
Climate Ethics 
An Introduction to Applied Ethics 

(P242, Spring 2019) 
 
 

         
 

Instructor 
 
Suzanne Kawamleh  
skawamle@iu.edu  
Sycamore Hall 0025 
Office Hours: TBA 
 
 
Course Overview 
 
This course is an introduction to the practice of ethical deliberation concerning climate 
change.  
 
This first half of this course is a survey of three traditions in normative ethics: 
utilitarianism, deontology, and virtue ethics. Traditional ethical theory deals with 
theoretical questions like “What is the criterion of goodness? What makes an action 
morally right?” 
 
The second half of this course applies ethical theories to climate change issues. Applied 
ethics turns the answer to the normative ethical question into an action-guiding 
principle. Our ethical theories ought to guide us in our practical deliberation and 
decision making, providing us with the necessary resources to justify our ethical claims 
in the context of public discourse and policy making. Thus, the question now becomes 
“How do we apply our theory of the good to evaluate the inter-generational 
consequences of climate change? What makes certain forms of geoengineering morally 
right or wrong?”  
 
We will explore the following ethical questions pertaining to global climate change:  



 
(1) What ethical challenges does anthropogenic climate change raise?  
(2) What makes for an ethical climate change policy? How does technological 

risk and uncertainty undermine our ability to develop an ethical policy?  
(3) Who is to blame for climate change? What would it mean for there to be 

individual or collective responsibility for climate change?  
(4) What are we required to do about climate change? What are the ethical 

concerns people have about geoengineering?  
 

Course Goals 
 
This course has three primary goals:  

(1) to explore issues at the intersection of climate science and ethics. You should 
come away from this course with the ability to reflect and think critically 
about your own views on these important ethical issues. 

(2) to develop critical thinking skills. You will gain proficiency in carefully 
reading and understanding difficult philosophical texts and arguments. You 
should come away from this course with the ability to present arguments as 
valid arguments, come up with objections to those arguments, and come up 
with responses to those objections on behalf of the original argument. 

(3) to develop your skills at writing clear well-structured papers using sound 
and valid arguments.  

 
P-242 satisfies the College of Arts and Sciences breadth of inquiry requirement. As such, 
it emphasizes the development of the following skills: 

(1) Thinking critically about the complexity of human experience. 
(2) Understanding and evaluating the multidimensional character of moral 

issues. 
(3) Critically analyze, evaluate, and engage with academic texts. 
(4) Constructively discuss complex moral issues.  

 
Please refer to College of Arts and Sciences Bulletin for further information.  
http://bulletins.iu.edu/iub/college/2011-2012/degree-requirements/breadth-of-
inquiry.shtml 
 
General Education 
 
This course satisfies the Arts and Humanities Common Ground Breadth of Inquiry 
Requirement (part of the IU General Education Requirements).  The course addresses 
the following General Education Arts and Humanities learning goals:   

(1) Knowledge of origins, varieties, and meanings of the expressions and artifacts 
of human experience, including (a) original written texts in various literary 
forms, (b) works of visual art and design, (c) musical compositions, and (d) 



dramatic performance (live theater, dance, film, video, digital, etc.) [in our 
case, the artifacts are philosophical texts]; 

(2) Knowledge of the cultural, intellectual, and historical contexts through which 
these expressions and artifacts are interpreted; 

(3) The ability to develop arguments, ideas, and opinions about forms of human 
expression, grounded in rational analysis and in an understanding of and 
respect for the historical context of expressions and artifacts, and to express 
these ideas in written and/or oral form; 

(4) The ability to explore one's own identity within prior and current intellectual, 
aesthetic, and cultural frameworks. 

 
Course Requirements 
 

(1) Papers (60%)  
You will write two papers. The first paper (25%) will be a 5-6 page detailed 
exposition of one particular theory of ethics (consequentialism, deontology, or 
virtue ethics) as compared to the remaining two theories of ethics. This 
expository paper serves as the stepping stone to your final paper. The second 
paper (35%) will be a 10-12 page final paper due at 11:59 PM on May 2 in which 
you apply your chosen theory of ethics to an issue concerning global climate 
change producing a clear and well-structured ethical evaluation and analysis. 
 
