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PLPT 3500 

Environmental Political Theory 
Spring 2018 

 

Instructor: Ross Mittiga 

Office: Gibson S185 

Office Hours: TBD 

email: rmittiga@virginia.edu 

 

 

Principle 21 of the Rio Declaration: “The 

creativity, ideals and courage of the youth of 

the world should be mobilized to forge a 

global partnership in order to achieve 

sustainable development and ensure a better 

future for all.” 

Principle 19 of the Stockholm Declaration: 

“Education in environmental matters, for the 

younger generation as well as adults…is 

essential in order to broaden the basis for an 

enlightened opinion and responsible conduct 

by individuals, enterprises and communities in 

protecting and improving the environment in 

its full human dimension.” 

 

This short course offers a four-part introduction to important issues and themes in environmental politics. 

Part one examines works in “deep ecology” and religious environmental thought, including short pieces by 

Wendell Berry, Aldo Leopold, EF Schumacher, and Pope Francis. Part two approaches global climate change 

as a problem of justice; we consider whether there is a moral obligation to take action against it and, if so, on 

whom the obligation falls. Part three raises questions about the moral and political status of nonhuman animals 

by examining arguments by Peter Singer, Bernard Williams, and Will Kymlicka, among others. Part four 

examines environmental activism and civil disobedience. During this part of the course, students are 

challenged to think about the justifications and moral limits of environmental activism as they design their 

own initiatives for eliciting change. 
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1. Course Materials 
Students must purchase Climate Ethics: Essential Readings (eds. Gardiner, Caney, Shue, Jamieson), or plan to 

read the book on course reserve at Clemon’s Library. All other readings and films will be available to download 

or watch on the course COLLAB site. 

 

2. Rules and Requirements 

Attendance 

Attendance at all classes and sections is a requirement of the course. Persistent unexplained absences 

constitute grounds for failing the class, regardless performance in other course requirements.  

 

Participation  

The more students actively participate in class discussion, the better. I encourage questions and discussion 

during all meetings. Participation will count in my assessment of your final grade. 

 

Laptops and portable electronic devices 

Texting, browsing, emailing, etc., during class are distracting to you and others, and so I respectfully ask that 

all laptops, phones, and other electronic devices be switched off and stowed away during class. Students are 

likely to retain more of the information covered in class if they take handwritten notes, so I encourage bringing 

a notebook and pen. 

 

Readings/Viewings 

Students are expected to complete the reading and viewing assignments in accordance with the schedule. If 

you have trouble understanding what you have read or watched, don’t be shy about visiting office hours for 

help. Learning to navigate through complex material is one of the most valuable skills a college degree can 

impart and I am happy to offer pointers on how best to develop that skill. 

 

Academic Integrity  

Students must comply with all provisions of the UVa Honor Code. Plagiarism and other forms of academic 

dishonesty are surprisingly easy to detect and very easy to avoid.  Collaboration on tests and quizzes is strictly 

forbidden. 

 

3. Grading Policies 

Grade breakdown 

▪ In-class Participation = 10% 

▪ Pop Quizzes = 25% 

▪ Mid-term and Final = 50% (25% each) 

▪ Activism Project = 15% 
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Late work  

There are very few assignments that have deadlines. For those that do, requests for extensions must be 

received in writing, by email, at least one week prior to the deadline. No extensions will be granted after that 

date. To request an extension, please send an email to me. Outside of approved extensions, late work will be 

penalized at a rate of a third of a grade per 24-hour period. These penalties may be waived in cases of 

documented emergency. NOTE: Loss of data (e.g., due to computer problems) does not count as an 

emergency. It is your responsibility to ensure that your work is backed up.  

 

Grading procedures  

Every effort will be made to return graded assignments within one week of submission.  Students who wish 

to have a particular grade reviewed can submit a written grade appeal beginning five days after the assignment 

is returned. Note, however, that grades may be adjusted up or down upon review.   

 

Grade explanation  

Here is a rough guide to interpreting the grades assigned to work in the class: 

▪ A grade of A, in any flavor, signifies (varying degrees of) excellence: to earn a grade in this region, 

students must show genuine insight into (as opposed to a basic grasp of) the material, and successfully 

develop cogent, convincing and original responses to it. 

▪ A grade of B+ signifies superior command of the course material: to earn it, students must show a 

good understanding of the leading arguments covered in the course, and demonstrate the ability to 

assess them critically on their own terms without necessarily achieving responses to them that are fully 

cogent or convincing.  

▪ A grade of B signifies good performance: students receiving this grade will have shown a firm 

understanding of the course material and made plausible, if not fully developed, critical responses to 

it.  

