
COURSE PROPOSAL 
 

ETHICS AT THE END OF THE WORLD: 
THE HUMAN BUTTERFLY EFFECT OR 

HUMANS AND THEIR CONSEQUENCES OR 

THE ONCE AND FUTURE ANTHROPOCENE 

 
“We are as gods, and we’d better get good at it.” 

—Stewart Brand 

The end of the world may not be as distant as it once seemed. Some have gone so far as to claim 

that the apocalypse has already happened—we just haven’t noticed it yet. These apocalyptic 

anxieties are nothing new, yet they have assumed a newfound urgency in recent years. For scholars, 

critics, artists, and practitioners working across the arts and humanities, social sciences, and natural 

sciences—including literary and critical theory, theology, cultural and environmental history, 

climate science, geology, biology, and cosmology, among others—the future is, astoundingly, 

now. This renewed interest in the end time raises several questions: Just how much future is there? 

What is the nature of the apocalypse to come?  Has it already happened? How has the apocalypse 

been imagined in the past? What comes after the Anthropocene? What can we learn from survivors 

of apocalypse? What are our ethical obligations to citizens of the future? How are we to reconcile 

the race and class disparities of those privileged few who purport to tell the public what the future 

ought to look like? Are there normative ways of imagining the end of the world? Are certain 

imaginations better (or worse)?  

 

In August of 2021, The International Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) released their dismal “Sixth 

Assessment Report,” that more or less warns: “we are in terrible trouble – but there is still hope!” 

What are we to make of this document that, in the same breath, foretells disaster and suggests paths 

towards redemption? What ethical obligations do human beings have to the non-human world? 

How have western assumptions about dominion vs. stewardship shaped our current predicament? 

To what extent do these dichotomies effect our current crisis? Can the confines of these 

assumptions be reshaped? How can we teach new generations to care about what is, for us, a post-

apocalypse, and is, for each new generation, the new normal? In other words: what tools do we 

have to grapple with generational amnesia, and the normalization of shifting environmental 

baselines? 

 

This Environmental Humanities course takes a necessary interdisciplinary approach to these 

questions of ecocriticism, ethics, apocalypse and Anthropocene, exploring the ideas of a wide 

range of theorists, authors, scholars, and artists currently grappling with the ever more imminent 

end-to-things. Students of this course can expect to learn the skills, vocabulary, and critical 

analysis to participate intelligently in the intense debates addressing the many manifestations of 

the climate crisis. Students can expect to improve their writing and debating skills by learning to 

ground their thinking on the disciplinary rigor of history and philosophy. And importantly: 

students suffering from climate fatigue—from the very understandable depression resulting from 

the onslaught of dismal environmental news—can expect to find actionable paths to make a 

difference. 



SUGGESTED STRUCTURE, ASSIGNMENTS, READINGS 

 

 

1. “It’s About Time”: Deep Time, Deep Ethics. 

How do our conceptions of time structure our ethical framework? How do ethics scale or 

change when we consider the ramifications of our decisions 1 year into the future, 10 

years into the future, 100 years into the future, versus a million years in the future? 

• Reading: Ray Bradbury, "A Sound of Thunder,” Collier’s Magazine (1952). 

• Watching: Carl Sagan, “The Cosmic Calendar,” Cosmos (1980). 

• Watching: Das Rad (“The Rocks”) - Stenner, Wittlinger, Uibel (2001) 

 

Reflection Prompt: How does your conception of time affect how you interact with the 

world around you? 

 

Apocalyst: Orbital - “The Box”. 

 

 

2. “It’s Only Natural”: On Dominion vs Stewardship. 

Question: What do we mean when we say something is “natural”? 

• Reading: Raymond Williams, “Nature,” in Keywords: A Vocabulary of Culture and 

Society (New York, 1976), 184-89. 

• Reading: Oxford English Dictionary definition of “nature,” and “natural” 

 

Discussion: Choose any current event that describes a natural disaster (i.e., an 

earthquake, a flood, a hurricane, a pandemic, a famine—there is always something) 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Ln8UwPd1z20
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=HOPwXNFU7oU
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=qddG0iUSax4


and ask the students to consider: What is “natural” about a natural disaster?  

