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Syllabus: Environmental Ethics 
  

Instructor: Jacob Stump • Contact: jacob.stump@mail.utoronto.ca 
Class: MW 3-4:30pm, NF 003 • Office hours: W 4:30-6pm, JHB 428, or by appointment 
 
Overview 

 
This course will ask two main questions:  
 

1. Moral standing. What things in the world have moral standing? 
 
2. Global challenges. How should we think morally about the major global 
environmental problems facing us today, in particular climate change?  

 
The first half of the course will focus on the moral standing of non-human organisms. 
Most of us think it does not matter what we do to a rock. Step on it, break it, throw it 
into the ocean—as concerns the rock, anything we do to it is morally neutral. But what 
about non-human animals? Does it matter what we do to them? If so, what is it about 
non-human animals that gives them moral standing? Is it whether they can think? 
whether they can feel pain? whether they make a key contribution to their species or 
ecosystem? Our goal in the first half of the course is to develop the philosophical 
resources for answering these and related questions.  

The second half of the course will focus on major global environmental problems. 
We will start by thinking about human population. Are there too many of us for the 
environment to handle, and if so, what should be done about it? We will then think 
carefully about climate change, focusing, for example, on issues of intergenerational 
justice (what obligations, if any, do we have to future generations?) and responsibility 
for reducing carbon emissions (should all countries be equally responsible for reducing 
emissions, or should some be more responsible than others? do we have any individual 
moral obligations to reduce our own carbon footprints?). We will also ask what place 
cost-benefit analysis should have in making environmental policy.  

 
Texts 

 
All texts will be made available via Blackboard. 
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Pedagogical goals 
 
Completing the work for this course will…  
 

• Acquaint you with central issues in environmental ethics. 
• Teach you the motivations behind the primary positions in the field, along 

with their benefits and flaws.  
• Improve your ability to read difficult texts with comprehension.  
• Improve your ability to analyze and evaluate arguments.  
• Improve your ability to communicate complicated ideas in concise prose.  

 
The last three outcomes will benefit you no matter what you go on to do.  
 
Class 
 
Class will mostly be used to increase your understanding of the problems and solutions 
proposed in the readings. Additionally, parts of some classes will be used to teach you 
the fundamental philosophical skill of argument analysis, as well as how to write good 
philosophical prose (in the first half of the term) and structure a philosophical paper (in 
the second half of the term). You can expect a number of in-class activities.   
 In order to participate in class meaningfully, you should arrive having read and 
thought about the day’s text. You should also bring the text to class. Note: Reading 
philosophy is difficult, and you should be prepared to read the assignments more than 
once. You will often be confused—that is okay! Try to figure out why you are confused, 
and come to class prepared with questions to help you understand.  
 
 Class discussion. Learning how to discuss philosophy is an important part of your 
education. Discussion helps to clarify ideas quickly and deepen understanding. I will be 
modeling how to ‘talk philosophy’ during class, and you are encouraged to join in: if you 
have a question or comment, please share it. As in any discussion, some behaviors are 
counterproductive. Two of the most common problems in philosophy classrooms are 
talking too often and rambling. If you find yourself talking too often, hold back and give 
others a chance to talk. If, after a pause, no one volunteers, then you can fill the gap. 
To avoid rambling, clarify your question or comment in your mind before speaking. 
Make it concise. Finally, note that there will be disagreement in class. This is good—it 
is often the source of progress and clarification—so long as it is civil.   
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 Devices. I do not mind if you take notes on your laptop during class. However, be 
aware that doing so can be distracting to your fellow students. Out of consideration for 
others, if you are going to use a laptop during class, please sit on the left-hand side of 
the classroom (left-hand side while facing the front).  
 
Evaluation 
 
You will be evaluated based on two criteria: comprehension of course content, and 
exercise of the skills of argument analysis and philosophical writing. Pre-class reflections 
(see below, 20% of final grade) and the final exam (short answer format, 30% of final 
grade) will test for comprehension of course content. Three writing assignments are 
designed to improve your ability to analyze arguments and write philosophy. These 
assignments will be scaffolded: each one will build on the skills needed to succeed at the 
previous one. The first (see below, 10% of final grade) will require you to analyze and 
evaluate an argument. The second (see below, 15%) will require you to do the same and 
to anticipate and respond to an objection. The third (see below, 25%) will require you 
to develop an original argument. Note: Late papers will be deducted 1/3 of a letter 
grade per day, unless advance arrangements have been made.   
 

Reflections. 20% of your final grade will consist in submitting reflections before 
class. Each Friday I will post on Blackboard questions for each class for the upcoming 
week. The questions will concern the core material of the readings. Each reflection will 
be worth 1% of your final grade. By the end of the term, 23 reflections will have been 
posted, so you are able not to submit three reflections and still receive full credit. The 
reflections will be graded based on completion, so long as they are taken seriously. To 
take a reflection seriously, your response needs to be thoughtful and give evidence that 
you have read the text. You will not need to write more than a paragraph. Submissions 
are late if they are received after 3pm on the day of class, and late submissions will not 
receive credit.  

 
First paper (450-550 words). Your first essay will require you to summarize an 

argument from a text and evaluate it. Roughly half of the essay should be spent 
summarizing the argument, and roughly half evaluating it. I will be using part of lecture 
to teach you how to summarize and evaluate arguments.  

 
Second paper (750-1000 words). Your second essay will require you to summarize 

an argument, evaluate it, anticipate an objection, and respond to that objection. Again, 
I will be teaching you how to do these things during lecture.  
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Third paper (1250-1500 words). Your third essay will require you to build on the 
skills needed for the previous two essays by developing an original argument. Note: To 
write this paper, you must complete the beginning of term survey. I will give more 
details on this paper after the first few weeks of the course. Alternatively, you may write 
a research paper on a topic of your choosing. However, if you wish to do so, you must 
consult with me first, and I may ask you to prepare an outline.  

  
Due dates. First paper: Jan. 27. Second paper: Feb. 17. Third paper: Apr. 5.  
 
Plagiarism. Don’t do it (it’s really easy to catch). If you do, the university’s disciplinary 
measures will be taken. If you have questions about what counts as plagiarism, visit 
www.artsci.utoronto.ca/osai/students, or ask me.  
 
Accessibility. Students with diverse learning styles are welcome in this course. Please 
feel free to approach me or Accessibility Services so we can assist you in achieving 
academic success. 
 
Contact 
 
If you e-mail me, put the course code (PHL273) in the subject line; otherwise, your e-mail 
may get lost. I will respond to e-mail within two business days. However, e-mail is not the 
right format for philosophical questions; please come to my office hours or arrange an 
appointment to discuss philosophical material. Note that if the answer to your question is 
in the syllabus, I will likely not respond. Note, too, that my responses to your e-mails may 
be terse. Don’t be offended—it’s just the effect of having a flooded inbox.  
 

Optional, useful resources 
 
1. Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy (online). Useful as a starting point for research or 
to teach yourself the basics of some topic (a philosopher’s Wikipedia, but more reliable).  
2. Philpapers (online). The largest collection of philosophy papers online. 
3. Popular environmental websites (in no order): RealClimate, Environmental News 
Network, Environmental Health News, Clean Technica, Grist.  


