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ABSTRACT

The moral evaluation of actions that disregard climate change, in individual as well as public
ethics, 1s complex. A clear moral judgment itself 1s difficult to reach in both contexts, as we are
far from paradigm moral cases where specific people provoke harm to easily identifiable others.
However, for people to seriously engage in climate change mitigation, it has to be clear why it is
wrong not to do so. There 1s therefore a need to frame moral responsibility for anti-environmen-
tal behavior using language and concepts that are understandable to a broad public. This paper
will argue that the concept of selfishness, properly construed, is the most appropriate tool for
describing and morally evaluating human behavior that disregards climate change. A specific
consequentialist definition of selfishness will be provided to this purpose. Some objections to
framing the environmental decision in this way will be raised in public as well as individual ethics.
In the public sphere, moral deliberations are complicated by the conflict between the rights of
the present generation and those of future ones. In individual ethics, the inconsequentiality of
mdividual emissions calls into question the very existence of a moral imperative to act pro-envi-
ronmentally. The paper will thus investigate the grounds on which we can hold accountable pol-
icy makers who refuse to take action on climate change, focusing on the concept of future dis-
counting. With regard to the individual dimension, a proposal will be advanced on the basis of a
non-superfluous causal contribution to collective-impact cases. In both contexts, the paper will
eventually argue that anti-environmental actions can be defined as selfish according to the defini-
tion provided.
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1. INTRODUCTION

The moral evaluation of actions that disregard chimate change, in individual as
well as public ethics, can be controversial. Individuals who intentionally 1ignore the
environmental effects of their actions often seem to act out of selfish motivations.
Mitigating chmate change 1s individually costly: 1t implies lifestyle changes that may
(arguably) result in lower living standards, whose reward will be only partially (f at
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all) be enjoyed by the individuals who undertake them. Individual self-interest might
therefore advise against pro-environmental actions. Similar reasoning seems to ap-
ply in the context of international climate negotiations. Commuitting to cutting green-
house gas emissions implies high and immediate costs for countries, while the ben-
efits will be globally shared i a non-well-specified future. As underlined by Falkner,
mvestments in low carbon business opportunities have been mcreasing, and show-
ing their economic potential; furthermore, important co-benetfits can be drawn from
the mvestment in a low-carbon economy, for example m terms of air quality, thus
improving health. Yet, the cost of decarbonisation will be high, especially in some
sectors (Falkner 2016, pp. 1109-1112). For many countries, committing to climate
change mitigation mught still prove not convenient.

The mtertemporal dimension of chmate change makes things even more diffi-
cult, as causes and consequences of climate change are dispersed not only spatially,
but also temporally, providing thus another imncentive to non-cooperation. Motiva-
tion to take action 1s 1n fact significantly undermined, when the consequences of
current behaviour are so far in ime (Gardiner 2010, p. 91). This contrast between
individual and collective interest, and between present and future dimension, con-
tributes to make climate change what Gardiner has called a “perfect moral storm”.

Yet, some objections can be raised to the framing the decisional process in this
way. First, in the context of political decision making, environmental policies often
mmply a conflict between valid moral values that are generally shared by the interna-
tional community. Such conflict cannot be reduced to the dichotomy between the
self-regarding and the other-regarding choice, since 1t 1s principally concerned with
the tension between the rights of the present and future generations. Second, in the
context of individual ethics, 1t turns out that even the mere attribution of moral sig-
nificance to individual actions 1s controversial, due to their not making any differ-
ence 1n the state of affairs.

Standardly, people 1dentify moral guilt with actions committed with the aim of
harming others, where actions and people are closely related in time and space. In
the case of climate change, those who harm are (for the most part) far in time', and
sometimes n space, from those who get harmed, and both the former and the latter
are not easily 1dentifiable individuals who act itentionally, as i paradigm moral
problems (Jamieson 2010a). What we face 1s a context where the victims of climate

' The intergenerational dimension of climate change leads directly to Derek Parfit’s Non-Identity
Problem, with which I am not dealing here though. Parfit questions the very idea that we can harm
future people, since our present decisions (both of individuals and of policy makers) determine the
identity of who 1s later born. Thus it 1s not possible to claim that what we do towards the environment
harms someone - as that “someone” would not even be born, had we acted differently (Parfit 1984).
For the purposes of the present paper, I will assume we have successfully addressed the /NVIP, and that
we can legitimately claim that our present behavior can in fact harm future people. One satisficing
way to challenge Parfit’s VIP can be for example found in R. Kumar (2003).
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change are not yet identifiable, nor 1s the entity of the harm; and no one 1s unilater-
ally responsible of it.

Thus, describing anti-environmental actions as merely self-interested, can appear
mappropriate, in both public and individual ethics, until we show what 1s wrong with
anti-environmental behavior. However, despite the objections raised, I will argue
that the concept of selfishness, suitably enhanced, 1s an appropriate way for describ-
g and morally characterizing human behavior that disregards climate change.
Much previous research has been devoted to finding a proper way to morally blame
anti-environmental behavior in both the public and private spheres. In the course
of this research agenda, many scholars have had to appeal to difficult or counterin-
tuitive arguments. There 1s therefore a need to frame moral responsibility for anti-
environmental behavior using language and concepts that are understandable to a
broad public. It 1s crucial that moral blame n this context 1s not only tractable to
theorize, but also easy to communicate. The current paper aspires to contribute to
this objective, by trying to make the terms of moral judgment for who does not
contribute to mitigate chmate change clear.