 

Apocalyst: Marvin Gaye – “Mercy Mercy Me (The Ecology)”. 

 

 

3. “It Remains to be Anthropocene”: Geologies of the Future. 

Question: Who is responsible for the Anthropocene? 

• Chapter 1, Kim Stanley Robinson The Ministry for the Future (2020), Chapter 1. 

• Reading: “Welcome to the Anthropocene” in Bonneuil, C., 2016. The Shock of the 

Anthropocene: The Earth, History and Us. Verso, London; Brooklyn, NY. 

• Presentation: each student will be assigned a chapter of Shock of the Anthropocene 

asked to present its main argument to the class. 

 

Discussion Prompt: 

Given all the possible ways of defining the “anthropocene” that Bonnueil offers in 

SotA (i.e., thermocene, thanatocene, pyrocene, agnotoscene, cthulhucene, etc.,) what  

-cene would you offer? If you were to add a chapter to this book, what -cene would 

you describe? 

Or, in other words: What’s your -cene? 

 

Apocalyst: Zager & Evans – “In the Year 2525”. 

 

 

4. Non-Human Ethics. 

Question: Given we often fail to apply basic ethical standards to other human beings, 

what would it mean to attempt to apply ethical standards to non-humans? 

Readings: selections from Descartes (automatons); Bentham (utilitarianism) and Kant 

(categorical imperative); and Aldo Leopold (the land ethic); Rawls “Veil of Ignorance” 

• Case Study: Why should animals have rights? 

• Case Study: Should Trees have standing?  

o The Tree that Owns Itself, Athens GA; C.D. Stone 

• Case Study: Does Mother Nature have personhood? Ought she? 

o The Ecuadorian Constitution Ch. 7, Article 71 (2008); Gaia Theory 

(Lovelock) 

 

Apocalyst: Porno for Pyros – “Pets”. 

 

 

5. O.M.Geo-engineering, or Deus Ex Geo-Machina. 

Question: Can geoengineering save us? Which “us”? 

• Reading: Selections from Holly Jean Buck, 2019. After Geoengineering: Climate 

Tragedy, Repair, and Restoration. Verso, London; New York. 

• Watching: selection of short clips on various geoengineering technologies.  

 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Tree_That_Owns_Itself
https://www.constituteproject.org/constitution/Ecuador_2021?lang=en


Presentation: In small groups, students will be asked to research a specific type of 

geoengineering and outline for the class the promises, risks, and ethical 

dimensions of the proposed technology. 

 

Apocalyst: Creedence Clearwater Revival – “Bad Moon Rising”; Led Zeppelin – “When 

the Levee Breaks”. 

 

 

6. “A Mixtape to the Gods,” or, Ethics in Space 

Question: How do we want the universe to think of us? 

• Reading (poetry): Anthony Michael Morena, 2016. The Voyager Record: A 

Transmission. Rose Metal Press, Brookline, MA. 

• Reading: NASA’s website on the Golden Record. 

• Listening: please listen to the entirety of The Golden Record. 

• Watching: The Overview Effect (2015). 

 

Assignment: It’s been nearly 50 years since Carl Sagan and his team sent a 

mixtape into space, a gift for aliens to listen to. If you were to add one thing to the 

Golden Record (either today, or as a member of Carl Sagan’s team), what would 

you add and why? 

 

Apocalyst: David Bowie – “Life on Mars?”; The Beatles – “Here Comes the Sun” 

 

 

7. “Trash from the Past,” or, Future Waste & Wasted Futures 

Question: What will be the legacy of all our trash? 

• Reading: Julia Wilson-Bryan “Building a Marker of Nuclear Warning” (2003). 

• Watching: Ramin Bahrani, Werner Herzog, “The Plastic Bag” (2009). 

 

Assignment: “It-narratives” are a type of story that became popularized in the 18th 

century. They are stories written from the perspective of non-human things, very 

much like we watched in Bahrani’s “The Plastic Bag.” Choose a commodity, an 

object of the Anthropocene, a piece of trash, and write an It-narrative from its 

perspective. What’s its life like? What are its goals? Its sense of purpose? Who 

are its friends? What ultimately is its ends? 

 

Apocalyst: Deltron 3030 – “3030” 

 

 

8. “Arks for the Apocalypse”: Doomsday Prepping & the Ethics of Survival. 

