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This course examines whether or how the values of justice, democracy, and ecological 

sustainability can be mutually compatible. Competing visions of "the good life," 

strategies for political change, and conceptions of "nature," are examined in light of 

contemporary environmental crises.  

Political theorizing (at least in the Western tradition) begins with the question: how 

should human beings live together? Western political theory thus has generally had little 

to say about how human beings ought to live with the non-human world, and how non-

human nature, and our relations with it, affects human communities. At the same time, 

environmentalism, which seeks to represent the non-human world in political 

discussions, has generally avoided the reflective questions of political and social theory, 

preferring a more pragmatic, action-oriented approach, sometimes without regard to 

how particular actions might affect how we humans live together.  

If we are facing imminent ecological catastrophe, does this justify sacrificing democratic 

values? Does it justify sacrificing other considerations of justice? How should such 

questions even be debated or decided? In part, “environmental political theory” involves 

bringing nature or the non-human – that which is constitutively outside of the human 

community - into the domain of political theory. This “bringing nature back in” forces us 

to reconsider some of political theory‟s central concepts - territory, identity, citizenship, 

justice, and so on – often in productive new ways. At the same time, bringing political 

theory to bear on environmental issues similarly unsettles some of our assumptions 

about environmentalism, sustainability, and even “nature” itself. The aim of this 

deconstruction and reconstruction of political-environmental concepts is to give us some 

of the tools to build a way of living together that is both ecologically sustainable and 

politically just.  



The course is divided into four sections, although there is considerable overlap, as 

readings and topics resist easy categorization, and certain questions and themes are 

likely to recur throughout the course. The first section introduces the problematic of 

environmental crisis. The second examines a variety of theoretical approaches to living 

sustainably and/or critiquing the unsustainability of contemporary modes of living. The 

third section focuses on a series of distinct environmental issues. The final section looks 

forward to what more sustainable political economies might look like, and strategies for 

getting there. 2  

Readings  

There is one book required for this course: Jane Bennett, Vibrant Matter (Duke UP, 

2010). The remaining course readings are comprised of articles or essays (accessible 

via the course WebCT page, unless otherwise noted).  

The range of readings for this course, covering a variety of theoretical approaches as 

well as topics, is deliberately broad. They are intended to provoke thought and 

discussion on a constellation of important (even urgent) issues that are fundamentally 

political – how we, collectively, ought to live in a finite world. Some readings attempt to 

provide (partial) answers to this question; others identify problems with conventional or 

commonsensical approaches. As readings in a graduate seminar - and a “theory” 

seminar, no less - they should not be read as if they (only) present the “correct” answer 

to an essentially technical problem. You should read them with a critical eye, judging 

them by what they contribute to our collective capacity to imagine and construct a 

sustainable political economy. In choosing the readings, I hope you will find some useful 

or even inspirational, while others you may find throw-across-the-room frustrating. It is a 

useful exercise, in the spirit of trying to reconcile the vexing problems of 21st century 

environmental sustainability with the ideals of democracy, to critically probe for 

weaknesses in the most inspiring readings, and to look for insights worth salvaging 

even in arguments that you find most frustrating.  

Grading & assignments  

Reading journals ((10x2%) + (1x10%) = 30% of final mark)  

For each class, except the introductory class on July 5, write a journal entry that 

discusses the assigned readings for that class. The journal should discuss all of the 

readings for that class, although it need not devote equal space to each of them. No 

more than one-half of the journal should summarize the readings; the remainder should 

be a critical engagement with the ideas raised in the reading(s) – critique, 

contextualization, application, etc. The journal must conclude with one or two questions 

for class discussion.  



Ten of the journal entries should be short (350-500 words) and will be graded on a 

pass/fail basis. In order to receive full marks, short journal entries must fulfill all of the 

following requirements:  

-500 words, in full-sentence, paragraph form (not point form);  

 

-half devoted to critical engagement with (not summary of) the readings;  

 

discussed.  

