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GRANDE PRAIRIE REGIONAL COLLEGE 
DEPARTMENT OF ARTS, COMMERCE AND EDUCATION 

 
PH 3550 

Philosophy of the Environment 
3 (3-0-0) UT 
Winter 2005 

 
 
 

Instructor: Ruth Michaels     Phone: 539-2866 
Office: C212      email: rmichaels@gprc.ab.ca 
Office hours: Tues. & Thurs. 1130-1250   Lecture/No pre-requisites 
 
Calendar Description 
Major environmental issues, such as pollution, overpopulation, resource exhaustion, the rights of 
future generations and animal rights will be considered in regard to their ethical, aesthetic, or 
metaphysical ramifications. 
 
Content Description 
The course follows philosophical issues related to the environment that is notable for not 
restricting itself to ethical issues.  Rather, a philosophical perspective as well as philosophical 
skill and methodology is applied to the question of the relationship between humans and the 
natural environment and to the many pressing issues arising from the undeniable and accelerating 
degradation of  Earth’s biosphere.  Hence, it falls within the purview of philosophy of the 
environment to consider such questions as whether there is a genuine environmental crisis and 
what makes it the case that this is so?  What is the environment? How best is the place of humans 
understood within the ecological web of interdependency?  Is the relationship to other entities 
one of parasitism, commensalism or symbiosis?  What should the relationship be?  An historical 
look at historical environmental imbalances and how these have been addressed provide a source 
of lessons on how, or perhaps how not, to proceed in these times of more widespread crisis. Of 
course, broadening the perspective of philosophy of the environment does not deny that ethics 
plays an important role in this field.  Ethical issues in the context of the environment need and 
deserve serious consideration.  The need for ethical theories to extend beyond prescriptions for 
human conduct has been a challenge for ethical theories since the mid-20th century.  We shall 
see just how this challenge has been met in exciting and novel ways.  Just as economic interests 
have played a role in the development of environmental crises, there are arguments that favour an 
economic resolution.  Whatever action brings resolution to the current crisis, ultimately we must 
conceive of how it is possible for humans to live with the earth in a manner that does not degrade 
it.  No philosophical study of the environment can be complete without careful consideration of 
what this means and how it might be possible.  For if there is to be any future for humankind and 
the natural environment together, it must be possible. 
 
The term project is a key element of the course.  A wide scope of topics is provided and students 
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are encouraged to develop and pursue environmental projects related to issues of personal 
interest. 
   
Texts 
• Peacock, Kent, editor, Living with the Earth: An Introduction to Environmental Philosophy , 

(required) 
• Quitman Troyka, Lynn, Quick Access, 2nd Canadian Edition, (or equivalent, required) 
 
Timeline  
See detailed syllabus distributed on the first day of classes. 
 
Evaluation 
• Journal Assignment (optional for students with prior philosophy courses) ....................................0% 
• 6 Reading Assignments .................................................................................................................20% 
• 2 Short Papers .......................................................................................................................each 10% 
• Midterm Project ............................................................................................................................20% 
• Final Project...................................................................................................................................40% 
 
 
Final Grading Schema 

Final Score Letter Grade Point Value Descriptor 

     98-100% 
     94-97% 
     90-93% 

           A+ 
           A 
           A- 

          4.0 
          4.0 
          3.7 

 
Excellent 
 

     85-89% 
     80-84% 
     75-89%    

           B+ 
           B 
           B- 

          3.3 
          3.0 
          2.7 

 
Good 

     70-74% 
     65-69% 
     60-64% 

           C+ 
           C 
           C- 

          2.3 
          2.0 
          1.7 

 
Satisfactory 

     55-59% 
     50-54% 

           D+ 
           D 

          1.3 
          1.0 

Poor 
Minimal Pass 

      0-49%            F                           0 Failure 
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Evaluation Policies 
Extensions of assignment and paper deadlines will be considered only in the case of significant 
extenuating circumstances.  If such circumstances arise students requesting an extension will be 
required to show evidence that a significant amount of work on the assignment has been 
completed in advance of the day before the work is due.  For example, if a student requests an 
extension on the day before an assignment is due, a complete, or very nearly complete, draft of 
the paper must be shown to the instructor at the time of the request. 
 
Students in circumstances of extreme duress should notify the instructor as soon as possible if 
they anticipate difficulty in submitting their work on time. 
 
Penalties for assignments submitted for credit late without prior permission from the instructor 
are at the discretion of the instructor and may accrue at as much at 25% for each day late. 
 
Quizzes that are missed due to absence will not be rescheduled.  Deferred writing of a scheduled 
Midterm Exam is at the discretion of the instructor.  Absences from a registrar-scheduled Final 
Exam fall under GPRC Examination Policy.  It is the responsibility of the student to be informed 
about these policies prior to the final examination period.  A description of the policy is available 
in the GPRC Calendar and in the Student Handbook. 
 
Plagiarism and Cheating 
Students are encouraged to form study and discussion groups, however, assignments must be the 
independent work of the individual seeking credit for the assignments and students should be 
prepared to demonstrate that the work they turn in is their own.  All forms of plagiarism and 
cheating are serious violations of academic integrity and will be dealt with as such.  Students are 
responsible for familiarizing themselves with GPRC policy on plagiarism and cheating as 
outlined under Student Responsibilities and Plagiarism and Cheating in the Student Handbook. 
 
