Animals are Equal” 
Gruen, “The Moral Status of Animals” 
(RON, pp.143-160) 

October 9 MORAL STATUS OF 
ANIMALS, II  

1ST PAPER DUE OCT 11

Film: Speciesism 

October 14 HOLIDAY NO CLASS

October 16 FOOD ETHICS Readings from:  
Berry, “The Ecological Crisis is a Crisis of Agriculture”  
Foer, Eating Animals 
Hurst, “The Omnivore’s Delusion: Against the Agri-intellectuals” 
Singer and Mason, The Ethics of What we Eat 
Diamond, “Eating Meat and Eating People” 
Pluhar,  
(RON, pp.186-200) 

October 21     ENVIRONMENTAL AND 
ANIMAL ETHICS: ENEMIES 
OR FRIENDS? 
   

*SECOND PAPER DUE

Sagoff, “Animal Liberation and Environmental Ethics: Bad Marriage, 
Quick Divorce” 
Jamieson, “Animal Liberation Is an Environmental Ethic” 
(RON, pp.160-175)

October 23 FOOD AND THE 
ENVIRONMENT

Film: Cowspiracy



October 28 

Contemporary 
Issues

BIODIVERSITY Sober, “Philosophical Problems for Environmentalism” 
(RON, pp.228-240) 

October 30 BIODIVERSITY 

3-DAY EXPERIMENT DUE

Reading from: Sarkar, Biodiversity and Environmental Philosophy 
Rolston, “Biodiversity” 
(RON, pp.240-255) 

November 4 ENVIRONMENTAL JUSTICE Reading from: Barry, “Sustainability and Intergenerational Justice” 
Foster and Cole, “Environmental Racism” 
(RON, pp.109-134) 

November 6 

Climate Change

CLIMATE CHANGE Jamieson, “The Nature of the Problem,” Chapter 2 from Reason in a 
Dark Time (on Canvas) 

November 11 CLIMATE CHANGE Reading from: Agarwal and Narain, “Global Warming in an Unequal 
World” 
Gardiner, “Ethics and Climate Change” 
RON, pp.258-277

November 13 CLIMATE CHANGE 

2ND PAPER DUE NOV 15

Simon Caney and Cameron Hepburn, “Carbon Trading: Unethical, 
Unjust and Ineffective?” (on Canvas) 

November 18 CLIMATE CHANGE Whyte: “Is it Colonial Déjà Vu?: Indigenous Peoples and Climate 
Justice” (on Canvas) 
Taíwò, “How a Green New Deal Could Exploit Developing 
Countries,” (https://theconversation.com/how-a-green-new-deal-
could-exploit-developing-countries-111726) 

November 20 OVERPOPULATION Read through the Population Media Center: (https://
www.populationmedia.org/issue/population-growth/) 
Hickey, Rieder, and Earl, “Population Engineering and the Fight 
Against Climate Change” (on Canvas) 

November 25 

How We Got 
Here

ALIENATION FROM THE 
ENVIRONMENT

Vogel, Thinking Like a Mall, pp.65-79 (on Canvas)

November 27 HOLIDAY NO CLASS 
Assignment: Reflect on the environmental ethics of Thanksgiving 
dinner. 
https://minimalistbaker.com/104-easy-vegan-thanksgiving-recipes/ 

https://theconversation.com/how-a-green-new-deal-could-exploit-developing-countries-111726
https://www.populationmedia.org/issue/population-growth/
https://minimalistbaker.com/104-easy-vegan-thanksgiving-recipes/


December 2 ALIENATION FROM THE 
ENVIRONMENT 

Vogel, Thinking Like a Mall, pp.79-94 (on Canvas)

December 4 GREEN WASHING Film: The Green Lie

December 9 

Going Forward

BUDDHIST SOLUTIONS 

7-DAY EXPERIMENT DUE 

3RD PAPER DUE DEC 20

Dalai Lama, “Genuine Compassion” (https://tfreeman.net/resources/
Phil-329/THE-DALAI-LAMA.pdf) 
Thich Nhat Hanh, “The World We Have” (https://www.lionsroar.com/
the-world-we-have/)

https://tfreeman.net/resources/Phil-329/THE-DALAI-LAMA.pdf
https://www.lionsroar.com/the-world-we-have/