 

Journals fulfilling 3 or 4 of the above criteria may be awarded part marks. Late journal 

entries will not be accepted.  

One journal entry of your choice should be longer (750-1000 words), and will be 

graded. Other than the word count, the required elements are the same as for the short 

3  

journal entry. In addition to those basic elements, longer journals will be graded for the 

ability to concisely summarize and engage thoughtfully with the assigned readings.  

Term paper (50% of final mark)  

In the Critique of Pure Reason, Immanuel Kant says that the interests of reason are 

found in three questions: What can I know? What ought I to do? What may I hope? 

Drawing on what we have read and discussed in this course, discuss Kant‟s questions 

with respect to problems of (un)sustainability and/or contemporary ecological crises. 

Given that this is a course in politics, you may substitute Kant‟s singular (“I”) for the 

plural (“we”).  

Term papers should be 3-4000 words in length, and should draw mainly on the readings 

we have done for this course (you may draw on other sources, but doing so is not 

required). The main things that I am looking for in this paper are: critical engagement 

with and synthesis of the course readings; logical thinking and forceful argumentation; 

clarity of expression; originality; eloquence; and, where possible, sheer brilliance. The 

basic elements of a university essay (title, proper syntax, documentation of sources, 

careful proofreading, etc.) are expected. Essays should be submitted electronically 

(.doc or .docx format preferred; .rtf or .pdf if this is not possible), no later than Monday, 

August 15.  



Participation (20% of final mark)  

Students‟ participation grade will be based on attendance and constructive (i.e. 

respectful) participation in class discussions. Constructive participation entails a 

combination of both speaking out and listening. The five components of your 

participation mark are:  

 

dominating the discussion)  

 

 

 

 

Students are advised to see me during the third week of term (July 18-22) for a 

“progress report” on their participation grade.  

Course policies & procedures  

The success of a seminar course depends crucially on seminar participants‟ capacity 

and willingness to engage in class discussion. I will do very little (if any) lecturing. The 

course material is intended to raise many big, difficult questions, some of which are (I 

think) probably among the most important socio-political questions of the first half of the 

21st century. We should all (myself included) come to class with a combination of 

humility (nobody has “the answer”) and confidence (they are not impossible to answer, 

and through collective discussion we can work our way to better answers).  

In general, I will not bring a prepared agenda for discussion. Rather, I will start each 

class by asking a few volunteers to tell us their journal question(s), and these will 4  

provide the basis for (the beginning of) class discussion. Everyone is expected to 

“volunteer” at least once or twice over the term. After the initial questions are posed, we 

share the responsibility for maintaining a productive discussion (bringing a copy of the 

assigned readings for easy reference during class discussion can be helpful).  

Having a productive seminar discussion also depends on having an environment 

conducive to the free exchange and rational, critical evaluation of ideas. The point of 

discussion here is not to “win” arguments or debates, but for us, individually and 

collectively, to learn. Sometimes this requires trying to convince people that something 



they think is wrong. It always requires listening to understand what others think and 

why. As with the course readings (see above), our operating assumption should be that 

nobody has all the answers, and that everybody has something to contribute. At the risk 

of stating the obvious, this means that everyone in the classroom must be treated as 

deserving of respect, and that the focus of discussion should be on the ideas rather 

than the individuals who voice them.  

Course outline  

Part 1: Introductions  

July 5 Course introduction  

No readings  

July 7 The Use and Abuse of Environmental Crisis  

Garrett Hardin, “The Tragedy of the Commons” Science (1968) online at 

http://www.garretthardinsociety.org/articles/art_tragedy_of_the_commons.html  

Joel Kassiola, “Afterword: The Surprising Value of Despair and the Aftermath of 

September 11” in Kassiola (ed), Explorations in Environmental Political Theory (M. E. 

