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If you really think that the environment is less important than the economy, 

try holding your breath while you count your money. 

-Guy McPherson 



Abstract 

Despite knowledge of the projected harmful impacts of the climate crisis, there has been a long 

history of failure in acting sufficiently to limit anthropogenic greenhouse gas emissions at a level 

that would avoid dangerous human interference with climate systems. The scientific community 

agrees that immediate and fast-acting measures must be taken to reduce carbon emissions to net 

zero by 2040 for a likely chance of avoiding the most dangerous impacts of the climate crisis, 

including risks to energy, food, and water security, extreme weather, and loss of home and livelihood 

to many of the world’s most vulnerable communities. 

In this paper, I aim to establish paternalism as a normative governmental response to the climate 

crisis. I argue that on their own, people are unlikely to voluntarily make the lifestyle and behavioural 

changes that are necessary to limit global heating to under 1.5 °C, despite those changes being 

morally compelling if we are to fulfil our collective moral duty not to harm others. We should 

therefore and are morally justified in applying Mill’s Harm Principle, which allows us to limit an 

individual’s liberty in order to restrict their carbon emissions and thereby prevent or mitigate harm 

to others. Applying Rawls’s conception of justice, I argue that governments have a duty to ensure 

that the climate crisis is resolved as they relate to just society; it is this goal of justice that provides 

government with the political and social legitimacy to intervene. Paternalistic intervention is 

therefore imperative in order to ensure that lifestyle and behavioural changes are adopted with the 

necessary speed and efficiency to limit global carbon and greenhouse gas emissions to a level that 

would avoid catastrophic harm. 
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Ágrip 

Þrátt fyrir vitneskju um áætluð og skaðleg áhrif loftslags kreppunar, er sagan full af misheppnuðum 

aðgerðum til að takast á við losun gróðurhúsalofttegunda á því stigi að hægt sé að forðast hættuleg 

afskipti manna varðandi loftslagskerfin. Vísindasamfélagið tekur undir að tafarlausar og hraðvirkar 

ákvarðanir eru nauðsynlegar til að hægt sé að draga úr kolefnislosun og jafna þessa losun út fyrir árið 

2040 svo möguleiki sé á að forðast hættulegustu áhrif loftslags kreppunar, til dæmis orku-, matar- og 

vatnsskort, ofsaveður, og missi heimila og lífsviðurværis í mörgum af viðkvæmustu samfélögum 

heims. 

Markmið þessarar ritgerðar er að bera rök fyrir því að forræðishyggja ætti að vera staðlað viðbragð 

stjórnvalda við loftslagsbreytingum, og þeim hamförum sem breytingarna hafa í för með sér. Mín 

kenning er sú að einstaklingar séu þess óviljugir að af sjálfsdáðum gera þær breytingar á bæði lífstíl 

og hegðun sinni sem nauðsynlegar eru til að halda hitabreytingum jarðar undir 1.5°C, þrátt fyrir það 

að þessar breytingar séu siðferðislega aðkallandi og nauðsynlegar til að uppfylla þá samfélagslegu 

skyldu okkar að skaða ekki aðra. Það er því siðferðislega réttlætanlegt að beita skaðalögmáli Mills, 

sem einskorðar frelsi einstaklingsins með það að markmiði að takmarka kolefnislosun viðkomandi 

og þar með koma í veg fyrir eða draga úr skaða á öðrum. Með því að nota hugmynd Rawls um 

réttlæti held ég því fram að stjórnvöldum beri skylda til að tryggja að loftslagskreppan sé leyst þar 

sem hún tengist einmitt samfélaginu; það er þetta réttlætismarkmið sem veitir stjórnvöldum 

pólitískt og félagslegt lögmæti til að grípa inn í. Afskipti stjórnvalda á grundvelli forræðishyggju er 

því nauðsynleg til að tryggja skjótar lífstíls- og hegðunarbreytingar til að takmarka losun 

gróðurhúsalofttegunda til að forðast óafturkræfar hamfarir. 
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Foreword 

While writing this paper, it appeared that there was an endless slew of news that seemed to come to 

light every day and there was never any lull in reporting a new ecological disaster. From melting 

Arctic permafrost to the burning of the Amazon rainforest and the death of the Great Barrier Reef, 

it seems more and more difficult to see the light and hope in these situations. While these disastrous 

are grievous enough on their own, one of the greatest dangers of climate change is that it is a risk 

multiplier: it greatly impacts these habitats’ resilience, or their ability to recover from such 

destruction, thus worsening the impact of environmental degradation. The threat of ecological 

collapse seems ever more present as humans continue exploiting natural resources with little to no 

regard for their sustainability and amidst such immense challenges to these habitats’ ability to 

recover. 

The title of this paper is a quote from Greta Thunberg, the Swedish teenager who originated the 

Fridays for Future school strike movement. It is encouraging that her actions have succeeded in 

raising more awareness of the climate crisis now than ever, but awareness alone is not enough. It has 

always befuddled me that we do not do more to protect our natural environment, given that this 

planet is the only home we have; as a popular protest slogan goes, “There is no Planet B.” Issues of 

environment are issues about our very survival as a species, and have for too long fallen to the 

wayside in favour of profit-making in the capitalist economy. We can no longer afford to ignore the 

environment, and the wave of current crises indicate a world under considerable strain. I hope that 

this paper will go some way in providing impetus for real galvanised action. 

