Ethics in Environmental Studies – Report to Ethics across Curriculum

Course: Introduction to Environmental Studies (ENS100)

Professor Jeffrey Corbin

Incorporation of Ethics into ENS100

My experience incorporating an ethics segment into my Intro to Environmental Studies was very successful. This course naturally includes discussions about the obligations of humans to other living things or to the stewardship of the earth, or about the responsibilities of Americans to other, poorer, parts of the world, or the rights of the poor versus the rich. The Ethics Across the Curriculum grant spurred me to more formally present these ideas in a stand-alone segment. I did so in three parts: A lecture, a discussion-based case-study, and an outdoor lab.


First, using a chapter in our textbook, I presented one lecture about the philosophical bases for ethical considerations in environmental decisions. Topics considered included assignment of instrumental versus intrinsic value to such objects as other people, animals, or natural resources; contrasting of traditional western ideas of man’s dominance over other living (and non-living) things with the Land Ethic that came out of the writings in the 1960’s and 1970’s; and other perspectives such as spiritual ethics including Buddhism and Nature-based religions and ecofeminism.


The most successful component of this lecture, I believe, was a questionnaire that I asked each student to fill out. Following a list of objects (including humans, future generations of humans, wild animals, domesticated animals, plants, insects, bacteria, parks, atmosphere, water, and the truly abstract “sunsets”) students were asked to list which objects had intrinsic value – that is value in their own right – versus instrumental value (value only in terms of human uses or enjoyment). This exercise and the following discussion made the class consider how their own perspectives changed the assignment of value.


Besides my textbook, I also found very valuable resources discussing these issues on the web, including a presentation of the topics by the Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy.


The second part of my Ethics segment was a case study of environmental justice. I was fortunate to find a published case study of the environmental justice issues surrounding the expansion of a refinery in a poor California city near San Francisco. Though the expansion would have decreased air pollution and benefited Bay Area residents as a whole, the local residents faced a disproportionate burden of increased risk of an industrial accident. Thus, this case study perfectly illustrated the trade-offs of the classic environmental justice questions. I was fortunate in that I actually grew up in the very town that is the home of the refinery, and my mom was the Mayor for 8 years, including the time of the proposed expansion. Thus, I had a great deal of additional information about the region, the city, and the players in the negotiations that I could add.


The case study was distributed to the students as a reading assignment, after which the class broke into small groups to discuss specific questions that I provided. These questions included: “ If you were a member of the Citizens group, what strategies would you employ to influence the refinery?”; “ If you were a member of the local air board, how would you weigh your responsibilities of the refinery’s neighbors versus the region as a whole?”; and “If a multi-party settlement were to be reached that allowed the refinery’s plans to go forward, what components do you think it would have?” This discussion was very useful in making the class see the burdens of industrial activities on poorer segments of the population. It brought up many useful points about the trade-offs that are inherent in conservation and environmental protection that can be thought of in terms of environmental ethics.


The third component of my Ethics segment was a lab that compared the environmental conditions in contrasting neighborhoods in Schenectady. Each lab section walked a transect along Wendell Avenue, from the GE Plot to Eastern Avenue, and recorded both qualitative observations such as general upkeep and cleanliness and quantitative measures such as size of yards and houses, number of trees, and housing density. The goal of the lab was to demonstrate differences in ecological conditions in richer versus poorer areas. This relates directly to issues of environmental justice, as well.


My intention was to have the students perform a formal comparison of the environmental conditions along the transect – essentially from a well-to-do area to a relatively poor area. Unfortunately, the timing of this course (Winter Term) limited the activities that could be performed or the comparisons that could be made. First, many interesting measures that might go beyond just housing condition, such as diversity of plants, birds, or animals seen along the walk, are not visible in the winter. Second, 2 of the 3 lab sections performed the walk immediately following the 2ft snowfall in February. Whoops. Students really had to concentrate on slogging through snow-covered streets rather than making observations, and many things they might have observed were covered in snow.

Future plans

In future terms, I plan to continue presenting Ethics as this 3-segment component of the course, with a lecture, a case-study and a lab. Next winter, I hope to expand the case-study to place students into groups to represent different actors in the decision to expand the refinery. Different groups would research arguments and present their cases as part of a formal negotiation with other groups. 


I am most conflicted with what to do about the lab component. The obstacle of the weather is a significant one. I will consider having this lab be a “floater” that can be put into different weeks depending on weather conditions. However, the objectives of the lab really weren’t met even under ideal circumstances. Hopefully, I can redesign it to be less dependent on things that are dormant in the weather while still prompting students to think about the differences in the ecology of neighborhoods around Union College.

Summary


Overall, I was very pleased with the introduction of an Ethics segment into my Environmental Studies class, and appreciate the encouragement to develop these exercises. They will certainly be parts of my course in the future. 
