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Requiem for a Nun: “The past is never dead. It's not even pag
But past violence not only produces ill-gotten gains. 1t also
ates difficulties in making good on what obligations the wealg
have to the poor (a subject we discuss in various chapters). The
will often be doubts about whether certain measures are requiy
to satisfy such obligations. In light of what we have now argue
there is a compensatory aspect to these duties. That is, in ma
cases where we have doubts about whether something ough{_z
be done by way of satisfying obligations towards the world’s deg
tute, this compensatory aspect should make us answer the qu
tion affirmatively. Past injustice creates considerable obligatig
for the present,

Environmental Justice

he anthropocens

ur species of homo sapiens has been around for about 200,000
rears. For 50,000 years, our major traits have been fully developed,
ad our brains have barely changed. The earth, however, is almost
00,000 times as old. It has been through a turbulent history that
ncluded several mass extinctions. Let me mention a few high-
ights. According to the “giant impact hypothesis”, about four bil-
jon years ago the earth was hit by a Mars-sized body. The moon
was created from debris that was left over from this collision. About
50 million years ago, our planet was covered by ice, an era known
as “snowball earth.” About 250 million years ago, in a period called
he “great dying,” most life perished in a brief moment of geologi-
al time. Massive volcanic eruptions may have been at fault. it
appears that 65 million years ago, an asteroid the size of Mount
Everest hit in the Gulf of Mexico, triggering the extinction of the
dinosaurs that had been the dominant species for many millions
of vears, The biospheric conditions that made the ascent of our
own species possible, and even the physical shape and composi-
tion of the earth, have resulted from a series of cataclysmic evenis
and periods. In one way or another, the occurrence of natural dis-
asters is a part of our lives. But the short presence of human beings
on this planet (geologically speaking) has so far been blessed by
conditions that, by and large, are strikingly hospitable to the flour-
ishing of human life. As its history reveals, however, the earth is
not inevitably friendly to humanity’s ongoing existence.

Further reading

Questions of domestic justice are discussed in all introductions
political philosophy that focts on one state (see again the list
the introduction to this book). Beitz (1999) is the second edition
a work that appeared in 1979 and thus long before philosophizi
about global justice became wide-spread. His work is the clas
account of globalism. Pogge {2002) defends the provocative t
sis that the global order harms the poor; the work appeared in
extended second edition in 2008. See Cohen (2010) and Risse (2005
for critical assessments. Important recent accounts of global §
tice include Caney (2005), David Miller (2007), Richard Mil
(2010), Moellendorff (2002), Tan (2004) and Brock {2009). Rawi
(1999b) plays an important role in the debate about global justice
bt is not stage-setting in that area as Rawls (1999a) has been fo
domestic justice. Risse (2012} develops pluralist internationali
Blake (2001a) is a seminal text on the grounds-of-justice deb
Miller (1995) is an excellent discussion of nationalism.
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¢ entrenched at 2 global level. So evolution has .genfa'rai'ed

Qm f prain that not only did not prepare our species for the
iZ}Mtiooﬁake care of future generations, but that has ais'o mades L:)i
ceptible to an attitude that appreciates nature only in term
al;i{iasfoffas;nating and tremendously important 2005 book
Z’;pse, the American geographer }a'red Diamond Eook; adti s:v:
{ societies that have existed at gl'fferent ume’si an s 1;138
red. Several of them were located in remote grc?f%b, sgcn L;ﬂ e
dieval Viking colonies in Greenland, or the c;v:;hzat’ul) onth
ster Islands that left behind numerous mon}nnez'uiax stz icar;
+ some were far less isolated, such as several LE{'lti‘d‘ / meir
}}ltures that met the same fate. Environmental disasters 3 Ways
cipitated the collapse. What is remarkable is that the er_w;ran-
}'BCIPL coblems that led to such devastation normally will have
'Zrzispvisible to decision makers at the time as they alre .to(iagizd.
he reason why they took no resolute measures to ave’r.t ; 1‘8 igmfts
ot disaster was because the decision makers had veste mﬁiw\’is

the status quo. The earth as a whole, and thut% I}uma h‘ﬂ;
I:lch, in an era of human-caused climate cha-nge isin muclmne
ame situation as was the case witkll these pensh-e(; huﬁtl:u;evej
rrangements. Again the problem is that vested interests

ecisive action.

The relationship between humans and their environm
entered a new geological era, the Anthropocene, a period
humankind has surpassed the rest of nature in its impact g
structare and function of the earth system. Short of events:
head-on collision with an asteroid, massive changesin the e
interior or vehement sun storms, itis humans that have the bi
impact on the future of all life on this planet. One kind of
is that humanity has caused a change in global climate. Naty
occurring greenhouse gases, such as water vapor, carbon di
and methane, form a thermal blanket that tra pssunenergyij
the atmosphere and thereby makes the earth inhabitable i
first place. However, in recent centuries human activities b
greatly increased greenhouse gas concentrations. Considers
quantities of carbon dioxide have resulted from burning fo
fuels and from deforestation. Increasing evaporation of wa
amplifies the warming effects of these gases by causing 1
greennouse effects than combustion and defarestation alone,
result is climate change. The Intergovernmental Panel on Clintat
Change concluded that most of the increase in average tempera.
tures is very likely due to increases in man-made greenhouse
concentrations. In the Introduction we noted how dramaticall
an increase of average temperature by more than 3 or 4 degr
Celsius may change the way we live on this planet.

