
Environmental Ethics  
Temple University 

Fall 2020 

PHIL 2157.001 

Professor: Katie Brennan 

Email: mary.brennan@temple.edu 

Office Hours: 10-11am Mondays and Wednesdays, via Zoom or by appointment 

 

Course Description 
 

The world is currently facing the prospect of ecological disaster, i.e., what’s innocuously called 

“climate change.” Although there’s much variety among the views of environmental ethicists, 

they do all share one thing in common: they overwhelmingly agree that, in order to adequately 

address the climate crisis our social, political, economic, and legal institutions need to be 

radically revised and many of our values, worldviews, and behaviors must be transformed in 

deep and fundamental ways. The course is divided into three overlapping parts: (1) an 

investigation of the effects of climate change locally and globally and in intersection with race, 

gender, class, citizen/denizen-ship, and species-based oppression; (2) uncovering the (alleged) 

historical, social, and ideological sources of the climate crisis, e.g., the hierarchical human-nature 

divide, anthropocentrism, androcentrism, xenophobia, racism, and capitalism; and (3) 

articulating the possibilities and moral grounds for the personal and societal transformations that 

are needed to address the climate crisis.  

 

Learning Objectives: 

1) Develop students’ skills as socially engaged, philosophically informed agents. 

 

2) Cultivate an ability to summarize and critically assess arguments and positions in the 

scholarship. 

3) Learn to articulate and craft your own positions verbally and in writing. 

4) Practice applying arguments and ideas imaginatively and in relation to substantive 

issues in the world and engage in constructive dialogue with their peers. 

5) Provide students with an understanding of some of the key debates about 

environmental ethics in contemporary philosophy and their social relevance. 

 

How This Course Will Be Taught 
 

This is a completely online course that will consist of a combination of synchronous (meeting 

together as a group via Zoom) and asynchronous (working on your own time) elements. This is 

not a correspondence course. You will not get all the assignments at the beginning of the 

semester so that you end up working in an isolated way at your own pace.  Instead, we’ll expect 
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you to use the digital tools built in to the course to interact with your classmates on a weekly 

basis, with deadlines, just like a face-to-face class. There will be a graded participation 

component in this course as well, so it is important to quickly master one of the main platforms 

for the course, VoiceThread, as well as the other digital platforms we use to deliver content and 

foster class discussion.  

 

Technology Requirements 

In order to make sure you are able to get the most out of the online course experience you need 

to make sure you have (or have access to) the following: 

1. Access to a computer able to handle high speed video and voice elements 

2. A high-speed Internet connection - This is very important for being able to view and 

participate with course content. 

3. Camera/Microphone capabilities - The online courses require video/voice components and you 

need to make sure your computer is able to accommodate them. 

4. Familiarity with Canvas-- Our online courses use Canvas as their hub. If you are unfamiliar 

with it, you can find links to Canvas resources on our course page. 

Tech Questions: If you have technological questions or need help the TECH center is available 

https://computerservices.temple.edu/technical-support. 

Limited resources are available for students who do not have the technology they need for class. 

Students with educational technology needs, including no computer or camera or insufficient 

Wifi-access, should submit a request outlining their needs using the Student Emergency Aid 

Fund form. The University will endeavor to meet needs, such as with a long-term loan of a 

laptop or Mifi device, a refurbished computer, or subsidized internet access. 

 

Course Texts:  
 

*All readings will be available electronically through Canvas. 

 

 
Course Requirements: 
The evaluation for the course will consist of six items (totaling 2200 points):  

1. Discussion Board (50 points each x 11, totaling 550 points)  

2. Critical Reading Assessments (CRA) (50 points each x 11, totaling 550 points)  

3. Three Homework Assignments (100 points each, totaling 300 points)  

4. Final Project Presentation (100 points) 

5. Final Project (400 points)  

6. Participation (300 points) 

 

https://computerservices.temple.edu/technical-support
https://computerservices.temple.edu/technical-support
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Numeric-To-Letter-Grade Scale:  

A  100 %  to 94.0%  

A-  < 94.0 %  to 90.0%  

B+  < 90.0 %  to 87.0%  

B  < 87.0 %  to 84.0%  

B-  < 84.0 %  to 80.0%  

C+  < 80.0 %  to 77.0%  

C  < 77.0 %  to 74.0%  

C-  < 74.0 %  to 70.0%  

D+  < 70.0 %  to 67.0%  

D  < 67.0 %  to 64.0%  

D-  < 64.0 %  to 61.0%  

F  < 61.0 %  to 0.0%  

 

