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GOVT/ES 287: Political Theory and the Environment Professor Gregory Koutnik 
Hamilton College, Fall 2020 Office Hours T 9 am–Noon, 1–3pm (via Zoom) 
MW 2:50-4:05 pm, Chapel 1st Floor Email: gkoutnik@hamilton.edu 
 
Course Description 
What should humanity’s relationship with the environment look like, and why? The 21st century 
will be defined by our answers to these questions, with climate change, mass extinctions, and 
environmental injustice at the forefront of global debates about politics and ethics. This course 
explores the conceptual debates, value judgments, and political controversies surrounding the 
environmental dilemmas of our time. Students will be encouraged to develop their own vision of 
the proper relationship between human society and the environment in the 21st century by 
reading and discussing texts across the history of environmental political thought from varying 
political and philosophical perspectives.  
 
Teaching During COVID-19 
My goal is to offer an engaging and rewarding course while making student health and well-
being my top priority. With that in mind, any student can attend class remotely at any time and 
for any reason, no questions asked. I only ask that students let me know in advance by email 
when they switch to attending class remotely. The class meetings for this course will be blended 
and synchronous—that is, students will attend in person and/or remotely, and all students will 
interact with me and with one another live and simultaneously. Flexibility is the name of the 
game this semester. There will be unforeseen challenges, and especially technical difficulties, that 
we will have to work through together. I also recognize that my general plan for the course may 
not meet everyone’s individual needs during this time, so please get in touch with me early if you 
want to discuss special arrangements, especially for international students and others attending 
remotely from different time-zones. For those of you on campus, remember that the Student Code of 
Conduct applies inside as well as outside this class. Accordingly, students are required to maintain six 
feet of physical distancing, wear appropriate face coverings, and attend class remotely from their 
rooms whenever they feel unwell. Above all, I will rely on student feedback to inform the way I 
teach this semester, so please do not hesitate to get in touch with me early and often about what 
I can do to improve the course experience for everyone, both in-person and remote.  
 
Participation: This course will feature some lecturing from me, but the bulk of it will be driven 
by in-class discussion. That means you will only get out of it what you and your classmates put 
in. Be sure to come to class having read the texts closely and be ready to discuss them. And do 
not hesitate to ask questions—I’m here to help! 
 
Course Texts and Laptop Policy: Students are not required to purchase any books for this course. 
Readings will be posted on Blackboard under “Documents.” Given the technological 
requirements of teaching during COVID-19, and because all of the readings are digital, I 
recognize the need for laptops in the classroom. However, laptops and other devices are ONLY 
to be used for class-related purposes. I will not hesitate to mark students absent whom I suspect 
are using their devices for purposes unrelated to the course during class time.  
 
Disabilities and Accommodations: 
Hamilton College will make reasonable accommodations for students with properly documented 
disabilities. If you are eligible to receive accommodations and would like to request them for this 
course, be sure to discuss it with me during the first two weeks of class. You will also need to 
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provide Allen Harrison, Assistant Dean of Students (aharriso@hamilaton.edu), with appropriate 
documentation of your disability.  
 
Attendance, Office Hours, Assignments, and Grades 
     Attendance Policy: Attendance will be taken and students are expected to attend class, either in 
person or remotely via Zoom. However, every student gets two free absences, no questions asked, 
provided the student notifies me by email in advance of each of the two absences. Unexcused 
absences will result in reductions to your participation grade reflecting the number of absences. 
If you need to miss more than two class sessions this semester, talk to me in advance and we will 
discuss options. This includes any absences related to COVID-19.  
     Office Hours: Due to COVID-19, all office hours will be held remotely via Zoom (link posted on 
Blackboard). Students are expected to attend office hours at least once, and I strongly encourage 
every student to meet with me within the first few weeks of the semester. Whenever possible, 
please schedule appointments with me at least one hour in advance on YouCanBook.me (link 
posted on Blackboard). My regular office hours are on Tuesdays from 9 am to noon and 1 pm to 
3 pm, but do not hesitate to schedule an alternative time to meet if you cannot attend those hours.  
     Assignments: The short environmental autobiography (750-1000 words) gives students the 
opportunity to reflect on their own environmental experiences and perspectives. Each student 
will write five weekly reading responses (500-750 words each) due on Sunday at 11:59 pm on 
Blackboard for each week they choose. Each student will also sign up to give a 10 minute 
presentation with a partner at the beginning of class about the readings for that day, and students 
must make an appointment at least two days before their scheduled presentation with the Oral 
Communication Center (KJ 222) to practice their presentations and incorporate feedback 
provided by the Center. The midterm and final papers (1250-1500 words each) assess students’ 
ability to analyze the course texts and write a persuasive argument about them. Finally, students 
will rewrite their environmental autobiographies from scratch as an autobiography reflection 
paper (1000-1250 words) focused on how the course texts and themes have influenced the 
student’s own thinking about politics and the environment. I will provide more details about 
each assignment in class. 
     Components of Course Grade: Your grade in this course will be determined by the following: 

