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COURSE DESCRIPTION 
 

Are we ethically responsible for the natural world? Are we equally responsible towards it? Do we have moral 
obligations toward non-human animals, toward non-animal living things, toward non-living things? What is 
the very nature of ethical responsibility and moral obligation—is it uniquely human? How does history inform 
the ways we regard nature? 
 

This course examines such questions by introducing students to the recently emergent discipline of 
environmental philosophy. Our course is divided into two main units. In Unit 1, Morality, Value, and Non-
Human Nature, we will explore the themes of what is the moral standing of non-human beings; whether 
morality or ethical responsiveness itself is a uniquely human quality, and what is at stake in the distinctiveness 
of human action; and what responsibilities we have towards non-human animals. We will evaluate different 
frameworks for designating the value and the rights of non-human animals, examining utilitarian, 
deontological, evolutionary, and care perspectives on ethics.  
 

In Unit 2, Land, Ecology, History, Future, we will turn to the question of how to account for ethics that apply 
to larger and more complex systems of nature. We will explore the possibilities of a “land ethic,” while 
interrogating the ways coloniality has shaped ways in which nature is understood and lived today. We will 
therefore investigate what is at play in the concepts of “wilderness” and “Anthropocene,” while attempting to 
come up with a satisfactory way of conceptualizing “nature” in our contemporary social-political world. 
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LEARNING OBJECTIVES 
 

By the end of the class, I hope students will be able to understand knowledge creation, engage multiple 
perspectives, and investigate meaningful questions in the domain of environmental philosophy. Here 
are some more specific learning outcomes we will work towards: 

- Students are able to articulate the differences between anthropocentrism, biocentrism, and 
ecocentrism 

- Students learn to evaluate claims about the moral considerability of non-human nature and 
can compare diverse ethical frameworks  

- Students are able to culturally and historically situate our discussions of nature and human 
beings’ relations to nature 

- Students can define settler colonialism and Indigeneity  
- Students assess their own place in the world and their own responsibilities to human, non-

human, and non-animal nature 
 

 
 
 

COURSE MATERIALS 
 
Frans de Waal, Primates and Philosophers: How Morality Evolved (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2006). 

ISBN: 978-0691169163 
 
Nick Estes, Our History Is the Future: Standing Rock Versus the Dakota Access Pipeline, and the Long Tradition 

of Indigenous Resistance (New York: Verso, 2019). 
ISBN: 978-1786636720 

 
We will be reading nearly the entirety of these two books, and you can purchase them in the Mason bookstore. 
De Waal’s Primates and Philosophers is available online for free via the George Mason Library, and I will be 
posting all other readings online. For Estes’ Our History Is the Future, and if you are interested in owning a copy 
of de Waal’s Primates and Philosophers, I recommend you search online for a second-hand copy! 
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AN EXPLANATORY NOTE: THE ONLINE ASPECT 
 

This course will be 100% online. We will normally have two weekly synchronous sessions, which will be further 
supplemented by asynchronous blog posting and online discussions. Both these synchronous and asynchronous 
components are important for developing this learning community, in addition to valuable philosophical skills. 
 
Software and Technical Requirements: Please note that access to Blackboard and Zoom are essential 
to this class. For help with Blackboard, please visit: https://its.gmu.edu/knowledge-base/blackboard-
instructional-technology-support-for-students/ or sign up for an individual consultation here: 
https://its.gmu.edu/help-support/its-support-center/ 

 
 

COURSE REQUIREMENTS 
 

Participation  
Regular attendance is expected at synchronous sessions.  You are allowed two unexcused absence from a 
synchronous session without penalty.  Following those two allowed absences, you will receive a deduction 
of 1 point from your participation grade for every unexcused absence from the synchronous sessions.  I also 
reserve the right to add short quizzes prior to the online sessions if students do not seem prepared.  These 
quizzes will count towards your participation grade.  Please note 
that if I take roll during a synchronous session and you do not 
respond promptly, you will be counted as “absent.” 
 