Sharpe, 2003) online at http://bss.sfsu.edu/kassiola/  

Michael Shellenberger and Ted Nordhaus, “The Death of Environmentalism” online at 

www.thebreakthrough.org/PDF/Death_of_Environmentalism.pdf  

Erik Swyngedouw, “Apocalypse Forever? Post-political Populism and the Spectre of 

Climate Change” Theory, Culture & Society 27, 2/3 (2010)  

Part 2: Theories  

July 12 Foundations of Green Political Thought  

Henry Thoreau, Walden Pond (1854), chapters: 1 (para. 1-15), 2, 5, 9 (para 1-4), 11, 18 

online at http://thoreau.eserver.org/walden00.html  

Aldo Leopold, “The Land Ethic,” from Sand County Almanac (1949) online at 

http://home.btconnect.com/tipiglen/landethic.html  

Arne Naess, “The Shallow and the Deep, Long-Range Ecology Movement” Inquiry 16 

(1973)  

James O‟Connor, “Capitalism, Nature, Socialism: A Theoretical Introduction” Capitalism 

Nature Socialism 1,1 (1988) 5  



July 14 Undermining Foundations  

William Cronon, “The Trouble with Wilderness, or, Getting Back to the Wrong Nature” in 

Cronon ed., Uncommon Ground (W. W. Norton, 1995) online - 

http://www.williamcronon.net/writing/Trouble_with_Wilderness_Main.html  

Steven Vogel, “Environmental Philosophy After the End of Nature” Environmental Ethics 

24 (2002) (in coursepack)  

Catriona Sandilands, “The Good-Natured Feminist: Ecofeminism and Democracy” in R. 

Keil et al eds., Political Ecology (Routledge, 1998) (in coursepack)  

July 19 Post-humanism  

Jane Bennett, Vibrant Matter (Duke UP, 2010) [entire] (available for purchase at 

bookstore)  

July 21 Critical Theory  

William Leiss, “Modern Science, Enlightenment, and the Domination of Nature: No 

Exit?” in A. Biro (ed.), Critical Ecologies: The Frankfurt School and Environmental 

Crises (University of Toronto Press, 2011) (in coursepack)  

Ingolfur Bluhdorn, “Sustaining the Unsustainable: Symbolic Politics and the Politics of 

Simulation” Environmental Politics, 16, 2 (2007)  

Lenny Moss and Vida Pavesich, “Science, Normativity, and Skill: Reviewing and 

Renewing the Anthropological Basis for Critical Theory” Philosophy & Social Criticism 

37, 2 (2011)  

Part 3: Issues  

July 26 Biodiversity and Conservation  

John Vandermeer, “The End of Conservation? Towards a New Paradigm of 

Biodiversity” (unpublished ms., distributed with permission)  

Arturo Escobar, “Whose Knowledge, Whose Nature? Biodiversity, Conservation, and 

the Political Ecology of Social Movements” Journal of Political Ecology 5 (1998)  

Rafi Youatt, “Counting Species: Biopower and the Global Biodiversity Census” 

Environmental Values 17,3 (2008)  

July 28 Urbanization and Place  

Mike Davis, “Planet of Slums” New Left Review 26 (2004)  



Arjun Appadurai “Deep Democracy: Urban Governmentality and the Horizon of Politics” 

Public Culture 14, 1 (2002)  

Matthew Gandy, “Cyborg Urbanism: Complexity and Monstrosity in the Contemporary 

City” Journal of Urban and Regional Research 29,1 (2005) – download from 

http://www.geog.ucl.ac.uk/about-the-department/people/academics/matthew-

gandy/selected-publications  

Peter Cannavo, “Civic Virtue and Sacrifice in a Suburban Nation” in M. Maniates and J. 