My many thanks to my supervisor Finnur Dellsén who has been endlessly patient in answering my 

many questions in the process of this writing. I also owe thanks to my team at Iceland Music who 

were generous enough to indulge my desire to make our operations carbon-neutral and with whom 

18,000 trees were planted this summer. Most of all, I am grateful to Magnús, my partner in life. 
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Chapter 1 

Introduction 

As I write this, Europe is experiencing its second summer heatwave in a row. 2018’s summer 

heatwave saw record-breaking temperatures across Europe alongside wildfires, drought and crop 

failures, while the ongoing 2019 heatwave has already seen temperatures in excess of 40 °C in 

Belgium, France, Germany, and the Netherlands. Iceland has newly memorialised the loss of the 

glacier formerly known as Okjökull, the first of many that will be lost to climate change. Eastern 

Russia, northern Scandinavia, Greenland and Alaska are presently being ravaged by wildfires, all of 

which are only serving to release carbon that was previously stored in the forest biomass; in June 

alone, the fires released an estimated 50 megatonnes of carbon dioxide — equivalent to Sweden's 

annual carbon output.  These heatwaves are only too likely to become more common, as the effects 1

of climate change, long since predicted by climate models and after years of scientist warnings, have 

started to arise. 

 BBC. (2019, July 26). Arctic wildfires: What’s caused huge swathes of flames to spread? BBC News. Retrieved from 1

https://www.bbc.com/news/world-europe-49125391
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Global climate change is one of the most pressing issues of the modern day, with significant 

damages to both human and non-human environments expected from a baseline temperature 

increase against the pre-industrial average. Despite the dangers of climate change having been 

known to us for decades, with the first mention of the greenhouse effect made in 1896 by the 

Swedish scientist Svante Arrhenius,  the problem of global heating and climate change seems no 2

closer to being solved. Concerns were registered as early as the 1950s  about the dangers of carbon 3

dioxide levels and anthropogenic global heating; however, widespread and mainstream knowledge 

about global heating did not register until the 1980s, and even well into the 2000s with the 2006 Al 

Gore and Davis Guggenheim documentary An Inconvenient Truth. 

Despite a long history of knowledge about the presence and dangers of climate change,  top-level 4

decision makers such as governments and large corporations seem steadfastly opposed to taking 

sufficient steps in order to rectify these issues to a sufficient degree. Climate change sceptics remain 

a part of the mainstream media’s climate change discussion, and countries have repeatedly failed to 

meet the international treaty targets set out by the United Nations Framework Convention on 

Climate Change (UNFCCC). The 1997 Kyoto Protocol was not ratified by the United States, and 

in 2011 Canada, Japan and Russia withdrew from the protocol.  In addition, the subsequent Paris 5

Agreement was widely criticised for not being binding and lacking enforcement mechanisms;  by 6

 Arrhenius, Svante (1896). "On the influence of carbonic acid in the air upon the temperature of the ground" (PDF). 2

The London, Edinburgh, and Dublin Philosophical Magazine and Journal of Science. 41 (251): 237–276. doi:
10.1080/14786449608620846.

 Spencer Weart (2003). "The Carbon Dioxide Greenhouse Effect". The Discovery of Global Warming. Retrieved from 3

https://history.aip.org/climate/co2.htm

 The terms ‘climate crisis’, 'climate change’ and ‘climate emergency’ will be used interchangeably in this paper. The terms 4

‘global warming’ and ‘global heating’ will also be used interchangeably.

 “Canada pulls out of Kyoto protocol". The Guardian. 13 December 2011. Retrieved from https://5

www.theguardian.com/environment/2011/dec/13/canada-pulls-out-kyoto-protocol 

 Milman, O. (2015, December 12). James Hansen, father of climate change awareness, calls Paris talks “a fraud.” The 6

Guardian. Retrieved from https://www.theguardian.com/environment/2015/dec/12/james-hansen-climate-change-
paris-talks-fraud
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2017, no major advanced industrialised country had been on track to reach their pledged targets for 

control of carbon emissions.  7

There has been no lack of discussion on why the problem of climate change has failed to be resolved. 

Various theories have been posited alongside their solutions, including economic incentives and 

capitalism, lack of government motivation for fear of countries losing their economic advantage, and 

lobbying of the oil and petroleum industries. None of these discussions have, unfortunately, brought 

us as a global group any closer to meeting the carbon reduction targets necessary to ensure that 

global heating remains below 1.5 °C, or even 2 °C. Each year of the past five years from 2014 to 

2018 has been deemed the hottest on record.   8

In this paper, I will argue that action on climate change is a normative ethical demand — and that 

in particular, we must assume a paternalistic approach to limit individual liberty in order to reach 

the goal of keeping global heating as low as possible, with warming of well under 1.5 °C desirable. 

Beginning with describing the moral duties imposed on us as moral agents, I argue that everyday 

actions and choices of the modern day and age all have some level of carbon footprint associated; 

the option of simply being a bystander citizen does not exist, as even bystander actions contribute to 

carbon emissions and therefore to global heating and climate change. 

In Chapter 2, I will discuss the scientific basis of climate change, the scientific consensus and 

predicted effects and consequences of excessive greenhouse gases. The clarity and confidence of 

these projected effects, primarily detrimental for the health and continued flourishing of the global 

ecosystem as well as global communities, then brings us to the moral duties which we must fulfil in 

order to prevent these negative effects from coming to pass or minimising them as much as possible 

 Victor, D. G., Akimoto, K., Kaya, Y., Yamaguchi, M., Cullenward, D., & Hepburn, C. (2017). Prove Paris was more 7

than paper promises. Nature, 548(7665), 25–27. https://doi.org/10.1038/548025a

 The 10 Hottest Global Years on Record. (2019, February 6). Climate Central. Retrieved from https://8

www.climatecentral.org/gallery/graphics/the-10-hottest-global-years-on-record
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- namely, keeping global heating to under 2 °C and ideally under 1.5 °C. I will then comment on 

the observed response to this scientific knowledge, and in particular the lack of sufficient action 

regarding the climate crisis. Failure to act has been a hallmark of climate change thus far — despite 

repeated calls to action by scientists, international carbon reduction targets have repeatedly missed 

the mark; I will discuss some ideas for why this has been the case, as well as our existing problems 

with motivation.  