NOTE ON VIDEO IN ZOOM: I request that you keep your 
camera on during our synchronous sessions—as do your 
fellow students—but I also understand that learning from 
home during the pandemic may present difficulties. 
Therefore, turning your video on throughout the semester 
will function as EXTRA CREDIT. That is, you will not be 
penalized for keeping your video off, but keeping it on will 
give you bonus participation points. You are STRONGLY 
ENCOURAGED for the sake of our learning community to 
keep your camera on if possible. Also, if you do not keep your 
video on, I request that you have a profile picture rather than 
just your name. 

 
Daily Quotes   

For the most part, every week you will be required to post a “Daily Quote” on Canvas.  For this 
assignment, you submit a 1-2 sentence quote from the reading that captures the author’s main 
argument (or an important part of the main argument).  Please make sure to include the page 
number and citation for the quote.  In past classes, the Daily Quote requirement has enabled 
students to focus on the readings more closely.  There are 11 Daily Quotes due; you only need to 
submit 10 (i.e., you may miss one with no demerit). 
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Friday Blog 
These are chances for you to engage with your peers and synthesize the material we have been 
covering in the readings and in course meetings. The blog will be continuous throughout the 
semester, and you are required to post a comment of 3-5 sentences once a week, by Friday, 
11:59pm (see syllabus and Blackboard for weeks when no blog is required), though you are 
encouraged to engage beyond that and to comment on fellow students’ posts. Your participation 
will be graded equivalent to √, √+, √-. Each blog post is worth 1.5 points towards your total grade. 
To get √ on all your posts will amount to full credit (15/15), and if you get series of √+, then your 
blog grade could raise your final grade by up to two points. 

  
Midterm Paper 

You will complete one argumentative paper of 5-7 pages that focuses on our first unit, Morality, 
Value, and Non-human Nature. The assignment will be distributed in class, and you are to upload 
the assignment to Blackboard. Please submit a double-spaced Word document, in size 12 Times 
New Roman or Garamond font. 

 
Final Paper 

By the end of the semester, you will turn in a final argumentative paper of 5-7 pages, double-
spaced, in size 12 Times New Roman or Garamond font with normal margins. You will receive 
the assignment in class.  
 
*For both papers, I suggest you use the Chicago Manual of Style for citations, though APA and 
MLA are also acceptable as long as you are consistent. Here is a helpful guide: 
https://www.chicagomanualofstyle.org/tools_citationguide/citation-guide-1.html 

 
GRADE TOTAL 

 
ACTIVITY                                         SOFTWARE                          POINTS 
Participation in online sessions                   Zoom                                      10 
Daily Quotes                                                Blackboard                              10 
Friday Blog                                                  Blackboard                              15 
Midterm Paper             Word, Blackboard                   30 
Final Paper                                           Word, Blackboard           35 

 ______________________________________________________________________ 
TOTAL POINTS               100         
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POLICIES AND RESOURCES 
 
Late Assignment Policy  

The window for “late” depends upon the assignment. Blog Posts and Daily Quotes are considered 
“late” if they are submitted after the time that they are due (the software automatically gives your 
post a time and date stamp).  You will lose 50% of the possible points for any assignment that 
you submit late. I AM VERY HAPPY TO GRANT EXTENSIONS IF YOU WRITE/SPEAK 
WITH ME. Please communicate with me at least 48 hours before an assignment is due if you 
feel you need an extension.  

  

Academic Integrity 
Mason is an Honor Code university; please see the Office for Academic Integrity for a full 
description of the code and the honor committee process: https://oai.gmu.edu/mason-honor-
code/. The principle of academic integrity is taken very seriously and violations are treated gravely. 
What does academic integrity mean in this course? Essentially this: when you are responsible for 
a task, you will perform that task. When you rely on someone else’s work in an aspect of the 
performance of that task, you will give full credit in the proper, accepted form. Another aspect of 
academic integrity is the free play of ideas. Vigorous discussion and debate are encouraged in this 
course, with the firm expectation that all aspects of the class will be conducted with civility and 
respect for differing ideas, perspectives, and traditions. When in doubt (of any kind) please ask 
for guidance and clarification. 

