
Ethics and the Environment
Summer 2013

Description

This course will examine the morality of our treatment of the environment. We will split our discussion into
three main sections:

• Ethical Theory: What kind of value does nature have? Do we have moral obligations to plants, species,
and ecosystems? Also, how demanding is morality? Are we responsible for what we do collectively as well
as for what we do individually? How should we treat people in other nations and future generations?

• Environmental Problems: What is sustainability, and what is the difference between conservation and
preservation? Do we have a duty to conserve or preserve natural resources or the wilderness? Do we have
a duty not to contribute to pollution or climate change?

• Applications and Solutions: How does environmental ethics relate to other issues in applied ethics?
For example, how would a commitment to protect the environment interact with our commitment to feed
the hungry and develop the economy? Also, what can we do, in practice, to solve some of these problems?

General Information

• Time: Second Summer Session, TR 6:00–9:00

• Place: GODD B04

• Instructor: Jeff Sebo

• Email: jeffsebo@gmail.com

• Office: 285 Mercer, #902

• Office hours: by appointment

• Course website: jeffsebo.net/teaching/
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Readings

The required books for this class are:

• Lori Gruen, Dale Jamieson, and Christopher Schlottmann, Reflecting on Nature

• Peter Singer, One World

The following books are not required but might be useful:

• Dale Jamieson, A Companion to Environmental Philosophy

• David Schmidtz and Elizabeth Willott, Environmental Ethics

You can find the required books at Bluestockings (172 Allen Street between Stanton and Rivington) as well as
online. All readings not from the required book will be posted on blackboard.

Grading

Your grades will be determined as follows:

• Exams (70%): You will complete two take-home exams explaining and evaluating the views and argu-
ments discussed in lecture. The first exam will be due on 7/28 and the second will be due on 8/18. Each
exam will be about 10 pages long and will count for 35% of your final grade.

• Presentations (10%): You will give a 10-15 minute presentation. For your presentation, you will pick
an everyday way of helping the environment and (a) try it yourself for at least a week and (b) research
whether and why (or why not) it actually helps, and report your findings to the class.

• Daily Questions (10%): At least two hours prior to each lecture, you will send me an email with (1)
a one-sentence description of one of the main claims from each reading and (2) a question or comment
about this claim. These will be graded Pass/Fail.

• Attendance and Participation (10%): I expect regular attendance and thoughtful participation from
all students. My assessment of the quality of your performance on these items will account for 10% of
your grade.

Policies

• Laptops/Cell Phones: Laptops are allowed, but only for taking notes. Cell phones must be on silent.

• Special Accommodations: If you need special accommodations, please let me know so that I can properly
assist you.

• Academic Integrity: Plagiarism and other forms of academic dishonesty will not be tolerated. See the
NYU College of Arts and Science policy on Academic Integrity for more information.

• Late Papers/Extensions/Incompletes: Late papers will be accepted, but will lose 1/3 letter grade for each
day late. Extensions and incompletes will be granted only in exceptional circumstances. If you would like
to request either, please do it well before the due date.
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Schedule

• 7/9 - Introduction
Henry David Thoreau, “Walking”; John Stuart Mill, “On nature”
Gary Varner, “Sentientism”; Freya Mathews, “Deep ecology”

• 7/11 - Moral Theory
Peter Singer, “Famine, affluence, and morality”
Robert Elliot, “Normative ethics”

• 7/16 - Individual and Collective Morality
Garrett Hardin, “The tragedy of the commons”; Peter Singer, “A changing world”
Walter Sinnott-Armstrong, “Global warming and individual moral obligation”

• 7/18 - International and Intergenerational Morality
Henry Shue, “Global environment and international inequality”
Wilfred Beckerman, “Sustainable development and our duties to future generations”

• 7/23 - Natural Resources
Brian Barry, “The ethics of resource depletion”
Paul Thompson, “Land and water”; Mark Sagoff, “Consumption”

• 7/25 - Wilderness
Jack Turner, “The abstract wild”; William Cronon, “The trouble with wilderness”
Ramachandra Guha, “Radical American environmentalism and wilderness preservation”

• 7/30 - Biodiversity
Elliott Sober, “Philosophical problems for environmentalism”
Sahotra Sarkar, “Biodiversity and environmental philosophy”; Holmes Rolston III, “Biodiversity”

• 8/1 - Climate Change
Peter Singer, “One atmosphere”
Stephen Gardiner, “Ethics and climate change”; Eric Posner & Cass Sunstein, “Climate change justice”

• 8/6 - Population
Elizabeth Willott, “Recent population trends,” “Garrett Hardin, “Living on a lifeboat”
Derek Parfit, “The non-identity problem,” “The repugnant conclusion”

• 8/8 - Human Rights
Greta Gaard and Lori Gruen, “Ecofeminism: toward global justice and planetary health”
Holmes Rolston III, “Feeding people versus saving nature”

• 8/13 - Technical Solutions
Martin Krieger, “Plastic trees”; Elizabeth Willott, “Restoring nature, without mosquitos?”
Paul Thompson & William Hannah, “Novel and normal risk: where does biotechnology fit in?”

• 8/15 - Moral and Political Solutions
Peter Singer, “One community”; Dale Jamieson, “Ethics, public policy, and global warming”
Ned Hettinger, “Environmental disobedience”
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