Chapter 3 will argue for how and why limiting global heating is a moral duty. I will discuss the 

principle first proposed by J.S. Mill that individual liberty may be limited to prevent harm to others, 

otherwise known as the Harm Principle (more below), and show why it should be applied to the 

climate crisis. The Harm Principle, in essence, says that it is justified to limit the liberty of 

individuals to prevent harm to others; I will argue that this principle should be applied to everyone 

across all aspects of society as there can be no such thing as an innocent spectator. Furthermore, any 

uncertainty that may exist in this situation does not excuse us from acting to rectify the situation; 

despite the inexact nature of projected climate change consequences, both the potential for 

catastrophe and the high probability of its coming to pass make acting on deflecting these 

consequences a pressing issue. This will inform the need for collective action, which is the only 

adequate response to the climate crisis. 

Finally in Chapter 4, I will show that this collective incentive to behavioural change requires the use 

of paternalistic interventions by governments and authorities. This is necessary given the failure of 

collective action in adequately fulfilling their duty, leading to the need for a government authority or 

power to step in and create the necessary behavioural change — whether this behavioural change 

results from the use of coercive power, nudging, or other forms of government paternalism. 

Governments are compelled to be involved in these actions because they are necessary to our 

conception of justice, which John Rawls argues to which all societies must strive: acting on climate 

change is necessary to protect the least-advantaged in society. I will not get into detail about what 
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such government action should look like, as that falls under the realm of public policy; merely that 

government-level paternalistic action is a moral necessity. The governmental use of liberty-

restricting interventions is morally justified by an application of the above Harm Principle. The 

influence of time pressure is also an additional reason for the need for government action, given that 

our ability to fulfil these moral duties is inextricably linked to carrying out these actions in enough 

time, before the 2 °C limit is surpassed. 

1.1 Establishing moral duty 

Among the most popular of moral theories is consequentialism, which holds that whether an act is 

right or wrong is judged based on the action’s consequences. Popular versions of consequentialism 

include utilitarianism, which holds that an act is morally right if and only if it maximises the total 

amount of net good. We may assume that a good consequence in the context of climate change is 

one that involves as little displacement, harm to others, and damage to the existing environment, 

ecosystems and habitat as is possible. Such a consequence is only possible if the overall cumulative 

amount of carbon emitted to the atmosphere is not so great as to cause global heating of 1.5°C or 

less compared against the pre-industrial average, with irreversible damage and and positive feedback 

loops occurring at global heating of 2 °C. Once we have set out the goal, all actions are then judged 

based on their contribution to or deviance from this target. Morally right actions would be those 

that significantly and drastically reduce or eliminate carbon emissions from as many sources as is 

possible; this would include paternalistic or authoritarian actions that are aimed at reducing 

emissions even at the cost of some individual liberty. Since the scientific community is confident 

about the predicted negative effects of global heating, the details of which will be outlined later in 

this paper, it is prudent to apply consequentialist ethics in order to avoid these negative effects as far 

as is possible. With such a narrow margin of error, applying alternative bodies of ethical theories 

such as virtue ethics and/or deontological ethics do not allow us to forecast a predictable end-result, 

 5



which is precisely what is needed in order to avoid the known negative consequences of the climate 

crisis.  

Under a consequentialist view, then, governmental paternalism becomes both a correct and morally 

necessary action in order to help fulfil the moral duty which we have thus far collectively neglected: 

governments and policies, with their wide-ranging impacts across the breadth of society, have a 

greater ability to create change than the impacts of any one individual or organisation. In addition, 

the ability of governments to lawfully sanction those who defect, whether through economic 

taxation or otherwise, creates a strong incentive to behavioural change that can, en masse, lead to 

impactful carbon reductions and produce what we would call a good consequence. 

Even if one does not endorse the consequentialist point of view, the same conclusion of morally 

requiring forced restrictions on liberty and/or carbon emissions is reached with other arguments, 

such as that of the harm principle, which seems to be much more readily accepted by most people. 

Under the harm principle, the individual liberty of a few is restricted in order to prevent harm to 

others. In this case, ‘others’ not only constitutes the vast majority of moral subjects and the global 

poor, but also given their limited resources would not be able to adequately protect themselves 

against the adversity of climate change - at least, not enough to match whatever quality of life that 

they would have had prior to the climate crisis, and they would suffer from clear harms directly 

linked to climate change. Assuming that the harm principle is true, it is obvious then that the 

greatest polluters may have their liberties forcibly curtailed so that harm to others may be prevented. 

In the face of the climate crisis, the connection between utilitarianism and the harm principle is 

obvious. The amount of net good can only decrease as the climate crisis continues, as more people 

experience suffering and displacement from climate change-related issues. No amount of good that 

a small minority of people may achieve, as they benefit from the continuance of a carbon emission-
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driven economy, can possibly hope to outweigh the mass of heatwaves, rising sea temperatures, and 

crop failures; the vast majority of moral subjects will undoubtedly experience some form of stress 

from climate change, all of which decreases the net amount of good by virtue of the sheer volume of 

casualties. Clearly, utilitarianism would say that it would be better to restrict gaining the good of a 

few in order to maximise the good of the many. As we have already seen, the same conclusion is 

reached when one applies the harm principle; maintaining any individual’s liberty cannot be justified 

by inflicting harms on any other. 

In On Liberty, John Stuart Mill argues for the harm principle, stating that “the only purpose for 

which power can be rightfully exercised over any member of a civilised community, against his will, 

is to prevent harm to others.”  Application of Mill’s harm principle justifies restriction on the 9

actions and/or liberties of citizens, insofar as these powers are used to restrict or minimise their 

carbon emissions to prevent harms to others. 

