The Pursuit of the Commitment to Justice in Research and Teaching:

The Uses of an Environmental Studies Program

Panel 9:  Lisa H. Newton

Why should a Catholic University have an Environmental Studies Program?


Fairfield University has had a strong Environmental Studies Program since 1985, when the Olin Corporation put out a Request for Proposals to all the universities in our region, and we responded, enthusiastically and successfully.  From its beginning, its activities covered many broad community objectives: through our courses, to raise the level of our students’ consciousness of the crises afflicting the world into which they would emerge; through our public programs, to raise the level of community consciousness of the same problems, with special emphasis on the New England region in general and the Long Island Sound in particular; through our research and library grants, to raise the level of faculty engagement in environmental issues; and through all of the above, to contribute to the general effort to make the world a more fitting place for six billion of us to inhabit.  In short, we began with a variety of excellent secular purposes, all of which could be advanced during the years of funding, some of which we continue to this day.  With the cessation of funding, the Program was free to seek alliances within the more specifically Catholic structures of our university, and through some recent integration activities, culminating in a three day workshop this last July, its capstone seminar has aligned itself with the Office of Jesuit Mission and Identity.  The workshop gave us an opportunity to consider the contribution that the Program might make, not only to the variety of secular purposes listed above, but specifically to the Catholic tradition, especially the tradition of social justice, which will be taught in our universities or will not be taught at all.  The argument of this paper is that an Environmental Studies Program can provide materials, courses and other experiences which will further the University’s work in teaching Catholic Social Thought.  
The Foundations of Environmentalism in Christian Thought

Setting aside some initial misunderstandings of the content of Christian thought and its impact on our conceptions of the natural environment (Lynn White comes to mind), the case for Christian environmentalism is simply made:

1. The created natural world is inherently valuable and good, possessed of dignity as proceeding from the hand of God, even as human life is inherently valuable, and therefore it deserves our protection (independently of whose the responsibility for such protection might be).  This proposition is derived from Genesis 1:10, 12, 18, 21, 25, 31: And God saw that it was good, very good.
2. Further, it’s our job to keep it this way.  God put us in the garden that He had made “to dress it and to keep it.”  Genesis 2:15.  The orders may seem simple enough: “dressing” a garden essentially means pruning it for better growth, and “keeping” is self-explanatory—don’t sell it, don’t give it away, protect it, don’t let it be destroyed.  I would argue, if argument were necessary, that the duty to prune a few fruit trees easily generalizes to the duty to preserve endangered species (would God have created them if he didn’t want them?), to preserve the rainforests and the arctic, and to modify human activities to protect the atmosphere from the kind of pollution that will damage all life on this earth (like global warming from the “greenhouse gases,” acid rain from the emissions of sulfur and nitrogen oxides, and damage to the ozone layer caused by chlorofluorocarbons in our refrigerants).
3. The duty is made much more serious when it applies directly to human beings, for our tradition is clear and specific on our duty to protect other humans, with special attention to the poor.  Charity rendered unto “the least of these my brethren” (Matthew 25:40) is rendered directly to Christ, and damage inflicted, by abuse or neglect, to the same brethren, injures Christ; at the least, Christ should be protected from avoidable hazards to health, deprivation of livelihood and destruction of dwelling places.  Yet those evils are precisely what abuse of the earth accomplishes.  When industries pour poison into the air and the water, it is the poor, not the rich, who find themselves in the path of the plume.  The destruction of the fisheries of the world by huge commercial firms in wasteful factory boats takes the livelihood of all the fishers who have depended on those fisheries for generations to feed their families.  The wasteful use of water by the factory farms in the developing world, lowering the water table in traditionally agricultural regions, makes it impossible for the small farmers to farm.  All of these practices are evil as they offend the poor and therefore offend Christ.
4. Our duty to the poor is not confined to individual acts or omissions.  Central to Christian teaching is the notion of human free will and responsibility for institutions and practices as well as individual actions.  We are made in the image of God, in our creativity, and in that we know good and evil.  It is our duty to create the society, and the social institutions and practices, which will relieve the poor when possible, and protect the poor from injustice always.  To the extent that the protection of the earth falls within our ambit of responsibility, and to a very large extent it does, we are charged not only to avoid environmentally damaging acts on our own behalf, but to create the laws and agencies that will ensure environmental protection on all fronts.  This duty is called stewardship, and it bears equally on the entire human race. 

Explorations of the foundations of Christian environmentalism continue.  For instance, Sally McFague’s recent book, The Body of God, connects environmentalism to the sacramental history of the earth’s generation of food, tracking from long before Christianity.  [More may follow on this point.] 