 

Disability Accommodations 
Disability Services at George Mason University is committed to upholding the letter and spirit of 
the laws that ensure equal treatment of people with disabilities. Under the administration of 
University Life, Disability Services implements and coordinates reasonable accommodations and 
disability-related services that afford equal access to university programs and activities. Students 
can begin the registration process with Disability Services at any time during their enrollment at 
George Mason University. If you are seeking accommodations, please visit http://ds.gmu.edu/ for 
detailed information about the Disability Services registration process. Disability Services is located 
in Student Union Building I (SUB I), Suite 2500. Email: ods@gmu.edu; Phone: (703) 993-2474 

 

Diversity and Inclusion 
In our classroom, we seek to create a learning environment that fosters respect for people across 
identities. We welcome and value individuals and their differences, including gender expression 
and identity, race, economic status, sex, sexuality, ethnicity, national origin, first language, 
religion, age, and ability.  

 

Non-Sexist Use of Language 
We academics no longer use “man” or “mankind” to refer to the entirety of humanity or a 
hypothetical person. This extends to written work as well as discussions, and it will serve you well 
throughout the rest of your professional lives. 

  
CONTACT 

I prefer if you contact me via email at jdanie9@gmu.edu rather than through Blackboard. 
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SCHEDULE (subject to change) 
 
 

UNIT 1: Morality, Value, and Non-Human Nature 
 
Week 1 
Tuesday, January 26, 2021  

- Introduction; syllabus review 
 

Assignment due: Blog Post, 11:59pm, Wednesday, January 27, 2021 
  
Thursday, January 28, 2021  

- Reading due: Arne Næss, “The Shallow and the Deep, Long-Range Ecology Movement” 
- “And/But” Activity in class 

 
Assignment due: Daily Quote, 10:00am, Thursday, January 28, 2021 

 
 
Week 2 
Tuesday, February 2, 2021  

- Reading due: Holmes Rolston III, “Is There an Ecological Ethic?” 
 
Assignment due: Daily Quote, 10:00am, Tuesday, February 2, 2021 

 
Thursday, February 4, 2021  

- Reading due: Kyle Whyte, “Climate Change: An Unprecedentedly Old Catastrophe,” 
https://biopoliticalphilosophy.com/2019/01/16/climate-change-an-unprecedentedly-old-
catastrophe/ 

 
Assignment due: Blog Post, 11:59pm, Friday, February 5, 2021 

 
 
Week 3 
Tuesday, February 9, 2021  

- Reading due: De Waal, Primates and Philosophers, “Morally Evolved: 
Primate Social Instincts, Human Morality, and the Rise and Fall of 
Veneer Theory,” pgs. 1-58 
 
Assignment due: Daily Quote, 10:00am, Tuesday, February 9, 2021 
 

Thursday, February 11, 2021  
- Reading due: De Waal, Primates and Philosophers, pgs. 59-80 

 
Assignment due: Blog Post, 11:59pm, Friday, February 12, 2021 
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Week 4 
Tuesday, February 16, 2021  

- Reading due: Peter Singer, “Morality, Reason, and the Rights of Animals,” in Primates and 
Philosophers, pgs. 140-158 

 
Assignment due: Daily Quote, 10:00am, Tuesday, February 16, 2021 

 
Thursday, February 18, 2021 
- Reading due: Peter Singer, “All Animals Are Equal” 

 
For further reference (not required): 
- https://thespinoff.co.nz/society/19-02-2020/disabled-voices-on-peter-singer-whos-

actually-listening-to-this-guy/ 
- https://www.nytimes.com/2003/02/16/magazine/unspeakable-conversations.html 

 
Assignment due: Blog Post, 11:59pm, Friday, February 19, 2021 

 
 
Week 5 
Tuesday, February 23, 2021  

- Reading due: Christine Korsgaard, “Morality and the Distinctiveness of Human Action,” in 
Primates and Philosophers, pgs. 98-119 

  
Assignment due: Daily Quote, 10:00am, Tuesday, February 23, 2021 

 
Thursday, February 25, 2021  

- Reading due: Tom Regan, “Animal Rights, Human Wrongs” 
 

Assignment due: Blog Post, 11:59pm, Friday, February 26, 2021 
 
 
Week 6 
Tuesday, March 2, 2021  

- Reading due: Deborah Slicer, “Your Daughter or Your Dog? A 
Feminist Assessment of the Animal Research Issue” 
 