In the later part of this paper, I will argue that governments and authorities must be compelled to 

intervene in climate change actions as they directly impact the level of justice in society, and in 

particular impact the well-being of society’s least-advantaged. These interventions may occur 

through harsher paternalistic and/or authoritarian methods of governance, characterised by 

limitations that would prevent an individual from taking actions that would emit greenhouse gases 

(GHGs) and justified by application of the harm principle, in order to prevent harms to others. The 

average individual in developed countries is a moral agent whose carbon footprint and contribution 

to climate change makes them morally responsible for the harms that will be inflicted on vulnerable 

communities. For whatever reason, there is failure to act on these moral demands; yet, it is 

unreasonable to expect that these moral demands have any less claim to their resolution simply 

because individuals and communities choose to ignore them. Business As Usual (BAU) continues 

while individuals and communities as a group continue to fail at restricting their own carbon 

 "Freedom of Speech". Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy. 17 April 2008. Retrieved 10 June 2018.9
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emissions voluntarily; this lack of collective action combined with harms to others means that there 

is also a need for governing authorities across all nations to step in in order to help fulfil the moral 

duties that individuals, communities and/or companies cannot on their own. 

1.2 Locating moral responsibility 

The distinction between doing and allowing, as well as action and omission, has long been a source 

of discussion in ethics. A commonly used example is that of the difference between killing and 

letting die. In both instances, the outcome is the same — there is death of a subject, and a 

consequentialist would deny that there is any morally significant difference — however, the 

epistemic condition of the moral agent is entirely different between the two. In the case of killing, 

the agent has performed an action that has directly led or contributed to the death of the subject; in 

letting die, the agent has done nothing that would contribute to the death of the subject, but neither 

have they done anything to prevent it. An agent that simply lets a subject die has done nothing to 

change the course of events that would have occurred with or without their intervention, all other 

things being equal — they have simply omitted the performance of any life-saving measures. 

I bring up these distinctions, not in order to argue that ‘allowing’ climate change to happen is 

morally any better than actively contributing to it or to argue for any salient moral differences 

between the two, but in order to highlight the nature of the action being performed by the global 

population. It is altogether too common that people feel their individual actions have no effect 

whatsoever on the progress of climate change and thus that they bear little to no personal 

responsibility for any resulting situation. In truth, large corporations bear a much larger part of the 

blame, owing to their industrial emissions and the sheer volume of mass they handle; however, it is 

also a mistaken assumption to think that any given average individual, particularly one in most 

modern and developed societies, is merely a passive and innocent bystander in issues of climate 
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change. In being part of a carbon-emitting society, an individual is therefore liable at least in part for 

the collective moral responsibility of the group. Save those who choose to lead actively carbon-

neutral lives through homesteading and forsaking their part in the global economy at large, it is 

mistaken to believe that the average individual can simply be a bystander with no part to play in the 

increase in carbon emissions; for the average person, there is no ‘letting die’ in the moral issues of 

climate change, and their epistemic condition is undoubtedly one of action rather than omission; as I 

will soon explain, this distinction is relevant to the harm principle. 

While the relationship between an average individual’s everyday actions and their associated impacts 

may not be immediately obvious, nonetheless, they can be responsible for detriment and harm as 

carbon is emitted in the process of producing a good and/or service — for instance, the shipping 

and transport of goods and persons, the deforestation of rainforest for agricultural land, and the 

production of energy, to name a few. The total carbon emissions caused by an individual, event, 

organisation, or product is known as its ‘carbon footprint’. These include everyday actions such as 

buying a ham sandwich: purchasing the sandwich contributes to the demand for agricultural land in 

order to feed the pig which makes the ham in the sandwich; the plastic packaging in which it comes 

is produced from petroleum; and the sandwich is shipped most likely via means of fossil-fuelled 

trucks. Just getting to work alone often has a carbon footprint: the vast majority of the world’s 

vehicles are still powered by combustion engines. When going on holiday abroad, air travel is 

notorious for contributing to carbon emissions from the burning of jet fuel, and often at high 

altitudes at that; where carbon is released can vastly affect its interactions in the atmosphere, thus 

accelerating global heating and the climate crisis. 

These simple, everyday actions all contribute to climate change. Minuscule through their individual 

parts may be, each nonetheless plays a part in the whole. In chapter 3, I will describe Peter Singer’s 

argument that there is absurdity in disregarding tiny harms; but very briefly, in the third edition of 
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Practical Ethics  Singer argues that people are accountable for the actions of others when 10

intentionally participating in the wrong that others do or the harm they cause. According to Singer, 

each individual is part of a collective that inflicts great harm on a large number of people and 

therefore must bear responsibility, finally arguing that we should not be passive spectators in 

problems involving climate change and GHG emissions, and calls on the obligation of individuals 

to play their part in reducing emissions. 

Singer’s arguments are targeted at moral agents who might be persuaded to voluntarily behave 

ethically. However, it is clear that — as I will show in chapter 2 — appeals to voluntary actions are 

not always enough, especially where fulfilling the moral duty not to harm others depends not only 

on oneself but also on the actions of those around them, making fulfilment of said duty a collective 

action. In the next chapter, I will outline the harms that we are confident will come to pass as well as 

the particular communities that will be vulnerable to harms associated with climate change. With 

such clarity of climate change consequences, we would merely be reasonably cautious in using the 

harm principle to limit individual liberties, especially of those developed nations which have 

particularly high carbon emissions per capita. After all, not only is the scientific community 

confident about predicted harms that will likely befall others, but some of these predicted harms 

have in fact already come to pass: the Micronesian islands that comprise sovereign nations such as 

Kiribati are already losing land mass to sea level rise that is a direct result of climate change. As 

Singer’s arguments do not make provisions for enforcing the moral obligations which he argues that 

we have, they are problematic insofar as the moral agent cannot reasonably expect that those around 

them will not significantly hinder the progress of their fulfilling their own moral duty. 