Question: What’s the Good of surviving the apocalypse? 

• Reading: “Doomsday Preppers” in Casey Ryan Kelly, 2020. Apocalypse Man: The 

Death Drive and the Rhetoric of White Masculine Victimhood. The Ohio State 

University Press, Chicago (2020). 

https://voyager.jpl.nasa.gov/golden-record/
https://voyager.jpl.nasa.gov/golden-record/
http://weareplanetary.com/overview-short-film/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=VkbT50O7scc


• Watching: Each student will be assigned to watch and episode of Doomsday 

Preppers, Season 1. Students will be informally responsible for and asked 

questions about their episodes during this class. 

 

Apocalyst: Mose Allison – “Ever Since the World Ended”; Charles Mingus – “Oh Lord 

Don’t Let Them Drop That Atomic Bomb On Me”. 

 

 

9. “Killing Lazarus (again)”: On De-Extinction. 

Question: Is de-extinction a worthy pursuit? 

• Watching: Each student will be asked to watch a selection of the presentations 

presented at Revive & Restore, TEDx De-Extinction. 

• Reading: selections from Britt Wray, The Rise of the Necrofauna: The Science, 

Ethics, and Risks of De-Extinction. Greystone Books, Vancouver ; Berkeley 

(2017). 

 

Apocalyst: Edgar Winters Group – “Frankenstein”. 

 

 

10.  “Live Long and Die Out”: On Human Extinction 

 

Spoiler Alert: In the movie, The Butterfly Effect (2004), the protagonist relives his life 

again and again, making different decisions each time to help his loved ones, though with 

each thing he changes, he unwittingly hurts others. Ultimately, he realizes that, no matter 

what he does, his existence causes enormous harm to the people he loves. This drives him 

to commit suicide before he can be born in a dramatic, tragic, altruistic self-sacrifice. 

Dark stuff! In this class we ask a dark question: 

 

Might the world be better off without us? 

 

• Reading: Selections from Patricia MacCormack, The Ahuman Manifesto: Activism 

for the End of the Anthropocene. Bloomsbury Academic, New York, NY, (2020) 

• Reading: Selections from Alan Weisman The World Without Us (2007). 

• Have a look at the Voluntary Human Extinction Movement. 

 

Apocalyst: Tom Lehrer – “We Will All Go Together When We Go”. 

 

 

11. “Only the Good Die Young”: On Transhumanism & Living Forever 

Question: Who benefits from life extension technologies? 

• Selections from Abou Farman, On Not Dying: Secular Immortality in the Age of 

Technoscience. University of Minnesota Press, Minneapolis (2020). 

• Visit from guest speaker with expertise on Transhumanism. 

• Have a look at Altos Labs. 

 

https://reviverestore.org/events/tedxdeextinction/
https://www.vhemt.org/
https://altoslabs.com/


Reflection Prompt: Every lecture so far has started with a song to match the theme 

(i.e., “It’s the End of the World As We Know It” by REM and “Bad Moon Rising” 

by CCR). Propose an alternative song for me to add to this playlist (“The 

Apocalyst”) for one of the weeks and offer an explanation of your choice. 

 

Apocalyst: Oasis – “Live Forever”; The Flaming Lips – “Yeah Yeah Yeah Song” 

 

 

12. Art for the End of the World 

How has public art reckoned with the challenges and paradoxes of the Anthropocene? 

What is the medium of the Anthropocene? What is the medium of the apocalypse? 

In preparation for today’s class, students are asked to peruse five case studies: 

 

1. The Doomsday Clock (Bulletin of Atomic Scientists) / Times Square Climate 

Clock 

2. The Clock of the Long Now 

3. Earth’s Black Box 

4. What is Missing? (Maya Lin) 

5. The Utopian Hotline 

 

Reflection Prompt: Record and submit message to the Utopian Hotline (#5). 

Please submit the text/recording of your message to me as well. 

 

Apocalyst: Skeeter Davis – “The End of the World”; Barry McGuire – “Eve of 

Destruction”. 

 

13. “Mostly Harmless”: A Manifesto, or, Towards an Ethics of the Anthropocene 

Question: What does it mean to live a harmless life? How might such a life be measured? 

