Grading exam questions for S§G02302: Environment and Society, Spring 2021

I”

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
provide 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
guestions — we are rather looking to see how students approach the question and how much
information and learning they can pull together from the course. All three questions ask the
students to take an integrative approach to the topic as well as reflect on what such an
approach might look like in practice. All questions present opportunities for the students to
be creative, e.g., to write in a style that is suitable for a real-world context rather than a
university exam. It is important, however, that students make an honest attempt to become
concrete by linking problems and solutions.

Students were asked to bring in readings from the course curriculum, which included the
Climate and Society textbook. Though there was no specific number of references to include,
exam answers that are awarded As and Bs will generally integrate a wider variety of readings.
While it is possible to answer the questions adequately with only the main textbook, 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.

In some instances, social science perspectives outside of the course could be relevant (e.g., on
the rise of the youth climate movement or the role of the Presidency in climate negotiations),
but these are not required for responding to the exam questions. It is acceptable, to bring in
external literature, but students were encouraged to limit this to a minimum and focus on the
curriculum. The use of additional/external resources should not be considered beneficial for
the grade, i.e., there is no link between using additional information and receiving a better
grade (e.g., for effort). If students mainly reference external literature, this should subtract
from their final grade. The grade should awarded based on the successful application of course
concepts.



1. Taking Your Government to Court

The first question asks the student to consider the recent rise of the youth climate
movement, especially in Europe, and its relevance for Norwegian politics to prepare for a
debate between a youth activist and a representative of the Norwegian government. The
guestion mentions different tactics used by youth movements to create change in society
but focuses on the use of legal strategies — lawsuits against governments. Students are asked
to reflect on the reasons for young people’s engagement in climate politics and the
effectiveness of different strategies to create change (e.g., protests vs. legal battles).

Students can draw on a broad set of course concepts, starting with the nature of climate
change (e.g., a multi-generational problem, accumulation of GHG in the atmosphere), its
expected impacts esp. on young people and future generations and the problem of
inequality between those who have contributed heavily to climate change and might have
benefited greatly from this (e.g., fossil fuel industries) and those who will bear the
consequences. The latter is a dimension of climate justice and could lead to a discussion of
the meanings of just transformations (e.g., who is responsible for acting and bearing the
burdens of change in response to climate change).

Climate change discourses have been central throughout the course, and many students will
likely build their answer around the concept of the discourse, e.g., differentiating different
discourses and analyzing which discourse is associated most closely with the youth
movement. While some students might stick closely to the textbook, since this is where the
four discourses are discussed, the A and B answers will draw on a wide range of readings
from the curriculum to explore how these discourses relate to other concepts, such as
values, worldviews, human-environment relationships, etc. The importance of emotions
could be highlighted — how inner dimensions (e.g.., concern and fear regarding their future)
motivate young people’s political engagement. Some external literature might be useful to
deepen the analysis of youth movement motivations, but the emphasis should still be on the
course curriculum.

To respond to the question about the effectiveness of different strategies of the youth
movement, students should explore whether and how the different strategies affect the
three spheres of transformation — a key framework used through the course. For example,
they could question the effectiveness of pressuring governments to enact stronger climate
policies, given that this affects the practical and the political spheres, but not the personal
sphere. They can also make arguments how and why a lawsuit might affect the personal
sphere too, or how other youth movement strategies have effects across the three spheres.

As a result of this discussion, students should make a recommendation for two or three
topics to be included in the planned NRK debate between a youth representative and a
government representative.



2. The Pandemic vs. The Climate — What Should India Do

This question asks students to put themselves into the position of the Indian government,
which has to attend to two parallel — and possibly interdependent — crises: the Covid-19
pandemic and climate change. Students are asked to use the lens of vulnerability to
understand India’s situation, and to develop priorities for action for the rest of 2021. They
need to consider in particular how (if at all) India should prepare for the upcoming climate
negotiations (COP26) in November.

The analysis of India’s vulnerability should distinguish exposure, sensitivity and adaptive
capacity. Students could discuss the nature of climate change and the nature of the Covid-19
pandemic, e.g., their causes and who is responsible for creating these problems, the
distribution of impacts (exposure) and the corresponding justice/equity issues. Both the
pandemic and climate change are problems that require scientific expertise and the ability to
mobilize new technological developments (e.g., vaccines, renewable energy). In both cases,
poorer countries face larger challenges because their ability to manage the impacts is
limited. Students can discuss how existing inequalities (in India and in the world) influence
vulnerability with regard to both climate change and the pandemic, or question what it
means to be vulnerable (Ribot 2014; Leichenko and Silva 2014), potentially drawing in the
concept of resilience (Brown 2013). Some may highlight climate change as a “threat
multiplier,” and argue that climate change increases the likelihood of disease outbreaks and
future pandemics.

