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Plan for the Week 

 Steve Gardiner, Why is the Climate Problem So 
Difficult to Solve?  

 Peter Singer:  Potential Solutions to the Climate 
Problem 

 Walter Sinnott-Armstrong:  “It’s Not My Problem” 



Are Green House Gas Emissions 
 Altering the Earth’s Climate? 

A. Yes 

B. No 

Yes
No

3%

97%



CO2 Concentration in the Atmosphere 



Columbia Glacier, Alberta, Canada 



INTERGOVERNMENTAL PANEL ON CLIMATE 
CHANGE (IPCC) 2007 REPORT 

 



Land Masses Absorb More Heat Than Water 

 



Impacts of Warming 

 



List of countries by 2010 emissions estimates (CO2 emissions 
estimates in thousands of metric tonnes). 

 
Country CO2 emissions[9] Area (in km2) Population Emission / Person 

 World 33,508,901 148,940,000 6,852,472,823 4.9 

 China 8,240,958 9,640,821 1,339,724,852 6.2 

 United States 5,492,170 9,826,675 312,793,000 17.6 

 India 2,069,738 3,287,263 1,210,193,422 1.7 

 Russia 1,688,688 17,075,400 142,946,800 11.8 

 Japan 1,138,432 377,944 128,056,026 8.9 

 Germany 762,543 357,021 81,799,600 9.3 

 Iran 574,667 1,648,195 75,330,000 7.6 

 South Korea 563,126 100,210 48,875,000 11.5 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/List_of_countries_by_carbon_dioxide_emissions#cite_note-cd910-9
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/China
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/United_States
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/India
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Russia
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Japan
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Germany
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Iran
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/South_Korea


Climate Change As A Moral/Political Issue 

(1) Climate change is a problem for which national borders 
are irrelevant. 

  

(2) Not all countries will be affected in the same way.  Some 
may benefit; some may suffer disastrous losses—for 
example, of arable land or of access to water.  Some island 
nations may disappear (e.g., Kiribati and Maldives). 

  

(3) There are unpredictable effects as well as predictable 
effects (e.g., effects weather currents and on the Antarctic 
and Greenland ice sheets).   Just because they are 
unpredictable does not imply they should be ignored.  



International Agreements 

 1992 Rio “framework convention”.  Stabilize 
emissions at 1990 levels by 2000.  

 1997 Kyoto Protocol.  Stabilize emissions 5% (on 
average) below 1990 levels by 2012. 

  Montreal (2005), Bali (2007), Copenhagen (2009), 
Cancun (2010), Durban (2011), Doha (2012), 
Warsaw (2013),  . . . 

  Paris 2015:  An agreement on limits to be effective in 
2020? 

  

 



Why is Climate Change Such a Difficult Problem? 

Professor Stephen Gardiner 
 
Professor of Philosophy  
and Ben Rabinowitz Endowed  
Professor of Human  
Dimensions of the Environment  
University of Washington 



Climate Change is not just a technological 
problem, it is a moral problem 

 



Three Moral Storms 

 The Global Storm:  Understood Spatially 

 The Intergenerational Storm:  Understood 
Temporally 

 The Theoretical Storm:  Understood Philosophically 



The Global Dimension 

 Dispersion of Causes and Effects:  “Emissions of 
greenhouse gases from any geographical location on 
the Earthʼs surface travel to the upper atmosphere 
and then play a role in affecting climate 
globally”(Gardiner, p. 399). 

 Fragmentation of Agency:  With no world 
government, it is difficult to coordinate a global 
response.  A collective action problem (“Tragedy of 
the Commons”) 

 Institutional Inadequacy:  No international 
enforcement to sanction “free riders”. 



What is a “Free Rider”? 

 In a collective action problem, each individual has a 
choice between defection and cooperation, and each is 
better off in his own estimation if he defects, regardless of 
what the others do. 

 But everyone is better of if all cooperate than if all defect. 

 If some individuals cooperate, those who defect can “free 
ride” on the benefits produced by the cooperators.   

 

You should be able to give an example of “free riding” in a 
collective action problem. 



Skewed Vulnerabilities 

 “The responsibility for historical and current 
emissions lies predominantly with the richer, more 
powerful nations, and the poor nations are badly 
situated to hold them accountable” 

  The poorer nations are most vulnerable to the worst 
impacts of climate change. 

 Risk for wealthy nations:  Global action on climate 
change “may encourage attention to other moral 
defects of the current global system, such as global 
poverty, human rights violations and so on” 

--Gardiner, p. 402 

 



Will the U.S. and China Agree to Enforceable 
Limits on Carbon Emissions by 2020? 

A. Yes 

B. No 

Yes
No

71%

29%



The Intergenerational Storm 

 Dispersion of Causes and Effects.  Backloading: “CO2 
sticks around for hundreds of years, plus 25% that sticks 
around for ever” (David Archer, quoted by Gardiner) 

 “By the time we realise that things are bad, we will 
already be committed to much more change.” 

