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W hat happens when a coronavirus pandemic 
breaks out in the middle of a Cornell University 
undergraduate course in environmental ethics? 

This collection is the beautiful, extraordinary result of both 
tragedy and hope.

We started the Spring 2020 semester with two main goals for 
this iteration of “Ethics and the Environment”—an introducto-
ry survey that attracts diverse students from disparate majors 
across the university. First, our teaching team sought to further 
decolonize this class and the field of environmental ethics by 
interrogating seemingly basic concepts like “nature,” engaging 
with ethical thinkers not necessarily recognized within aca-
demic philosophy, and wrestling with Cornell’s implication in 
and complicity with settler colonialism, particularly as a land-
grant institution.1 For the first time in any of our extensive in-
dividual teaching experiences, or even for most of our students’ 
experiences in a Cornell classroom, we began with a “Land 
Acknowledgement” to the Haudenosaunee lands on which 
Cornell University sits.2 This set the very deliberate tone for the 
semester. We also pushed students to engage with the colonial 
dimensions of conservation and environmentalism—practices 
and movements often uncritically celebrated within not only 
the environmental movement and environmental sciences, but 
also environmental ethics.3 Second, while our class addressed 

many historical and contemporary issues, we wanted our stu-
dents to consider how environmental ethics can help address 
the climate crisis and ultimately realize climate justice.4 This 
second goal, stated explicitly on the syllabus, was the planned 
topic of the final paper in the class.

Then COVID-19 hit. Cornell began a three-week hiatus and 
we returned to online-only classes in early April. Soon it was 
already time to start thinking about crafting and distributing 
the final assignment.

Given what was happening in our world—locally, nationally, 
and globally—we shifted course. We decided to ask our stu-
dents: How can ideas and rationales in environmental ethics 
help us understand and address either climate change and 
climate justice or the current COVID-19 crisis? We also gave 
students two options for the format of their final assignment: a 
traditional academic essay or a creative project with accompa-
nying “artist’s statement.” 

From conversations, emails, and confidential surveys, we knew 
that many of our students (and their families and friends) were 
struggling with the multifaceted effects of the coronavirus 
pandemic: illness, loss of loved ones, economic precarity, and 
overwhelming anxiety, to name just a few. We suspected these 
effects were not evenly distributed among our students—a 
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troubling prediction that emerging and subsequent analyses 
have sadly upheld.5 We understood that for some students, 
engaging with the contemporary moment through classes and 
assignments offered a valuable way to process and make sense 
of what was happening. But for others, doing so meant reliving 
ongoing trauma their coursework distracted them from. These 
students needed nothing more than not talking about COVID-
19. For these reasons, we gave students the option of putting 
our class in conversation with climate change or coronavirus 
in their final assignment. 

Yet, as we soon saw in our students’ work, it was hard to think 
about one without the other. Most explicitly, scientists and 
news media began reporting that the pandemic and associated 
economic slowdown resulted in decreased carbon emissions 
and industrial pollutants.6 On Twitter, one “sustainability 
strategist” actually celebrated human population decline due 
to the coronavirus pandemic as a way to reach climate emis-
sion targets that have failed through other means.7 In class, we 
paused and discussed the racist and misanthropic assumptions 
of such arguments. As it turned out, it was our last in-person 
class together. It also happened to coincide with the lecture 
complicating hagiographies of Aldo Leopold, including his en-
gagement with prominent eugenicists.8 On their own, many 
students began wrestling with the shared causes and conse-
quences of COVID-19 and the climate crisis, including capital-
ism, racism, inequality, and pollution.

We hoped that offering students two formats for their work 
would, frankly, enable them to get something meaningful out 
of a final assignment that might otherwise feel like a rote hurdle 
at the end of an impossible semester. We hoped that a creative 
project—a collage or poem, rap or op-ed, sculpture or spoken 
word—would be more engaging and rewarding than a standard 
essay. We wondered if making art or writing poetry or putting 
together a presentation for a community group might allow 
students to express their emotions, passions, and convictions 
in ways traditional papers do not. We also wondered about the 
therapeutic value of art and creative expression in challenging, 
even overwhelming, times.

In the end, the responses were remarkable. We have select-
ed the creative work of nine students for this collection: one 
spoken word piece, two poems, and six works of visual art. 
Most projects are accompanied by a short essay, which ex-
plains the thinking behind the piece. Many of the artists’ 
essays are poetic works in their own right. As instructors also 
struggling through the challenges of the current moment, our 
students have helped us to better understand the power of 

creative projects and unexpected synergies between the class-
room and the world, as well as the need to be empathetic and 
willing to responsibly adapt our own pedagogies on the fly. 
We are grateful for the lessons our students have taught us.

At the end of each semester, most undergraduate work finds 
its ending place in dusty piles in our offices or somewhere in 
a Google drive in perpetuity. We did not want our students’ 
work to follow suit. They argue both passionately and insight-
fully for a better, more just world—a vision we need now, more 
than ever.