An application of the harm principle presumes that there is in fact a morally relevant distinction 

between action and inaction, as limiting an individual’s liberty assumes that their actions are actively 

causing harm to others. (While an individual may certainly also be capable of causing harm to 

 Singer, P. (2011). Climate Change. In Practical ethics (3rd ed, pp. 216–237). New York: Cambridge University Press.10
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others through negligence, in these cases the harm principle would not be relevant as the harm is 

not caused by one’s action but rather one’s failing in their duty of care.) It is, of course, not possible 

to limit one’s liberty or actions where no action is being taken; however, given that BAU is by 

default a state of emitting carbon through actions that humans autonomously and independently 

tak, these actions can be limited under the harm principle since they clearly harm other moral 

agents.  

Another morally relevant point is that of whether or not moral agents are in fact cognisant of the 

harms they are causing; in the current day and age of rapidly distributed information via the 

internet and social media, the term ‘climate change’, or at the very least ‘global warming’, has been 

adequately publicised so as to become common knowledge. With climate change discussion 

dominating news and media, individuals — especially those in developed nations — may only claim 

wilful ignorance at best. There is no lack of climate change-related information, nor is there a lack of 

accessibility; certainly, a substantial portion of the news and media ‘debate’ on climate change 

centres around promoting misinformation rather than obscuring it completely. This does not on its 

own ensure that most people are at all knowledgeable about the causes, harms and effects of climate 

change, but it does give the subject matter the type of attention that then makes a moral agent 

responsible for acquiring correct information in order to organise themselves in an actionable 

manner. 

Of course, a moral agent cannot be morally responsible for something of which they were 

completely unaware. Neither can they be morally responsible for the outcome of a situation in 

which they did not know what to do or what their role might have been, even if they were present 

and aware — in this case, they do not satisfy the requirement of having the requisite mental and 

cognitive condition for moral responsibility. This is what Michael Doan calls the knowledge 

condition: while a group of random individuals cannot be “held morally responsible for not acting 
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collectively,”  members of that group nonetheless have a responsibility for collectively further 11

engaging in inquiry and reform. Even if members do not share moral responsibility for an initial 

situation, they are not excused from continuing to be that way. Much in the same manner, 

communities, whether local or global, are not at least initially morally responsible for the climate 

change situation: they individually lack knowledge of what each of them must do, and their not 

knowing each of their roles in a collective action situation disqualifies them from any ensuing moral 

responsibility. Given a problematic situation in which a collective of persons might potentially be 

able to assist, the collective is not morally responsible for not acting immediately or initially — the 

constituent members do not yet have a map of responsibilities (“I should do… in order to enable 

this to happen”), and thus cannot be said to know how or where to place their efforts as individuals 

— that is to say, the knowledge condition has not been fulfilled. The group or collective only becomes 

responsible once a clear picture has emerged of how to organise and structure themselves, and what 

individuals are responsible for, in order to perform the necessary action in which to solve the 

problem. 

However, the knowledge condition does not mean that participant individuals are exempt from 

remedying the situation, and these agents remain responsible for collective inquiry in pursuing 

understanding of how they can resolve a situation. This is particularly pertinent for climate change, 

as it does not exempt individuals from pursuing a course of action in order to identify what their 

individual roles are to play. Doan advocates for more conversation in order to resolve problems of 

the knowledge condition, as well as more sustained engagement in order to generate collective 

problem solving capacities. Once the individual roles have been established for a collective’s 

component agents, they become morally responsible in rectifying the situation. 

 Doan, M. D. (2016). Responsibility for Collective Inaction and the Knowledge Condition. Social Epistemology. 11

https://doi.org/10.1080/02691728.2016.1172359 
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There are two ways in which moral agents in the climate crisis have failed to live up to the moral 

standards suggested by Doan, and in which the collective roles being established for each person are 

not being acted upon. First, there is the wilful ignorance of the facticity of climate change; as I have 

previously mentioned, there are many who ignore the scientific consensus in favour of promoting 

misinformation or engaging in scepticism beyond what is reasonable. These are the climate change 

deniers; such cognitive dissonance and reasons for it will be discussed in chapter 4. Second, there is 

the wilful ignorance of the roles being established that others have already laid out for them, and in 

fact actively steering clear of acknowledging their respective roles as well as acting on their 

responsibilities. This includes continuing environmentally detrimental behaviour despite knowing its 

consequences — for instance, buying a new vehicle with a 2500cc internal combustion engine for 

getting around a small city, instead of an electric car where electricity is generated from 100% 

renewable sources as is in the case of Reykjavík, or simply cycling or public transport. A person may 

also knowingly purchase items with a high carbon footprint shipped internationally by air instead of 

a local alternative with a much lower carbon footprint. These are all types of behaviours whose 

effects have been well established and publicised over long periods of time across multiple media 

types; for most well-connected and well-informed citizens of the 21st century, there is no reasonable 

way to claim ignorance of the consequences and impacts of these behaviours. The knowledge 

condition has thus been fulfilled, and each individual knows what their role is that must be played 

— the only failure is that of their action on these known responsibilities. 

So we have established that BAU actively contributes to carbon emissions and thus to climate 

change. We have also established that agents have a moral responsibility to act collectively in 

reducing their emissions, and that where agents do not know what their roles are, they also have a 

moral responsibility to collective inquiry in order for them to organise themselves in such a way that 

they may identify their roles and contributions to a resolution. Agents are thus not only not 

organising themselves in a morally responsible manner, but are disregarding their own contributions 

and/or ignoring the roles and actions they already know they must take collective responsibility for. 
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Failing their responsibilities both to themselves as moral agents and to others in not inflicting harm, 

an authority is justified in stepping in to rectify these errors of ethical behaviour. 