Our brains emerged through an evolutionary process in whigl
survival depended on an organism's ability to navigate its imme
diate environment. The kind of brain that succeeded in evolutig
and that we still possess does not naturally prompt us to pro
vide for future generations. As far as our attitude towards natury
Is concerned, several decades ago, long before climate chang
became an acknowledged issue, historian Lynn White's articl
“The Historical Roots of Qur Ecological Crisis” triggered som,
soul-searching. White argued that Christianity created a frame o
mind that sees human beings as separate from the rest of nature
The dominant reading of the Christian story of creation grante
human beings mastery over nature. Subsequently, the develop
ment of science and technology was a sustained effort to exploi
nature for human purposes, and it originally proceeded in thi
Christian frame of mind. This attitude towards nature has since

limate change as the perfect moral storm

Moral philosopher Stephen Gardiner’s 2011 Perfect Mom'l szfe'
The Ethical Tragedy of Climate Change apﬂ‘y charactenzefi e
hallenges we confront when dealing with .chmate change. .pus
fect storm involves the unusual intersectmr% of several Sen}(}). e,
mutually reinforcing storms. In the case of chmatg chang;,_t\ i;‘ :
major problems inierfere with our ability t;ca behavethe ;clzbz}
inter ional and theoretical storms, 1he G
the global, intergenerational an ‘ : . :
Stor;; concerns out difficulties in reaching any kind of 1{11*{8{1:3
fional agreement on measures (o combat climate change. | th is c_ -
i i X ity to reach an agreement 01N NOw
lectively rational for humanity . o ‘
commi{zmissions. it is nonetheless also rational for each country
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The present value of future benefits and future costs thus is a dis-
counied adjustment of future values. Therefore substantial future
costs may be acceptable for relatively minor gains in the present.
Similar considerations apply to certain public expenditures of
a cotlective. Among the costs that might arise are those of human
ives themselves, A monetary equivalent would be assigned to
numan life. Because of the effects of compounding, the choice of
a discount rate matters enormously, the more so the longer the
decision horizon. For a 1% annual rate, one unit of benefit in the
present is equivalent to 1.3, 1.6, 2.7, and 144.7 units in the future
fthe benefits occur after 30, 50, 100, and 500 years, respectively.
The corresponding numbers for 3% are 2.4, 4.3, 19.2, 2,621,877;
or 5%, 4.3, 11.4, 1315, and 39,323,261,827; and for 10%, 17.4, 117.3,
13, 781, and 4.96x10/20. In policy choices that affect future gen-
rations, the Hves of people living 100-200 vears from now are
everely discounted. Moreover, even minor differences in the dis-
ount rates make an enormous difference for the extent o which
hey are discounted.

There are two reasons why one would want to discount future
alues. First, one might value the future less because it is the
uture (“pure time preference”). Second, one might do so because
he passage of time correlates with other phenomena, such as
ncreasing wealth, availability of technology, or more pronounced
ncertainty. In support of pure time preferences one finds appeals
o revealed preferences (people commonly caring more about the
“nearest and dearest, as well as their own immediate future), and
- a corresponding reference to the alleged anti-democratic arro-
ance of social planners dismissive of such preferences. Another
point is that we would be overburdened giving equal considera-
- tion to all people across the ages. There are likely to be many more

people whase birth is yet to happen than are currently alive, If
- all of them counted for the same, the interests of the living might
carry almost no weight at all.

As far as the second sort of reason is concerned, however,
nat all future people will be wealthier than all contemporaries.
Perhaps if “we” collectively will be richer, “we” can worry about
redistribution later. Yet we cannot assume that future people can
solve distribution problems more easily than we can. Nor can we

to exempt itself from such regulation hoping that others take
lead. The intergenerational storm consists in the fact that the
rent generation has asymmetric power over future generati
Earlier generations can affect the prospects of future gen
tions, but not vice versa. Any generation has incentives to ge
ate front-loaded goods, goods that largely benefit the presenth
for which later generations pay. All goods whose production gé
erates greenhouse gas emissions are such goods given how
some of these gases stay in the atmosphere. The third storm isy
theoretical storm: there are no robust general theories to guj
us. Existing theories are underdeveloped in many of the rele
areas, including intergenerational ethics, international jus
scientific uncertainty and questions abeut the human relatio
ship to animals and the rest of nature. :

Let me ilfustrate the point that our theories are underdevelopeg
to deal with climate change by discussing Cost-Benefit Analy
(CBA)}. CBA goes back to the 19th-century development of welfa
economics, and thus to a time when social-scientific methao,
started to bear on politics. CBA systematically captures the diffe
ent available options, and makes sure all relevant costs and be
efits inform the decision process. For instance, CBA registers th
money invested into improving life for future generations ca
not also be invested into improving the present, with whatey
positive spill-over effects on the future that may have. CBA kee
alternative social objectives in view. At the same time, the systen
atic virtues of CBA might deceive us when it comes to problems.
the complexity of climate change, where the needed informati_
is not reliably available and the time horizon too extended.

The common way of integrating future costs and benefi
into CBA is by discounting them. Discount rates mirror expect
tions about the economy, and formally are inverse interest rate
Discounting the future means assigning a lower value to futu
costs and benefits than to those occurring in the present. Wi
can most straightforwardly motivate discounting for individu
behavior. An individual should prefer receiving $500 today
receiving $500 at future time t since in between she could inve
the $500. Receiving $500 at t is equivalent to receiving x<$5
now, where x delivers $500 at t under the expected interest rat
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know that particular discount rates track increases in wealth
rationale for discounting in individual behavior does not apph
climate change. We are then talking about people who live acy
different generations. Unlike in cases of public expenditures
the immediate future, one set of people participate in the decisn
process, but others bear the costs. Or consider the value of lives
anything else that is not straightforwardly priced, e.g., wildlife ¢
ecosysteins). We often adopt policies that implicitly put a price
human life (e.g., by deciding how rauch money to invest in safe
We make such decisions in a context where probabilities of de
or other harms are of a certain magnitude, as are the benefies
the relevant policies. We do not know if future people will ﬁ
scenarios acceptable where probabilities of death or disease;
wel as gains from certain policies, are much higher, generaﬁ
the same expected value for which we find the mix of probabilit
and benefits acceptable. But we may well bequeath such policies
to the future. In a nutshell, we should have considerable reservy
tions about applying CBA to climate change. o