(2) Reflection Papers (20%)  
You will write 11 short papers, each 1-2 pages, reflecting on that week’s reading 
assignment. Completion of 10 reflection papers is required to pass the course. 
These short papers will be graded on a check and zero basis. You will receive a 
check if your paper demonstrates that you have read and engaged with the 
reading assignment adequately (2%). You will receive a zero if your paper fails to 
demonstrate that you have read and engaged with the reading assignment 
adequately. One score will be dropped and your 10 best scores will constitute 
your grade. 
 
(3) Personal Action Project (10%)  
This assignment has two parts. At the beginning of the semester students will 
reflect on their personal impact on climate change. Students will decide whether 
or what action(s) they would like to take to address their personal contribution to 
climate change and write a short paper (1-2 pages) explaining their choice. Such 
actions may include using a less carbon intensive form of transportation, eating 
fewer animal products, writing a letter to a congressperson, or volunteering for a 
nonprofit organization. Alternatively, students may choose to explain why the 
chose not to engage in any such action. Reasons for choosing not to act to address 
climate change may include that individual actions cannot meaningfully address 
climate or that individuals bear no responsibility for taking such actions. At the 



end of the semester students will reflect back on their choice, again writing a 
short paper (1-2 pages) reflecting on this assignment. 
 
(4) Participation and Attendance (10%)  
A portion of your grade relies on your ability to attend class punctually and 
prepared, participate in class discussion, and refrain from falling asleep, sending 
text messages, or surfing the internet.  

 
Important note*  
Readings are to be completed before class on the day for which they are assigned.  
 
Canvas 
There is a Canvas site for this course. All of the course readings will be posted under 
“Files” (there is no textbook for this course), all assignments will be posted under 
“Assignments” and all announcements will be made through Canvas. You will submit 
all assignments through Canvas’s Assignment tool and your grades will all be 
submitted through Canvas.  
 
Office Hours 
We will hold office hours every week and be available by appointment as well. Please 
do not hesitate to ask for other meeting times if you cannot make office hours.  
 
Attendance Policy 
Attendance is required. Please arrive on time. This course is heavily based on class 
discussion, every student is expected to participate fully and actively in discussion 
every time we meet. In order to participate fully and constructively in discussion, it will 
be important to have completed the readings assigned for the day.  
 
Late-Work Policy 
Late work is not accepted.  
 
Electronic Devices Policy 
All cell phones need to be turned off or silenced and put away during all times. There 
will be no laptops or tablets in lecture. You will need to print the readings before 
coming to class.  
 
Academic Integrity Policy 
Plagiarism will not be tolerated. All students are required to adhere to the IU Code of 
Student Rights, Responsibilities, and Conduct. All suspected violations will be reported 
to the Dean of Students and handled according to University policies. Proper citation 
practices are required for all written work submitted in this course. Consult us if you 
have any further questions. All assignments will be evaluated using Turnitin 
plagiarism detection software. 
 



Course Schedule  
Below is a schedule of the topics and list of readings you should complete before each 
class meeting.  
 
Jan  Course Introduction 

8 The science and effects of climate change  
  Personal Action Project Part I (in class)  
 

 Why do we Need an Ethics of Technology?  
10 Hans Jonas (2014) “Technology and Responsibility: Reflections on the 

New Tasks of Ethics”  
15 James Moor (2005) “Why We Need Better Ethics for Emerging   

Technologies”   
17 Ronald Sandler (2014) “Ethics and Emerging Technologies” (Intro 2.6-2.7  

& 3) 
 
Unit One: Ethical Theories 

 
 What is The Good Life? 