Meyer (eds.), The Environmental Politics of Sacrifice (MIT Press, 2010) (in coursepack)  

Aug 2 Climate Change  

Stephen Gardner, “A Perfect Moral Storm” Environmental Values 15,3 (2006) 6  

Paul Baer et al, “Greenhouse Development Rights: A Proposal for a Fair Global Climate 

Treaty” Ethics Place & Environment 12, 3 (2009)  

Catriona McKinnon, “Climate Change Justice: Getting Motivated in the Last Chance 

Saloon” Critical Review of International Social and Political Philosophy 14, 2 (2011)  

Bradley Parks and J. Timmons Roberts, “Climate Change, Social Theory and Justice” 

Theory, Culture & Society 27, 2/3 (2010)  

Gil Ereaut and Nat Segnit, “Warm Words: How are we telling the climate story and can 

we tell it better?” online at 

http://www.ippr.org.uk/publicationsandreports/publication.asp?id=485  

Aug 4 Consumption and Its Discontents  

Kate Soper, “Rethinking the Good Life: The Consumer as Citizen” Capitalism Nature 

Socialism 15, 3 (2004)  

Michael Maniates, “Individualization: Plant a Tree, Buy a Bike, Save the World?” Global 

Environmental Politics 1,3 (2001)  

James Carrier, “Protecting the Environment the Natural Way: Ethical Consumption and 

Commodity Fetishism” Antipode 42, 3 (2010)  

Maurie J. Cohen, “The International Political Economy of (Un)sustainable Consumption 

and the Global Financial Collapse” Environmental Politics 19, 1 (2010)  

Part 4: Futures  

Aug 9 Where to from Here?  



New Economics Foundation, The Great Transition (2010), Part 2 “The Great Transition” 

(pp35-93); rest of the report is optional. online - download from 

http://www.neweconomics.org/publications/great-transition  

Mark Beeson, “The Coming of Environmental Authoritarianism” Environmental Politics 

19,2 (2010)  

James Goodman, “From Global Justice to Climate Justice? Justice Ecologism in an Era 

of Global Warming” New Political Science 31,4 (2009)  

Aug 11 How to Get There?  

Mike Hulme, “The conquering of climate: Discourses of fear and their dissolution” The 

Geographical Journal 174, 1 (2008)  

Giovanna Di Chiro "Living Environmentalisms: Coalition Politics, Social Reproduction, 

and Environmental Justice" Environmental Politics 17, 2 (2008)  

Thomas Princen, “The New Normal” in T. Princen, Treading Softly (MIT Press, 2010) (in 

coursepack)  

Allen Thompson, “Radical Hope for Living Well in a Warmer World” Journal of 

Agricultural and Environmental Ethics 23, 1-2 (2010)  

William Chaloupka, “The Environmentalist „What is to be Done?‟” Environmental 

Politics 17, 2 (2008) 

Academic Accommodations 

 

For students with Disabilities: Students with disabilities requiring academic accommodations in this 

course must register with the Paul Menton Centre for Students with Disabilities (500 University Centre) for 

a formal evaluation of disability-related needs. Registered PMC students are required to contact the 

centre (613-520-6608) every term to ensure that the instructor receives your request for accommodation. 

After registering with the PMC, make an appointment to meet with the instructor in order to discuss your 

needs at least two weeks before the first assignment is due or the first in-class test/midterm 

requiring accommodations. If you require accommodation for your formally scheduled exam(s) in this 

course, please submit your request for accommodation to PMC by (June 10th for June examinations 

and July 29 for August examinations). 

 

For Religious Observance: Students requesting accommodation for religious observances should apply 

in writing to their instructor for alternate dates and/or means of satisfying academic requirements. Such 

requests should be made during the first two weeks of class, or as soon as possible after the need for 

accommodation is known to exist, but no later than two weeks before the compulsory academic event. 

Accommodation is to be worked out directly and on an individual basis between the student and the 



instructor(s) involved. Instructors will make accommodations in a way that avoids academic disadvantage 

to the student. Instructors and students may contact an Equity Services Advisor for assistance 

(www.carleton.ca/equity). 