The following chapter will go into detail about the scientific justification for these limitations of 

liberty, as well as the failures of society at large to respond adequately to the information it has been 

presented with.  

 14



Chapter 2 

Scientific basis and the global response 

In this chapter, I will provide evidence of the harms that will result from climate change in order to 

form the foundation for why it is imperative that we reduce and reverse carbon emissions 

immediately. This will primarily be done through a review of assessment reports produced by the 

International Panel for Climate Change (IPCC), and will show both the urgent nature of the 

climate crisis and the harms that are predicted to occur as a result, in particular to vulnerable 

communities. The latter portion of this chapter will describe the global response to the climate crisis, 

or its lack thereof. I will first illustrate the connection between scientific literacy or its lack thereof 

and moral responsibility, before discussing behaviour and decision-making as it relates to the lack of 

sufficient action on climate crisis issues despite there being a clear ethical imperative to contain 

global heating to acceptable levels of 1.5 °C or 2 °C. As previously mentioned, both scientific and 

mass-media awareness of climate crisis issues has been long-standing; however global carbon 

emissions (CO2e) reductions are nowhere near the levels needed to reach the targets that have been 
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set. Awareness of the steps that are necessary to prevent the most severe harms have not translated 

into sufficient real action, and there is a lack of general adoption of several of the most widely-

accepted carbon-mitigation measures. These widespread behavioural idiosyncrasies are detrimental 

to the target of limiting global heating. 

The scientific community generally accepts that there is a consensus on anthropogenic climate 

change change. This acceptance is confirmed by IPCC reports, the first of which was produced in 

1990; these reports then formed the basis of the United Nations Framework Convention on 

Climate Change (UNFCCC), adopted in 1992. The IPCC’s Assessment Reports have served as 

among the foremost and best regarded of climate change reports, and are an exert review and 

assessment of published literature, both peer-reviewed and non-peer reviewed; the IPCC does not 

carry out its own research. IPCC reports are therefore an aggregate of the scientific community’s 

publications on climate change, rather than being a report of research conducted by a single group 

of scientists. Each of the five IPCC reports published so far has found and reiterated evidence of 

human activity contributing to rising levels of greenhouse gases contributing to climate change. As a 

collection and expert review of available scientific literature, IPCC reports consistently inform that 

there is no significant doubt that climate change is anthropogenic and that it is being caused by the 

burning and release of carbon previously stored in fossil fuels and biomass. Papers that deny 

anthropogenic global heating have largely been found to contain unreplicable results.  Upon 12

examination, such papers are guilty of missing contextual information or discarding information 

that does not fit the conclusions, as well as statistical errors and other such methodological faults. 

The theory of anthropogenic climate change is therefore empirically sound with a strong physical 

science basis and cannot be reasonably refuted. 

 Benestad, R. E., Nuccitelli, D., Lewandowsky, S., Hayhoe, K., Hygen, H. O., van Dorland, R., & Cook, J. (2016). 12

Learning from mistakes in climate research. Theoretical and Applied Climatology, 126(3–4), 699–703. https://doi.org/
10.1007/s00704-015-1597-5
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2.1 Global heating limits of 2 °C and 1.5 °C 

Until recently, it was widely agreed that 2 °C was the most significant global heating temperature 

mark to avoid. This number refers to the rise of global average temperatures against the pre-

industrial average, prior to the advent of industrialisation and widespread burning of fossil fuels and 

accumulated carbon stores. Although 2 °C continues to be the point at which a majority of scientists 

consider global heating to have reached a point of no return, or runaway global heating with the 

occurrence of positive feedback loops, it is today widely accepted that 1.5 °C is the target that must 

be kept in order to mitigate the worst of potential damages caused by climate change. 

The Special Report on Global Warming of 1.5 °C, published in October 2018,  outlines the 13

expected impacts that will be faced if global heating reaches levels of 1.5 °C above the pre-industrial 

average. Of particular note, the report presented a revision on previous scientific consensus, stating 

that warming must be kept to 1.5 °C instead of 2 °C in order to avoid the worst impacts of climate 

change. Existing anthropogenic GHGs have already contributed to between 0.8-1.2 °C of warming, 

and are unlikely to cause 1.5 °C of warming alone without the contribution of further GHGs. 

However, in order to reach mitigation targets laid out by the Paris Agreements and have the most 

likely chances of limiting warming to 1.5 °C, immediate and fast-acting measures must be taken to 

reduce carbon emissions to net zero by 2055 (less likely) or 2040 (more likely). 

The reports also detail how global heating will impact humanitarian efforts to eradicate poverty and 

increase the risk of climate-related detriment and harmful exposures. With disadvantages and 

poverty expected to increase as global heating increases, the IPCC predicts that the number of 

people susceptible to poverty could rise by several hundred million by 2050, if global heating is not 

limited to 1.5 °C. This shows how climate exposure is a prime public health hazard, causing harms 

to large numbers of people. Real-life examples have already been noted; countries such as Mongolia 

 Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change. (2018). Global Warming of 1.5 °C. In First Joint Session of Working 13

Groups I, II and III. Incheon, Republic of Korea.
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are dealing with problems intrinsically linked to climate change.  Traditional nomadic herders in 14

the Mongolian steppe, exacerbated by Mongolia’s landlocked and high altitude geography, have 

been facing unpredictable and extreme weather of summers too wet or too dry, and winters with too 

much or no snow at all. This has led to the death of their herds and subsequent struggle to provide 

for their families, forcing nomadic herders to congregate in the capital of Ulaanbaatar to find work 

where air pollution is rife. 