The paper 1s structured as follows. In section 1, I propose a defimtion of selfish-
ness and show how it seems, at least mitially, to be an appropriate way of describing
the failure to collaborate on climate change mitigation (section 1). In section 2, 1
raise some objections to this way of framing environmental decision making and
behavior, for both public and individual ethics. In section 3, I investigate the
grounds on which we can blame policy makers who refuse to take action on climate
change, taking into account the very reasonable claims of developing countries that
need to protect their current citizens’ rights. I will, specifically, discuss the concept
of time discounting, and argue that adopting some forms of 1t can be defined selfish
according to the defimition previously provided. In section 4, I focus on the prob-
lems of the mdividual dimension, which 1s faced with a fundamental challenge re-
garding the consequentiality of individual actions. In this case, I propose the adop-
tion of a view that focuses on the non-superfluous causal contribution to collective
mmpact cases, and suggest that anti-environmental actions can be defined as selfish
according to a suitably-adapted version of the defimition provided in section 1.

2. SELFISHNESS IN A “TRAGEDY OF THE COMMONS” SCENARIO:
PRIVATE AND PUBLIC ETHICS

“Picture a pasture open to all” suggests Garrett Hardin in his seminal paper
(1968). We can reasonably expect that “each herdsman will try to keep as many
cattle as possible on the commons. [...] As a rational being, each herdsman seeks to
maximize his gain”. However, as a consequence of everyone trying to maximizing
his private gain in this way, the pasture (which is a finite resource) 1s destroyed. This
1s the essence of the tragedy of the commons (Hardin 1968, p. 1244).
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Climate change represents a momentous challenge for humanity. It 1s widely ac-
cepted that if the world does not decisively reduce its CO. emussions, the Farth’s
temperature will increase to such a level as to cause severe damage not only to the
environment, but to human life itself (IPCC 2018). In its essence, the climate-
change problem shares many similarities to the tragedy-of-the-commons frame-
work. Collective rationality implies that countries, especially rich ones, should co-
operate to reduce emissions. From an individual standpoint, however, 1t 1s far more
convenient for a single country to stick to business-as-usual and benefit from the
emissions reductions of others (Gardiner 2010, p. 89).

In the tragedy-of-the-commons context, an agent who does not cooperate to safe-
guard a common good 1s often described as a free rider, since she 1s taking advantage
of others’ virtuous behaviour. It seems, however, that we cannot properly consider
a free nder someone who does not reduce her own emissions, as she would not
enjoy the benetits of others’ reductions. In fact, the effects of today’s emissions cuts
will be felt only in the future. For this reason, we need a broader definition for
describing anti-environmental behaviour.

We argue here that the simplest way to describe an agent who does not cooperate
i mitigating climate change 1s by calling her se/fish. We provide a precise definition
of selfishness that 1s suited to our context (Definition (S1)). It includes the notion of
free-nding, but 1t 1s crucially not limited to it, so as to capture the subtleties of the
climate-change problem.

(S1)) An agent 1s selfish when she privileges herself among the other agents in-
volved,” in a way that implies a disadvantage for others.” The following counts as
bringing about a disadvantage:

By “privileging herself” we mean making the choice that one prefers, regardless of its being a rational,
irrational, optimal or sub-optimal choice. However imprecise this might seem, the rationality of one’s pre-
ferred option is not relevant here. This 1s why I am purposely not adopting the expression - widely used
In economics - “maximizing one’s interest”, that would 1imply at least a minimum discussion on the exact
meaning of “interest maximization”, which, as Sen (2002) observed, is a controversial concept, to say the
least.

* It could be argued that selfishness is not necessarily blameworthy, as there might be cases where
my putting my preferences above others’, does not bring about negative consequences for other peo-
ple (as a - foreseeable - result of my choice). This would apply for example to the case of limitless
resources. The crucial variable is, however, perhaps not the quantity of a certain resource, but rather
its desirability in a certain context. If I am the only person who eats fish in a buffet party of vegetarians,
I am not being selfish if, being aware of it, I eat all the salmon tarts. My behavior in this case does not
affect other people at the party, therefore 1s not blameworthy. But, at a closer look, it is not even
selfish. T would be selfish if T acted in this way in a buffet party of omnivores; or if I ate all the salmon
tarts before learning about others’ preferences. In this last case my action could be defined selfish,
but in a way that ulimately i1s harmless. I shall leave open the question about the grounds on which
this last kind of behavior is blameworthy (we might still want to assign blame to it, referring to a
deontological principle). I will not go in depth into this, however, as the principle proposed here 1s
consequentialist. I am interested in the kind of selfish behavior that does in fact bring about harm.
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a) harming someone, directly, indirectly’, or jointly;

b) using something, or enjoying a benefit, one is not entitled to, for example,
because she has:

1. already used her share;

1. failed to contribute to it.”