▪ A grade of B- indicates solid performance: B- work shows a decent basic understanding of the leading 

ideas covered in the course nonetheless marred by (e.g.) unclear or vague writing, omissions of relevant 

ideas, ambiguous formulations, conceptual muddle, or unsophisticated argumentation.  

▪ C grades indicate performance of mixed quality: in work receiving C grades competence, 

understanding and insight will sit alongside error, misunderstanding, cliché, simplification and 

confusion.  

▪ A grade of D, in any flavor, indicates work that is in some respect (and in varying degrees) radically 

inadequate: such grades are symptoms of (e.g.) unfamiliarity with, failure to understand, or half-hearted 

engagement with, the course materials. 
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4. Schedule 

4.1. Ecocentrism, Biocentrism, and the Roots of Contemporary Ecological Thinking 

1/17 

▪ Donald Worster, “The Empire of Reason,” Nature’s Economy 

 

1/22 

▪ Wendell Berry, “The Unsettling of America,” The Unsettling of America 

▪ Wendell Berry, “The Agrarian Standard” 

 

1/24 

▪ John Muir, “The Hetch Hetchey Valley” (available here) 

▪ Aldo Leopold, “Foreword,” “The Land Ethic,” and “Thinking Like a Mountain,” A Sand County 

Almanac (1948) 

▪ Zadie Smith, “Elegy for a Country’s Seasons” 

 

1/29 

▪ Schumacher, “Buddhist economics,” Small is Beautiful  

▪ Pope Francis, Laudato Si, paragraphs 1-2, 9, 11, 18-19, 21-22, 30, 32-4, 36, 48, 52, 53-7, 59-61, 66-

8, 70, 75, 78, 92-3, 101-116, 123, 128  

 

1/31 

▪ Val Plumwood, “Surviving a Crocodile Attack” 

▪ Dale Jamieson, Ethics and the Environment, pp. 68-75, 145-180 

 

4.2. Climate Change Justice 

2/5 Overview 

▪ Before the Flood OR Inconvenient Sequel 

▪ Posner and Weisbach, “Ethically Relevant Facts and Predictions” and “Policy Instruments,” Climate 

Change Justice 

▪ RECOMMENDED: Cinnamon Carlarne, Kevin R. Gray, and Richard Tarasofsky, “International 

Climate Change Law,” The Oxford Handbook of International Climate Change Law 

 

2/7 Overview cont’d 

▪ Stephen M. Gardiner, “Ethics and Global Climate Change,” CE 

 

2/12 International Justice 

▪ Peter Singer, “One Atmosphere,” CE 

▪ Henry Shue, “Subsistence Emissions and Luxury Emissions,” CE  

 

 

http://vault.sierraclub.org/ca/hetchhetchy/hetch_hetchy_muir_scb_1908.html
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2/14 Intergenerational Justice 

▪ Brian Barry, “Sustainability and Intergenerational Justice,” in Fairness and Futurity 

▪ Matthew Rendall, “Climate Change and the Threat of Disaster: The Moral Case for Taking Out 

Insurance at Our Grandchildren’s Expense” 

 

2/19 Precaution 

▪ Jonathan Weiner, “Precaution,” The Oxford Handbook of International Climate Change Law AND/OR 

▪ Henry Shue, “Deadly Delays, Saving Opportunities,” in CE 

 

2/21 Pressing Issues [cut if necessary] 

▪ Robin Eckersley, “The common but differentiated responsibilities of states to assist and receive 

‘climate refugees’” AND/OR 

▪ Chris Armstrong, “Fairness, Free-riding, and Rainforest Protection” 

 

2/26 Pressing Issues [cut if necessary] 

▪ Dale Jamieson, “Some whats, whys, and worries about geo-engineering” 

▪ Gardiner, “The Desperation Argument for Geo-engineering” 

 

2/28 Critical perspectives 

▪ Dale Jamieson “Ethics, Public Policy, and Global Warming”  

▪ Naomi Klein, “Introduction,” This Changes Everything: Capitalism vs the Climate 

 

***MIDTERM DUE ON FRIDAY 3/2*** 

 

3/5 and 3/7 [NO CLASS – SPRING BREAK] 

 

4.3. Politics and Animals 

3/12 

▪ Cowspiracy documentary 

▪ Tim Flannery, “The Amazing Inner Lives of Animals” in The New York Review of Books 

▪  “Chinese City Defends Dog Meat Festival, Despite Scorn,” NYT Article   

▪ “Indian Muslim accused of beef smuggling beaten to death,” Guardian Article  

▪ “Harambe the Gorilla dies, meat-eaters grieve,” Peter Singer LA Times article 

 

3/14 Speciesism 

▪ Peter Singer, Preface to 1975 edition in Animal Liberation 

▪ Peter Singer, Chapter 1 (“All Animals Are Equal”) in Animal Liberation 

▪ Peter Singer, “Open the Cages!” in The New York Review of Books 

 