 “Democratic political institutions have relatively short 
time horizons – the next election cycle, a politicianʼs 
political career – and it is doubtful whether such 
institutions have the wherewithal to deal with 
substantially deferred impacts. Even more seriously, 
substantial deferral is likely to undermine the will to act.” 

--Gardiner, p. 403-404 



The Intergenerational Storm (Continued) 

 Temporal Fragmentation of Agency:  Each 
generation receives the benefits of current CO2 use, 
while the costs are borne by future generations. 

 Inaction by one generation has a domino effect on 
future generations.  

 The Temporal Dimension of Institutional 
Inadequacy:  This is not just a practical problem.  
There could not be an institution that could bring 
together present and future populations to address 
the problem collectively. 



The Theoretical Storm 

Existing moral and political theories: 

 Theories of domestic justice 

 Theories of international justice 

 We have no adequate theory of international, 
intergenerational justice. 
Cost-Benefit Analysis is morally problematic when 
applied to examples in which some people (or 
generations) receive the benefits while others pay the 
costs.   These problems are magnified by the use of a 
discount rate, as Singer discusses. 

 

 

 



The Potential for Self-Deception and  
Other Kinds of Moral Corruption 

 Distraction 

 Complacency 

 Unreasonable Doubt 

 Selective Attention 

 Delusion 

 Pandering 

 False Witness 

 Hypocrisy 



In Your Opinion, What is the Greatest Threat 
Posed by Greenhouse Gas Emissions? 

A. Drought 

B. Rising sea levels 

C. Ocean acidification 

D. Extinction 

E. More intense 
storms 

F. Spread of disease 

G. Other 

H. No serious threats. Dro
ught
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Peter Singer’s Five Alternatives 

 1.  Property Rights.  The Tragedy of the 
Commons and the Giant Sink.  Private property is a 
solution to some commons problems, but it can’t solve 
the problem of carbon emissions, because no 
individual or group can own the atmosphere.  

 2.  “You broke it, now you fix it.”  Per capita 
carbon emissions in the past have been much higher in 
developed nations than in developing nations.  
Developed countries are responsible for the problem, 
so they should take responsibility for the solution. 



Singer’s Alternatives Continued 

 3.  “An equal share for everyone.”  A fair starting 
point:  Individual quota = 1 metric ton per year.  This is 
the alternative Singer gives the most attention.  He 
combines it with emissions quota trading.  

 4. Aiding the worst-off:  Priority to the least well-
off.  Richer nations should bear all the costs.  (Would 
Rawls accept this principle?) 

 5. Utilitarian Principle (Greatest Happiness 
Principle).  Singer is a utilitarian.  He uses this 
principle to justify the other four as rules of thumb.  



Singer’s Favored Alternative: 
Equal Share for Everyone 

 Individual quota = 1 metric ton per year, combined 
with emissions quota trading.  [Note:  Singer reports CO2 
emissions in terms of tons of carbon and tons of carbon per 
person.  Current reports use tons of CO2 and tons of CO2 
per person.  Multiply Singer’s numbers by 3.67 for an 
approximate conversion.]  
 Problem #1:  This could simply turn into another 

resource curse.  Dictators would compete for the wealth 
from selling emission quotas.  What is Singer’s solution 
to this problem?   

Refuse to recognize such governments. 
 Problem #2:  International enforcement.  Singer 

proposes UN sanctions.  Why is that not remotely 
possible in the current situation? 
 



A Sixth Alternative 

 6. A carbon tax, with the proceeds used to 
ameliorate impact on the poor and the effects of 
climate change, especially in the developing world. 



At What Cost? 

 
 “The total cost of managing global warming ad infinitum 
would be the same as deferring the [economic] growth curve by 
less than a year. In other words we would have to  wait until 
2051 to enjoy the prosperity we would otherwise have enjoyed in 
2050. And by that time the average citizen of the world will have 
become twice as wealthy as she is now”(Bjorn Lonborg, quoted 
by Singer, p. 24).  
   
 Thomas Schelling (Nobel Prize in Economics) estimates 
the cost at 2% of GNP:  “If someone could wave a wand and 
phase in, over a few years, a climate-mitigation program that 
depressed our GNP by two percent in perpetuity, no 
one would notice the difference”(Schelling, “The Cost of 
Combatting Global Warming [1997], p. 10). 
 
 



The Role of the Discount Rate 

 Lonborg assumes a discount rate of 5%: 
 “A discount rate of 5 percent means that we consider 
losing $100 today to be the equivalent of losing $95 in a 
year's time, the equivalent of losing $90.25 in two years' 
time, and so on.  . . . [A]t this discount rate, it would only be 
worth spending $14.20 today to make sure that you don't 
lose $100 in 40 years' time. . . . Losses that will occur a 
century or more hence dwindle to virtually 
nothing”(Singer, p. 25).   
[If we use a 5% discount rate, losing $100 in 100 years is 
equivalent to losing less than 1¢ today—that is, on this 
assumption, it would not be worth 1¢ today to avoid a loss 
of $100 in 100 years.] 
  