As concerns chmate policy at the national and international level, it 1s well known
that the signing of the Kyoto Protocol was followed by a long period of policy stag-
nation. This lack of progress was mainly due to the conflicting economic mterests
of the parties involved (Falkner 2016). Many developed countries did not want to
commit to severe emission cuts, as they clearly undermined their economic inter-
ests, and adaptation to climate change was preferred since it was considered less
costly (Singer 2010, p. 185). This kind of behavior can indeed be classified as selfish
according to (S)): countries privileged themselves among the other agents involved
(choosing the most convenient option, 1.e. not cutting emissions), in a way that im-
plied a disadvantage for others (i.e. by letting chimate change go unabated, they pro-
voked harm to future generations (a)).

Furthermore, according to (Si), we can call “selfish” someone who, quoting an
example by Peter Singer, continues to put huge amounts of waste down a sink, even
though he 1s aware that the sink has limited capacity and that other people need to
use 1t for their own waste (Singer 2010, p. 187). The atmosphere 1s indeed not that
different from a common sink with limited capacity, where our individual emissions
accumulate m such a way as to provoke collective harm. Thus, 1t seems that indi-
viduals who disregard climate change behave as selfish agents, according to (S:).

3. OBJECTIONS

Things are, however, not this simple. This way of framing the ethical dilemma
raised by climate change, as a dichotomy between a selfish and a somewhat “self-
less” choice, might seem, at a closer look, to fall short of the moral complexity of
the 1ssue. It seems to capture only the surface of the problem, and to oversimplify
decisional processes that are far from simple. From a public-policy point of view,
choices regarding environmental policy are often characterized by a conflict be-

But I acknowledge that there are contexts in which one can act in a selfish way, without causing harm
to anyone in the sense described by (S1).

"It 1s included 1n the concept of indirect harm a particularly relevant aspect of it: the very fact of
not leaving enough of something for others (which has been extensively discussed in Singer (2010),
with reference to John Locke and Adam Smith.

’The definition of free-riding is captured by b) ii.
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tween morally sound arguments, instead of a conflict between selfishness and self-
lessness. From the individual perspective, many scholars argue that the choice re-
garding pro-environmental action cannot even be classified as a moral choice.

In the context of public policy, the desirability of different measures 1s not easily
reduced to a conflict between a selfish and a selfless view. Since the Kyoto protocol’s
signing and failled implementation, different principles have been discussed among
climate negotiators. Countries have often appealed to equity, yet referring to very
different concepts, such as equity of opportunities, equal commitment for a com-
mon goal, the acknowledgement of differentiated responsibilities, and stronger
commitment by richer “actors”. These different conceptions of equity frequently
gave rise to opposing policy proposals, and were formulated in a “self-serving” way
(Lange et al. 2010, pp. 6-8). However, we cannot easily blame this state of affairs on
selfishness. The main problem 1s that every agreement implies costs, which in many
cases imply the deprivation of basic rights. Most commonly, they bring to the fore
a conflict between the nights of the current and future generations. For instance,
developing countries defend their right to economic development without re-
strictions on emissions, as this would contribute towards significantly lowering mor-
tality. Developed countries, on the other hand, defend the rights of workers em-
ployed mn polluting industries whose survival would be jeopardized, should an ag-
gressive emission reduction scheme be implemented (e.g., coal mining).

The conflict could therefore be described in the following terms: the right of
future generations to a healthy natural environment vs. the current generation’s right
to subsistence, work, and many other rights that depend on them. It 1s not immedi-
ate to see whether the current generation can therefore be called selfish according
to (Sy).

In the case of individual action, the main objection to the adoption of the concept
of selfishness here proposed 1s that the very possibility of talking about harm as a
consequence of individual action 1s controversial. Many philosophers contend that
mdividual emissions make no difference to the state of affairs since they are too
small to have a direct effect on the global climate (Sinnott-Armstrong 2005; Sand-
berg 2011; Sandler 2010). If this is the case, individual action 1s, in itself, harmless.
Therefore the defimition of selfishness provided, being consequentialist, would be
of no use.

Does this assessment change 1f we consider individual action as part of a broader
joint action? Let us go back to Peter Singer’s sink. When I formerly claimed that
“we behave as selfish agents, if we overuse the capacity of the atmosphere”, indeed
I referred to what individuals do together, which could allow to claim, following a),
that we simply face a case of joint action, where everyone provokes harm not indi-
vidually, but jointly. Individual actions could therefore be blamed as being part of a
group of actions, that together cause harm (following Parfit 1984). However, the
idividual might respond that, as Aeraction does not cause any harm, she1s not part
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of that group (Sandberg 2011). Nor, she could add, does she share any kind of like-
mindedness with that group, which could constitute grounds for considering her a
member of it, and thus responsible for its actions (following Miller 2007). The con-
text resembles more what Gilbert calls a mere “aggregate” of people, where single
individuals cannot be blamed for the aggregate’s actions (Gilbert 2006).

The above objections do not, in my view, imply that we should abandon the 1dea
of morally framing our blame for anti-environmental actions 1n terms of selfishness.
They only show that we need a richer theoretical apparatus for determining moral
responsibility.