 Course Participation: 10% 

 Environmental Autobiography: 5%  

 Five Weekly Responses: 15% (3% each)  

 Class Presentation: 10% 

 Midterm Paper: 25% 

 Final Paper: 30% 

 Autobiography Reflection Paper: 5% 

Academic Integrity: Breaches of academic integrity—including cheating and plagiarism—will not 
be tolerated in this or any other course at Hamilton. If you have any doubt about the details of 
the honor code you signed before registering for your first courses at Hamilton, review it now at 
https://www.hamilton.edu/student-handbook/studentconduct/honor-code. Ignorance of the 
honor code is not a legitimate excuse for breaches of academic integrity. 

 
Course Schedule (Readings are to be completed prior to the class for which they are listed) 
 
Week 1—What is Environmental Political Theory? 
 
Monday, August 24: Course Overview  
 
 

file:///C:/Users/Greg/Desktop/Govt%20287%20PT%20and%20the%20Environment%20Fall%202020/aharriso@hamilaton.edu
https://www.hamilton.edu/student-handbook/studentconduct/honor-code
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Wednesday, August 26: What is Environmental Political Theory? 

 John Meyer, Political Nature, “Preface” 

 Meyer, “Environmental Political Theory” 

 Cannavò and Lane, “How We Got Here” 

 Roderick Frazier Nash, “Island Civilization” 
 
Weeks 2 and 3—What is Nature? What is Natural? 
 
Monday, August 31: What is Nature? 

 Bill McKibben, The End of Nature (selections) 

 William Cronon, “The Trouble With Wilderness: Or, Getting Back to the Wrong Nature” 
 
Wednesday, September 2: What is Natural? 

 Aristotle, Politics, Book 1 

 Özgüç Orhan, “Aristotle: Phusis, Praxis, and the Good” 
 
SATURDAY, September 5: What is Natural? (cont.) 

 Machiavelli, The Prince, Ch. 25  

 Hobbes, Leviathan, Ch. 13 

 Donald Worster, “Scrambling For Place”  
 
Monday, September 7: What is Natural? (cont.) 

 Rousseau, Discourse on the Basis and Origin of Inequality Among Men 
 
Wednesday, September 9: What is Natural? (cont.) 

 Rousseau, Discourse on Inequality (cont.) 

 Joseph Lane, Jr., “Jean-Jacques Rousseau: The Disentangling of Green Paradoxes” 

 Murray Bookchin, “What is Social Ecology?” 
 
**Sunday, September 13: Environmental Autobiography DUE 11:59 pm via Blackboard** 

 
Weeks 4 and 5—The Environment in American Political Thought 
 
Monday, September 14: The American Frontier and Native Peoples 

 Frederick Jackson Turner, “The Significance of the Frontier in American History” 

 Winona LaDuke, “All Our Relations” (excerpt)  
 
Wednesday, September 16: Gifford Pinchot and John Muir 

 David Stradling, “Conservation in the Progressive Era: Introduction”  

 Gifford Pinchot, “Principles of Conservation” 

 John Muir, “Hetch Hetchy Valley” 

 Bryan Norton, “Moralists and Aggregators: The Case of Muir and Pinchot” 
 
Monday, September 21: Aldo Leopold’s Land Ethic 

 Aldo Leopold, A Sand County Almanac (selections) 
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Wednesday, September 23: Rachel Carson and the Modern Environmental Movement 

 Rachel Carson, Silent Spring (selections) 

 David Stradling, “The Environmental Movement, 1968-1972: Introduction” 

 Walt Kelly, Pogo, “We Have Met the Enemy and He Is Us” 

 Arne Naess, “The Shallow and the Deep, Long-Range Ecology Movement: A Summary” 

 Barry Commoner, “Harvard University Lecture” 

 President Richard Nixon, Message to Congress on the Environment (Video: link) 
  
Weeks 6 and 7 – Environmentalism, Left and Right 
 
Monday, September 28: Environmentalism and Liberalism 

 Piers H.G. Stephens, “Environmental Political Theory and the Liberal Tradition” 