We became particularly committed to publishing selected 
student work after the horrific murder of George Floyd on May 
25, 2020, and mass protests against police brutality, violence, 
and systemic racism across the United States (and beyond) that 
have continued in the months since.9 These movements have 
drawn out how intricately connected issues of environmental 
ethics, COVID-19, and systemic racism truly are—connections 
our students forged in their work earlier that May. Although 
not part of the original or revised assignment, the collection 
also speaks to this tragedy. Furthermore, when we originally 
drafted this Introduction in July 2020—as coronavirus infec-
tion rates were again spiking, Black and brown Americans were 
dying (and continue to die) disproportionately, temperatures 
in the Arctic surpassed one hundred degrees Fahrenheit the 
previous month, and California burned—these creative proj-
ects became even more timely.10 Unfortunately, that has not 
changed in the weeks since.

Indeed, one common insight from these 
projects is interconnection, entanglement, 
and ultimately interdependence.

Each creative project makes its own contribution, but we 
believe the sum of this collection is greater than the parts. 
These pieces, when read together, are more powerful thanks 
to common concepts and themes. First, as some students note, 
the climate and coronavirus crises are, in fact, linked, result-
ing from many of the same processes and histories: capital-
ism (Isabella Armas-Leon and Liana Perez); environmental 
racism and injustice (Darnell Campbell, Jr., and Oderachukwu 
Ugwu); and inequality (a vital thread that runs through all of 
the pieces).11 The final assignment’s “two options” therefore 
artificially divide intertwined phenomena and interconnected 
ways of understanding both crises through an environmental 
ethics lens.
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In the end, it was environmental justice 
writers from diverse backgrounds and 
movements who most inspired our students.

Indeed, one common insight from these projects is intercon-
nection, entanglement, and ultimately interdependence—what 
Renee Lee calls “interwoven,” the title of her artwork. In dif-
ferent ways, many students emphasize the interconnections 
among humans, as well as “between” humans and the natural 
world (a grammatical phrase that presumes and reproduc-
es their very separation)—even as some individuals and po-
litical leaders increasingly highlight difference.12 As Ugwu 
writes, “Simply put, we are ALL in this together. Black, white, 
American, Chinese, and even non-human. The health of one 
affects the health of all, and this has never been more blatantly 
obvious than in the midst of a wildly-infectious zoonotic virus.”

Another powerful current running through these creative proj-
ects is environmental (in)justice.13 Students highlight mul-
tiple forms of social inequality, nationally and globally. As 
Julia Dinmore notes, nature enables life. As Campbell writes 
in his poem, “Nature is supposed to be pure... [it] is supposed 
to be the cure.” Yet environments can be forms of violence—
through dispossession, air and water pollution, urban heat 
island effects, lack of healthy food, unequal access to parks 
and green space, and more.14 Several of these factors have, in 
fact, worsened, even “fueled,” the coronavirus pandemic—for 
some people.15 Both natural and human-shaped environments 
thus disproportionately threaten many communities of color. 
In response, the authors and editors of this collection demand 
environmental justice.

The traditional environmental movement has only begun to rec-
ognize and wrestle with its colonial, racist, and anti-immigrant 
histories—and, alas, present.16 Eve Hallock pushes environmen-
tal activists and scholars to contend with their own complicity in 
this history. We recall that early in our semester together, every 
single student in the course could identify “Greta” (Thunberg, 
notably identified only by her first name) in a photograph, but 
not a single student had heard of Autumn Peltier, fifteen-year-
old chief water commissioner of the Anishinabek Nation in 
Canada.17 Yet, in the end, it was environmental justice writers 
from diverse backgrounds and movements who most inspired 
our students. We note that several scholar-activists of color, in-
cluding Robert Bullard, Robin Wall Kimmerer, Leah Penniman, 
Sheila Watt-Cloutier, and the Mexican worker-anthropolo-
gist-filmmakers who documented the socio-environmental 

realities of maquiladores, particularly influenced many stu-
dents and their projects.18 Our students’ mobilization of their 
arguments suggests why it is imperative to understand diverse 
traditions of environmentalism, listen deeply to environmental-
ists and climate activists of color in North America and around 
the world, and move towards intersectional environmentalism.19

At a time of growing inequality and injustice, we greatly admire 
our students’ commitment to equality and justice. As Emily 
Muniz puts it, “Real change will come from a shift in power 
dynamics and a voice given to those who have been silenced.” 
We support their call to recognize our common humanity. 
To use Rashke’s words, our students are inspired by love and 
reciprocity.

At a time of illness, loss, tragedy, precarity, and uncertain-
ty, these students—and their projects, their ideas, and their 
passion—give us hope.20

Dear reader, this is their charge to you.
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