The 1.5 °C report summarises five major reasons for concern (RFCs): 

1. The threatening of unique and threatened systems, including ecosystems and cultures; 

2. The increase of extreme weather events including heat waves, extreme participation and 

coastal flooding; 

3. The uneven distribution of impacts affecting disadvantaged people and communities; 

4. Global aggregate impacts in the loss of extensive biodiversity loss and associated loss of 

ecosystem goods and services, as well as economic damages; and 

5. Large-scale singular events at risk of abrupt and irreversible changes such as regime shifts in 

both warm-water coral reef and Arctic ecosystems. 

The amount of global heating observed is not proportional to the concentration of carbon in the 

atmosphere, neither is the severity of global heating impacts, as the 1.5 °C report states, directly 

proportional to the amount of global heating observed; however, it is clear that increased global 

heating predicts a linear correlation to risks of RFCs, with hazards and impacts expected to increase 

alongside global heating. In order for the worst of climate crisis impacts to be avoided, global 

heating must therefore be kept to a maximum of 1.5 °C. Most significantly, the IPCC states that at 

2 °C warming, there is a very high risk of irreversibility of climate-related hazards where ecological 

 Harris, P. I. (2019). Mongolia: A toxic warning to the world. Retrieved from https://www.bbc.com/news/av/science-14

environment-47673327/mongolia-a-toxic-warning-to-the-world?
SThisFB&fbclid=IwAR259tllbBAQwHL7yb5BHWic9_bzOgZ8PSvYEyb4JljBeTFH0pi0tKdlwKE
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and human systems have climate-related restrictions and endemic, distinctive properties. Examples 

include coral reefs, glaciers, and the lifestyle in the Arctic and Arctic indigenous peoples, or what 

the IPCC calls “unique and threatened systems” (RFC1). All other RFCs, 1-4, are also predicted to 

face risks that increase as global temperatures rise. 

At the current rate, warming will reach 1.5 °C between 2030 and 2052. The difference of 0.5 °C is 

associated with lower risks to energy, food, and water security especially to those susceptible to 

poverty, as well as reduced risk of heat-related morbidity, mortality and vector-borne diseases. In 

addition, limiting warming to 1.5 °C instead of 2 °C is associated with reduced risk of severe and 

irreversible impacts to unique and threatened systems, including threats to the arctic region and 

coastal flooding; at 2 °C, ecosystems, food and health systems are expected to face greater difficulties 

in adaptation. 
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Figure 1. Types and severity of risk associated with different 
levels of global heating. Reprinted from ‘Global Warming of 

1.5 °C,’ 2018, IPCC, p. 13.



The report outlines that in order to limit warming to 1.5 °C, global net anthropogenic carbon 

dioxide emissions must decline by 45% from 2010 levels by 2030, reaching net zero around 2050; 

non-CO2 GHGs such as methane and black carbon must decline by at least 35% relative to 2010 

levels by 2050. Among the potential measures are afforestation and reforestation, low energy 

demand, low material consumption, and low GHG-intensive food consumption, land restoration 

and soil carbon sequestration, direct air carbon capture and storage, and ocean alkalisation. Effective 

action therefore requires both the capture of CO2 already in the atmosphere as well as reductions to 

future carbon emissions from human-related activity. 

2.2 Reliable predictability 

Climate change models have long predicted that there will be an increase in extreme weather events. 

Such extreme events have indeed since been recorded, such as the European heatwave of spring and 

summer 2018; the heat wave was linked to forest fires and crop failures. While climate change 

models are not able to predict singular events, this type of extreme weather event has been predicted 

even in early climate models, with increased occurrences of heatwaves among the various physical 

impacts of climate change that have been predicted. 

The real-world occurrence of these predicted weather events show that there is a distinct difference 

between the Precautionary Principle which has been employed before now and climate change as 

we know it today. Traditionally, the precautionary principle is applied in areas of risk management 

and is used to make socially responsible decisions where scientific investigation has found a 

plausible risk of harm.  By contrast, the situation as it is today does not refer merely to an abstract 15

risk of harm, but rather confidence of harm: that is to say, we are no longer acting to prevent harm 

which could potentially occur, but to prevent harm which we are very confident will occur. Climate 

 Rupert Read and Tim O'Riordan. "The Precautionary Principle Under Fire". EnvironmentMagazine.org. 15

Environment. Retrieved 25 September 2017.
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change plans made by policymakers in low-lying areas such as New York  and The Netherlands  16 17

are now preventative rather than merely precautionary, and no longer chance that climate change 

may no longer come to pass. 

Improvements in climate modelling have led to a substantial increase in the reliability with which 

we can view climate projections, backed up by occurrences of the projected types of weather events 

which models have predicted until now. The information provided by climate change models can no 

longer be considered merely precautionary but reliably predictable: we are now able to reliably 

predict the consequences of climate change, as well as assess the projected impacts and 

vulnerabilities of global populations to climate change and its physical impacts. Indeed, current 

weather events only serve to confirm the predictions that were made decades ago. This shift means 

that information taken under advisory can no longer be seen as a distant threat and cannot be safely 

ignored on the chance that these effects will not come to pass. It is therefore prudent to regard 

climate change predictions not as possibilities but high probabilities; that is to say, these predictions 

must be considered reliable and its associated impacts as events that will surely come to pass. With 

this change in how climate change is regarded, we can then reliably assess and act on the types of 

action that must be taken in order to protect ourselves and others from harms that will arise from 

climate change. 

With justifiable knowledge of reliably predictable events of this type, we not only know but are 

certain that there will be significant negative consequences resulting from these events. The harm 

principle tells us that in order to avoid these negativities from impacting the most vulnerable, we 

 New York City Mayor Bill de Blasio has suggested that Manhattan Island be artificially expanded in order to 16

safeguard Lower Manhattan’s financial district from the effects of superstorms akin to Hurricane Sandy, which flooded 
the area in 2012. For more, see: Neuman, W., & Mays, J. C. (2019, March 14). Climate Change: How Can Manhattan 
be Protected? Make It Bigger. The New York Times. Retrieved from https://www.nytimes.com/2019/03/14/nyregion/
manhattan-climate-change-hurricane-sandy.html

 Kimmelman, M. (2017, June 15). The Dutch Have Solutions to Rising Seas. The World Is Watching. The New York 17

Times. Retrieved from https://www.nytimes.com/interactive/2017/06/15/world/europe/climate-change-rotterdam.html
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may restrict in the behaviour of others in order to prevent these consequences as far as is possible. 

