
 

 

Global Environmental Ethics 
Phil 243 

 
 
Fall 2019 
Professor: James Olsen 
Office Hours: Thursdays after class 
Email: jolsen9@gmu.edu  
 
Course Description 
When Rachel Carson published Silent Spring in 1962, the environmental movement was itself 
relatively silent. Today, however, environmentalism is among the most pressing and prominent 
issues in public discourse—both local and global. Issues like global climate change in the wake 
of Greenland’s lightning melt, air pollution in Delhi going literally off the chart, plastic waste 
choking international waters, and the unsustainability of the consumption practices of ordinary 
folks like you and me receive sustained public attention. Businesses scramble to cash in on the 
new appeal of being green. As others have noted, we’re undergoing a transformation as large and 
significant as the industrial revolution at the speed of the digital revolution. Governments and 
policy makers scramble to cope with these changes, and the environment has come to dominate 
international affairs. 
 
This course will focus on the both the moral and global political dimensions. We will read 
authors foundational to the environmental movement, as well as provocative contemporary moral 



 

 

philosophers. We will also carefully analyze the nature of the global negotiations and 
environmental policy formation so as to better understand major events like the UNFCCC’s 
recent Paris Agreement and subsequent COPs. We will explore questions such as, whose 
interests are at stake? What is the nature of the problems we face with environmental 
degradation? What is and should be the impact on both humans and other members of our 
ecosystems? What responsibilities—on both the individual and collective level—do humans 
have to one another and to plants, animals, and ecosystems? Who is most wronged by 
environmental degradation, and how are we to address such issues in the face of limited 
cooperation and other problems of collective action? Jumping into the midst of a complex and 
interdisciplinary brawl, you will learn to write clearly and effectively on one of today’s most 
salient issues. 
 
 
Course Goals 
Philosophy, the parent of all other academic disciplines, is fundamentally about wonder, love, 
and the rigorous use of rational argumentation in order to pursue both truth and wisdom. My goal 
is to create a context wherein your natural wonder at and love of life can flourish both alongside 
and through a rigorous, argumentative grappling with some of the toughest issues that we face 
today. I’m personally committed to the belief that you are a rational being—that reason and 
intellectual development play central roles in your life—unavoidably—and also that reason does 
not operate independent of affect. Your whole self matters to this class and matters to me. I am 
mindful of these things and they inform my design and how I will conduct this class.  
 
Overall, my goal is a class that deeply interests and engages you at the same time that it 
improves your ability to responsibly and competently contribute to the human dialogue 
mentioned above. Whether I am successful will be a function not only of my design and 
implementation, but also of your personal engagement with the material and with one another. 
On my part, I’m pedagogically committed to ensuring that before you leave this class you will: 

1. Reflect deeply: 
a. Consider not only the causes of and approaches to coping with environmental 

degradation, but the values (explicit and implicit) embedded in this degradation 
and those that stand behind various options being urged 

b. Gain a more thorough understanding of the contemporary politics, policies and 
ethical stakes involved in questions of the environment – allowing you to analyze 
the moral underpinnings of policy design, and other forms of collective action 

c. Ponder your own personal obligations, as connected to your individual lifestyle as 
well as your institutional and political engagements 

d. Think through options on how to live well given the extent of human suffering 
and species extinction stemming from human actions 

2. Argue: 
a. Analyze the various approaches to environmental ethics 
b. Articulate the role that ethics plays in policy and politics 
c. Develop your own moral argument in an area specific to global policy 

3. Communicate: 
a. Become significantly more aware of and able to discuss the types of 

environmental challenges related to climate change that we currently face 



 

 

b. Write your thoughts in the form of personal reflection, public exhortation, and 
academic argument 

4. Savor the absolute privilege of learning and thinking seriously and arguing about 
humanity’s greatest non-nuclear crisis while in the company of incredible people 

Oh, and one more… 
5. Consider becoming a hard-core, fire-breathing, pulpit-pounding, breathtakingly creative, 

polymathical, existentially committed environmental activist.  
 
 
Required Texts 

• Global Environmental Politics 7th Edition by Pamela Chasek, David L. Downie, and 
Janet Welsh Brown (Routledge Press, 2016). 

• Environmental Ethics: From Theory to Practice by Marion Hourdequin (Bloomsbury 
Academic Press, 2014). 