Student Responsibilities 
i) Attendance 
Attendance is taken at the beginning of every class.  Students should be aware that they are 
expected to meet their academic responsibility to attend classes.  The instructor reserves the right 
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to debar a student from writing the final exam when the student has accumulated more than 10% 
(2-3 classes) of  unexcused absences.  Absences will be excused on the basis of verifiable illness, 
dentistry, accident or emergency.  
 
It is the responsibility of the student to find out what has been covered in any class that has been 
missed and to procure copies of any handouts, notes etc., that might have been distributed in 
class. It is not the responsibility of the instructor to make lecture notes available to students who 
have not been in class.  Students must make arrangements among themselves to exchange notes 
with their classmates in the event that they are unable to attend class.  It is a good idea to make 
these arrangements in advance so that your note-buddy can also pick up a set of handouts for you 
and call you to inform you of important course information if necessary.   Missing class is not an 
acceptable reason for handing assignments in late. 
 
Students should be aware that attending class is one of the most important things they can do to 
ensure being successful in any academic course. 
 
ii) Deadlines for Assignments 
It is the responsibility of the student  to complete all assignments on time.  As noted above, in 
general, there are no extensions for any assignments without there being significant extenuating 
circumstances.  Typically, such circumstances should be documented.  That is, you may be 
asked to provide documented proof of the existence of such circumstances.  As noted above, if 
you find yourself in circumstances that you anticipate being ongoing and that threaten to interfere 
with the timely completion of your course work, you should advise your instructor of the 
situation as soon as possible so that she can work out a feasible arrangement for you to complete 
the work with you.  Do not wait so long to inform her of the circumstances that there is nothing 
she can do to help you work through the situation. 
 
ii) Specific Student Concerns 
If a student finds themself with specific concerns about any aspect of the course, their first action 
should always be to meet with the instructor.   
 
Some concerns are especially common to philosophy courses.  For example, it is not at all 
uncommon for students to feel overwhelmed by philosophy course material, or to feel that they 
have no idea what is going on in philosophy courses.  Sometimes students withdraw under the 
mistaken idea that they are doing poorly in the course when in fact, they are doing quite well.  
These feelings are very common, even normal, for philosophy students.  They only mean that the 
student recognizes the depth of the difficulty of the material and is responding to that challenge.  
This is a good thing.  It may reassure you to know that even professional philosophers continue 
to have these feelings when facing the ageless philosophical problems that you will be introduced 
to in first year philosophy classes.  So, always, arrange a meeting with your instructor before you 
make the decision to withdraw from the course.   
 
Among those students who come to class regularly and make a sincere and consistent effort at 
doing the work for the course, there are very few who fail the course.  Those who do fail tend to 
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be students who have not put the time and effort required into the assignments.   These 
assignments do require a consistent effort.  This means, a regular, disciplined approach to reading 
and thinking about the course material.  It is not possible to procrastinate the work and expect to 
be able to complete it both quickly and well the night before it is due.  If you follow the 
instructions for the assignments and the study tips and suggestions given in class, you should be 
successful in the course regardless of the feelings of uncertainty that are so common to students 
encountering philosophy for the first time.  The course is structured to prepare you to succeed in 
writing papers and learning to read and process philosophical material.  If you stay with the 
course and make a diligent effort, chances are good that you will make it through the course 
successfully. 
 
Remember too that your instructor is always available to go over any concepts you are especially 
unclear about or to discuss any other concerns you might have.  If you have class conflicts with 
her office hours remember that you can contact her by email and also by voice mail.  Remember 
too that it is the responsibility of the student to seek out the instructor for this kind of support. 
 
The following steps are a summation of student responsibilities in a philosophy course.  If 
these steps are diligently followed, the probability that the student will succeed in the course is 
very good. 
 
 

Vital steps for succeeding in this course: 
1. Come to class 

2. Do the readings prior to class 
3. Do the reading assignments on time. 

4. Do the writing assignments, following the instructions and paying attention to instructor 
feedback 

5. Add to reading notes during lectures 
6. Ask questions in class 

7. Review reading and lecture notes after class/weekly 
    8. Meet with instructor to clarify confusions or concerns, and to get additional feedback on 

writing assignment or class discussions 
 
 

Instructor Absences 
The instructor of this course does have an ongoing chronic illness that may from time to time 
prevent her from teaching a scheduled lecture.  Students should be assured that lectures are 
missed only when symptoms are at their most severe and every effort is made to avoid having to 
miss a lecture.  Various structures are in place to ensure that any negative effect from such 
absences is minimized.  For example, lecture notes for the “missed” lecture are  distributed to 
students as soon as possible.  Students are asked to appreciate that, because of the nature of the 
situation, it is usually not possible to give advance notice of a lecture being cancelled because of 
illness.  Whenever it is possible to do so, advance notice will be given.  Further information 
regarding how absences will be dealt with will be made available if and when the need arises. 
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Sometimes students find themselves feeling insecure regarding the course material, especially if 
the instructor experiences a number of absences close to an examination.  When this kind of 
thing happens, students can be assured that all appropriate measures with respect to what material 
will be covered on the examination will be taken and that students will be properly advised.  If 
students still find that they have concerns then, again, the first thing they should do is take these 
concerns to the instructor herself.  
 

 
 
 
 
 


