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SOCY 425 

Sociology of the Environment: Climate Change  

 

Fall 2012 

 

Wednesday 8:30-11:30 a.m. 

 

BIOSCI 2109 

 

 

 

Instructor: Mark Vardy 

Email: mark.vardy@queensu.ca  

Phone: 613-533-6000 x 77152 

Office: Mac-Corry D419 

Office Hours: Wednesday 12:30-2:30 or by appointment  

Moodle site: SOCY_425 F Selected Topics in Sociology I 

 

 

Course Overview 

In the post World War II era, climate change has moved from the concern of a handful of scientific 

communities to a matter that is now routinely referenced and discussed in many different parts of society. 

While the contents of such discourses shift with time and place, climate change continually raises 

interesting, important and sociologically relevant questions about science, politics, and the relation 

between the environment and society. Environmental Sociology and associated disciplines address areas 

and topics that figure prominently in contemporary discourses of climate change, such as: the social 

institutions through which knowledge of climate change is produced and circulated; the environment as a 

force to be considered in material terms; the role of cultural interpretation in understanding the 

environment; and, relations between society and the environment. This course brings together sociological 

forms of analyses and empirical issues related to climate change to make sense of contemporary discourses 

of climate change.  

 

Course Aims 

This course draws on a range of sociological material to situate and make sense of contemporary 

discourses of climate change. Students will be introduced to different theoretical approaches to 

understanding how knowledge of the climate is developed and communicated, as well as substantive topics 

related to climate change. This course aims to provide students with a range of theoretical tools and 

knowledge of substantive fields to enable them to engage meaningfully with the topic of climate change as 

they encounter it outside the classroom.  
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Course Outcomes 

By the end of the course, students should have an understanding of:  

 the history of the science and politics of climate change  

 the role of public discourse and media on shaping representations of the science and politics of 

climate change 

 the ways in which evidence and argumentation are used in scientific and political discourses of 

climate change 

 the social organization of science-for-policy 

 the range of theoretical approaches taken to the issue climate change 

 some of the substantive issues related to climate change in Canada and internationally 

 

Course Materials 

Course materials consist of lectures, lecture notes, and assigned readings. Assigned readings consist of 

journal articles and book chapters. The Copyright Advisory Office at Queen’s has obtained permission for 

the assigned readings to be made available for your use in this course through the Moodle website. In 

addition, the Stauffer Library has all the books from which chapters are used on reserve for 3-hour loans.  

Lecture notes, which are intended for students’ personal use only and are copyrighted, will be posted to 

Moodle. A list of supplementary reading materials, which will also be on 3-hour reserve at Stauffer 

Library, will be distributed shortly.   

 

Course Organization and Assessment 

The course is organized as a weekly three-hour seminar. The instructor will lecture on core concepts in 

Weeks 1, 2 and 3 (beginning Sept. 19). In the remainder of the course, the instructor will continue to 

provide explanatory and background information, but the focus will shift to student participation. Students 

are required to read all of the course materials and attend class each week prepared to discuss them. 

Students will be assessed on the basis of:  

 

 participation in class discussion: 20% (assessed throughout the course) 

 10 weekly reading responses: 20% (assessed throughout the course) 

 one short quiz on core concepts: 15% (in class, Oct 10) 

 one in-class presentation, with a partner: 20% (sign up in teams of two Oct 10. Presentations will 

be given every class Oct 24 – Nov 28) 

 a final exam: 25% (during exam period)  

 

Participation (assessed throughout; 20%): This course engages with a range of readings relevant to 

contemporary discourses of climate change. Students are expected to read the material before arriving 

in class and bring with them any questions or thoughts they have about the readings to discuss in class. 

Relating course material to non-assigned topics and events is encouraged, but please make sure it 

contributes to, not distracts from, class discussion. Merely being present and making the occasional 

low-quality comment is not sufficient to earn passing grades for participation. Participation grades will 

reflect the instructor’s judgment of the consistency of the relevance of contributions to the class 

discussion; quality (and evidence of having read course material), not quantity, is what counts.  