4. MORAL BLAME FOR POLICY DECISIONS: THE FUTURE DIS-
COUNTING ARGUMENT

Let us consider some anti-environmental actions, borrowing again from Peter
Singer. Cutting a forest, or drowning it for building a dam to create electricity may
n fact bring some advantages in terms of employment, rural electrification, agricul-
ture, etc. (Siger 2011, p. 242). Yet these benefits are all strictly local and short-term
and will concern just a few generations, while preserving the environment may be
less advantageous i the short run, but will bring long-terms benefits not just to the
environment itself, but to many other variables that significantly influence humans’
wellbeing.

Or let us 1magine we are m charge of a developing country’s government. We
have the opportunity of pursuing very fast development that would significantly ame-
liorate the hving standards of our people. This fast development 1s entirely based
on fossil fuel combustion. The high development rates would last for some years,
and would definitely bring benetfits for the local current generation. But in the me-
dium/long term, fossil fuels will be exhausted, and climate change impacts will start
to hit our country and eventually other countries as well. Sustainable development,
on the other hand, would take place at much slower rates. Its effects will be primarily
felt in the medium/long-term, and might not be perceived by the current generation.
Since 1t 1s not based on fossil fuel combustion, 1t will constitute a durable and sohd
path for progress. And the benefits of it will not just be local - they will spill over to
the whole climatic system.

There 1s one thing these examples suggest: anti-environmental actions are char-
acterized by time discounting. Time discounting is that principle according to which
economists discount the value of future consumption - something that 1s legitimate,
as indeed goods that are sold in markets in most cases lose value over time (Broome
1994, p. 128). The same principle can be applied to the evaluation of the moral
mmportance of future events, which 1s taken to decline at a constant rate (Parfit 1984,
p. 480). Discounting the future means, in other words, to focus on the short-term,
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attaching greater weight to benefits and losses immediately available and enjoyable,
while valuing less the same benefits and losses that will take place 1n the future.

Simon Caney has provided an interesting analysis of the reasons why time dis-
counting, when applied to climate change to justify the lack of immediate mitigation,
has no moral basis. He argues that, when applying pure discounting to people’s well-
being, we are implicitly attributing a “fundamental moral importance” to people’s
location 1n time, thus priontizing the well-being of those who are currently alive,
while penalizing those who are born later for no other reason than their being born
later (Caney 2014, pp. 4-5). Therefore, by failing to mitigate chimate change, we
apply a positive discount rate i a way that 1s morally wrong. We grant to ourselves
the benefits of not paying for cutting emissions, while we have future generations
not only bear the costs of mitigation, but also suffer climate change’s harmful con-
sequences.

If we frame the 1ssue mn this way, 1t seems that the behavior of countries that do
not mitigate emissions 1s selfish according to (S). In other words, if we want to blame
countries’ current emitting behaviour, we need to adopt the perspective of intergen-
erational justice. What might be considered a fair political action if we considered
only current generations, especially when emissions are needed for bringing a coun-
try at a minimum level of development, might look extremely wrong if we consider
its effects on future people.

Yet, some further thinking 1s needed, as we cannot ignore developing countries’
claim to development. We cannot easily blame developing countries that desper-
ately try to reach some mimimum threshold of wellbeing, necessary to increase their
population’s survival rate.

Caney’s proposal may be of help here. At times, he observes, the adoption of
time discounting 1s justified on the grounds that, since future generations will be
wealthier than us, 1t makes more sense to have the “rich” (i.e. future generations)
bear the costs of chmate change mitigation, instead of “the poor” (the current gen-
eration). This particular kind of discounting 1s referred to as growth discounting.
Growth discounting can give rise to two different proposals regarding present gov-
ernment policy. The first 1s to simply delay action, as, it 1s thought, future genera-
tions will be richer, will have access to more advanced technology, and cutting emis-
sions will be to them much cheaper than it 1s to us. As Caney observes, this solution
raises a number of problems, of which I just mention some: 1) we know from the
IPCC reports that “there are limits to the extent to which the destruction of natural
resources can be addressed by the substitution of capital and human resources”; 1)
there are also epistemic limits: we do not really know what 1s 1t going to happen as
effect of climate change; ) successfully addressing climate change (with both miti-
gation and adaptation) does not depend on wealth alone: 1t also depends on the
stability, responsiveness and commitment of political institutions (ivi, p. 11).
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The second proposal that arises from growth discounting 1s not to delay action,
but rather to defer its costs. It 1s undeniable that many people m the world lack
access to energy, and as a consequence face severe deprivations. It would be unfair
to prevent them from reaching some mimimum standards of living via the imposi-
tion of severe emissions cuts. But this does not imply that emissions should proceed
unabated. Instead, Caney suggests that developing countries could borrow money
from the future generations (thus “deferring the costs of mitigation”) and purchase
clean technology, m order to develop sustainably. As future people will be wealthier
than us, this solution does seem fair, as it tries to reach some sort of equity between
the rights of current and future people (ivi, pp. 14-16).