The joint presence of these storms also generates a problem
moral corruption: we are only all too inclined to accept argumené’
whose conclusions benefit us, The harms and injustices that migh
occur are potentially catastrophic, but the future victims canng
make themselves heard. Our own vigilance must protect thems
An example Gardiner uses to illustrate the phencmenon of mo
corruption is geo-engineering, an area of research thar inves
gates possibilities of intentional interventions in the earth’s ¢
mate system on a global scale to remove greenhouse gases from
the atmosphere. The thought of the possible future availability of
geo-engineering offers reassurance that we may go on as we have.
assuming there will be a solution in the furure. Perhaps there wil
be, but the joint presence of the three storms makes us undulﬁ}
willing to believe that it will be so. '.

imate change (reduce its pace and magnitude); or to adapt
educe its impact}. The first option ~ to conduct “business-as-
sual” — is motivated by the view that the future is likely to be
cher than the present. We will be betier equipped to deal with
roblems then. But the damage might not only be irreversible, but
lso trigger increasingly problematic consequences. Alternatively,
ne may favor the “business as usual” option if one thinks there is
athing we cando about climate changeanyway, or it one believes
imate change simply is not “our” problem and that therefore
here is nothing we ought fo do about it. However, it is decidedly
ot true that there is nothing we can do about climaie change,
nd indeed, climate change is “our” probiein at least in the sense
hat we are contributing to it and are thereby causing hardship
r others (both now and in the Tuture). For these reasons, [ do
at further consider the “business-as-usual” option. Possibilities
r mitigation include a reduction of greenhouse gases {through
hanging energy use, reforming agricultural practices, or limit-
ing deforestation), as well as geo-engineering to remove gases
rom the atmosphere or create cooling effects to offset heating.
‘Possibilities for adaptation include developing crops resistant to
climate change; public-health defenses; flood control and drought
‘management; building barriers againstsea-level rises; or avoiding
development in at-risk areas.

One contribution philosophy can make 10 an atterapt 1o keep
humanity from suffering the same fate as the earlier civilizations
in Diamond’s Collapse is 10 present arguments for the claim that
many matters of global concern are indeed matters of justice, and
must receive the kind of urgency appropriate for matters of jus-
tice. Both mitigation and adaptation (being deviations from the
economic business-as-usual trajectory countries would otherwise
choose) create burdens. Enlightened self-interest goes a long way
towards explaining why these burdens should be shared among
all human beings. After all, we are dealing with a problem with
unpredictable and potentially cataclysmic effects. But why would
this be a problem of distributive justice, and thus why would there
be a moral obligation to share these burdens fairly? Why not say
the distribution of burdens should result from rational bargaining
inwhich every country maximizes its national interests?

Climate change as a problem of justice

As far as climate change is concerned, there are three options: to
let the changes happen and suffer the consequences; to mitigate
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There are several answers to this question. First of al}, 1}
hutnanitarian duties in virtue of the moral significance of t}
tinctively human life. After all, climate change has the potey,
threatening the living conditions of many peopie especial}
regions around the equator, which are already rather pr
ridden. Second, climate change is occurring as a result of ky
activities and in that regard differs from a disaster cause
asteroid. Ermitters are presumably responsible for the hary
inflict. A third reason appeals to the utilitarian side of mora
ing. Utilitarians seek to bring a maximal amount ot well-bein
the world compared to other available courses of action, Gi
potentially disastrous consequences of climate change, mea
to adapt to and mitigate climate change in the long run contr
much to this endeavor. Finally, the distribution of burden
climate change is a moral problem also because humanity ¢
tively owns the earth, which gives everybody some kind of en
ments to the atmosphere. We have already encountered that

in Chapters 1 and 3. Let me say a bit more about it now. We wi
this idea later in this chapter, and again in Chapter 6.

he idea that humanity owns the earth has ceniri.buted its
e to the history of human chauvinism. The A.m.erlcan poet
+ whitman once praised animals by @mhamzmg that, as
posed to humans, “not one is demented x‘,ﬁmh t}'le mania c;f OjWéld
g things” (section 32 of “Song of Myseif”). But my secu amzi
erstanding of collective ownership does. not presup;.aose the
rogance associated with a reading of the Bible thai sut?;eFts t%ze
gation to the human will, an attitude ~th’at emerges, for mstam,_e,
. the protestant theologian Jean Calvin’s view that God toelt: six
ys 1o create the world in order to demonstrate to human bfamg}sl
at everything was prepared for them, In that way my appwac}
flers from its 17th century predecessors who advocated for col-
tive ownership based on the Bible and who generally accepted
this understanding of human superiority. '
(ollective ownership insists that all human beings, 3c:ross
gerations, have the same kind of claim to the ea'rth, and thus
fines a status that human beings have vis-a-vis each Ol’h‘EI'.
call the three claims on which 1 base the view that humanity
Hectively owns the earth: the resources and spaces of the earth
e valuable to and necessary for all human activities to unfold
he earth being humanity’s natural habitat, a f:iﬂseq systgm (')f
sources everybody needs for survival); the satisfaction of basic
man needs matters morally (and, we need to add, mat'ters more?
an any environmental value, such as protecting the blosphe?re),
d that, to the extent that resources and spaces have come into
xistence without human interference, nobody hgs claims to
them based on any contributions to their creation.‘ in a putsheil,
| human beings, no matter when and where they live, have some
kind of claims to original resources and spaces 'that‘cannot be
¢onstrained by reference to what others have a{:con.aphshed. ‘
However, what [ have said so far about coilec,itwe owners?ulp
can be spelled out in different ways. One of them isan equal diV‘l—
sion: each of altogether 71 human beings has a c_la_nn to a i Sh‘dl.e
of original resources (Steiner 1994). Equal .dw;smn gair}s plausi-
bility from the idea that there is a (figurative) heap of resources
to which each person has an equal claim, ﬂqwever, '[%16 idea of
“dividing up” such a heap presupposes an ability to assign values