 

For Pregnancy: Pregnant students requiring academic accommodations are encouraged to contact an 

Equity Advisor in Equity Services to complete a letter of accommodation. Then, make an appointment to 

discuss your needs with the instructor at least two weeks prior to the first academic event in which it is 

anticipated the accommodation will be required. 

 

Plagiarism: The University Senate defines plagiarism as “presenting, whether intentional or not, the 

ideas, expression of ideas or work of others as one’s own.”  This can include:   

 

 reproducing or paraphrasing portions of someone else’s published or unpublished material, regardless 
of the source, and presenting these as one’s own without proper citation or reference to the original 
source; 

 submitting a take-home examination, essay, laboratory report or other assignment written, in whole or in 
part, by someone else; 

 using ideas or direct, verbatim quotations, or paraphrased material, concepts, or ideas without 
appropriate acknowledgment in any academic assignment; 

 using another’s data or research findings; 

 failing to acknowledge sources through the use of proper citations when using another’s works and/or 
failing to use quotation marks; 

 handing in "substantially the same piece of work for academic credit more than once without prior 
written permission of the course instructor in which the submission occurs. 
 

Plagiarism is a serious offence which cannot be resolved directly with the course’s instructor.  The 

Associate Deans of the Faculty conduct a rigorous investigation, including an interview with the student, 

when an instructor suspects a piece of work has been plagiarized.  Penalties are not trivial. They include 

a mark of zero for the plagiarized work or a final grade of "F" for the course.  

 

Oral Examination: At the discretion of the instructor, students may be required to pass a brief oral 

examination on research papers and essays. 

 

Submission and Return of Term Work: Papers must be handed directly to the instructor and will not be 

date-stamped in the departmental office. Late assignments may be submitted to the drop box in the 

corridor outside B640 Loeb. Assignments will be retrieved every business day at 4 p.m., stamped with 

that day's date, and then distributed to the instructor.  For essays not returned in class please attach a 

stamped, self-addressed envelope if you wish to have your assignment returned by mail.  Please note 

that assignments sent via fax or email will not be accepted. Final exams are intended solely for the 

purpose of evaluation and will not be returned. 

 



Grading: Assignments and exams will be graded with a percentage grade. To convert this to a letter 

grade or to the university 12-point system, please refer to the following table. 

 

Percentage Letter grade 12-point scale Percentage Letter grade 12-point scale 

90-100 A+ 12 67-69 C+ 6 

85-89 A 11 63-66 C 5 

80-84 A- 10 60-62 C- 4 

77-79 B+ 9 57-59 D+ 3 

73-76 B 8 53-56 D 2 

70-72 B- 7 50-52 D- 1 

 

Grades:  Final grades are derived from the completion of course assignments.  Failure to write the final 

exam will result in the grade ABS.  Deferred final exams are available ONLY if the student is in good 

standing in the course. 

 

Approval of final grades: Standing in a course is determined by the course instructor subject to the 

approval of the Faculty Dean. This means that grades submitted by an instructor may be subject to 

revision. No grades are final until they have been approved by the Dean. 

 

Connect Email Accounts: All email communication to students from the Department of Political Science 

will be via Connect. Important course and University information is also distributed via the Connect email 

system. It is the student’s responsibility to monitor their Connect account.  

 

Carleton Political Science Society: The Carleton Political Science Society (CPSS) has made its 

mission to provide a social environment for politically inclined students and faculty. Holding social events, 

debates, and panel discussions, CPSS aims to involve all political science students in the after-hours 

academic life at Carleton University. Our mandate is to arrange social and academic activities in order to 

instill a sense of belonging within the Department and the larger University community. Members can 

benefit through numerous opportunities which will complement both academic and social life at Carleton 

University. To find out more, please email carletonpss@gmail.com, visit our website at poliscisociety.com, 

or come to our office in Loeb D688. 

 

Official Course Outline: The course outline posted to the Political Science website is the official course 

outline. 

mailto:carletonpss@gmail.com