3/19 Contra-Singer 

▪ Steven Davis, “The Least Harm Principle” 

http://www.nytimes.com/2015/06/24/world/asia/dog-eaters-in-yulin-china-unbowed-by-global-derision.html
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2015/oct/16/indian-muslim-accused-beef-smuggling-beaten-to-death
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▪ Bernard Williams, “The Human Prejudice” 

 

3/21 Contra-Singer, cont’d 

▪ Cora Diamond, “Eating Animals, Eating People” 

 

3/26 [cut if necessary] 

▪ Martha Nussbaum, “The Capabilities Approach and Animal Entitlements” 

 

3/28 [NO CLASS – WPSA Conference] 

 

4/2 Animal Rights I 

▪ Robert Nozick, “Animals and Constraints” in Anarchy, State, and Utopia 

 

4/4 Animal Rights II 

▪ Will Kymlicka, “Animal Rights, Multiculturalism, and the Left” [lecture version] 

 

4/9  

▪ Selections from J.M. Coetzee et al., The Lives of Animals AND/OR 

▪ Selections from David Foster Wallace, “Consider the Lobster” 

▪ Kafka, “A Report from the Academy” 

 

4/11 Zoos 

▪ Jamieson, “Against Zoos” 

▪ Blackfish documentary 

 

4.4. Environmental Activism and Civil Disobedience 

4/16 

▪ Guest presentation [details TBA] 

 

4/18 

▪ MLK, Letter from a Birmingham Jail  

▪ Fierce Green Fire documentary  

 

4/23 

▪ I.M. Young, “Activist Challenges to Deliberative Democracy” 

▪ Bidder 70 documentary 

 

4/25  

▪ Peter Singer, Preface to 1990 edition in Animal Liberation 

▪ If A Tree Falls documentary 

 

https://youtu.be/GsIf6xJ0Vuw
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4/30  

▪ “I shut down an oil pipeline – because climate change is a ticking bomb,” Guardian Article  

▪ Tim DeChristopher speech 

▪ Disobedience, short documentary  

 

***FINAL EXAM DUE ON WEDNESDAY, 5/2*** 

5. Assignments 

Pop Quizzes 

▪ 2-3 questions (responses should not exceed 5 sentences each) 

▪ 12 all semester; only the top 10 count 

 

Mid-term and Final Exam 

▪ 5 questions (responses should be 6-8 sentences each) 

▪ Take at home, submit to collab 

▪ Open-book/open-note, but no collaboration! 

 

Segment 4 Activism Project 

▪ Proposal due 4/2.  

▪ Final report due 5/4. 

6. Extra Credit Opportunities 

Cultivating a Green Thumb 

If your seed sprouts and the sprout survives by 

▪ The end of segment 2, you will receive 1 extra point on the midterm; 

▪ The end of segment 2, you will receive an additional 2 points on the midterm; 

▪ The end of segment 4, you will receive 3 extra points on the final exam. 

 

Letter Writing 

Write up to two respectful letters protesting some event, action, statement, or practice, planned or recently 

undertaken, by any person or entity affiliated with UVa, Charlottesville (including local businesses and 

Charlottesville’s City Council), or the state of Virginia. Provide me a copy of the letter after mailing or emailing 

it. Should be longer than 300 words. 

▪ Can be done twice 

 

IPCC Report 

Read the executive summary of the most recent IPCC report (posted on collab). Identify an issue or claim 

that you find surprising and/or interesting. Write 2-3 paragraphs describing that issue in laymen’s terms—i.e., 

as if you were explaining it to someone with no special knowledge of climate change. 

▪ Must be done DURING or AFTER Segment 2 readings; 2 points added to Midterm 

https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2017/nov/24/oil-pipeline-valve-turner-protest-climate-change?utm_source=esp&utm_medium=Email&utm_campaign=GU+Today+USA+-+Collections+2017&utm_term=253905&subid=19213918&CMP=GT_US_collection
https://youtu.be/nRJjXrhyRZM
https://youtu.be/Tdtc7ltYB8E
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Films 

Write a 200-300 word response to any of the following films or documentaries and receive 1 extra point on 

your lowest pop quiz score. Note that the response must be completed before the end of the module to which 

the film corresponds. 

Module 2 

• How to Let Go of the World and Love All of the Things That Climate Can’t Change 

• Gasland 

• Chasing Ice OR Chasing Coral 

 

Module 3 

• The Cove 

• Okja 

• Food, Inc. 

• Carnage (Simon Amstell film) 

 

Module 4 

• Awake: A Dream from Standing Rock 

• The East 

• Night Moves 

 

**Additional extra credit opportunities will be made available throughout the semester** 

 

 