Collective ownership of the earth

In Europe the 17th century was a troubled period marred by,
gious wars. But the Oid Testament provided as secure guid
as these difficult times permitted. This was also the time w
Europeanexpansionismsiarted to peak. Questions of globals
arose when the colonizers thought about the conditions U
which they could occupy territories, or whether they could &
occupy seaways to the exclusion of others. The idea that human
collectively owned the earth helped with those questions. Outsi
of a religious context, one might think, this approach make
tle sense. After all, we inhabit a planet that was already in exi
ence for longer than four billion years when our species emerge
and the physical and biospheric conditions that enabled its asce
have resulted from a series of cataclysmic developments, Would
not be preposterous to think humans own this planet?
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to sets of resources to render them comparable. To that end
must find some way of assessing an aggregared value for the
all heap of resources. This would be complicated because W
not merely have to assess property values of two-dimens;
spaces, but instead the overall usefulness of three-dimensi
regions for human purposes. But let us ignore this compie
What is crucial is that we would need a uniquely most plag
ble way of assessing the value in question, one that everyhg
could reasonably accept. However, many materials only acq
value through activities that require social contexts. How va
ble, say, oil, uranium, or silicon are depends on what people
and want to do with them. So it depends on what technology
available that requires these materials; on how people choose
integrate it into their lives; and on how property rules determi
what they can do with resources and technology. These n
ters are not the sort of thing for which there would be a singl
most plausible arrangement that everybody could be expect
to respect.

Instead of using an equal division approach to collective own
ership, we should think of collective ownership in terms of wha
we may call “common ownership.” Common ownership is a rig
to use something without a right to exclude other co-owners. Th
was a wide-spread form of ownership when towns collectively
owned areas reserved for the feeding of animals. All citizens cou
take their animals there, perhaps subject to constraints designed
to avoid overuse. The core idea of common ownership as a co
ception of humanity’s collective ownership is that the distrib
tion of the original resources and spaces of the earth among t
global population is just only if evervone has the opportunity o
use them to satisfy basic needs, or otherwise lives under a prop:
erty arrangement that provides opportunities to satisfy bas
needs. My proposal is that humanity as a whole collectively owng
the earth in much the same sense in which citizens of such towns
owned their town greens.

Let me address a reductio ad absurdum through which som
seek to ridicule collective ownership. This discussion will be
useful when we discuss Singer’s argument below. Can anybody

nsibly claim, asks right-libertarian Murray Rothba;d, thaff a
whorn Pakistani baby has claims to a plot in lowa that Sn{uth
¢ transformed into a field (1956, p 35)? As soon as we cox‘ls1d‘er
ch implications of collective ownership, says he, we realize its
plausibility. Smith has claims on the strength qf his efforts. T'he
by has none. However, collective ownership doe's pot requitire
that each nugget of gold found on the ocean floorbe divided among
humans, ot every drop of oil extracted on the Arab penmsu.la.
‘hat the baby has claims on a par with Smith’s is consistent with
émith’s not having to vacate that Jand (the baby does not hax_'e a
flaim 10 each object), and with Smith's not having_to vacate that
and (che claim may be satisfied through compensation). Any piau-
sible understanding of collective ownership must bloci( the mf?r-
snce from “humanity collectively owns the earth” to hum,:amty
collectively owns this or that particular part of the .earth. The
common ownership interpretation meets that criterion (as dots:s
¢.g. equal division). That humanity commonly Owns the earth in
much as the same way as in which, say, Bostonians used tf) owlt
he Boston Comman does not mean they have shared claims to
each object that forms part of it. It just means they should have an
equal opportunity to use the commonly owned rgsc?urces. Once !
make use of X to satisfy basic needs, it is impermissibie for others

o use X for their purposes.

Disappearing island nations

Chapter 1 integrated humanity’s ownership of th'e earth into
an account of human rights as membership rights in the global
order, Collective ownership is one of the sources from which §uch
rights derive. Let me briefly return to this theory of hum'an .r1gh'ts
o apply it to one of the most pressing problems that arise in the
context of climate change: how to think about disappearingisland
nations such as Kiribati (Risse 2009). This gives us an illustration
of how to work with the idea of collective owinership.

Straddling the equator, the nation of Kiribati consists of t.hirt.y-
hree coral atolls spread over 3.5 million square kilometers in
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quence, Kiribati's president proposed to scatter his people
about 100,000 throughout the world. In 1990, a number of sm
island and low-lying coastal countries formed the Alliance
Small Island States (AOSIS), one of whose purposes is to ar
ulate concerns about climate change. AOSIS used to insist
the urgency of climate change mitigation, rather than the S
of adapiation advocated by Kiribati’s president. However,
proposal was cautiously endorsed in the Niue Declaration
Climate Change in 2008.

That inhabitants of Kiribati ought not to be left to drown
morally over-determined. Still, it is illuminating 1o see precis
what reasoning bears on this matter, and how it engages my co

that the existence of states limits opportunities to relocate if in'_
viduals cannot make a living where they live. If areas are lost

searise, there is no longer a way of respecting the troubied party;

co-ownership rights by helping them make a living in their cy
rent location. The only way of respecting these rights is to perm
immigration,

There istherefore a human right to relocation. It even includes
demand upon host countries (o enable new immigrants to ma

and spaces to such an extent that they can all be admitted. Nowg
course we are here talking about an example where there are o
100,000 peopie. But this argument would also hold if there were 1
million or many more people thus affected. The same reasoning
would apply, for instance, if it were decided one day that Jap

high earthquake risk and exposure to tsunamis requires the eva
uation of much of its population.

