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Course Description: Special Introductory Topics in Sociology
An introductory study of a selected topic in sociology. Topics may include, but are not limited to, industrial sociology, sociology of aging, gender issues, criminology, social inequalities, sociology of families, and rural sociology. 

Objectives:

The aim of this course is to cultivate ‘ecological literacy’ – a quality of mind that seeks out the connections among human and natural systems. This course aims to challenge the modern attitude, which entitles man to subjugate nature, as profoundly unsustainable. The intention is to demonstrate the inextricable interconnectedness of economic, political, social, and ecological systems encouraging the student to develop a critical, contextualized, and reflective attitude toward learning. The student is encouraged to reexamine their own place in life, and to recognize the ramifications of personal decisions in the broader context of an ecological balance. 
We examine the global age in the backdrop of human history, in an effort to expose historical change as a series of unsustainable human behavior. Civilizations have consistently failed to recognize their relationship with the resources on which they depended. The dependence of the global system on fossil fuels is no exception.  We will study global capitalism as a fundamentally unsustainable economic, political and social system, pointing to the many contradictions that jeopardize its long-term viability, specifically: the economic philosophy of global capitalism, global conflict, and contemporary consumer culture as select examples. The course also examines possible solutions in the areas of public planning, policy, design, technology, local community and urban renewal, as well as practical ideas students can implement on the personal level. 
Required Texts: 
TBD (list of possible sources will be available)
Assessment:
Exams

Two exams consisting of essay questions that test the student’s understanding of concepts and connections made in class discussions 

Reaction Papers

Students will be required to write 5-7 short reaction papers to reflect on the arguments made in assigned readings. The papers are designed to force the student to tackle sometimes difficult academic arguments on their own, before the topic is discussed in class.  The student is required to not only identify, but critically assess the argument by taking a personal stance, either in favor or against it. 

Journal/Portfolio

Students will be required to document their personal reflections on the ideas discussed in class, and their application to real life. Students will be given a choice of topics for their reflections: 
Examples: 

a.  Consumption: 

Calculate your own/your community’s carbon footprint. 

Confront your own consumption/waste practices. Make and document changes. 
b. Sustainable living:

Reflect on sustainable options in your daily life. Make and document changes. 

Project: This course emphasizes experiential/ community-based learning. No change has a lasting impact unless the problem is confronted on a personal level.  
Students will choose their own topic related to sustainability. They will identify, observe, and document sustainable efforts, or unsustainable practices in the in their community. 
Examples:

Examine issues of food and health problems in your school/neighborhood. 

Examine issues of food and health problems in disenfranchised or minority communities.

Visit a local ‘green business’. Critically examine their sustainable efforts

Examine your college’s sustainability efforts

Volunteer at local charities, shelters, soup kitchens. Reflect on the sustainability of a social system which relies on private donations to deal with the extremes of inequality.
Start a community garden in your neighborhood. Reflect on its impact.

Evaluate your community’s recycling efforts.

Topics
Introduction

Focus: Understanding and appreciation of the concept of sustainability as the interdependence and interconnectedness of all human systems.

Reading: Ecological Literacy – David Orr

Philosophy and Sustainability
Focus: Examine modern Western thought, specifically our understanding of the nature of man, and the concepts of nature and power, as the foundation of unsustainable attitudes and practices. Contrast Western thought with other, more holistic philosophies, attitudes and systems. 

Reading: World without Us - Weisman
Globalization and the Environment

Focus: Study the evidence of climate change and global warming as a direct result of human economic activity. Understand the relationship between the sustainability of economic systems and the resources on which they depend. Study specific historical examples of the declines of civilizations caused by an unsustainable consumption of resources. Study ‘Peak Oil” to demonstrate that the dependence on cheap and abundant oil is fundamentally unsustainable. 
Reading: Why Civilizations Fail – Jared Diamond
Confronting Collapse: The Crisis of Energy and Money in the Post Peak Oil    World – Michael Rupert

Economic Sustainability

Focus:  Understanding the principles of global capitalism as a fundamentally unsustainable economic, ecological, and human system. Specifically we will examine the economic philosophy behind late capitalism, i.e. free-trade, free-market, and deregulation as the underpinnings of the economic collapse in 2008. 
Readings: Why Deregulation Has Gone Too Far –Warth

      Capitalism Hits the Fan - Wolf

Economy and Inequality

Focus: The global concentration of wealth, distribution and access to resources, global conflict, national security, climate injustice: inequality in impact by pollution, environmental degradation and waste. 
Readings:  A Very Special Moment – Bill McKibben

                 The Crisis and Opportunity of Katrina – Powell et al.
Food, Hunger and Population Growth

Focus: Study the myths behind the causes of world hunger. Inquire into the real causes of hunger focusing on the inequitable and unsustainable system of resource distribution. Study ‘Dependency Theory’ to understand the principles behind this system. Study the relationship between population grown and inequality. 

Readings: Causes of Hunger - Collins and Lappé

Sustainability and Consumption

Focus: Critically assess the “age of hyperconsumption” as an environmentally as well as socially unsustainable system. Topics: “Affluenza” (the unhappiness of consumer society), “planned obsolesce” (the pitfalls of a disposable economy and lifestyle), the health and mental health consequences of a consumption-centered lifestyle.

Readings: McDonaldization – George Ritzer

Sustainable Systems

Focus: Better design, better planning, more rational, contextual and holistic approach to human systems. Inquire into the concept of ‘suburbia’ as an unsustainable system Examine the cultural, political and commercial influences that made it possible. Contrast the philosophy of suburban development with a more sustainable, planned and rational approach to development and its benefits. 
Readings: TBD

Technology and Sustainability

Focus: Critical examination of the idea of a technological solution to ecological problems and climate change. Understand the ecological impact of ‘green manufacturing’ and ‘green consumption’. Introduce the concept of ‘greenwashing’ to contrast with genuine efforts at sustainable innovation. (Clean coal, hydrogen fuel, solar and wind power, hybrid and electric cars, etc.)

Readings:  TBD

Sustainable Communities

Focus: Critically examine the idea of a community in the 21st century. 
Topics: Preservation and conservation, back to local, refocusing on the value of local community, local culture, local economy, the social benefits of urban revival/renewal, the resurrection of civil society, the pros-and-cons of virtual communities.

Readings: TBD
Sustainable Solutions

Focus: Practical solutions for sustainable living. What can you do to reduce your carbon footprint, eat real food, stay healthy, reduce your toxic load, avoid exposure to chemicals, 
Readings: TBD