1) Discussion Board 

In order to complete a Discussion Board Assignment, students will upload one Question for 

Consideration and two Responses to Other Students. Students will complete the discussion board 

assignment on a weekly basis. Details about each are provided below: 

 

a) Questions for Consideration (QFC):  

A “Question For Consideration” may be about any philosophical aspect of the 

assigned texts we have read for that week. Don't repeat classmate's ideas--

challenge them, build off them, and have a discussion with each other. Your QFC 

must include the following elements:  

1) A sentence or passage from one of the readings for the week, and the 

page number on which the sentence or passage was found.  Your passage 

must be clearly and directly tied to your question.  

2) Ask a discussion question about the reading. Your question should not 

be a simple yes or no question. Instead, it should be intended to generate 

discussion with the class. 
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3) Supply a reason why you are asking the question you are asking.  This 

is important!  If you can’t think of a reason why you are asking your 

question, then maybe it isn’t robust enough to generate true discussion! 

Students will sometimes be asked to volunteer to share their QFC with the class. 

If students do not volunteer, I proceed to start calling on students to read their 

question aloud. So aim for a question that you are unafraid to share with the rest 

of the group. We can be very helpful in working out the answers to questions 

about the text together, so consider the class a collection of allies in the struggle 

for understanding. 

 

b) Responses to Other Students (ROS): 

 

Each student must respond to at least two other students’ posts.  Comments on 

others' posts must be between 100 and 250 words. These responses will be 

evaluated according to their engagement with other posts and according to the 

quality of the writing, thinking, and discussion. That means that the response 

should not just repeat what someone else has written, but should respond and 

comment on the previous posts or questions, advance and deepen the discussion. 

You can do this in various ways: mention an observation, claim, or supporting 

reason raised in the text that deepens the discussion; restate what another student 

has said, or restate a claim from the text, and then ask a question or suggest a 

clarification that might lead to a deeper discussion; offer an example (perhaps 

from personal experience) that either supports a claim being discussed or calls it 

into question; or suggest a different way to think about an issue.   

 

It is crucial that everyone be very respectful of each other in the discussion threads. Take an 

extra minute before posting in a thread to make sure that your words and tone are appropriate—

especially when disagreeing with a fellow student. 

 

2) Critical Reading Assessments (CRA) 
Students will complete Critical Reading Assessments on a weekly basis. (See CRA assignment 

description and rubric).  Students must complete the CRA on one of the required readings for the 

week. The Critical Reading Assessments are a series of questions designed to help students 

navigate the assigned readings.   

 

3) Homework Assignments 

You will be asked to complete four homework assignments throughout the semester.  The due 

dates for each homework are clearly marked on the syllabus—each homework assignment is due 

by midnight and is to be submitted on Canvas.  You will be able to find the prompt for each 

homework on Canvas 

 

4) Final Project Presentations 
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 Your task for this assignment is to present an early version/draft of your final paper in class, in 

order to receive feedback. While you do not have to present a completed draft, you should at the 

very least have an outline for your paper. 

 

 By an outline, I mean the following:  

1. A thesis statement – your main claim/argument in the paper (what you are trying 

to convince the reader of).  

2. Two to three sub-arguments in support of your thesis statement. You do not have 

to flesh out all the details here for the presentation, but should have a rough idea 

of what these would be.  

3. Potential examples.  

4. Identify the key concepts that will have to be defined.  

5. Potential passages that you might use.  

 

You will present for roughly 7 minutes. You may use a PowerPoint or any other form of visual 

aid. Remember that this exercise is meant to help the whole class, so try to address your 

presentations not just to me, but also to your peers. You will also hand me a physical copy of 

your draft/outline before you begin your presentation. 

 

 

5) Final Project 

For your final project, you have the option of writing a 5-7 page paper or of giving a 15-20 

minute virtual presentation on the topic of your choosing.  

 

What: Your final project consists of a position or ‘argument’ paper or presentation 

offering a thesis and reasons for the thesis, centrally supported by documentation of 

sources for the intellectual content. You must incorporate at least one (but preferably 

more) of the texts from this course as a primary source for your project. Empirical claims 

offered to support your arguments must be documented by reliable, credible, and 

appropriately unbiased sources (this means locating alternatives to ThinkProgress, 

Breitbart, and other sources that are not in this category; see Parameters and Criteria 

below as to why). 