Assignment due: Daily Quote, 10:00am, Tuesday, March 2, 2021 
 

Thursday, March 4, 2021  
- Reading due: “What Does a Parrot Know About PTSD?” 

https://www.nytimes.com/2016/01/31/magazine/what-does-a-parrot-know-about-ptsd.html 
 

Assignment due: Blog Post, 11:59pm, Friday, March 5, 2021 
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Week 7 
Tuesday, March 9, 2021 

- Reading due: De Waal, “Response to Critics,” pgs. 161-181 
- Watch by class: Project Nim, documentary on Blackboard 

 
Thursday, March 11, 2021  

- NO CLASS 
 

Assignment due: MIDTERM PAPER, 11:59pm, Friday, March 12, 2021  
 

 
UNIT 2: Land, Ecology, History, Future 

 
Week 8  
Tuesday, March 16, 2021  

- Reading due: Aldo Leopold, “The Land Ethic” 
 

Assignment due: Daily Quote, 10:00am, Tuesday, March 16, 2021 
 
Thursday, March 18, 2021  

- Reading due: J. Baird Callicott, “The Land Ethic” 
 

Assignment due: Blog Post, 11:59pm, Friday, March 19, 2021 
 
 
Week 9 
Tuesday, March 23, 2021  

- Reading due: Nick Estes, Our History Is the Future, chs. 1-2 
 

Assignment due: Daily Quote, 10:00am, Tuesday, March 23, 2021 
 
Thursday, March 25, 2021  

- Reading due: Nick Estes, Our History Is the Future, chs. 3-4 
 

Assignment due: Blog Post, 11:59pm, Friday, March 26, 2021 
 
 
Week 10 
Tuesday, March 30, 2021   

- Reading due: Nick Estes, Our History Is the Future, chs. 5 & 7 
 
Assignment due: Daily Quote, 10:00am, Tuesday, March 30, 2021 
 

Thursday, April 1, 2021  
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- Watch by class: Winona LaDuke, “Indigenous Food Sovereignty” 
https://sites.lsa.umich.edu/sustainablefoodsystems/2018/02/06/winona-laduke-indigenous-
food-sovereignty/ 
 
Assignment due: Blog Post, 11:59pm, Friday, April 2, 2021 
 

 
 
Week 11 
Tuesday, April 6, 2021  

- Raj Patel and Jason W. Moore, A History of the World in Seven Cheap Things, “Introduction” 
 

Assignment due: Daily Quote, 10:00am, Tuesday, April 6, 2021 
 

Thursday, April 8, 2021  
- Reading due: Raj Patel and Jason W. Moore, A History of the World in Seven Cheap Things, 

ch. 1, “Cheap Nature” 
 
Assignment due: Blog Post, 11:59pm, Friday, April 9, 2021 

 
 
Week 12 
Tuesday, April 13, 2021  

- Reading due: William Cronon, “The Trouble with Wilderness; or, Getting Back to the 
Wrong Nature” 

 
Assignment due: Daily Quote, 10:00am, Tuesday, April 13, 2021 

 
Thursday, April 15, 2021  

- Reading due: Vanessa Watts, “Indigenous Place-Thought & Agency Amongst Humans and 
Non-Humans (First Woman and Sky Woman Go on a European World Tour!)” 
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Assignment due: Blog Post, 11:59pm, Friday, April 16, 2021 
 
 
Week 13 
Tuesday, April 20, 2021  

- Reading due: Kyle Whyte and Chris J. Cuomo, “Ethics of Caring in Environmental Ethics: 
Indigenous and Feminist Philosophies”; https://wrm.org.uy/other-relevant-information/kari-
oca-2-declaration-indigenous-peoples-global-conference-on-rio-20-and-mother-earth/ 

 
Assignment due: Daily Quote, 10:00am, Tuesday, April 20, 2021 

 
Thursday, April 22, 2021  

- Reading due: John Muir, “A Near View of the High Sierra” 
 
 
Week 14 
Tuesday, April 27, 2021 

- Watch by class: Into the Wild (dir. Sean Penn), on Blackboard 
 
Thursday, April 29, 2021 – Conclusions; evaluations  
 
 
 

 