 22  Robert Nozick (1974) “Anarchy, State, and Utopia” (42-45) 
 24 Thomas Hill (1999) “Happiness and Human Flourishing in Kant’s Ethics”  
 29 Julia Annas (2011) “Intelligent Virtue” (Ch. 9) 

 
 The Ethics of Technological Risks  

 31 Kristin Shrader-Frechette (1991) “Risk and Rationality: Philosophical  
foundations for populist reforms” (Ch. 1, 2 & 4)  

Feb 
 5 Tim Lewens (2007) “Risk: Philosophical Perspectives” (1-20) 
 7 Anthony Leiserowitz (2006) “Climate Change Risk Perception and the  

Role of Affect, Imagery, and Values”    
  

 Consequentialism (and its Critics) 
 12 John Stuart Mill (Hackett 2002) “Utilitarianism” (Ch. 1&2)  
 14 Bernard Williams (1973) “A Critique of Utilitarianism”  

19 Dale Jamieson (2007) “When Utilitarians Should be Virtue Theorists”  
 
  Rational Morality 

21 Immanuel Kant (Hackett 1996) “Grounding for the Metaphysics of 
Morals” (Sec. 1&2)  
Optional: Geoffrey Sayre-McCord (2000) “Kant’s Grounding for the 
Metaphysics of Morals: A Very Brief Selective Summary of Sections I and 
II” www.unc.edu/~gsmunc/phil22/Kantsum.pdf  

 26 Simon Caney (2010) “Climate Change, Human Rights, and Moral  
Thresholds”    



 
  Virtue Ethics  
 28 Aristotle (Hackett 2000) “Nicomachean Ethics” Book I, II (1-6), X (6-9) 
March  

5 Elizabeth Anscombe (1958) “Modern Moral Philosophy”  
 7 Julia Annas (2004) “Being Virtuous and Doing the Right Thing”  

9-18 Spring Break – No Class  
 
Unit Two: Climate Ethics 
 

 Climate Ethics 
 19 John Broome (2010) “The most important thing about climate change”  
  Optional: John Broome (2008) “The Ethics of Climate Change: Pay Now or  

Pay More Later” https://www.scientificamerican.com/article/the-ethics-
of-climate-change/  

21 Stephen Gardiner (2006) “A Perfect Moral Storm: Climate Change, 
Intergenerational Ethics and the Problem of Moral Corruption” 

 1st Paper Due by 11:59pm 
 

Are You to Blame for Climate Change?  
 26 Marion Hourdequin (2010) “Climate, Collective Action and Individual  

Ethical Obligations” 
28 Baylor Johnson (2011) “The Possibility of a Joint Communique: My 

Response to Hourdequin”   
April  

2 Marion Hourdequin (2011) “Climate Change and Individual  
Responsibility: A Reply to Johnson”  

 
It’s Not My Fault 

4 Walter Sinnott-Armstrong (2005) “It’s Not My Fault: Global Warming and 
Individual Moral Obligations”  

9 Baylor Johnson (2003) “Ethical Obligations in a Tragedy of the Commons”  
 

Ethical Climate Change Policy  
 11 Stephen Gardiner (2004) “Ethics and Global Climate Change”  

16 Dale Jamieson (1992) “Ethics, Public Policy and Global Warming” 
18 Nicholas Stern (2007) “The Stern Review on the Economics of Climate 

Change” (Sec. 2.3) 
 

Ethics of Geoengineering 
23 Stephen Gardiner (2010) “Is ‘Arming the Future’ with Geoengineering 

Really the Lesser Evil? Some Doubts About the Ethics of Intentionally 
Manipulating the Climate System” 

25 Clive Hamilton (2013) “Ethical Anxieties about Geoengineering”  



Clive Hamilton (2013) “Geoengineering: Our Last Hope or a False 
Promise?” 
https://www.nytimes.com/2013/05/27/opinion/geoengineering-our-
last-hope-or-a-false-promise.html  

  Personal Action Project Part II Due in Class 
May  
 2 Final Paper Due by 11:59 PM  
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