 

Who: All papers/presentations are expected to be of your own authorship. Words and 

facts not created by you must be attributed to a source. Plagiarism is intolerable and I 

pursue the available punishments for it. 

 

When: If you choose to write a paper, it is due Monday, December 14th by midnight. If 

you choose to give a presentation, you will need to be ready to present it in class during 

the final week of the semester (we will sign up for presentations in class). Papers or 

presentations later than the deadline will receive a 10-point grade reduction for every 24 

hour period in which they are late.  

 

Where: All papers should be submitted via Canvas. Students choosing to do a final 

presentation must submit a bibliography on Canvas by midnight on the day of their 

presentation. If Canvas is not functioning, then students ought to email the paper to my 
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address (mary.brennan@morgan.edu). Technological obstacles are not a sufficient reason 

to omit to provide the paper. 
 

6) Participation 

Your participation will be based on two different elements. 1) We will meet once a week as a 

class on zoom. You will be graded on your participation in these virtual meetings. Participation 

is based upon active involvement in discussion and group work, engaged reading and preparing 

for class, answering questions when called upon, and attendance (see the attendance guidelines 

below).  2) You will be asked to leave comments on the video lectures that I will be posting each 

week via Voice Thread. Your comments will be counted toward your participation grade.  

 

 

Course Policies 
 

Attendance: Students are expected to attend all required virtual class meetings. Attendance is 

necessary to maintain your participation grade. Login and be prepared by the beginning of the 

class. Tardiness or leaving early will affect participation for that day. In order to encourage 

students to attend class, I provide two points extra credit for each virtual class meeting a student 

attends.  In order to receive the extra credit, the student must be on time for the class meeting and 

must not leave class early.  Arriving late will yield no extra credit.  

 

Course Website on Canvas: We will use Canvas for our course schedule, discussion board 

posts, grades, and additional texts and materials. 

 
Late Work: It is important for all of us to be working on the same material at the same time. 

Late (even barely late) work loses the point equivalent of one full grade, and a further grade for 

each additional twenty-four hours of lateness.  If for some reason you cannot complete an 

assignment it is your responsibility to notify me in advance and to provide proper 

documentation. Technical issues are not acceptable excuses for late work. 

 

Communication Check your Temple e-mail and Canvas regularly. Class announcements such as 

updates, cancellations or assignment changes will be communicated by e-mail and/or Canvas. 

Although I often check email and the discussion board during the weekend, I cannot guarantee 

that I will respond to emails sent over the weekend. 

 

Academic Conduct: It is crucial that everyone be very respectful of each other in class and in 

the discussion threads. Take an extra minute before posting in a thread to make sure that your 

words and tone are appropriate. Counterarguments are always welcome, and in fact are 

encouraged; but when we disagree, it is important to do so in a productive manner. 

 

Academic Honesty 

Plagiarism and academic cheating are prohibited by University policy. Your work must be 

your own, and all sources must be cited according to the Chicago Manual Style (including books, 

articles, electronic resources on the internet, pictures, or anything else you reference that has not 



7 
 

been written or created by you). Anyone caught plagiarizing will fail the assignment or the 

course. If you are uncertain about whether completing an assignment in a particular way is 

cheating or plagiarism please contact me. 

 

 

Course Schedule and Readings:  

 

Week 1 (8/24-8/31): Introductions and Welcome 

 

Reading: 

Paul Pojman and Katie McShane, “Introduction” and “What is Ethics?” in Environmental 

Ethics: Readings in Theory and Application 

 

Week 2 (8/31-9/7): Environmental Ethics: Case Studies 

 

Film:  

Chasing Coral, Jeff Orlowski, 93 min 

 

 Podcast:  

 Radiolab, “Baby Blue Blood Drive”  

 https://www.wnycstudios.org/podcasts/radiolab/articles/baby-blue-blood-drive 

 

 

Week 3 (9/7-9/14): Climate Change 

 

Reading:  

David Wallace Wells, The Uninhabitable Earth, Part I (“Cascades”) & II (“Elements of 

Chaos”), p. 1-140 (2019)  

Gardiner, “A Perfect Moral Storm: Climate Change, Intergenerational Ethics and the 

Problem of Moral Corruption”  

 