 



Why is the Use of a Discount Rate Problematic 
for Intergenerational Issues? 

 Recall Gardiner’s Theoretical Storm:  We lack an 
adequate moral theory for the consideration of future 
generations:  Cost-Benefit Analysis is morally 
problematic when applied to examples in which some 
people (or generations) receive the benefits while others 
pay the costs. 

 When the costs of global warming are paid by future 
generations, they won’t be discounted! 

 How can the people alive today justify discounting the 
costs paid by people in the future when those people 
won’t get the benefits of current use of fossil fuels but will 
pay the (undiscounted) future costs? 



Which Alternative Does Singer Favor? 

A. Property rights 

B. “You broke it, you 
fix it” 

C. Equal share for 
everyone 

D. Priority to the 
least well-off 
group 
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Which Alternative Do You Favor? 

A. Property rights 

B. “You broke it, you 
fix it” 

C. Equal share for 
everyone 

D. Priority to the least 
well-off group 

E. Carbon tax 

F. Other 
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“It’s Not My Fault” 

 Walter Sinnott-Armstrong 

 

 Chauncey Stillman Professor of  

Practical Ethics in the Department  
of Philosophy and the Kenan Institute  
for Ethics at Duke University; core faculty  
in the Duke Institute for Brain Sciences,  
the Duke Center for Cognitive  
Neuroscience, and the Duke Center for  
Interdisciplinary Decision Sciences.  



Do I Have a Moral Obligation  
Not to Drive a Gas-Guzzling SUV? 

 

PRO Driving the SUV: 

 “Ah, the feel of wind  
in your hair! The views!  
How spectacular! . . .  
Ah, the feeling of power!  
The excitement!”(Sinnott- 
Armstrong, p. 333) 

 

 

 

 

 



Moral Principles CON 

 

 (1) Harm principles:  We have a moral obligation 
not to perform an act that causes or intends harm or a 
risk of harm directly or indirectly to others. 

 In a collective action problem like the climate 
change problem, each contribution is negligible.  So 
there is no harm or risk of harm and no intention to 
harm or impose a risk of harm.   

 



More Principles CON 

 (2) Kantian principles (universalizability principle, 
means principle, doctrine of double effect):  They don’t 
apply if I don’t intend to harm anyone or impose a risk of 
harm on them. 

 

 (3) Collective principles:   

 The group principle: We have a moral obligation not 
to perform an action if this action makes us a member of a 
group whose actions together cause harm. 

 Do I really have an obligation to put a pollution 
control device on my car if no one else is?  I would NOT be 
“free riding” if everyone else was already defecting.  



Even More Principles CON 

 (4) Counterfactual Principles 

  The general action principle: I have a moral 
obligation not to perform an act when it would be 
worse for everyone to perform an act of the same kind. 

 This principle would seem to apply to lying, 
cheating, stealing, murder.  Does it apply to choosing 
to remain childless?  What about hiking in a National 
Park? 



T.M. Scanlon’s Contractualist (Social Contract) 
Principle 

 The contractualist principle: I have a moral 
obligation not to perform an act whenever it violates a 
general rule that nobody could reasonably reject as a 
public rule for governing action in society. 

 Problem:  How do we determine reasonable 
rejection?  How can we give a voice to future 
generations? 

 

 What about the Utilitarian Principle? 



Gardiner’s Third Moral Storm 

 What is Gardiner’s Third Moral Storm? 

 The Theoretical Storm: We have no adequate theory of 
international, intergenerational justice. 

 Sinnott-Armstrong is illustrating two aspects of the 
Theoretical Storm: 

 (1) while there is general agreement that it is wrong 
to “free ride” on the cooperation of others, most moral 
theories do not tell us what we should do when most other 
people are defecting (not cooperating), or, if they tell us 
what we should do, what they say is morally questionable;  

 (2) we have no morally adequate way of representing 
the interests of future generations. 



Do We Have A Moral Obligation Not To Drive 
Gas Guzzling SUV’s for the Fun of It? 

A. Yes 

B. No 

Yes
No

48%
52%



The Larger Issue of Individual Responsibility 

 Rather than focus on whether we have a moral 
obligation not to drive gas guzzling SUVs for the fun of it, 
the more important question is this:   

 Do we, as individuals, have obligations to act to try 
to avert or ameliorate harm to current and future 
generations from greenhouse gas emissions? 

 If so, what should we do? 

 

 The most important responsibilities are the 
responsibilities that governments have to address the 
problem in concert.  But there is a lack of international 
institutions that would be able to effectively address it. 



Do We, As Individuals, Have Obligations to 
Current and Future Generations on This Issue? 

A. Yes 

B. No 

Yes
No

17%

83%