• Reason in a Dark Time by Dale Jamieson (Oxford University Press, 2014) 
• Subscribe to Environmental Health News (ehn.org) to receive the headlines daily in your 

email (and read those headlines daily!); consider subscribing to its sister aggregator 
The Daily Climate (dailyclimate.org). 

 
 
Assignments & Grading 
The assignments in this course are all meant to facilitate your ability to think critically about and 
directly engage with ethical and political arguments concerning the environment. You will also 
be asked to experiment with changes to your personal lifestyle and think about your personal and 
political responsibilities.  
 26% 1 page reading summaries (13x2pts; completed before class) 

29%  Annotated News Bibliography (first half due Mar 9th) 
• 9 pts documentary entries (3x3pt) 
• 20 pts news entries (35x.57pts) 

 10%  Lifestyle Project & reflection (5 pts each) 
• 7-day project 
• 3-day project 

 6%  Field trip reflections (2 pts each) 
• Place in nature 
• Institution & interview 
• Environmental club/org/march 

 29%  Philosophy Paper 
• 1 pt thesis argument outline 
• 6 pts 1st draft completion (due Mar 19th) 
• 22 pts final paper 

 
Critical note: further information on each of these can be found on Blackboard. It is imperative 
that you carefully read the instructions before engaging in any of these assignments. 

Grade scale: 
96.8-100 A+ 



 

 

93.4-96.7 A 
90.0-93.3 A- 
86.7-89.9 B+ 
83.3-86.6 B 
80.0-83.2 B- 
76.7-79.9 C+ 
73.3-76.6 C 
70.0-73.2 C- 
66.7-69.9 D+ 
63.3-66.6 D 
60.0-63.2 D- 
Below 60.0 F 
 
Note on grades 
I welcome conversations about my grading policies and their justification. Please do not hesitate 
to talk with me if you have questions. My primary goal in this course is not to audit how well 
you can write a paper, though I take the paper writing and my obligation to help you improve as 
an argumentative writer very seriously. Rather, my primary goal (abstracted from the course 
goals above) is to help you engage with the world differently and to support the kind of 
authentic, self-transformation that takes place when one is well-informed and philosophically 
practiced. Like Aristotle, I believe that this is an intrinsic good, an important kind of human 
flourishing, and worth pursuing for its own sake. Consequently, if you count carefully, you’ll see 
that most of this class consists in “completion points” and comes from being constantly engaged 
with the material and its connection to the rest of your life. If you take this aspect seriously and 
remain engaged throughout, this will act as a significant curve in your favor. I will then grade the 
papers you write honestly and critically, which I believe is far more conducive to your 
development as a student and as a philosopher than the inflated gold, silver, and bronze stars that 
are (metaphorically) common in other classes. This is how I have intentionally decided to 
compromise with the reality of grade inflation. The result is that I get to be an honest judge of the 
work (on your formal papers), while not tanking your grade (because of the “curve” stemming 
from the “completion” sections), all in a context designed to achieve my ultimate goal for 
students in this class (flourishing). 
 
Finally note that a 93.35 = A- and not an A; I do not round. 

 
Note on participation: 
There is no “in-class” participation component of your grade. Nevertheless, studies show that 
participation is critical both to your ability to do well in the class and also to enjoy our time 
together. Much of our time in class will be discussion and activity based. Frequently you will be 
called on to answer questions or to discuss topics with your peers. Also, it is possible that your 
work (without identifying markers) will appear before the class for general review. Additionally, 
we will use Poll Everywhere so that we can conduct live polling throughout the class. 
 
Please note: because this is an ethics course, and given that environmental issues are such 
weighty as well as controversial topics in US society today, we will debate topics that are 
controversial and concerning which passions run high—some of these topics might be central to 



 

 

your own or your peers’ sense of identity. Some of these will be on sensitive and difficult topics. 
Likewise, we will be completely candid concerning not only the dangers but the certainties of 
harm that are taking place. Consequently, I will work hard to establish a culture that allows us to 
do this productively. It is critical that you in turn work to always engage others with genuine 
respect and charity. I consider this to be a moral obligation—but it is also necessary for 
constructive, rational dialogue. 
 