 John Meyer, “We Have Never Been Liberal” 
 
Wednesday, September 30: Left Environmentalism 

 Naomi Klein, “Beyond Extractivism” 

 Timothy Luke, “Karl Marx: Critique of Political Economy and Environmental Political 
Theory” 

 
Monday, October 5: Conservative Environmentalism 

 Roger Scruton, “Conservatism” 

 Harlan Wilson, “Edmund Burke: The Nature of Politics” 
 
Wednesday, October 7: Environmentalism and the Right 

 Arlie Hochschild, Strangers in Their Own Land (selections) 

 John Hultgren, “Anti-Environmentalism and the White Male Worker” 

 Bill McKibben, “Will Evangelicals Help Save the Earth?” 
 
**Friday, October 9: Midterm Take-Home Essay Prompts Distributed** 
 
Week 8 – Ecological Agrarianism 
 
Monday, October 12: Wendell Berry’s Agrarianism 

 Wendell Berry, “Getting Along With Nature” 

 Berry, “What Are People For?” 

 Berry, “Conservation and Local Economy” 
 
Wednesday, October 14: bell hooks and Black Agrarianism 

 bell hooks, Belonging: A Culture of Place (selections) 
 

**Sunday, October 18: Midterm Take-Home Essay DUE at 11:59 pm via Blackboard** 
 
Week 9 - Property and Political Economy 
 
Monday October 19: Property Rights in Land 

 Locke, 2nd Treatise, Ch. 5, “Of Property” 

 Zev Trachtenberg, “The Takings Clause and the Meanings of Land” 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Qd4LJcSz8Vk
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Wednesday, October 21: Political Economy and the Environment 

 Terry L. Anderson and Donald R. Leal, “Free Market Environmentalism” (selections) 

 Radiolab, “The Rhino Hunter” (Podcast: link) 

 John Barry, “Green Political Economy” 
 
Weeks 10 and 11 – Environmental Justice and Democratic Environmentalism 
 
Monday, October 26: Environmental Justice 

 Robert Bullard, “Environmental Justice in the 21st Century” 

 Steve Lerner, Sacrifice Zones (selections) 
 
Wednesday, October 28: Nature and Gender 

 Karren J. Warren, “The Power and the Promise of Ecological Feminism”  

 Robert Gottlieb, “Gender and Place: Women and Environmentalism” 
 
Monday, November 2: Nature and Race 

 Frederick Douglass, “Address before the Tennessee Colored Agricultural and Mechanical 
Association”  

 Kimberly Smith, “W.E.B. Du Bois: Racial Inequality and Alienation from Nature”  

 Cesar Chavez, “Commonwealth Club Address” 
 
Wednesday, November 4: Democracy and the Environment 

 John Meyer, “Populism, Paternalism, and the State of Environmentalism in the U.S.” 

 Meyer, “The Resonance Dilemma and Environmental Social Criticism” 

 David Schlosberg and Romand Coles, “The New Environmentalism of Everyday Life”  
 

Weeks 12 and 13 – Political Theory and the Environment in Global Context 
 
Monday, November 9: Environmental Restrictionism 

 John Hultgren, “We Have Always Been Restrictionists” 

 Hultgren, “Naturalizing Nativism” 
 
Wednesday, November 11: Political Theory and the Environment Beyond the West 

 Ramachandra Guha and Juan Martinez-Alier, Varieties of Environmentalism (selections) 

 Farah Godrej, “Culture and Difference: Non-Western Approaches to Defining 
Environmental Issues” 

 
Monday, November 16: Climate Change and Global Justice 

 Steven Gardiner, “A Perfect Moral Storm” 

 Steve Vanderheiden, “Environmental and Climate Justice” 
 
Wednesday, November 18: The Anthropocene 

 Paul Crutzen and Eugene Stoermer, “The ‘Anthropocene’” 

 Scientific American, “The Term ‘Anthropocene’ Is Popular—And Problematic” 

 David Schlosberg, “Environmental Management in the Anthropocene”  
 
 

https://www.wnycstudios.org/podcasts/radiolab/articles/rhino-hunter
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Week 14 - Conclusion 
 
Monday, November 23: Where Do We Go From Here? 

 H.Res. 109, The Green New Deal  
 
**Monday, November 23: Final Paper Topics Distributed** 

 
**Friday, December 4: Final Take-Home Paper DUE at 11:59 pm via Blackboard** 
 
**Monday, December 7: Autobiography Reflection Paper DUE at 11:59 via Blackboard** 


