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Essay Directions for Eaarth

Bill McKibben presents a wealth of anecdotal evidence and scientific and economic data to support claims that climate change is not only real, but that it is upon us.  As a consequence, he argues that we must learn to live with our changed planet, and he provides strategies for surviving the upheaval.   Many people, however, would disagree with his views.  A sizable percentage of the US does not accept that climate change is real; another segment believes it is real, but that the associated changes are either manageable or problems for future generations; while still others think the end is near and are headed for the bunkers.  Given the potential stakes, we need to address this issue thoughtfully and critically.

I want you to investigate some question related to the book that captures your attention. The topic is up to you.  The paper should approximately 5 typed pages in length.  Regardless of what aspect you choose, be sure to make the thesis or question that you are addressing crystal clear.   I have listed some possible topics below.  You are free to use one, modify it, or come up with your own idea.

If one accepts McKibben’s argument that modern civilization is at great risk because of climate change, a rational response would be to work purposefully to reduce greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions.  McKibben established 350.org to work toward this goal.   Investigate this website (and any others, e.g., Bard College’s http://www.bard.edu/cep/news/release.php?id=2054).  Discuss the strategies they propose to reduce GHG emissions, whether these strategies follow McKibben’s suggestions, and how effective any of these are likely to be.      

Have you personally experienced some aspect of Eaarth?  What was its effect on you then or in retrospect?  If your experience seemed trivial on non-threatening, does this suggest McKibben and others are overstating the problem(s) or are we simply better buffered than much of the world’s population?

McKibben holds up Vermont as a model of community and local-scale practices, which he argues is the best way to weather the coming changes.  Which of McKibben’s prescriptions seem to hold the most promise?  Is your choice likely to play well to the general public and if not, how could you make it a more compelling option?  Do you feel like you can participate in fostering this change?  Why or why not?
McKibben’s Jeffersonian approach to climate change contrasts sharply with the Hamiltonian (Friedmanian) vision of a focused national response (what McKibben labels as a National Priority approach).   Which response is likely to be most effective or realistic to implement, or is a mixed approach needed?

Compare arguments presented by climate change skeptics (e.g., http://climatechangeskeptic.blogspot.com/, http://www.heartland.org/environmentandclimate-news.org/index.html)

with those that support the existence of human-generated climate change (e.g., http://www.skepticalscience.com/argument.php, http://www.epa.gov/climatechange/).

Discuss which arguments you find more convincing and why.
You have until 5 p.m. on January 18 to submit your paper electronically (as an attached Word document, please) or as a hard copy.   My e-mail is ldsmith@smith.edu and my office is 235 Sabin-Reed.

I expect your paper to be succinct, well written, and grammatically correct.  This takes work, and at least some revision.  Please supply a title and your name. 

To paraphrase the objectives of writing intensive courses at Smith, a good paper should:

1) articulate a thesis or central argument with an orderly sequence of ideas, apt transitions, and a purpose clear to the intended audience;

2) support an argument and enrich an explanation with evidence;

3) when appropriate, identify and evaluate suitable primary and secondary sources for scholarly work;

4) incorporate the work of others (by quotation, summary, or paraphrase) concisely, effectively, and with respect for academic integrity; 

5) compose paragraphs that are unified and coherent;

6) edit work until it is orderly, clear, and free of violations of the conventions of standard written English (grammar, usage, punctuation, diction, syntax).

I look forward to reading your work.  Thanks for an enjoyable week!