Beyond the pedagogical importance of drawing you into frequent, high-level discussion on 
course topics, philosophy simply can’t be done without lively discussion, engagement, and 
debate. Consequently, I encourage you to always attend and consider it my responsibility to 
provide informative, engaging, and pedagogically sound class sessions. You are responsible to 
yourself and your peers to attend and actively participate. That said, I’m well aware that life 
carries on outside of class—midterms in other classes nearly kill you, your true love decides to 
reciprocate or dump you, illness strikes, you secure or blow a job interview, you need a mental 
health day, you’re simply sick of the class, or the day’s just too dog-gone beautiful to sit inside a 
building. On the other hand, Georgetown’s culture is perniciously busy, and without rules 
students can feel coerced into skipping class. Because I respect your outside life and your agency 
to make responsible choices about how to go about things, you’re allowed three absence for any 
reason whatsoever. Not only do you not need to inform me in advance or tell me where you 
were, I would prefer that you not do so! I’ll also grant an additional 2 absences for dean excused 
reasons (i.e., if your dean contacts me concerning the absence). Only thereafter will penalties 
apply (one grade level per absence). 
 
Course Policies: 
1. All assignments are due at 10:59pm on the listed date. This is because I value both your 

sleep and the quality of your work. Studies show that there is frequently an intense period of 
activity by students just before assignments are due—no matter when they’re due. That means 
if I make the papers due at 3am, the hours between midnight and 3 will see intense activity. 
Recognizing that I impact your sleep and that we both want you to do your best work, I’m 
trying to be humane and savvy. Late assignments are automatically reduced to a “B.” Note: 
because submissions are electronic, I can tell if your submission is even 1 minute late. It is 
wise to set your personal deadline earlier than 10:59. If you feel you need an extension, let me 
know as soon as possible. 

2. All assignments are handed in via Blackboard. If there are any technical difficulties, feel 
free to email me an assignment. 

3. While I believe in the need to be tech-savvy, this course is designed to respect the human and 
pedagogical need for sustained, face-to-face, offline discussion. Consequently, ALL 
ELECTRONICS ARE STRICTLY PROHIBITED IN CLASS, unless I call for them. This 
includes using your laptop to take notes. THIS ALSO INCLUDES USING YOUR SMART 
PHONE UNDER THE TABLE. I am open to a discussion with anyone who feels that this 
policy creates an unfair burden on them and am willing to consider creative solutions. 

4. Email is my preferred way of being contacted. That said, I receive over 200 emails each day, 
half of which require a response. DO NOT ASK QUESTIONS THAT ARE ANSWERED 
IN THIS SYLLABUS. More than courtesy, this is an issue of logistical feasibility. I work 
hard to respond to inquiries within 24 hrs. If it’s been 48 hrs, please email me again! 

 



 

 

Academic Integrity 
I care a great deal about increasing your intellectual capacities and general knowledge base and 
am concerned overall with helping you to flourish as a human being. That means I also care very 
much about your academic integrity and very little about how the grade you receive in this one 
class impacts your future (answer: minimally). Because I care about you and your flourishing 
(and the flourishing of society to which you contribute), I won’t hesitate to fail students caught 
plagiarizing on their papers and will not tolerate dishonesty in any form. I highly encourage 
students to review GMU’s Honor System policies (found at 
http://www.gmu.edu/academics/catalog/9798/honorcod.html) and want you to note that 
plagiarism can be unintentional. We will discuss this more in class. If you have any questions 
please visit with me or the Writing Center (A114 Robinson Hall; (703) 993-1200; 
http://writingcenter.gmu.edu). 
 
GMU Services 
First, know that my “door” is always open to speak with students about both the content of the 
course and their lives more broadly. That said, my physical time on campus is limited and I’m 
not a specialist, and consequently I want you to be aware of the services available. 
 
First, mental illness is common—something that all of us as mortals struggle with at one time or 
another. Recent research suggests that the difficulties of college life can make college students 
particularly vulnerable. Please be aware that George Mason offers resources for counseling 
(CAPS (703) 993-2380; http://caps.gmu.edu).  
 
Additionally, there are services available for disabilities (Office of Disability Services (ODS) at 
993-2474). All academic accommodations are arranged through the ODS. http://ods.gmu.edu). 
 
Finally, rape and other forms of sexual assault and harassment are tragically common in our 
society. There are services available for students who have been exploited at the Student Support 
and Advocacy Center (http://ssac.gmu.edu).  
 