Week 4 (9/14-9/21): History and Sources of Climate Change 

 

Reading: 

Lynn White, “The Historical Roots of our Ecological Crisis”  

 

Naomi Klein, This Changes Everything, Introduction and Chapter 5 

 

Homework #1 Due 

 

Week 5 (9/21-9/28): Green Virtues  

 Reading: 

https://www.wnycstudios.org/podcasts/radiolab/articles/baby-blue-blood-drive
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Dale Jamieson, “When Utilitarians Should be Virtue Theorists”  

Alice Pinheiro Walla, “Kant and Climate Change” 

 

Week 6 (9/28-10/5): Gender and the Environment 

 

Reading: 

Val Plumwood, Feminism and the Mastery of Nature, chapter 1 (“Feminism and 

Ecofeminism”)  

 

Carol J. Adams, The Sexual Politics of Meat, Chapter 1 (“The Sexual Politics of 

Meat”) 

 

Week 7 (10/5-10/12): Environmental Racism 

 

 Reading: 

Robert Bullard, “Environmental Justice in the 21st Century”  

 

Laura Pulido, “Flint, Environmental Racism, and Racial Capitalism”  

 

Week 8 (10/12-10/19): Speciesism 

 

 Reading: 

James Rachels, “The Basic Argument for Vegetarianism”  

David Foster Wallace, “Consider the Lobster” 

Homework #2 Due 

 

Week 9 (10/19-10/26): Food Injustice 

 

 Reading: 

Kyle P. Whyte, Food Sovereignty, Justice, and Indigenous Peoples: An Essay on Settler 

Colonialism and Collective Continuance  

 

 Podcast:  

Unmute Podcast Episode 032: Kyle Whyte on Indigenous Resilience and Environmental 

Change 

https://unmutetalk.podbean.com/e/episode-032-kyle-whyte-on-indigenous-resilience-and-

environmental-change/ 

 

Week 10 (10/26-11/2): Internationalism 

Reading: 

Peter Singer, “Famine, Affluence, and Morality”  

https://unmutetalk.podbean.com/e/episode-032-kyle-whyte-on-indigenous-resilience-and-environmental-change/
https://unmutetalk.podbean.com/e/episode-032-kyle-whyte-on-indigenous-resilience-and-environmental-change/
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Week 11 (11/2-11/9): Labor 

 

 Reading: 

Erik Loomis, Out of Sight, Introduction & Chapter 2 (“Workplace”) 

Naomi Klein, On Fire: The (Burning) Case for a Green New Deal, selections 

 Homework #3 Due 

 

Week 12 (11/9-11/16): Resistance 

 

Reading:  

Candice Delmas, A Duty to Resist: When Disobedience Should be Uncivil, Chapter 2 (“In 

Defense of Uncivil Disobedience”)  

 

Week 13 (11/16-11/23): Presentations 

 

 

Week 14 (11/23-11/30): Fall Break, No Classes 

 

 

Week 15 (11/30-12/7): Presentations 
 

 

Disability Statement 

Any student who has a need for accommodations based on the impact of a documented disability 

or medical condition should contact Disability Resources and Services (DRS) in 100 Ritter 

Annex (drs@temple.edu; 215-204-1280) to request accommodations and learn more about the 

resources available to you. If you have a DRS accommodation letter to share with me, or you 

would like to discuss your accommodations, please contact me as soon as practical. I will work 

with you and with DRS to coordinate reasonable accommodations for all students with 

documented disabilities. All discussions related to your accommodations will be confidential. 

 

Student and Faculty Academic Rights and Responsibilities Policy  

Freedom to teach and freedom to learn are inseparable facets of academic freedom. The 

University has a policy on Student and Faculty Academic Rights and Responsibilities (Policy 

#03.70.02) which can be accessed at policies.temple.edu. 

 

Attendance Protocol and Your Health 
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If you feel unwell, you should not come to campus, and you will not be penalized for your 

absence. Instructors are required to ensure that attendance is recorded for each in-person or 

synchronous class session. The primary reason for documentation of attendance is to facilitate 

contact tracing, so that if a student or instructor with whom you have had close contact tests 

positive for COVID-19, the university can contact you. Recording of attendance will also 

provide an opportunity for outreach from student services and/or academic support units to 

support students should they become ill. Faculty and students agree to act in good faith and work 

with mutual flexibility. The expectation is that students will be honest in representing class 

attendance. 