Using Caney’s argument, we can claim that the kind of growth discounting that
only requires the deferment of the costs of climate change mitigation, thus address-
ing the basic needs of the current generation, 1s not blameworthy. Instead, time
discounting based on the concept of delaying action zs blameworthy. And it turns
out that it can be defined “selfish” according to (Si): delaying action attributes greater
moral value to the current generation, thus damaging the next one 1n all senses of
bringing about harm included m a) and b). In fact, not mitigating chmate change
harms future people (Jamieson 2010b, pp. 266-271); it also implies the destruction
of natural resources, thus not leaving enough of them for others (Singer 2011, pp.
218-219); and finally it overuses the capacity of the atmosphere at one’s proper ad-
vantage, having already well used one’s fair share (Singer 2010, p. 189).

7. MORAL BLAME FOR INDIVIDUAL ACTION: THE “HELPING” PRIN-
CIPLE

Unlike political action undertaken by governments, individual actions in the cli-
mate context suffer from mconsequentiality. The assignment of individual moral
responsibility must therefore rely on a different set of arguments.

The definition of selfishness provided 1n Section 1 uses consequentialist reason-
ing to justify blame for selfish individuals (see note 3). This does not mean that we
cannot try to blame individuals who disregard climate change on other grounds,
adopting for mstance a deontological approach and abandoning the framing of the
moral blame according to (S)). Yet, deontological arguments have not been partic-
ularly successful. The possibility of adopting a pure Kantian a priori principle in this
context has been generally rejected. The main problem 1s that this principle focuses
on the mtentions that generate actions, and, in the case of climate change, individu-
als may have absolutely genuine intentions while they use their cars, take a plane,
eat meat and buy unseasonable food (Sinnott-Armstrong 2005; Jamieson 2007;
Sandler 2010).

Marion Hourdequin has provided an interesting deontological argument for de-
fending the duty of individuals to cut emissions that 1s based on the 1dea of the moral
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mtegrity of the subject. Her argument proceeds as follows: many have argued that,
since mdividual actions do not affect chmate change, what people need to do 1s to
focus on the collective dimension of the problem. In particular, they must try to
generate public engagement and to work for a collective agreement, mstead of tak-
ing potentially unilateral (and therefore useless) action as individuals (Hourdequin
2010, pp. 444-447). Yet, those who accept the existence of some kind of obligation
towards climate change cannot dismiss the imndividual dimension: moral integrity
requires a corresponding individual engagement in cutting emissions (ivi, p. 448).
Furthermore, Hourdequin emphasizes the importance of coherence for people
who are engaged n climate change mitigation at the political level. To ensure cred-
ibility and political influence, their political commitments should be in line with
their private behavior (ivi, pp. 449-451).

Two things ought to be underlined about Hourdequin’s proposal: 1) the main
argument about moral integrity presupposes the existence of already committed in-
dividuals. It argues for the necessity of mdividual emission reductions, mstead of
focusing just on political action. What I am mterested in, however, 1s to determine
the moral responsibility of those who do not engage 1n climate change mitigation at
all (not people who are engaged publically but not in private). 1) Hourdequin, when
highlighting the potential influence of mdividual pro-environmental behavior, de
facto adds a consequentialist consideration.

A theory that determines individual duties towards climate change must address
the problem of inconsequentiality, as it permeates the whole dimension of individ-
ual behavior. Indeed, the inconsequentiality argument may be adopted even for
refusing to commit on the political level. Not only each single vote for a “green”
party does not make any difference to its election (except in the extremely unlikely
case of a tie), but also each individual action 1n support of national and mnternational
environmental policy is not making a difference to that policy’s success’ (Sandler
2010, p. 169). Furthermore, the objection to a Kantian-like deontological principle
1s a powerful one, 1n the context of cimate change, as 1t 1s true that most people do
not imntend to cause any harm when polluting mindlessly. And if we want to assign
blame to this negligent behavior, we need an argument that explains what 1s wrong
with 1t, which leads ultimately to explain why individual action s relevant on conse-
quentialist grounds.

Let us go back to (S)). I claimed that an agent 1s selfish “when she privileges her-
self among the other agents involved, in a way that implies a disadvantage for oth-
ers”. Is an ignorant person being selfish? According to the popular view of
Vanderheiden, she 1s, for the following reason. There 1s a great wealth of available

* We are of course referring to standard citizens: not to political actors, or people with particular
visibility, such as actors, singers, etc., whose public engagement in climate change may generate sig-
nificant results.
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scientific knowledge about climate change and much of 1t 1s widely disseminated
the popular press. Ignoring it implies some form of wilfulness (Vanderheiden 2007,
p. 91), at least for people living in western countries. And deliberately ignoring
global problems such as chmate change, either because one thinks someone else
will/ought to take care of it, or because its effects will be felt by other people (either
distant in space, or in time, or both), or because one simply does not care about
what happens beyond her sphere of interests, zs selfish. It implies iving as 1f nothing
but one’s own wellbeing was important, which 1s a way of “privileging oneself” (first
clause of (Sy)). Stll, until we show that someone’s “privileging herself” has conse-
quences, it could be still a case of “blameless selfishness”, where someone’s delib-
erate 1gnoring of global i1ssues seems harmless (see note 3, where I described possi-
ble cases of harmless selfishness).