Please contact Counseling and Psychological Services, the Office of Disability Services, or 
Student Health Services for more information. And again know that while I am not a counselor, 
my “door” is always open, and I can try to help point you in the right direction. 
 
COURSE PLAN 
 

Unit 1: Global & Local Contexts 
Aug27 Introduction: The state of things – just how bad is it?  

29 Jamieson: “The Nature of the Problem” 
Op-ed: Is the Environment a Moral Cause? 

 

Sep 3 NO CLASS  

5 GEP: Chapter 1 “The Emergence of Global Environmental 
Politics” 

 



 

 

10 GEP: Chapter 2 “Actors in the Environmental Arena”  

12 • Brookings Institute Op-Ed on the 2018 IPCC Special 
Report 

• 2018 Gap Report: Foreward & Executive Summary 
• Summary of COP 24: Key Outcomes 

Due Sat: 
• Either the 3- or the 

7-day lifestyle 
project reflection 

 
17 Hourdequin – Ch 1 “Bringing Values to Light” 

Note: this week, take a serious moment to reflect on how 
you’re doing in the class so far and what changes you might 
need to make to really succeed. 

Note: at least 3 reading 
summaries should’ve 
been completed 

 
 

  Unit 2: Environmental Ethics 
19 Leopold: “The Land Ethic” Due Sat: 

• Field trip to nature 
reflection paper 

24 White: “The Historical Roots of Our Ecological Crisis”  

26 Hourdequin – Ch 1 “Bringing Values to Light” Due Sat: 
• Thesis and argument 

outline 
Oct 1 Utilitarianism: Singer: “All Animals are Equal”  

3 Deontology: Taylor: “The Ethics of Respect for Nature”  

8 Virtue Ethics:  
Sandler: “Character & Environment” (read introduction) 
Hill: “Ideals of Human Excellence” 

  

10 Hourdequin – Ch 2 “Classical Ethical Theories and the 
Environment” 

 Due Sat: 
• First half of 

Annotated 
Bibliography (1 
documentary + 20 
articles) 

15 NO CLASS  

17 Hourdequin – Ch 3 “Anthropocentrism and Its Critics” Due Sat: 1st Draft 

22 Rolston: “Challenges in Environmental Ethics”  

24 Jamieson – Ch 3 “Obstacles to Action” 
Chotiner – “How Governments React to Climate Change” 

Note: At least 4 more 
reading summaries 
should’ve been 
completed 

  
 

Unit 3: Global Issues & Justice 



 

 

29 GEP – Ch 5 “Effective Environmental Regimes”Rosner & 
Markowitz: “Your Body is a Corporate Test Tube” 

 

31 Hourdequin – Ch 4 “The Social Dimensions of Environmental 
Problems” 

 

Nov 5 Hourdequin – Ch 5 “Ethics, Institutions, and the Environment”   

7 Hourdequin – Ch 6 “Global Climate Change” Due Sat: 
• Second field trip 

reflection 
(institution) 

Note: At least 2 more 
reading summaries 
should’ve been 
completed 

 
 

Unit 4: Collective Action Problems & Responsibility 
12 Sinnott-Armstrong – “It’s Not My Fault”   

14 Hourdequin – “Climate, Collective Action, and Individual 
Ethical Obligation” 

Recommended: Jamieson – “When Utilitarians Should Be 
Virtue Ethicists” 

Due Sat: 
• Third field trip 

reflection (env. org) 
 

19 Jamieson – Ch 6 “Living with Climate Change  

26 Young – “A Social Connection Model” 
Young – “Responsibility Across Borders” pgs 121-125, 142-151 

Note At least 3 more 
reading summaries 
should’ve been 
completed 
 
Due Monday: 
Either the 3- or the 7-
day lifestyle project 
reflection 

28 HAPPY THANKSGIVING!  

 
 

Unit 5: The Future & Action 
Dec 3 Hourdequin – Ch 8 “Engaging Environmental Concern, 

Promoting Change” 
 



 

 

5 Walker – “Hope’s Value”   Note: All reading 
summaries must be 
turned in by this point. 
 
Due Sat: 
• Second half of the 

Annotated 
Bibliography (please 
turn in one complete 
AB) 

 
The Final Paper is due at 10:59pm on the registrar’s scheduled date of the final for this 
course. 