 

"The question in the twenty-first century will be how to inhabit the Earth less frightfully." 

—Jean-Baptiste Fressoz & Charles Bonneuil 

 

• Reading: Frank Kermode, 1967. The Sense of an Ending: Studies in the Theory of 

Fiction, The Mary Flexner lectures. Oxford University Press, London, New York. 

• Reading: Selections from Trisha Hersey Rest is Resistance: A Manifesto [The Nap 

Ministry] (2020). 

 

Apocalyst: The Books – “Take Time”; Pink Floyd – “Eclipse”. 

 

 

  

https://thebulletin.org/doomsday-clock/
https://climateclock.world/
https://climateclock.world/
https://longnow.org/clock/
https://www.earthsblackbox.com/
https://www.whatismissing.org/
https://utopianhotline.com/


 

 

POSSIBLE FINAL PAPER PROMPTS 

 

A. Read the entirety of the books from the Abbreviated Bibliography (below) and write a review 

of that book [Don’t do Berlant, Kermode, Shock of the Anthropocene, or Buck, since we read 

them in class].  Be sure to contextualize your book with the other readings we’ve engaged in 

during this course. 

 

B.  Find a public work of art not yet discussed in this course that you think responds particularly 

well (or poorly!) to the Anthropocene. Put that work of art in discussion with our readings from 

this course. 

 

C. If the Golden Record were launched into space again today, what should be on it? Propose a 

table of contents, and justify your choices. 

 

D. “It-narratives” are a type of story that became popularized in the 18th century. They are stories 

written from the perspective of non-human things, very much like we watched in Bahrani’s “The 

Plastic Bag.” Choose a commodity, an object of the Anthropocene, a piece of trash, and write an 

It-narrative from its perspective. What’s its life like? What are its goals? Its sense of purpose? 

Who are its friends? What ultimately is its ends? This may be written in a number of genres. 
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‘A Manifesto for a Good Anthropocene’, An Ecomodernist Manifesto 

http://www.ecomodernism.org/. 

 

Berlant, Lauren. G. 2011. Cruel Optimism. Durham, NC: Duke University Press. 

 

Bjornerud, Marcia. 2018. Timefulness: How Thinking like a Geologist Can Help Save the World. 

Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press. 

 

Brand, Stewart, The Clock of the Long Now: Time and Responsibility, 1st ed. (New York: Basic 

Books, 1999). 

 

Buck, Holly Jean. After Geoengineering: Climate Tragedy, Repair, and Restoration. Verso, 

2019. 

 

Clarke, Bruce. Gaian Systems: Lynn Margulis, Neocybernetics, and the End of the 

Anthropocene. Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2020. 

 

Trisha Hersey Rest is Resistance: A Manifesto [The Nap Ministry] (2020). 

 

Jamail, Dahr. (2019). The End of Ice: Bearing Witness and Finding Meaning in the Path of 

Climate Disruption. The New Press. 

 

Kelly, Casey Ryan. Apocalypse Man: the Death Drive and the Rhetoric of White Masculine 

Victimhood. Columbus: The Ohio State University, 2020. 

 

Frank Kermode, 1967. The Sense of an Ending: Studies in the Theory of Fiction, The Mary 

Flexner lectures. Oxford University Press, London, New York. 

 

Kolbert, Elizabeth. 2014. The Sixth Extinction: An Unnatural History. New York: Henry Holt. 

 

———. 2021. Under a White Sky: The Nature of the Future. New York: The Crown Publishing 

Group. 

 

MacAskill, William. What We Owe the Future. First edition., Basic Books, 2022. 

 

MacCormack, Patricia. 2020. The Ahuman Manifesto: Activism for the End of the Anthropocene. 
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Nixon, Rob, Slow Violence and the Environmentalism of the Poor (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard 
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Scranton, Roy. 2015. Learning to Die in the Anthropocene: Reflections on the End of a 
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Virtue. New York: New York University Press, 2019. 

 

Thacker, Eugene. 2015. Cosmic Pessimism. Pharmakon Minneapolis, MN: Univocal Publishing. 

 

Alan Weisman The World without Us (2007). 

 

Wark, McKenzie. Molecular Red: Theory for the Anthropocene. London: Verso, 2015. 
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