—
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coltective ownership and eniight.ened
anthropocentrism about the environment

coliective ownership is a view about the relaf:ionship arx:;;}r;gf
;ﬁuman beings that can readily integrate plausible i:u:c?u : o

vironmentai values, Needless to say, not all lmarll’ne;s of cap .
: he value of nature are consistent with collective owr}ershlp.
mghtis famous Sand County Almanac, the environmerttahstn Aldlo
iiopold‘formuiated the followingle{hicz-ﬂ priflc-if.le: A ;2161;%1 tl;
right when it rends to preserve the integrity, stability, an

: o ‘ co”
of the biotic community. It is wrong when it tends otherwis

1949, p 224f). By not recognizing any kind of priority for hu.n}an
peings (and thus their basic needs) over other ;faamral i?titlf.,
Leopold’s principle is inconsistent with any version of collective

This “land ethic” moves outside of enlightened anrhropoees
trism, the view that I think formulates a very plausible view of the

i i
value of nature. This view recognizes that, on the one hand,a?e
values must be values to human beings and on a humnan scale.

i i7 s to envi-
Enlightened anthropocentrism recognizes that answiers tq et
ronmental questions “must be based on human values, i

- sense of values that human beings can make part of their lives and

) ‘ . th
understand themselves as pursuing and respectm.tg,ug.; ;h; ;2224}
g i Bernard Willjams put i X .

century moral philosopher 234).
We {:agnot value in any other way. On the other hand, enhg%li
ened anthropocentrism denies that instrumental values ;r Van
ues of human flourishing exhaust the range of va?ues ona linéae
scale. Enlightened anthropocentrism can readﬂy acknomf e fgr
a number of appropriate attitudes towards Yaiumg natl,;le,‘ zr
instance, that nature should be valued intrmsma%ly, as s‘ub ime
awesome, as providing a context where human life obtains mean
ing, and even as sacred. . N

gEnlightened anthropocentrism as a view aboutdﬂ};e tvah;fﬂif

‘ i i ications also for the debate a

nature has important implica s also fe e :
sustainability. “The idea of sustainability is a distinctly fnod
;zrn notion,” as the environmental philosopher Dale }ainels;l:
explains, “closely tied to the schizophrenia of modern life tha
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simultaneously persecutes nature while trying to prote
(2002, p 327). A starting point for the sustainability debate
1987 Brundtland Report, Our Common Future, which stres
the urgency of fostering growth while paying attention to g}_ﬁ
equity and environmental concerns. “Sustainable develop
was explained there as “development that meets the needs of
present without compromising the ability of future generation;
meet thejr own needs.”

Let us distinguish “weak” from “strong” sustainabj
(Neumayer 2003). Capitalis whatever forms the capacitytoprov
utility; natural capital is the capacity of nature to provide humag
with utility {those parts of nature that fail to do so being dig
garded), such as resources, plants, ecosystems, or species; m,
made capital includes infrastructure such as roads or machin
and human capital includes knowledge and skills, Adopt
either form of sustainability means insisting that the future
integrated into decision-making. Being committed to weak s
tainability means insisting on a non-declining stock of total ¢
tal; being committed to strong sustainability means insisting
a non-declining stock of (some forms of) natural capital. Tt ig
insisting on a non-declining stock that we obtain a commitmen
to intergenerational equality as a lower boundary.

According to weak sustainability, all forms of capital are sub
stitutable for each other and the preservation of anythinginp
ticular is not required. Future people cannot complain as long
they are no poorer in total capital. In contrast, the most comm
version of strong sustainability identifies some forms of natura
capital as significant, or “critical” (to make clear that, say, obscur
species of beetles do not deserve preservation, a point that pre
supposes, controversially, that we have a sufficiently good undes
standing of ecosystems to consider the extinction of such specie
“non-critical”). So even if future people are richer in terms of ov
all capital, they can complain if their wealth comes at the expens
of such capital,

Onereason forsupportingstrong over weak sustainability turn:
on the instrumental value of natural resources, insisting that weak
sustainability does not optimally secure the future of humanity.
What is of concern are biodiversity losses, loss of ecosystems d_

.support systems such as the global climate am? the ozc?ne
er, and soil erosion. We must ask to whagt extent protec-tmg
ose assets requires non-substitutability (.)i.ﬂaturai rtizsoulces,
d how to assess opportunity costs from gwm{;g a spema% stg?us
o such resources. Neumayer (2003) insists thz_it ﬂ"x& mmbma@rﬁ
the distinctive features of natural capital with risk, uncertai-nlty
d ignorance suggests the conclusion‘that there are good lea
ns for the non-substitutability of specific forms of patu’re'il Cd%)l-
I (p 124). These "features” are that those. forms of capltai.(gl f;-
| life-support systems, biodiversity) provide for elementary lite
actions better than any replacements ever c:{.)uild; that We have
a0 practical way of replacing themy a-nd that it is h.ardrto km;w
hich elements of our environment will mattfer. F-or msEance, the
minent biologist E. 0. Wilson refers to biodiversity as “our most
luable but least appreciated resource” (1993, p 281). ‘ |
So there is a strong rationale for caution about depleting nart-
aral capital. But in addition to such instrumental argm;l(i}zts
enlightened anthropocentrism too su'pports strong s*_ustamea ili gf
znlightened anthropocentrisim, again, finds room for a range ;
attitudes towards nature, for instance, that nature Sh'(J?.:l}d be f;fa -
qed intrinsically, as sublime or awesome, or as providing a con-
text where human life obtains meaning. Those ways of val}%mg
pature in turn support the preservation of the natural environ-

ment itself.

Singer's argument for equal entitlements to poliution

In One World Peter Singer (whose work we already encaumered'm
Chapter 4) asserts that humanity collectively owns the absor ptrge
capacity of the earth, its capacity to abs.o_rb green.houtse gases 13
a way that preserves basic climate conditions, Wh1|ch is one gocf)

provided by that part of the earth. Singer ac.ivocates a per-capita
view as the principle of distribution for this gooFi: each person
may consume (or “access”) the absorptive capac;ty. tq the same
degree (i.e., bring about the same volume of emtssmgs). O‘j\}e
may impiement this approach via a “cap«qnd«ifacfle sysiem. We
would choose a global litnit, each country obtaining an amount
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shange in terms of everybody having the same right to pollute the
stmosphere,

of permissible emissions (its “cap”} based on population
Countries that wish to pollute more must purchase additig
rights. One way of assigning caps is that each person since,:
the industrial revolution has the same entitlement. We must t'
determine how much pollution that involves in light of beary
greenhouse gas concentrations. Or one may think of the dist
tion in terms of current populations, Variations are conceiva
one could index population sizes to a year before which act
could be expected to combat pollution. Or one could index t
future year, to avoid perverse incentives for population pa1
or accommodate countries with young populations. But in
event, as political scientist Steve Vanderheiden states, “the atms
phere presents a rare example of a pure public good, where 10
has a valid claim to larger shares of the good than anyone el
(2008, p 225).