Many scholars have tried to show how mdividual contribution to collective 1m-
pact cases such as climate change can be morally significant in virtue of their conse-
quences. John Nolt (2011), followed by Avram Hiller (2011), have tried to calculate
the emissions produced by a single individual in her lifespan, and show that, far
from amounting to zero, they can produce a restricted, yet tangible, damage to
someone. This argument has however been criticized, as the harms raised by indi-
vidual emissions are such only if combined with other people’s emissions, not on
their own. Elizabeth Cripps has claimed that there 1s no point in mnsisting this much
on the individual contribution to climate change, as what really counts, 1s the collec-
tive dimension (Cripps 2013).

There are many other ways through which scholars have tried to attribute re-
sponsibility for climate harms even to individuals. Pellegrino has gone i depth with
the concept of causation, arguing that, first, we need to adopt a contributive concept
of causation, according to which an act can icrease the probability of an event,
without it being dependent on it (thus rejecting the 1dea that causality needs depend-
ency).

" According to Pellegrino, individual emissions cause climate change in the following sense: “An
actual event causally contributes to the occurrence of another actual event when, had the former not
occurred, the latter would have been less likely to occur. An actual individual emission causally con-
tributes to the occurrence of climate harms when, had the individual emission not occurred, some
specific climate harms would have been less likely to occur. The degree to which some specific climate
harm would have been less likely to occur 1s a measure of the size of the individual emission’s causal
contribution. Individual emissions may give increasing contributions depending on their vicinity to
the tipping point beyond which a relevant threshold of greenhouse gases concentration is exceeded.
If causation is not analyzed as a form of dependence, then this view of gradual causal contribution
can be plausible enough. A theory of causal contribution, then, needs an account of causation which
1s not based on the notion of causal dependence, as it appears in standard counterfactual accounts”
(Pellegrino 2018, p. 818).
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We need at this pomt to get rid of one of the main objections that can be raised:
that someone’s individual emissions are not part of the set of emissions that, to-
gether, cause climate harm. Pellegrino suggests to adopt a concept of robust respon-
sibility, namely, responsibility for what someone’s emissions may cause in close pos-
sible worlds. In his words, “robust responsibility 1s the 1dea that in the actual world
the individual emitter 1s hability responsible for climate harms because her counter-
part in a very close possible world 1s causally responsible for harms in that world.
Responsibility 1s robust, 1.e. it holds across close possible worlds. [...] The thought
1s that any individual emission could have had a causal impact on the climate harms
occurring n the actual world. This 1s enough to regard individual emitters in the
actual world bound to take precautions.” (Pellegrino 2018, pp. 818-820).

A perhaps more convincing argument has been raised by Julia Nefsky, who has
justly observed that the causal involvement of individual actions in contexts of col-
lective impact (to which chmate change belongs) 1s not what ought to be proved: it
1s rather the argument’s starting point (Nefsky 2017, p. 2750). If a certain candidate
wins the election, this 1s due to single acts of voting. If chmate change occurs, this 1s
also due to the aggregation of single emissions.’ Yet, simple causal involvement may
still be not enough: the crucial point is to show that individual behavior plays a non-
superfluous causal role in bringing about some collective aim, even when one’s con-
tribution does not make a difference in the state of affairs. This may seem counter-
mtuitive: if my behavior does not make any difference in producing an outcome, it
seems that such behavior 1s by definition superfluous. And a superfluous behavior
1s also morally neutral. Nefsky’s argument tries precisely to challenge this standard
mtuitive assumption.

The reasoning adopted 1s the following: “Suppose your act of X-ing could be part
of what causes outcome Y. In this case, your act of X-ing is non-superfluous and so
could help to bring about Y 1f and only 1if, at the time at which you X, 1t 1s possible
that Y will fail to come about due, at least in part, to a lack of X-ing” (Nefsky 2017,
p. 2753). Following this reasoning, for each individual agent it is possible to claim
that, in refusing to cooperate to reducing emissions, she 1s contributing to bringing
about a harm through her non-superfluous causal role. This 1s clearly less strong
than directly causing a perceptible harm, but it 1s different from not causing any
harm at all.

If we accept that individual emissions make climate change worse, through this
special form of causal mvolvement that does not rely on single acts making a differ-
ence, we satisfy also the second clause of (S)). We might formulate a more precise

* At this point someone could argue that it is not individual consumptions, even in the aggregate,
that cause climate change. Rather, it 1s industries, or our countries’ political decisions that are respon-
sible. However, this is simply not true, as it has been estimated that up to 40% of emissions arise from
decisions taken by individuals - travel, heating, and food purchase (Liverani 2009).
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definition of what accounts for a selfish behavior of idividuals in collective impact
cases:

(S2) An agent is selfish, when she privileges herself among the other agents in-
volved, 1n a way that helps bring about a disadvantage for others. The following
count as bringing about a disadvantage:

a) harming someone, directly, indirectly, or jointly;

b) using something, or enjoying a benefit, one is not entitled to, for example,
because she has:

1. already used her share;

1. failed to contribute to it.

We can therefore claim that individuals who fail to contribute to climate change
mitigation act in a selfish way according to (S»).

8. CONCLUSION

This paper does not pretend to have the final world on the moral complexity of
the decisions raised by climate change. Nor does it argue that, once a clear moral
judgement 1s reached, an overriding motivation to act pro-environmentally 1s neces-
sarily generated. It does not address the debate on motivational judgement, where
Judgement internalism claims that motivation 1s nternal to moral judgement,
whereas externalism rejects the necessity of a connection between moral judgment
and motivation (Rosati 2016, § 3.2).