[The Roman Catholic tradition accepts the reasoning above and takes it further along the lines of its own history.  The history of Papal pronouncements on our duties to the environment is fascinating, and I leave it entirely to Brother Keith, who knows much more about it than I do.]
The Interface of Catholic Social Thought and Environmental Studies

We take it as given, that a Catholic University ought at least to consider the tradition of Catholic Social Thought, and provide for students an opportunity to make that consideration real to themselves by experiencing the working out of the tradition’s commitments on the campus, in their classrooms, and in the community at large.  Accordingly, in the first year after the termination of funding, we sat down to work out the implications of that conclusion for the Environmental Studies Program.  We came out with the following summary of goals (please note: these are not all anywhere near accomplished, although progress has been made in several areas):
1. The Fairfield University Campus should be an exemplar of environmental practices for the community.

The first major campus objective under the heading of environmental practices is recycling, which should be at the top of the housekeeping agenda.  The first step in placing it there is to hire a recycling coordinator.  For students, there should be recycling bins in each room, separating trash at its source.  For faculty and administration, for the same reason, there should be recycling bins in each office.  Containers should be clearly and visibly marked, with a consistent color-coding across the campus.  Students, faculty and administration should be firmly instructed on the appropriate use of those containers.  The most difficult task will be to instruct and train the Housekeeping Staff to keep recyclables separate: Fairfield University, like many similar institutions, has outsourced its housekeeping function to a contractor in Bridgeport.  There is high turnover in their staff, not all of whom speak English, and there will be strong pressure for them to adhere to any recycling agenda without charging more money.  This will be difficult.  For at least the steps up to the final disposal or recycling, we hope that the Student Environmental Association will carry the weight of the educational and other initiatives that will be necessary for success.

The second campus objective in this heading is sustainable groundskeeping.  The grounds should be kept in such a way as to preserve and enhance the natural environment.  The development of an overall environmental groundskeeping project would be a first step.  We should: replace lawn with natural groundcover wherever possible; use only biodegradable chemicals in maintaining plantings; pay attention to rain runoff from the parking lots (the law is helpful here).  And wherever possible, we should minimize asphalt; and replace it with groundcover.

The third campus objective is sustainable transport.  For starters, cars should not be driven on campus.  Let’s just have a policy: You will not bring your car to Fairfield University.  The campus, and the surrounding community, will be equipped with efficient electric shuttles.  You’ll be able to get wherever you need to go.  If you don’t like waiting for shuttles, bring your bicycle.  Fold it up and take it to class with you.  Nor reason why we would need cars.  If cars are needed for off-campus purposes, long-term parking should be available, on the periphery of the campus (preferably in parking garages).  The University fleet, which certainly does have to operate on campus, should be diesel or hybrid.


The fourth area of environmental initiatives on the campus is environmentally certified construction, Not quite sure why we seem to be doing more and more construction, but we are always grateful to our generous donors.   Construction should use recycled materials wherever possible: Floors, carpets, walls, counters, and all draperies and upholstery. 

The fifth area of campus sustainability is energy self-sufficiency.  We take it that this goal is impossible of attainment right now.  For a start, solar panels should be placed on the roof of every building and on the tops of the shuttles.  "Green" buildings should feature passive/active solar.  Every government program should be accessed to re-insulate the buildings, install triple glazed windows, etc. 
2. The Fairfield University curriculum should have a full array of modalities for environmental education, of a sort that makes it possible to see implications of environmental facts for justice, of our students and of the community

We should, of course, have an offering on the subject of Environmental Justice itself.  What we usually call "Environmental Justice" relates to the siting of dumps, pollution, spills, and other degradations of living environment that seem to fall with unjust frequency on the poor and the politically powerless. We indeed offer that course once a year, and because of the interests of the faculty member who teaches it, it strongly emphasizes the gender differentiation in the effects of environmental oppression.  This semester, we have added to that offering a new conception : the capstone seminar for the Environmental Studies Program, reworked as a capstone seminar for the Latin American and Caribbean Studies Program in addition, in which the history, economics, and social stratification of Latin nations of the global South form a backdrop for intensive studies of the patterns of environmental challenge and degradation.  In turn, both programs link with University initiatives that link with universities and NGOs working in Latin America.

But this was not a task force on "Environmental Justice" alone.  We believe that unadorned courses in environmental science, economics, and philosophy are essential to understanding the imperatives of environmental justice, in this country and around the world.   Accordingly, we have labored mightily to link our program(s) with all departments and programs that bear on the environment in any way:  a dormant “Environmental Sciences” program, an isolated Marine Sciences Program, a sporadic Environmental Business cluster of courses, and all faculty in English, Economics and History who have anything to do with environmental literature.
We are also trying to expand our education to the community.  We started, recall, with a full array of Environmental Lectures and Earth Day celebrations, often carried out in concert with the Student Environmental Association or other campus co-sponsors.  We are now trying to re-establish the funding for those initiatives, although we would do them now in concert with the Office of Jesuit Mission and Identity.  Here I stand, hat in hand; any and all suggestions for funding are welcome.
Part of the early funding provided a resource center for us—archives of materials, books, and films for class or community viewing.  Right now the whole center is bottled up in a faculty office: we have high hopes of moving it to more publicly accessible quarters in the course of this coming year.
3. The Fairfield University Environmental Faculty should form an Environmental Advisory Council ("Think Tank") for the region, to develop and comment on environmental policy, to serve as an expert resource for community projects, to initiate (in cooperation with local officials and non-profit groups) environmental action at the community and regional level, and to monitor environmental justice in Bridgeport.