Note some implausible implications of the equal per-cap
approach. Countries would obtain allocations regardless of i
this affects their economy, how they use them, what importar
they have for people’s lives, and whether they reduce emissio
Atleast some of these concerns could be resolved by clever allo
tion and trading mechanisms. However, there is a more fun
mental worry about Singer's approach that draws on the idea g
collective ownership of the earth. We can develop this objecti
intwo steps. Note first that Singer’s standpoint assumes that th
is an entitlement to the atmosphere that all of humanity shar
This is plausible only if humanity owns the earth as a whole. A
all, one would think the atmosphere (or its absorptive capacity
collectively owned because everybody needs it for survival, a
because it is nobody’s accomplishment that it exists to begin wi
But the domain for which these claims hold is the earth as Su
not the atmosphere or the absorptive capacity in particular. T
second step then is this. We noted that collective ownership
the earth does not imply that any particular object on or part o
must be divided up. But if not every nugget of gold found on t
ocean tloor must be shared out, then this inference does noth
for the absorptive capacity either. In light of the initial diffic
ties and of this fundamental problem I think the idea is untenable
that we should think of the distribution of burdens from climate

How to regulate access to the absorptive capacity?

Humanity’s collective ownership of the earth does bear on the
pestion of how to distribute the burdens from climate change.
fwe ask that question, among others things we are asking how
o regulate access to the absorptive capacity (i.e., how much pol-
ution is permissible). Collective ownership offers one way of
explaining why we must find a fair way of distributing access to
he absorptive capacity, rather than leaving this matter to seif-
erving bargaining. However, what collective ownership implies
s not as straightforward as suggested by Singer. Instead, we must
be open-minded as to what criteria best capture ideas of fairness
when it comes to the regulation of access to the absorptive capac-
ty. Generally, one addresses fair-division problems by exploring
he strength of various initially plausible criteria and by then
making a proposal that brings the criteria that pass initial scru-
iny into “reflective equilibrium:” one that integrates the criteria
and explains precisely how they bear on the distribution. So the
process that leads to such reflective equilibrium enumerates and
compares the relative strength of different criteria.

The following criteria are the initially more promising ones
n this debate about how to divide up the burdens from climate
change (including Singer's criterion that we already discussed):

e

1} Equal entitlements to the absorptive capacity of the earth

2) Polluters pay, including past polluters

3) Polluters pay, but not past polluters

4y Those pay who are willing to do so, which presumably is a
reflection of how much they worry about climate change

5} Consumers pay for emissions required to produce goods they
consume

6) We respect the status quo: countries are asked to reduce emis-
sions by a fixed percentage of current emissions

7) Those pay who have the ability to do so
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S<.)me criteria can be dismissed quickly. “Willingness-to-pay’
disregards causalinvolvement and capacity to deal with the pr
lemn. 1t should therefore enter any overall proposal at bestin aw
limited way. My proposal below integrates it in just such a way,
the sense that not all burdens from climate change count as by
dens that should be distributed globally. The approach that tak
the status quo as starting point (6) merely offers political expe'&
ency. The consumer-pays principle (5) is implausible if producéz
sell voluntarily, Producers control emissions, buyers do not. On
might say that if buyers act voluntarily, they control emissionsk
creating demand. But they only do so mediated through actions
producers. Perhaps it is implausible to say about very poor cou
tries that they “control” emissions since they often have very lim
ited choices in what they can put on world markets, Howex;er,
long as those countries need not contribute to a solution te clima
change {as they do not on my proposal below), the consumer-pa
principle is unacceptable.

S0 we can readily reduce the longer list to a shorter one:

ot before the mid-1980s that the public and decision makers
ecame aware of the greenhouse effect. The 1992 UN Framework
gonvention on Climate Change too sets a plausible date. The years
of the publication of the third and fourth IPCC reports, 2001 and
2097, are also possible since hoth added much clarity on climate
change. '

_ The crucial question is at what time decision makers could be
gxpected to know, specifically, the dangers of climate change. By
this standard, 1990 is the latest sensible date: the 1990 IPCC repott
atready absorbed a body of insights gathered over years. Any
choice of date will trigger the objection that if countries cannot be
plamed for emissions prior to Year X, they cannot be blamed for
paving committed themselves, over generations, to lifestyles that
essentially involve massive emissions. Come Year X, they were
locked into certain patterns. However, if Year X is fixed as the lat-
est possible year this objection loses its force.

In light of the relevance and visibility of the 1990 IPCC report,
and of persistent doubts a choice of date other than the latest
sensible one would inevitably create about what decision makers
may have been expected to consider, 19901s also a sensible choice,
provided the propesal for the distribution of burdens acknowl-
edges reasons other than rectification of wrongful past emissions
as reasons for which disadvantaged countries can demand aid.
The importance of 1990 can then make us neglect the fact that
it is the Jatest sensible date, Put differently: if the only aid avail-
able to poor countries on the correct proposal depended on the
amount of blameworthy past emissions, then the later we move
the date, the less aid poor countries will get. We wiil then have to
worry about choosing the latest sensible date, rather than, say,
the earliest. However, we saw in Chapter 1 that there is a duty
to help states realize human rights, and thus help them cre-
ate the conditions under which the realization of these rights is
possible. (There is in fact a duty of assistance in building institu-
tions, a topic we discuss in Chapter 7.) One sensible way of mak-
ing good on these duties is the sharing of technology and other
support to mitigate or adjust to climate change. It is because of
these independently existing duties that also affect the distribu-
tion of burdens from climate change that the choice of the latest

{2} Polluters pay, including past polluters
{(3) Polluters pay, bul not past polluters
{7) Those pay who have the ability to do so

These are the serious contenders. To narrow this shorter list dow
further, let us discuss the importance of historical emissions.