 

Weekly reading responses: (assessed throughout; 20%): This course requires written work in the 

form of 10 weekly responses to the readings. Responses must be short (minimum 300 words; 

maximum 500 words) and submitted no later than 24 hours prior to the start of each class (i.e., every 

Tuesday 8:30 a.m.). Responses should take form of a critical engagement that briefly states what the 

most important argument of the reading is and include some (but not necessarily all) of the following 
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points: if the reading changes your understanding, how and in what way; if the reading confirms or 

contradicts your thinking on the subject, how and in what way; if the reading has confused you, what 

part is confusing and why; and, what connections do you make between the reading, other readings 

and/or events outside the classroom. Readings will be graded out of 10 and grades will be posted to 

Moodle after class each week. No half-points will be given. Lack of clarity or precision will result in a 

lower mark. Students may choose which 10 of the 11 weeks of readings they will respond to. If a 

student submits more than 10 responses, the 10 highest grades will be counted. Late assignments will 

not be accepted and no make-up assignments will be given. 

 

Quiz (October 10; 15%): The quiz on core concepts on October 10 will consist of short-answer, fill-

in-the-blank, and multiple choice questions. Material on the quiz will be taken from the course 

readings, lectures, and lecture notes for Weeks 1, 2 and 3. The quiz should take approximately 15 to 30 

minutes to complete. The purpose of the quiz is to provide early feedback to students and the instructor 

regarding comprehension of core concepts.   

 

In-class presentation (starting October 24; 20%): On October 10, after the quiz has been written, 

students will sign up for the reading they will present. Actual presentations will begin October 24 and 

run every week thereafter. Students will pair up to give presentations in teams of two. Each 

presentation will be based on one of the week’s readings and should last approximately 15 minutes. 

Presentations should consist of the following three elements: (1) a summary of the main argument(s) of 

the reading; (2) an outline of how it relates to course material (i.e., other readings or lectures); and (3) 

the issues or insights that the reading raises for the presenters, which should be addressed as questions 

to the class. Grading of this assignment is as follows: 50% for the summary; 25% for the connections 

to other course materials; and 25% for the issues, insights and questions that the reading raises for the 

presenters. Students are encouraged to meet with the instructor to discuss their presentation before 

they give it.   
 

Final exam (exam period; 25%): The final exam will pose four short essay questions, only one of 

which must be answered. In their answers, students should demonstrate knowledge of course material 

and develop an informed argument in relation to it.  

 

Academic Integrity 

Academic integrity is constituted by the five core fundamental values of honesty, trust, fairness, respect 

and responsibility (see www.academicintegrity.org). These values are central to the building, nurturing and 

sustaining of an academic community in which all members of the community will thrive. Adherence to 

the values expressed through academic integrity forms a foundation for the "freedom of inquiry and 

exchange of ideas" essential to the intellectual life of the University (see the Senate Report on Principles 

and Priorities http://www.queensu.ca/secretariat/policies/senateandtrustees/principlespriorities.html).  

 

Students are responsible for familiarizing themselves with the regulations concerning academic integrity 

and for ensuring that their assignments conform to the principles of academic integrity. Information on 

academic integrity is available in the Arts and Science Calendar (see Academic Regulation 1 

http://www.queensu.ca/artsci/academic-calendars/2011-2012-calendar/academic-regulations/regulation-1), 

on the Arts and Science website (see http://www.queensu.ca/artsci/academics/undergraduate/academic-

integrity), and from the instructor of this course. Departures from academic integrity include plagiarism, 

use of unauthorized materials, facilitation, forgery and falsification, and are antithetical to the development 

of an academic community at Queen's. Given the seriousness of these matters, actions which contravene 

the regulation on academic integrity carry sanctions that can range from a warning or the loss of grades on 

an assignment to the failure of a course to a requirement to withdraw from the university. 

http://www.queensu.ca/artsci/academic-calendars/2011-2012-calendar/academic-regulations/regulation-1
http://www.queensu.ca/artsci/academics/undergraduate/academic-integrity
http://www.queensu.ca/artsci/academics/undergraduate/academic-integrity
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Copyright of Course Materials 

This material is copyrighted and is for the sole use of students registered in SOCY 425 Sociology of the 

Environment: Climate Change. This material shall not be distributed or disseminated to anyone other than 

students registered in SOCY 425 Sociology of the Environment: Climate Change. Failure to abide by these 

conditions is a breach of copyright, and may also constitute a breach of academic integrity under the 

University Senate’s Academic Integrity Policy Statement. 

 

Late Policy 

Weekly reading reviews not submitted by the deadline (Tuesdays 8:30 a.m.) will not be accepted. No 

make-up reviews will be assigned. Students must submit their reviews electronically to Moodle, which 

does not allow assignments to be uploaded after 8:30 a.m. on the Tuesday they are due.  

