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— Deepening students’ understanding
of their relationships
with the environment

Miles Kenney-Lazar, Assistant Professor at the
Hakubi Center for Advanced Research and affiliated
with the Center for Southeast Asian Studies
(Presently Assistant Professor, Department of
Geography, National University of Singapore)

During the first semester
of the 2018-19 term, | taught
a course titled “Introduction
to Environment and Society”
because of my convictions
in the importance of its
subject matter. Students
that joined the course
were passionate about the
environment, studying in English, and participating
in classroom discussion and debate. Although |
have now left Kyodai and started a new job at the
National University of Singapore, | often think back
to our classroom sessions when we considered the
complex ways in which our contemporary societies
understand and act upon the bio-physical
environment. The class introduced students to the
evolving ways in which environment-society
relationships have been understood, from the far
past to the present, including through frameworks
of environmental determinism, cultural ecology, and
political ecology. We considered how different
cultures understand their relationship with the
environment, including a session that exclusively
focused on Japanese understandings of human
relationships with nature. Students learned that
nature or the environment is not an entity separate
from or outside of human societies, but is actually
socially produced and transformed in many
instances by political, economic, and cultural
processes. Students learned that even in the
pre-industrial era, humans significantly modified
their environments. For example, pre-colonial tribes
in South America improved upon vast swaths of
the Amazon rainforest, contrary to common
assumptions that it was a completely natural
environment.
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“Introduction to Environment and Society”.

In this course, we also investigated the causes
of contemporary environmental problems, such as
climate change, pollution, and overuse of
resources. We challenged apolitical theories that
attribute these problems to overpopulation,
technological change, and consumption practices
alone and instead we discussed the deeper
political economic transformations that produced
such crises. We considered whether human impact
upon the earth constitutes a new geological epoch
known as the Anthropocene and how this term
unjustly places blame on all human beings despite
their unequal environmental impacts. Finally, we
thought through how we could transform our
relationships with the environment for the better,
engaging with concepts such as the commons and
sustainability. Students learned that despite the
potential that such terms hold for proposing paths
forward, they can be also be manipulated by
powerful political economic interests in ways that
are socially unjust and that do not tackle the root
causes of the issues we face.

Introduction to Environment and Society did
not have any material impact upon Kyodai’ s
environmental footprint. It did, however, have an
intangible effect upon the way in which
environment-society relations are understood at
the university. Although there were not many
students who directly benefited from this learning
and discussion experience, the course created a
space for reflecting more deeply upon our
contemporary relationships with the environment
and how we can change them as a society and as
individuals. This type of thinking is important for
Japan, which is one of the top global emitters of
greenhouse gases and has made significant
commitments to reduce its carbon footprint. A
large institution like Kyoto University also has a
substantial environmental footprint that it is
working to reduce. More importantly, Kyodai’ s
prominent public role in the city and nation means
that it needs to be a leader in thinking through
what is wrong with our current relationships with
nature and how they ought to be changed for the
better. Educating students about environment-society
relations is an important step on this path.
Although | am no longer able to teach this course
at Kyoto University, I am hopeful that the spirit of
this type of pedagogy will be carried on by the
next cohort of educators and students.
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#h|0.0187 | 37.7(MJ/L) | 2.58 (kg-CO/L) A e s e
EEY (ESS) | — — 2,770 (kg-CO:/Y)
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