Historical emissions

To .begin with, we must assess what should count as historical
emissions, Whatis the relevant time t such that, beforet, we should
not blame emitters for emissions? Axel Gosseries (2004) mentions
various sensible dates, among them 1896 (publication of an article
by the chemist Svante Arrhenius on the greenhouse effect, “the
first warning of global warming” (Neumayer 2000, p 188); 1967
{(publication of first serious modeling exercise on climate change)';
1990, and 1995 (publication of first two [PGC reports). An advo:
cate of historical accountability, Neumayer (2000) thinks it was
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ontinued to depend on such fuels. Objectively speaking, past
missions may have been wrong. Nonetheless, a set of conditions
f maximally excusatory force applies to early emitters. The stand-
oint from which we can say earlier decision makers violated
bligations of justice sets aside their scientific limitations. We
annot blame people for failing to regulate access to the absorp-
ive capacity. “{Alttempts to apply fault-based standards are virtu-
ally guaranteed to become embroiled in more or less irresolvable
- controversy about historical explanations,” says Shue, who is one
~the pioneers of philosophical reflection on environmental issues
{1996, p 16). “Yet never to attempt to assess fault is to act as if the
“world began yesterday.” We can indeed assess fault, but although
' there was wrong-doing in the past, there was no blameworthy
fault.
. Onemightsay that the tort law sometimes endorses strict liabil-
ty, accountability without fault. One would then be liable to pay
for damages one has caused even if one cannot be blamed. Could
- this notion not allow us to hold people accountable for past emis-
“sions although nobody was at fault then? But such strict liability
~must overcome a strong presumption of unfairness. Minimally, it
“should not apply without the agents being aware of it. Only then
can they choose whether to participate in the relevant activities.
- 8o strict liability should not apply if people lack the background
understanding to act in certain ways. In a nutshell: if we wish to
5 integrate past emissions into an overall propesal for distributing
- burdens from climate change, we must do so in a way that respects
that early emitters cannot be blamed.

sensible date before which emissions are not blameworthy is n
100 worrisome,

Let me discuss five problems about holding countries acco
abie for historical emissions and thus about imposing higher by
dens because countries have emitted in the past. Let me begy
with three minor problems. First of all, delineating and ascrib
damage might be problematic. For instance, soil erosion mig]
have done damage to shorelines if rising sea levels due to clim
change had not done so. Second, it is unclear what the unit of a
ysis should be: should it just be individuals, or also corporatiog
and states? If it should be states, then what about new states (s
as those that emerged from the breakup of the Soviet Union a i
Yugoslavia)? And who should be accountable for damage done
agents who are no longer alive? A third issue is that if we count p
polluters they would be counted disproportionately. After all, co ¢
terporary industrializers have better technology that draws ¢
past experience,

These problems could probably be solved somehow. But
addition there are also two bigger ones. To begin with, just aboy
everybody has benefitted from the spread of early industrializy
tion. Countries other than those where most emissions occurret
have benefited from those emissions via trade, as well as via th
spread of technology and scientific understanding. Developin
countries now benefit from inventions during earlier industriali
zations that used inferior technology. Henry Shue (1999) respon
to this point that developing countries have paid for the benefit
they have received. Singer (2002} insists that in the US most good
and services are for domestic consumption (and thus do not b
efit anybody else). However, quality of life has improved every
where since the industrial revolution, in terms of longevity, ch
mortality, or literacy. These benefits cannot be detached from
industrialization and have been of global reach despite their d
ferential effects.

Most importantly, past emitters, at least in earlier stages ¢
industrialization, did not and (in any relevant sense} could n
know that greenhouse gases might have catastrophic effec
Nar could they know that fossil fuels would long remain esse
tial: their emissions became problematic only because econom

- Polluter pays, ability to pay, and a proposal

The proposal 1 am about to make distinguishes between bur-
dens from adaptation and burdens from mitigation. The proposal
integrates ideas about who is able to pay (“ability to pay” princi-
ple) and ideas in term of current per-capita emissicns {“poliuter
pays” principle). The focus on “polluter pays” and “ability to pay”
principles is sensible partly because of the weaknesses of other
approaches that we have now explored. But this focus is sensible
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also because these principles are plausible by themselves. A
as the “polluter pays” principle is concerned: climate ch
occurs because there are emissions, and they do the damage,
polluters cause the problem and thus should assume respons
ity. Who produces them must matter somehow to the distribu
of burdens (albeit in a way that takes into account whether
polluters were blameworthy). Past polluters have excuses fort
actions, polluters after 1990 do not.

Omne may wonder, however, why the ability to pay bear
the problem at hand. As a matter of justice, collective owng
ship requires that access to the absorptive capacity be regula
Collective ownership makes maintaining an atmosphere
sustains humanlife a globally shared responsibility. Each gener
tion is the keeper of the earth for subsequent generations, For
shared responsibility those who genuinely can contribute m
should do so. The plausibility of the “ability to pay” princip
reflected, for instance, in Henry Shue's (1999) point that

ameworthy (1990), and those from emissions that occurred
ore. Obviously we can separate these emissions merely for the
ke of analysis. Yet we seek principles that guide treaties regu-
{.ing emissions and possibly also transfers, by offering an idea
 what it means to treat people as equals from the standpoint of
Jlective ownership, The path from there to allocations or penal-
65 is thorny, and involves political and economic considerations
yond the scope of our inquiry. ‘
‘As far as burdens from adaptation are concerned, countries
it did not take considerable measures to reduce emissions
grer 1990, the wealthy ones anyway, have a duty to compensate
ose that have been harmed because of this, with a priority on
e poorer ones. Compensation could include ﬁngncial or tech-
ological aid. To the extent that adaptation becores necessary
cause of emissions before 1990, no such duty applies. The fact
at past polluters did commit a wrong enters this proposal (see
elow, when [ discuss mitigation}, albeit with less effect than if
ey owed compensation. Costs of adaptation that arise because
emissions after an agreement has been concluded do not enter
y proposal. There are no international duties merely because
me countries are in less temperate zones, beyond a generai duty
aid {or other humanitarian duties} and specific obligations that
ise, say, because of trading. Similarly, not all costs of climate
ange should trigger redistribution. At the same time, the over-
llevel of acceptable future emissions could be fixed in a way that
nsiders the resulting costs of adaptation.

