
MEST 210F/317X: Exploring Environmental (In)Justice: 
Focus on the Arab region 

 

=============================================================== 

Instructor: Rania Masri, PhD, Room 106, Building 37 
Contact info: rm97@aub.edu.lb; x 4468 
Class Meets Thursdays, 2.30 - 5 pm (open to discussion) 

Course Description: 
This course examines issues of  environmental quality and social justice. It takes as self-evident the 
premise that all people have a right to live in a clean environment, free from hazardous pollution or 
contamination, and to live with the natural resources necessary to sustain health and livelihood. In 
some cases, these resources are air, soil or water. In other instances, they may include healthy 
fisheries, forests, or land to farm or graze animals on. With this as our starting point, we will 
question why, and through what social, political and economic processes, some people are denied this 
basic right. How is it that certain groups of  people do not have access to basic resources, or are 
systematically burdened with pollution or environmental hazards to a greater extent than other 
groups? What are the social relations of  production and power that contribute to these outcomes? 
What can be done? We begin by examining the philosophical foundations and history of  the 
environmental justice movement and foundational concepts such as justice, race and class. We will 
also question the very definition of  ‘environmental justice’ - how  do we define it? Through case 
studies, readings, and films, we will examine these questions.   
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"At some point we must draw a line across the ground of our home and 
our being, drive a spear into the land and say to the bulldozers, 
earthmovers, government and corporations, 'thus far and no further.'  
If we do not, we shall later feel, instead of pride, the regret of Thoreau, 
that good but overly-bookish man, who wrote, near the end of his life, 'If 
I repent of anything it is likely to be my good behaviour.' "  
--Edward Abbey

mailto:rm97@aub.edu.lb


Socially, economically and environmentally sustainable societies, at the national, regional, and global 
levels, cannot be achieved unless the underlying causes of  environmental and social inequity are 
understood and addressed. In order to discuss these issues and understand the complexity of  both 
environmental injustices and the struggle for environmental justice, we will, together, explore the 
following: 

* Principles of  Environmental Justice, with a cursory understanding of  political ecology  
* Principles of  Transformative Change and Power Analysis 
* Overview of  issues in the Arab region: economic, social, environmental, political 
* The tools and strategies used by organizations and communities for environmental 

justice, with a focus on the Arab region 

It is my goal that this course will simultaneously be a rigorous academic experience and one of  
personal empowerments. You will be exposed to key texts and arguments regarding environmental 
justice, and to some of  the movements’ key strategies.  You will also be exposed to key concepts in 
transformative change, and understanding power for change.  We will work through the concepts 
and exercises together, not strictly in the teacher-student approach, but also in the collective activist/
organizer approach.  We will also use the Environmental Justice Atlas as a research tool (see: http://
ejatlas.org/). You will also be researching and writing a case story for publication on the EJ Atlas. 

Course Evaluation: 
▫ Leading class discussion: 15% 
▫ Memos: 10% 
▫ Present a case story: 8% 
▫ Research and writing of  a case study: 22% 
▫ Research Paper: 45% (staggered deadlines) 

[Note: Since this course is both an undergraduate and a graduate course, the particularities of  the assignment will be 
modified for undergraduates and graduates in the case study and the research paper.] 

Leading Class Discussion (15%): 
This is your class, and to make it work, everyone needs to be involved.  Because this is a seminar style 
course, many classes will consist of  discussions led by all of  you.  Each student in the class will be 
responsible for leading one discussion, which will be worth a significant portion of  your final grade.  
You will provide a summary of  the main ideas of  the text, list and define key terms, present 
explanation of  scientific information listed and most importantly, come with a plan to facilitate the 
class including a series of  ‘discuss-able’ questions.  You are also encouraged to bring in background 
materials on the topic, including music, photos, videos, etc.  You are required to meet with the 
instructor prior to class to discuss the material and possible formats for the presentation.  You will 
get an ‘A’ on the discussion, if  you: 

- briefly but thoroughly summarize the key concepts and arguments of  the assigned readings for 
that week 

- draw connections between the current readings, course themes, and other readings/aspects 
- effectively facilitate the participation of  everyone in class 
- incorporate questions from class members 
- show preparation and creativity in the presentation, and add your own insight to the reading 

Memos (10%): 
Each Wednesday (one day before class), you will turn in a memo (via email) with your own personal 
reactions to the course material.  The purpose of  the memo is to integrate course material with your 
own life, and for you to give me feedback on how the course is going for you.  The content of  the 
memos should focus on both the course material and your experiences, but are otherwise open to 
you.  You might describe your reaction to a class discussion, film, or lecture, or report an event in 
your life, or a conversation about course material.  These are not reading or lecture summaries.  Your memo 
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can be anywhere from one paragraph to one page. (Please do pay attention to grammar!)  Memos 
will not be graded. 

[Note: the assignments listed above have been inspired from Professor Norgaard’s class at the University of  Oregon.]  

Present a case story from the EJAtlas.Org: 8% 
Each student will be asked to present one case story from the Environmental Justice Atlas, and to 
discuss it, incorporating the readings and discussions from the class and reflect on it from a power 
analysis perspective. 

Research and writing of  a case study: 22% 
Working either as a team or alone (depending on whether you are an undergraduate or a graduate), 
you will be asked to research and write a new case story for submission to the Environmental Justice 
Atlas (http://ejatlas.org/).  Both I and the environmental justice researcher, Catherine Moughalian, 
will be available to assist you.  Note: the case story must be from the Arab region. 

Research Paper: 45% (staggered deadlines) 
Again, either as a team or alone (depending on whether you are an undergraduate or a graduate), you 
will be asked to explore from the 1,974 case stories on the Environmental Justice Atlas (http://
ejatlas.org), with (currently) 42 case stories on the Arab region.  Tackle and research an issue of  
interest to you - such as the source of  the conflict (example, a particular company or form of  
governmental policy), the form of  resistance, or the potential for transformative change. There is a 
wealth of  information on the site.  Not to worry, the 45% will be staggered across several deadlines, 
and I will be working with you throughout in the process. 

Readings 
The reading load for this class is moderate, and unevenly distributed during the semester.  Because a 
significant portion of  class time will be devoted to discussing the articles, it is absolutely essential 
that you keep up with the readings on a weekly basis.  As much as possible, readings will be shared 
online - via email and posted on the website (greenresistance.wordpress.com)  

Course Policies 
▫ The university policies, as listed in the university catalog, apply. 
▫ Please note: plagiarism will result in a failing grade. 
▫ Late homework assignments will not be accepted. 
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