The assumption on which this paper 1s built 1s that the attribution of moral re-
sponsibility can provide a motivation to act on climate change, but not necessarily
an overriding one. Therefore, 1t does not discuss the relative strength of this moral
motivation, when compared to other reasons for acting on chmate change. It 1s 1m-
portant, however, to have clear and understandable terms for assigning blame to
anti-environmental behavior.

Policy makers could draw different implications from this framing. Claiming that
those who refuse to cut emissions are acting selfishly would be no novelty for ra-
tional choice theory that describes human beings as self-interested actors, not keen
to cooperate when cooperation 1s not convenient to them. Therefore 1t might seem
that 1t 1s better to just “make use” of people’s tendency to favor themselves. Follow-
ing Ridley and Low, maybe policy makers should abandon the 1dea to appeal to
people’s better nature and altruism, accept a more cynical view on human beings,
and use laws, sanctions, and even shame to force individuals, industries and nations
to engage 1 good environmental practices (Ridley and Low 1993, p. 86). Or, fol-
lowing a recent suggestion by Peeters and co-authors, the public discourse on envi-
ronmental policy should avoid describing environmentally responsible behavior in
terms of self-sacrifice, but rather emphasize the “intrinsic satisfaction” it provides,
focusing on non-material aspects of well-being (Peeters et al. 2019, p. 17).
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But human beings are not only selfish. As Jon Elster has put it, selfishness 1s
simply “logically prior to non-selfishness”, as “the pleasures of altruisms logically
presuppose the pleasures of selfishness, but not vice versa” (Elster 1985, p. 145).
This, however, does not imply that selfishness 1s necessarily the most frequent mo-
tivation of human beings (ivi, p. 146) as agents may be motivated by altruism, or by
a sense of moral duty (ivi, pp. 148-149). Amartya Sen has further observed that
there are even cases mn which people deliberately give up their preferences or per-
sonal interest, just in order to let other people pursue their own goals. We self-
mmpose rules of decent behavior even when doing so does not enhance our own
well-being, but rather that of people with whom we are sharing the world (Sen 2009,
pp. 32-33). Humans are not only selfish, myopic creatures, claims Sen. Even the
coincidence of mterest maximization and rationality 1s mistaken. Many people ra-
tionally act against the maximization of their personal interest; indeed, altruistic
goals and the consideration of other people’s well-being can ground a perfectly ra-
tional choice (ivi, pp. 192-193).

If we follow Sen, we have reason to hope that appealing to altruism, to that mex-
tinguishable tendency to care not only for oneself but for others alike, 1s not neces-
sarily a strategy condemned to fail. Indeed, we have many examples of people who
commit to various degrees to completely altruistic goals. Millions of people in the
world voluntarily try to reduce their environmental footprint, without any kind of
reward. Even in the context of chmate treaties, we have an excellent example of
voluntary commitment, with Europe unilaterally committing to strong emission re-
ductions within the Paris agreement (Falkner 2016).

In conclusion, by emphasizing the selfish nature of not contributing to climate
change mitigation we simply wanted to put in clear words a traditionally dithicult-to-
formulate moral judgment. If the terms of moral blame are confused, or too tech-
nical to be comprehensible by a general public, people are likely to feel less moti-
vated to deal with the problem.

REFERENCES

Broome, John (1994) Future discounting. In Philosophy and Public Affairs, 23, 2:
128-156;
Caney, Simon (2014) Climate change, intergenerational equity and the social discount

rate. In Politics, Philosophy and Economics: 1-23;

Cripps, Elizabeth (2013) Climate change and the moral agent. Individual Duties i an
Interdependent World, Oxford, Oxford University Press;

Elster, Jon (1985) Morality and Collective Action. In Ethics, 86: 136-155;

Falkner, Robert (2016) The Paris Agreement and the new logic of international cli-
mate politics. In International Affairs, 92, 5: 1107-1125;



561

Is It All a Matter of Selfishness? Towards a Formulation of Moral Blame ...

Gardiner, Stephen M. (2010) A Perfect Moral Storm. Climate Change, Intergener-
ational Ethics, and the Problem of Moral Corruption. In Gardiner Stephen M., Caney
Simon, Jamieson Dale, Shue Henry (eds.) Climate Ethics: Essential Readings, Princeton,

Oxford University Press: 87-98;

Gilbert, Margareth (2006) Who's to blame? Collective moral responsibility and its
mmplications for group members. In Midwest Studies in Philosophy, 30, 1: 94-114;

Hardin, Garrett (1968) The tragedy of the commons. In Science, 162, 3859: 1243-
1248.