Based on a discussion in class and readings, the link between poverty and vulnerability
should be a topic. Other relevant concepts and related readings include human security
(Barnett and Adger 2007) as an integrative concept and double exposure/multiple stressors
and the corresponding winners and losers (O’Brien and Leichenko 2000). There is not one
right definition for human security, but the students should highlight different aspects of the
concept, from practical (e.g. basic needs, livelihoods) to political (e.g. political agency,
resource access) to personal (e.g. mental health, well-being).

Students are expected to engage with the equity dimensions of the pandemic and climate
change to some degree as this is a key component of the course. For example, the question
text highlights intellectual property reasons for the limited availability of Covid-19 vaccines
in India. This is one of many instances where the developed countries play a role in creating
or worsening India’s vulnerability. Students can discuss whether and what could be done
about this kind of international equity dynamic.

Regarding priorities for the rest of the year and preparations for COP26, there is no right or
wrong answer. Students can make very different suggestions but have to justify their
recommendations well. For example, a student could argue that saving lives is most
important right now, and India should focus on its Covid-19 response at the expense of
climate action and diplomacy. This could be justified with reference to India’s vulnerability
and the responsibility of developed countries to carry more of the climate burden, especially
in the current context. Students could also argue that engaging in COP26 is very important to
reinforce collective responses to climate change, to link Covid-19 and climate discussions,
and to strengthen India’s adaptive capacity/resilience through climate governance. Another
argument could be that COP26 is an important opportunity to draw global attention to the
challenges the twin crises create for sustainable development, strengthening equity-related
arguments in the global climate debate.



3. The UK Government — In Search of Inspiration for COP26

The third question asks students to draft a strategy that can help the UK government run a
successful COP26. The strategy should not focus on the general politics of climate change in
the UNFCCC, although students can certainly bring in issues related to North-South
relationships, power inequalities, vulnerability and capacity. Instead, the strategy should
focus on ways that the worldviews, beliefs and emotions of negotiation participants can be
engaged to bring them together around a shared vision of success for climate governance.

Students have to discuss discourses and worldviews as two central and related concepts of
the course. They should be able to differentiate existing discourses and recognize that the
biophysical discourse usually dominates the climate negotiations. From there, they can
argue for different ways to elevate other discourses, esp. an integrative discourse. While
some students might stick closely to the textbook, since this is where the four discourses are
discussed, the A and B answers will draw on a wide range of readings from the curriculum to
explore how these discourses relate to other issues, such as problem frames, values, and
human-environment relationships. In particular, students should be able to relate discourses
to worldviews, i.e., to recognize the existence of different worldviews (and their
components), and to explain when and why a specific discourse resonates with a person.
Besides the textbook, students might

- Draw in Dryzek (2012) for a definition of discourses
- Focus on the role of culture (Heyd and Brooks 2009) and assumptions about human-
environment relations (Berkes 2008; Head 2016)

Given multiple discussions about the role of emotions for human responses to climate
change, students should be able to discuss the potential role of emotions in the
negotiations, and that the UK'’s strategy should focus on generating certain emotions that
support cooperation and action.

Students are asked specifically to explore ways to engage the imagination of negotiators,
e.g., using narratives and stories (Milkoreit 2016; Ingram et al. 2015). This is a space to get
creative, even if the suggestions are unrealistic. Important is an engagement with the
theories around storytelling and meaning making as drivers or motivators for change, and
the question what kinds of stories are needed at the global scale. This opens up space to
bring in concepts like inequality and justice, adaptation and resilience, shared values,
sustainable development, technological development, energy futures etc.).

Strong answers will also discuss what it means to have a successful COP26. This is a
challenging question, and many students will not know enough about the climate
negotiations to discuss this in detail. However, they can discuss the general challenges of
creating social change (e.g., with reference to the three spheres of transformation), and the
challenge of overcoming different interests of different countries. Their ideas of success
could touch on addressing international injustices, generating support for the most
vulnerable countries, and the general importance of creating political will/ambition to
strengthen countries’ commitments and actions within the Paris Agreement.
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