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Environmental Ethics 
A Sophmore-Level, Undergraduate Course  
 
Course Description: 
How do we balance conservation with the use of natural resources? What are the responsibilities of the present 
generation to the future? Is it ok for some communities to be exposed to more pollution than others? Are 
humans justified in driving other species to extension? The answers to these questions depend on what we take 
to be morally right or wrong, and diverse thinkers have offered competing answers. In this course, we will 
explore the secular and religious views regarding the moral responsibilities of humans toward the natural 
world. You will be introduced to aspects and dimensions of the environmental crisis; learn to reflect 
theologically and ethically on environmental problems; and formulate public policy possibilities and practical 
projects that seek to address and solve environmental issues. We will focus on contemporary environmental 
ethics, but we will also look to religious responses, examine ideas about nature prevalent in American culture 
and history, and examine contemporary initiatives endeavoring to implement their environmental values. 
Overall, this is a course about values and morality not as abstract principles, but as worldviews with living 
consequences. Through the lens of environmental ethics, we will bring what we learn to bear on the world 
outside of the classroom.  
 
Course Structure 
In order to produce a student-centered and collaborative ambience, we will make use of discussions in small 
groups and with the entire class, as well as a mock-debate. The course is divided into two sections, “Modes of 
Ethical Reasoning,” and “Ethical Concerns in Environmental Case Studies.” At the end of section I you will 
work in small groups of 3-4 students and engage in a mock-debate presenting various ethical solutions to an 
environmental case study. Each group will represent one ethical mode of reasoning and will assign group 
members to various roles as moderator, cross-examiner, rebutter, and closer, in order to involve the entire team. 
You will have one class period to work with your group and are expected to meet outside of the class to finalize 
strategies and arguments. Your final project will include a brief presentation and reflection paper applying the 
methodological, historical, and ethical tools discussed in class to a real-world environmental issue.  
 
Course Outcomes 
1. Articulate and understand the development of environmental philosophy and environmental ethics, the  

epistemological basis for different ethical orientations, as well as the ways in which environmental ethics 
intersects with other disciplines;  

2. Understand a range of perspectives on the relationship between humans and the environment, enable 
critical writing about them and be able to arbitrate between competing views;   

3. Communicate effectively and logically one’s own moral perspectives and views of environmental issues 
both orally and in writing.  

 
Course Requirements and Grading: 
1. In-class participation (20%) 
2. Four 250-500 word reading responses to be turned in throughout the semester—questions, critiques or 

affirmations of the day’s readings—at least two dates to be chosen during section I (5% each) 
3. In-class team debate (30%)  
4. Final presentation on practical application of ethical reasoning to contemporary environmental issue, 

with objections to at least two alternative modes of thinking. Including a 700-1000 word reflection 
paper (30%). 

 
Required Text:  
-Louis P. Pojman and Paul Pojman, eds., Environmental Ethics: Readings in Theory and Application, Sixth Edition, 
2011. 

 
 
 
 
 

Instructor: Brenna Keegan 
brenna.keegan@duke.edu  
406.223.8432 
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Section I: Modes of Ethical Reasoning 
 
Week One: Introduction to the course and environmental issues. Meta-ethics.  
-Clare Palmer, “An Overview of Environmental Ethics,” in EE, 10-35. 
 
Week Two: Anthropocentrism, Biocentrism, and Ecocentrism. 
-Pew Center on Global Climate Change, “Understanding the Causes of Global Climate Change,” in EE, 413-417. 
-Immanuel Kant, “Rational Beings Alone Have Moral Worth,” in EE, 60-62. 
-Peter Singer, “A Utilitarian Defense of Animal Liberation,” in EE, 71-80. 
-Arne Naess, “Ecosophy T: Deep Versus Shallow Ecology,” in EE, 133-141. 
 
Week Three: American Environmental History. 
-Henry David Thoreau, “Walking,” in Atlantic Monthly.  
-John Muir, “Cedar Keys,” “Wild Wool,” in Nature Writings.  
-Aldo Leopold, “Arizona and New Mexico,” “The Land Ethic,” in A Sand County Almanac. 
-Rachel Carson, “The Real World Around Us,” Lost Woods: The Discovered Writings of Rachel Carson, 148-163.  
 
Week Four: Ecofeminism, Social Ecology, and Anarchism.  
-Holmes Rolston III, “Naturalizing Values: Organisms and Species,” in EE, 105-117. 
-Arne Naess, “Ecosophy T:  Deep Versus Shallow Ecology,” in EE, 133-141. 
-Karen J. Warren, “The Power and the Promise of Ecological Feminism,” in EE, 589-601. 
 
Week Five: Judeo-Christianity and the Environment.  
-Genesis 1, Matthew 25:31-46; Acts 2:42-47 
-Patrick Dobel, “The Judeo-Christian Stewardship Attitude to Nature,” in EE, 628-632. 
- Selections from Pope Francis’ Encyclical Letter, May 24, 2015: Laudato Si.  
 
Week Six: Non-Western Religious Teachings on the Environment.   
-Mawil Y. Izzi Deen (Samarrai), “Islamic Environmental Ethics, Law, and Society,” in EE, 633-640. 
-O.P. Dwivedi, “Satyagraha for Conservation:  Awakening the Spirit of Hinduism,” in EE, 640-649. 
-Lily De Silva, “The Buddhist Attitude Towards Nature,” in EE, 650-655. 
-Starhawk, “Pagan Environmentalism:  Principles of Unity,” in EE, 655-658. 
 
Week Seven: Mock Debate.  
 
Section II: Ethical Concerns in Environmental Case Studies  
 
Week Eight: Pollution.  
-Hilary French, “You Are What You Breathe,” in EE, 314-321. 
-George Bradford, “We All Live in Bhopal,” in EE, 322-325. 
-William F. Baxter, “People or Penguins: The Case for Optimal Pollution,” in EE, 327-331. 
 
Week Nine: Resource exhaustion and population growth.  
-Bill McKibben, “A Special Moment in History:  The Challenge of Overpopulation and Overconsumption,” in EE, 260-
271.  
-Garrett Hardin, “The Tragedy of the Commons,” in EE, 272-281. 
-Michael Allen Fox, “Vegetarianism and Treading Lightly on the Earth,” in EE, 364-370. 

 
Week Ten: Global Justice and Environmental Racism. 
-Peter S. Wenz, “Just Garbage: The Problem of Environmental Racism,” in EE, 530-538. 
-Maria Mies, “Deceiving the Third World:  The Myth of Catching-up Development,” in EE, 539-547. 

 
Week Eleven: Environmental Ethics Today.  
-Current news articles TBD.  

 
Week Twelve: Student Presentations and final discussion.  