Hiller, Avram (2011) Climate Change and Individual Responsibility. In 7he Monist,
94, 3: 349-368;

Hourdequin, Marion (2010) Climate, Collective Action and Individual Ethical Obli-
gations. In Environmental Values, 19, 4: 443-464;

IPCC (2018). Global warming of 1.5°C. Geneva: IPCC. https://www.ipcc.ch/sr15/

Jamieson, Dale (2010a) Climate change, responsibility, and justice. In Science and
Engineering Ethics, 16: 431-44.5;

Jamieson, Dale (2010b) Adaptation, Mitigation, and Justice. In Gardiner Stephen M.,
Caney Simon, Jamieson Dale, Shue Henry (eds.) Chmate Ethics: Essential Readings,
Princeton, Oxford University Press: 263-283;

Jamieson, Dale (2007) When Utilitarians Should Be Virtue Theorists. In Utifitas, 19,
2: 1-24;

Kumar, Rahul (2003) Who can be wronged? In Philosophy and Public Affairs, 31, 2:
99-188;

Lange Andreas, Loschel Andreas, Vogt Carsten, Ziegler Andreas (2010) On the self-
mterested use of equity in international climate negotiations. In Furopean Economic Re-
view, b4, 3: 359-375;

Liverani, Antonio (2009) Climate Change and Individual Behavior. Considerations
for Policy, Policy Research Working Paper 5058, The World Bank, Background Paper
to the 2010 World Development Report;

Miller, David (2007) National Responsibility and Global Justice. New York, Oxford
Unuversity Press;

Nefsky, Julia (2017) How You Can Help, Without Making a Difference. In Philo-
sophical Studies, 174: 2743-2767,

Nolt, John (2011) How Harmful Are the Average American's Greenhouse Gas Emis-
sions? In Ethics, Policy and Environment, 14, 1: 3-10;

Parfit, Derek (1984) Reasons and Persons. Oxford, Clarendon Press;

Peeters, Wouter, Diependaele, Lisa, Sterckx, Sigrid (2019) Moral Disengagement
and the Motivational Gap in Chimate Change. In Ethical Theory and Moral Practice, 22:
425-447;

Pellegrino, Gianfranco (2018) Robust Climate Responsibility for Individual Harms.
In Ethical Theory and Moral Practice, 21: 811-823;

Ridley, Matt, Low Bobbi S. (1993) Can Selfishness Save the Environment? In Atlantic
Monthly 272, 3: 76-86;


https://philpapers.org/s/Margaret%20Gilbert
https://philpapers.org/go.pl?id=GILWTB&proxyId=&u=http%3A%2F%2Fdx.doi.org%2F10.1111%2Fj.1475-4975.2006.00130.x
https://philpapers.org/go.pl?id=GILWTB&proxyId=&u=http%3A%2F%2Fdx.doi.org%2F10.1111%2Fj.1475-4975.2006.00130.x
https://philpapers.org/asearch.pl?pub=679
https://www.ipcc.ch/sr15/
http://as.nyu.edu/docs/IO/1192/WhenUtilitariansShouldbeVirtueTheorists.pdf
http://philpapers.org/s/John%20Nolt
http://philpapers.org/go.pl?id=NOLHHA&proxyId=&u=http%3A%2F%2Fwww.informaworld.com%2Fsmpp%2Fcontent~content%3Da937230887~db%3Dall~jumptype%3Drss
http://philpapers.org/go.pl?id=NOLHHA&proxyId=&u=http%3A%2F%2Fwww.informaworld.com%2Fsmpp%2Fcontent~content%3Da937230887~db%3Dall~jumptype%3Drss

562 FRANCESCA PONGIGLIONE

Rosati, Conni S. (2016) Moral Motivation. In 7he Stanford Encyclopedia of Philoso-
phy (Wimter 2016 Edition), Zalta, Edward N. (ed.), https://plato.stanford.edu/ar-
chives/win2016/entries/moral-motivation/. Last accessed February 2020;

Sandberg, Joakim (2011) My Emissions Make No Difference. In Environmental Eth-
1cs, 33, 3: 229-248;

Sandler, Ronald (2010) Ethical Theory and the Problem of Inconsequentialism: Why
Environmental Ethicists Should be Virtue-Oriented Ethicists. In Journal of Agricultural
Environmental Ethics, 23: 167-183;

Sen, Amartya Kumar (2002) Rationality and Freedom. Cambridge (MA), Harvard

University Press;

Sen, Amartya Kumar (2009) The Idea of Justice. London, Penguin Books;

Shue, Henry (1999) Global environment and international inequality. In International
Affairs, 75, 3: 531-545;

Singer, Peter (2010) One Atmosphere. In Gardiner Stephen M., Caney Simon, Ja-
mieson Dale, Shue Henry (eds.) Climate Ethics: Essential Readings, Princeton, Oxford
University Press: 181-199;

Singer, Peter (2011) Practical Ethics. New York, Cambridge University Press (en-
larged and revised edition; 1" ed. 1986);

Sinnott-Armstrong, Walter (2005) It’s not my fault: global warming and individ-

ual moral obligations. In Smnott-Armstrong Walter, Howarth Richard (eds.), Perspec-
tives on Climate Change: Science, Economics, Politics, Ethics. Amsterdam, Elsevier;

Vanderheiden, Steve (2007) Climate change and the challenge of moral responsibility.
In Journal of Philosophical Research, 32: 85-92.


https://plato.stanford.edu/archives/win2016/entries/moral-motivation/
https://plato.stanford.edu/archives/win2016/entries/moral-motivation/