 

Accommodation Policy 

Every effort will be made to accommodate students with disabilities. Please register with Queen’s 

University Disability Services http://www.queensu.ca/hcds/ds/index.html and advise me by email 

(mark.vardy@queensu.ca) or during office hours (Wednesday 12:30-2:30; Mac-Corry D419) if you require 

accommodation. Please let me know as early as possible if you require any accommodation.    

 

Grading Policy 

All assignments will be graded numerically. Your final grade will be calculated by converting your 

numerical course average to a letter grade according to the Queen’s Official Grade Conversion Scale as 

follows:  

 

Numerical Course Average  Grade 

90-100 A+ 

85-89 A 

80-84 A- 

77-79 B+ 

73-76 B 

70-72 B- 

67-69 C+ 

63-66 C 

60-62 C- 

57-59 D+ 

53-56 D 

50-52 D- 

49 and below F 

 

Classroom Etiquette 

Every effort will be made to construct a welcoming and safe environment for classroom discussion. There 

is likely to be a wide range of ideas, knowledge, experience and opinions on the course material, and it is 

important that the classroom be a safe place to express such diversity. To this end, students must express 

themselves in a manner that is respectful of one another and the instructor. In addition, it is expected that 

students will not use electronic devices such as smart phones, cell phones, tablets or laptop computers in a 

manner that distracts class discussion. Typing notes directly into a laptop is perfectly acceptable. However, 

looking at Facebook, using instant messaging applications, texting, and so on, can distract from class 

discussion. For this reason, please feel free to engage with such activities before and after class, and during 

http://www.queensu.ca/hcds/ds/index.html
mailto:mark.vardy@queensu.ca
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the break, but not while class is in session. Students who contravene these expectations about classroom 

etiquette can expect to receive a lower participation grade. 

 

Course Schedule and Readings 

 

Weeks 0 – 3: Introduction to Contemporary Discourses of Climate Change  

Week 0 

 

Sept 12 

 

 Introduction to the course  

 

No assigned readings 

Week 1 

 

Sept 19 

Lecture on 

core concepts, 

followed by 

discussion of 

readings 

The history of climate change science 

Mike Hulme. 2009. “The discovery of climate change.” Why We 

Disagree about Climate Change: Understanding Controversy, Inaction 

and Opportunity. Cambridge, MA: Cambridge University Press. Pp. 

35-71. 

 

Spencer Weart. 2010. “The development of general circulation models 

of climate.” Studies in History and Philosophy of Modern Physics 41: 

208-217. 

 

Spencer Weart 2003. The discovery of rapid climate change. Physics 

Today. (August 2003): 30-36. 
Week 2 

 

Sept 26 

Lecture on 

core concepts, 

followed by 

discussion of 

readings 

Realist approaches to climate change  

Anthony Giddens. 2011. “Introduction” and “Climate change, risk and 

danger.” The Politics of Climate Change. Cambridge, UK: Polity 

Press. Pp. 1-32.  

 

Corina Höppner and Lorraine Whitmarsh. 2011. “Public engagement in 

climate action: Policy and public expectations.” In: Engaging the 

Public with Climate Change: Behaviour Change and Communication. 

Edited by L Whitmarsh, S O’Neil and I Lorenzoni. Washington, D.C.: 

Earthscan. Pp. 47-65. 

 

Bradley C Parks and J Timmons Roberts. 2010. “Structural obstacles to 

an effective post-2012 global climate agreement.” The International 

Handbook of Environmental Sociology, Second Edition. Edited by MR 

Redclift and G Woodgate. Northampton, MA: Edward Elgar 

Publishing Inc. Pp. 292-310. 
Week 3 

 

Oct 3 

Lecture on 

core concepts, 

followed by 

discussion of 

readings 

Social constructivist critiques of dominant framings of climate 

change  

David Demeritt. 2006. “Science studies, climate change and the 

prospects for constructivist critique.” Economy and Society 35(3): 453-

479. 

 

Brian Wynne. 2010. “Strange Weather, Again: Climate Science as 

Political Art.” Theory Culture & Society 27(2-3): 289-305. 
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Weeks 4 – 5: Media, Politics and Climate Change  

Week 4 

 

Oct 10 

Quiz on core 

concepts 

(15%) 

 

Sign up for 

presentations 

(in teams of 

two) 

 

Discussion of 

readings 

How has the media covered climate change?  