Consider next burdens from mitigation. The goal is to assess
hich countries need to make how much of a sacrifice, compared
business-as-usual trajectories. This is where the “polluter pays”
nd “ability to pay” principles enter. Countries that should mod-
y their production are those that, in terms of per-capita wealth,
n best afford changes (“ability to pay”), and those that on a per-
pita basis emit most (“polluter pays”). These principles must
e combined. Axel Michaelowa (2007) plausibly groups countries
to categories depending on a combined index, weighing both
iteria equally. The amount of reduction for which a country is
sponsible, by reducing its emissions or by paying others to do
50, is a function of this index. A country would be the higher on

{wlhen some people have less than enough for a decent life, oth
pecple have far moze than enough, and the total resources ava
able are so great that everyone could have at least enough wil
out preventing some people from still retaining considerably mo
than others have, it is unfair not to guarantee evervone at leasts
adequate minimum. (p 541)

Let me consider burdens from adaptation and mitigation sep
rately. Suppose advice is needed concerning a global treaty ti
distributes burdens from climate change from now on, for f
independently fixed overall level of acceptable future emissios
{to keep average temperature increases to a bearable minimu
Mitigation concerns future emissions only, and so (I contend) pa
emissions are (largely) irrelevant to the problem of how to distril
ute the resulting burdens. Adaptation, however, is {necessaril
adaptation to results of past emissions. So past emissions amn
associated questions about culpability and wrong-doing becom
relevant fo the question of distributing burdens.

Among burdens from adaptation we can distinguish burdes
arising because of emissions that occwrred after people becam
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reducing its emissions or by paying others o dg §0,is & functiorll of
a ranking of countries in terms of a combined index of these Fme»
ria (both heing weighted equallyl. A country would be th(? hlghler
on this ranking the higher its per-capita income. and the higher its
per-capita emissions.

For roughly equal index levels on this list, CC.)UI‘ITi‘ieS ought to make
more sacrifices if they benefit from past emissions.

this ranking the higher its per-capita income, and the higﬁ
per-capita emissions. Many countries would incur no oblig
because they rank too low, _
We should supplement Michaelowa’s proposal in such a
that for roughly equal index levels, countries ought to
more sacrifices if they benefit from past (pre-1990) emission
blame would be assigned for these emissions. Still, benefi
from them amounts to free-riding on ill-gotten gains, and
presence should make a difference somewhere. This is the
way in which emissions from before 1990 appear in my propog
Historical accountability indeed enters only in a highly qua
way. But this also means the remaining criteria (2), (3) an
above all enter my proposal in some way.
We can sum up this proposal as follows:

is proposal brings into reflective equilibrium the morally rele-
ant considerations for regulating access to the absorptive capac-
1y of the atmosphere.

singer (2002) is a wide-ranging philosophical di;scussiofl of major
ssues in world politics. Good discussions of philosophical issues
about climate change appear in Gardiner (2011}, Vanderheiden
2008) and Page (2006). Attfield (2003) and Rolston (1988) are
excellent introductions to environmental ethics. Atgﬁel.d s chapter
5is an introduction to the sustainability debat.e. Calllu:ott (1989)
further develops Leopold’s “land ethic.” Estabi}ghed 1:?. 1988, the
ntergovernmental Panel on Climate Change '(?{PCC) is cha}rged
with assessing the risks of climate change. The various PCC
reports that have appeared since 1990 are thfe canonical souf‘ce:
for the state of climate science. Aldy and Stavins (2007} contains
several proposals for policy respenses to climate change‘z. Posner
and Weisbach (2010) argue that one should not comphcate.the
debate about appropriate responses to climate change by bring-
ng up considerations of justice. Like thl_s chapter, Cane;y (2011(?)
makes a hybrid proposal for the distribution o'f burdeni fl‘(?l"-n; ? i-
mate change that integrates a “polluter pays” and an ability to

- pay” principle.

Suppose there is a fixed overall level of acceptable future emis
thatkeeps climate change to a bearable level
Burdens from adaptation:

Adapration that becomes necessary because of emissions after |
but prior to conclusion of major climate treaty: Countries tha

not take considerable measures to reduce emissions after 19
the wealthy ones anyway, have a duty to compensate those ¢
have been harmed because of this, with a priority on the pog
ones. Since it will be impossible to assess s pecifically which ki
of adaptation become necessary because of these emissions;
the practical level this duty will generate an obligation to trang
money and technological aid to countries that need to adapt.

Adaptation that becomes necessary because of emissions
occurred before 1996 or after the conclusion of a climate treaty:
action required

Burdens from mitigation

Must assess which countries need to make how much of a sacrifi
compared to their business-as-usual trajectories so that emissic
stay betow the overall acceptable level

States that should modify their production are those that, in terms
of per-capita wealth, can best afford changes (“ability to pay
and those that on a per-capita basis emit most {(“polluter pays
The amount of reduction for which a couniry is responsible, b
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definition a refationist view. To remember the relationist meaning o
this term easily, the reader should connote it with glebal order rathe
than with globe.

2. Any pluralist view of this sort faces the challenge of explaining ho
the different principles that we obtain in this way fit together. Th
Epilogue says a bit more on this subject.

7 Fairness in Trade

L. This is Title 19, US Code, chapter 4 - Tariff Act of 1930; Subtitle If
Special Provisions, part I - Miscellaneous, Sec. 1307.
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