Grading exam questions for SGO2302: Environment and Society

Students were asked to answer one of three “situational” exam questions. The questions
challenge students to think about social science perspectives on environmental issues, and it
provides them with an opportunity to synthesize, integrate, and communicate the course
material in a manner that demonstrates what they have learned during the semester.

The course this year focused heavily on climate change, but the topics and themes were relevant
to all issues, including biodiversity loss. There is no “one correct answer” to these questions —
we are rather looking to see how they approach the question and how much information and
learning they can pull together from the course. They were encouraged to bring in readings
from the course curriculum, which included the Climate and Society textbook manuscript.
Though there was no specific number of references to include, the A and B answers will
generally integrate a wider variety of readings. Though many could answer the questions
adequately with only the main text book, we are looking for more depth and a greater capacity
to think laterally, thus would like to see them bring together more “threads” from the readings.



1. Climate Solutions? It’s Matter of Perspectives

The first question focuses on the role of perspectives in advocating particular responses to
climate change. Students are presented with two very different responses, each championed by
different groups: Geoengineering and the green new deal.

Students were asked to help newspaper readers to understand what might be behind these two
very different responses to climate change. Essays should highlight the role of discourses in
shaping climate change responses; they might also discuss how particular narratives reinforce
the perspectives. They should also reflect on what an integrative discourse can contribute to the
discussion of climate change solutions. Here they might consider how these different
approaches are related to beliefs, values, and worldviews, and how they relate to different
understandings of human-environment relationships..

A distinction should be between a biophysical discourse and a critical discourse, or between a
discourse that promotes technical solutions versus social change. They are not expected to go
into detail on geoengineering and the Green New Deal, as these were given only as examples.
(Some students might have included additional references to these topics, but this was not an
expectation.)

Students may make the point that climate change is more than a CO2 problem and discuss the
equity dimensions of climate change, as well as the implications for human security. They could
point to the dangers of geoengineering, as explain why vested interests are likely to be in favor
of such solutions. They should discuss how the Green New Deal takes a very different approach,
seeing climate change as a social issue that can be addressed through transformative changes
that focus on equity and social well-being.

Reflecting on the integrative discourse, students might consider the role of values and
worldviews in shaping how problems and defined and addressed. They might consider how an
awareness and concern with “planetary boundaries” can lead to a sincere attempt to control the
environment (and how some will seize on this as an opportunity to make even more money,
without addressing the root causes of climate change). Seeing climate change as linked to
multiple stressors such as globalization can widen the solution space and make addressing
issues of jobs, and livelihoods equally important. The integrative discourse should emphasize
the importance of recognizing both the biophysical and social dimensions together, and open
up a wider range of solutions, while at the same time recognizing that not all solutions will
benefit all, and that some could actually add to global risks.



2: To invest or not to invest, what is your reason?

This question covers the idea of “doing the right thing for the wrong reason” and whether
solutions such a divestment from fossil fuels must necessarily be tied to environmental
motivations, rather than economic motivations. The question is whether everyone needs to
share the same motivation in order to respond effectively to climate change.

In the question, students have been asked by the board of the Government Pension Fund
Global to help them understand why the NGOs are critical of their divestment decision. They
are asked to consider both the positive impacts of such a divestment decision and the reasons
for the critiques. Their answers should include an analysis of what is driving carbon
emissions, and why renewable energy production has been limited relative to fossil fuels.
They should explain whether—and if so, to what extent—divestment and investment
decisions based on price projections of oil and gas on the global market is a viable way to
limit greenhouse gas emissions. Finally, they are asked to present and justify an alternative
strategy and rationale to the board that could accelerate investments in renewable energies
while also decreasing the exploitation of fossil fuels.

Answers to this question might focus on the potentials and limits of market-based solutions,
which respond to prices and can lead to rapid policy changes. They are encouraged to think
about how economic returns on investments can either amplify or reduce investments in
alternative energies, and whether economic profits are enough justification for disinvestment
policies..

The NGO critique of the Pension Fund’s strategy might be explained as a critique of this
market-based strategy. They may note that decisions to continually invest in and subsidize the
production and use of fossil fuels is more than an economic issue — it also has ethical and
equity implications, given what is at stake for human security and biodiversity. Yet they
might also acknowledge the powerful signals that such a decision sends, and how it can work
towards achieving mitigation goals.

Students may bring in discourses and values, arguing that the bankers and the NGOs are hold
different worldviews, especially views of nature. The investment decisions are unlikely to
take into account a view of nature based on “aliveness” and connections, and instead are
likely to be based on short-term interests and a view of nature as “resources to be used.”

Regarding the alternative strategy that they present, there is no “correct” answer to this and
we are interested in their creativity and reasoning. Some possibilities include recognizing that
Norway could take an ethical stand and choose not to invest in fossil fuels and instead to
invest in new economic areas, such as subsidizing renewable energy initiatives or companies
promoting infrastructure for a green economy, alternative agriculture, etc. They might bring in
the point made in a lecture by Rollie Stanich about research on the use of hydrocarbons as
batteries to store renewable energy, recognizing that it makes good economic sense not to
burn fossil fuels, as their future value is likely to be much greater than we realize right now.
Their justification should reflect a capacity to see that there are other possibilities to
“investment decisions as usual,” but also that divestment for whatever reason may send a
powerful signal about the future of fossil fuels.



3. Imagine an Equitable Future

This question asks students to consider international responses to disasters, based on an
excerpt from ReliefWeb describing future climate related disaster in Southern Africa. The text
highlights the need for investments and innovations, recognizing that addressing current
issues like health is important for addressing long-term risks. Students are asked to be more
imaginative and think about different types of cultural responses.

Students are asked to write an essay to the board of directors of the NGO that draws attention
to the limits of the biophysical discourse, while also highlighting key insights from an
integrative discourse on climate change. In your essay, be sure to describe the role of culture
and imagination in opening up alternative pathways for addressing climate change impacts,
vulnerability, and adaptation. In your essay, emphasize the potentials (and barriers) for
transforming international responses to climate-related disasters.

The answers should point to the problems associated with investing and innovating without
addressing the underlying causes of risk and vulnerability, including the drivers of climate
change and the economic structures that perpetuate human insecurity. The biophysical
discourse and its interpretation of resilience can perpetuate development as usual, in the name
of climate change. Investments and innovations often benefit large firms and may dispossess
people of their lands and livelihoods. (The critical discourse draws attention to these structural
and systemic aspects of development aid and disaster risk reduction policies).

Culture and imagination are suggested as part of a more integrative discourse on climate
change. This may involve engaging people and their capacities to imagine a different type of
development, where local solutions are highlighted and where people participate actively in
alternative pathways of development. Here they might bring in points from Amitav Gosh’s
“The Great Derangement” which looks at the poverty of our thinking about both climate
change and development, as well as our general complicity in perpetuating the same
narratives about poor people and their vulnerability, failing to make the types of changes that
are radically imaginative.

The potential to transform international responses call for shifts in the personal, political, and
practical spheres — this includes the beliefs, values, worldviews, and paradigms of NGOs and
governments officials (including “donor” and “victim” identities), the international financial
system, health systems, agricultural systems, vested economic interests, disaster response
systems, infrastructure systems, etc.). It also includes practical transformations that enhance
human security, whether through early warning systems, better schools and hospitals, access
to water and nutritional food, etc.
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