Anabela Carvalho. 2007. “Ideological cultures and media discourses on 

scientific knowledge: re-reading news on climate change.” Public 

Understandings of Science. 16: 223-243. 

 

Nathan Young and Eric Dugas. 2012. “Comparing Climate Change 

Coverage in Canadian English- and French-Language Print Media: 

Environmental Values, Media Cultures, and the Narration of Global 

Warming.” Canadian Journal of Sociology 37(1): 25-54. 

Week 5 

 

Oct 17 

Discussion of 

readings 
What are the politics of climate change science?  

Myanna Lahsen. 2005. “Technocracy, Democracy, and U.S. Climate 

Politics: The Need for Demarcations.” Science Technology & Human 

Values 30: 137-169. 

 

Aaron M. McCright and Riley E. Dunlap. 2010. “Anti-reflexivity: The 

American Conservative Movement’s Success in Undermining Climate 

Science and Policy.” Theory Culture & Society 27(2-3): 100-133. 

Weeks 6 – 7: Impacts and Responses  

Week 6 

 

Oct 24 

Presentations 

begin (20%) 

 

Discussions 

continue 

What is going on in the Arctic? 

James D. Ford. 2009. “Dangerous climate change and the importance 

of adaptation for the Arctic’s Inuit population.” Environmental 

Research Letters. 4: 1-9.  

 

Hannes Gerhardt, et al, 2010. “Contested Sovereignty in a Changing 

Arctic.” Annals of the Association of American Geographers, 100(4): 

992–1002. 

Week 7 

 

Oct 31 

 

Presentations 

and 

discussions 

continue up to 

and including 

the last class. 

What about migration? 

Jane McAdam. 2012. “Moving with dignity: Responding to climate 

change-related mobility in Bangladesh.” Climate Change, Forced 

Migration, and International Law. Oxford: Oxford University Press. 

Pp. 161-185. 

 

Richard Black,et al. 2011. “Migration and climate change: towards an 

integrated assessment of sensitivity.” Environment and Planning A 43: 

431-450. 
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Weeks 8 – 9: The Social Shape of Knowledge 

Week 8 

 

Nov 7 

 What is the relation between science and the social organization 

of knowledge? 

Paul N. Edwards and Stephen H. Schneider. 2001. “Self-

Governance and Peer Review in Science-for-Policy: The Case of the 

IPCC Second Assessment Report.” In: Changing the Atmosphere: 

Expert Knowledge and Environmental Governance. Edited by CA 

Miller and PN Miller. Cambridge, MA: MIT Press. Pp. 219-246. 

 

Steven Yearley. 2009. “Sociology and Climate Change after Kyoto: 

What Roles for Social Science in Understanding Climate Change?” 

Current Sociology 57(3): 389-405. 
Week 9 

 

Nov 14 

 

 What are the limitations of our understanding?  

Paul N. Edwards. 2010. “Parametrics and the limits of knowledge.” 

Vast Machine: Computer Models, Climate Data and the Politics of 

Global Warming. Cambridge, MA: MIT Press. Pp 337-355.  

 

Mark Charlesworth and Chukwumerije Okereke. 2010. “Policy 

responses to rapid climate change: An epistemological critique of 

dominant approaches.” Global Environmental Change 20(1): 121-

129.  

Weeks 10 – 11: Futures, Directions and Ethics 

Week 10 

 

Nov 21 

 

 Is there a relation between political economy, populism and 

climate change? 

Leo Elshof. 2010. “Changing Worldviews to Cope with a Changing 

Climate.” In: Climate Change and Philosophy Edited by R Irwin. 

London: Continuum. Pp. 75-108. 

 

Erik Swyngedouw. 2010. “Apocalypse Forever? Post-political 

Populism and the Spectre of Climate Change.” Theory Culture & 

Society 27(2-3): 213-232. 
Week 11 

 
Nov 28 

Last class! How can we think about climate change in a post-colonial 

context? 

Dipesh Chakrabarty. 2012. “Postcolonial Studies and the Challenge 

of Climate Change.” New Literary History: A Journal of Theory and 

Interpretation 43(1): 1-18. 

 

Ashlee Cunsolo Willox, et al. 2011. “‘The land enriches the soul:’ 

On climatic and environmental change, affect, and emotional health 

and well-being in Rigolet, Nunatsiavut, Canada.” Emotion, Space 

and Society. In press: doi:10.1016/j.emospa.2011.08.005. 

Final exam (25%) during exam period  

 

 