What we really need is an ongoing Faculty Colloquium on environmental policy, national as well as regional, including everyone in this room and this conference as well as the Fairfield University contingent.   That colloquium should partner with whatever institutions seem capable of doing the work, to get the tasks of protecting the environment done.  We have already begun to explore several profitable paths of cooperation in our own area and on our own campus:
a. With our School of Business: We’d like to engage some of their students in an ongoing evaluation of environmental practices in regional production facilities, and compliance issues in regional industries.  A good project for the students might be to develop code of best environmental practices for the region.
b. With our School of Nursing: One of our faculty is already engaged in an ongoing project on inner-city asthma; we are hoping to expand that kind of study to address environmental damage to community health generally.

c. With our town of Fairfield:  We have a history, better than our present, of working with the local Department of Environmental Protection to decide on and work for policy for Fairfield Township.  Part of an earlier seminar kept all solid waste and toxic waste disposal under review; we should be able to that again.
d. With the City of Bridgeport: Bridgeport actually started planting trees, under the former mayor, who was keen on open space and wonderful for the natural environment until he went to jail.  Fairfield University’s Environmental Studies Program should be serving as a resource to the city of Bridgeport, a fading city that was once clogged with industry and no longer has any, to help with the environmental development of their. brownfields.

The point of the Environmental Task Force was to keep all interfaces among community, university, and the natural environment, in plain view and subject to work.  For instance, where it has proven possible, we have created internships: one semester, we had one student working with a local chemicals plant monitoring emissions and runoff, we had another teaching children at the Norwalk Aquarium, and we had a third commuting to New York to find our about a native Central American people (the Guarani), and see what had to be done to protect their rights.


We have done very little to reach out to local churches.  Part of this neglect stems from our conventional origins; part may come because of our expectations that we will be rejected: the perceptions of many that we are incurable intellectual and complicated.  We think more can be done here.

The Educational Experience for our Students


When we set out to put together our curriculum, from introductory courses on Ethics and the Environment, Ecology, and Geography/Geology, to the Seminar on the Environment, the Capstone Experience of the Program in Environmental Studies, we had several educational objectives in mind.  We wanted to educate this generation of students to attain the following objectives::

1. Gratitude for the beauty and the amazing generosity of the fragile Created Biosphere, 
2. Sensitivity to the human-caused damage that may hinder its role in providing physical support for the flourishing of human life.

3. Acceptance of the ordained duty of stewardship of the natural environment, the Garden in which God put humans, “to dress it and to keep it.” 

4. Intellectual Grasp of the close links between environmental degradation and human suffering, especially among the poor, and consequent revitalization of their underlying commitment to serve the disadvantaged.

5. Capacity for Action: implementation of environmental and social commitments through academic/service programs centering in Bridgeport and centering in Latin America and the Caribbean. 
The activities we selected incorporate an emphasis on Interdisciplinary and Inter-program work, in courses, seminars, colloquia and public presentations.

1. Teaching courses in Environmental Studies (Ecology; Ecology and Society; Rainforest Ecology; Environmental Justice; Environmental Ethics; Environmental Economics; Global Environmental Policy; Seminar on the Latin American/Caribbean Environment).  The Capstone Seminar is team taught, and many of the faculty who teach it (from a wide variety of departments) attend every weekly session.  Occasionally we bring in community experts.
2. Advising students in Independent Studies focused on Environmental Justice, especially in preparation for spending time in Latin American/Caribbean nations with which we have special ties for research or service: Nicaragua, Brazil, Haiti, and until recently, Cuba.
3. Presenting public programs, lectures or colloquia, on the subject of justice and the environment, especially as they concern Latin America and the Caribbean, occasionally helping to fund them with private funds.

4. Journaling their experiences in reading, meditating, and directly experiencing the natural environment.  (Some of these observations were contained in my “A Being of Value: Educating for Environmental Advocacy,” which appeared in WORLDVIEWS: ENVIRONMENT, CULTURE, RELIGION, 8:2-3, 2004, last Fall.)  When forced to think about the natural environment for any extended period of time, students almost willy-nilly acquire sensitivity to it.
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