Failure to limit global heating will result in predictable harms, damaging unique systems and 

causing harms to both humans and non-humans alike. 

2.3 Business As Usual (BAU), Adaptation and Mitigation 

As mentioned above, the 1.5 °C report states that in order for us to limit global heating to 1.5 °C, 

immediate and fast-acting measures must be taken to reduce carbon emissions to net zero by 2055 

(less likely) or 2040 (more likely). Carbon emissions and anthropogenic greenhouse gas emissions 

are directly correlated to climate change. In no uncertain terms, continuing business as usual (BAU), 

without weaning the global economy of its reliance on fossil fuels and petrochemical products, 

actively contributes to climate change. The continued release of GHGs occurs in many forms: 

through transport and shipping, the production of fossil fuel energy and electricity, and the 

deforestation of longstanding forests in order to feed an appetite for agriculture and human habitat 

expansion, among many other forms of GHG emissions. 

It is clear, then, that continuing business as usual also means the continued emissions of GHGs, and 

in turn contributes directly to climate change. Since at the current rate warming will reach 1.5 °C 

between 2030 and 2052, this means that in order for warming to be limited to 1.5 °C the rate of 

GHG emissions must be drastically reduced and eventually eliminated altogether, and as soon as is 

possible in order to enable reaching this target. Drastic changes must be implemented if such targets 

are to become possible, let alone achievable - the world’s major logistics and energy systems must be 

removed from fossil fuel dependency as well as forced into adopting carbon-neutral methods. 

It is clear that a single person’s dedicated reduction of their personal carbon emissions is extremely 

unlikely to make any impact on global contributions to climate change, if it is the case that the rest 
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of the world maintains BAU. However, being able to reduce carbon emissions on a large and scaleable 

level means that significantly more will be reduced, making it more likely that the 1.5 °C target 

might be reached. Given the sheer mass and scale of major economic sectors such as logistics and 

fossil fuel energy systems, these two systems have significant potential for making a major impact on 

the likelihood of limiting global heating; other large-scale systems include agriculture, 

manufacturing, and construction.  In order for emissions to be reduced within chance of limiting 18

warming to 1.5 °C, these major economic sectors can clearly no longer afford to continue BAU. 

There are primarily two methods of responding to climate change: adaptation and mitigation. The 

process of mitigation is a proactive one which seeks to reduce GHG emissions, preventing GHGs 

from entering the atmosphere where it then causes global heating and climate change, such as the 

transition of energy sources from fossil fuels to renewable and clean energies as well as reforesting 

and carbon sequestration efforts. On the other hand, the process of adaptation is reactive and seeks 

to shelter affected parties from the effects of climate change, as well as taking steps to reduce the 

perceived effects. These include the relocation of persons from low-lying areas at risk of sea level rise 

and the development of new water-saving techniques in order to help humans adapt to living in a 

global heating-stressed environment.  

The IPCC predicts that developing countries are the most vulnerable to the effects of climate 

change. As developing countries also frequently have a largely impoverished population, they are 

limited in adaptive capacity - that is to say, they are less capable of adapting to the effects of climate 

change than a more developed nation would,  especially as measures such as population relocation 19

and building coastal protection dykes are financially costly and can require these countries taking on 

 United States Environmental Protection Agency. (n.d.). Global Greenhouse Gas Emissions Data. Retrieved from https://18

www.epa.gov/ghgemissions/global-greenhouse-gas-emissions-data 

 The Parliamentary Office of Science and Technology. (2006). Adapting to Climate Change in Developing Countries. 269. 19

Retrieved from http://www.fesghana.org/uploads/PDF/
UKparliament_2006_adapting%20to%20climate%20change%20in%20developing%20countries.pdf
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debt and heavy interest payments.  In addition, developing countries also have large populations 20

which rely on climate-dependent livelihoods such as farming and agriculture, and therefore have a 

lower capacity for adapting to shocks and stressors in climate variance. All of these factors 

contribute to significantly lower adaptive capacity for low-income and developing countries, which 

will be the most severely impacted by climate change. However, these countries are also the least 

responsible for climate change. While developing countries not including China accounted for 40% 

of global carbon emissions in 2011,  historically the lion’s share of global carbon emissions from 21

1900-2004 were produced by the US (314,772m tonnes carbon emissions, 29.54% of total), Russia 

(89,688, 8.42%), Germany (73,625, 6.91%), and the UK (55,163, 5.18%).  22

While life may certainly be possible under adaptations to global heating, it is reasonable to assume 

that such a life would not have been led of its own accord and without any extenuating 

circumstances. It is rather is a life that is forced upon people as a result of some negative situation; 

the strains and various stressors they face while adjusting to those adaptations makes them worse off 

than they would have been in a non-climate impacted situation. In the example of Mongolian 

herders, the shift from nomadic to city life is an adaptation they are forced to undertake as a result 

of climate change; however, it is also clear that such adaptation comes with problems which they are 

not equipped to deal with, as city dwellers face a different kind of public health problem and face air 

pollution. Not only do ex-nomads face the loss of their culture, identity and way of life, but they are 

also exposed to health problems that they would have not otherwise faced had they not been forced 

to make this adaptation. Ex-nomads may clearly be said to have been harmed as a result of climate 

change. 

 Climate Change is Driving Debt for Developing Countries. (2018, July 3). Retrieved from United Nations Climate 20

Change website: https://unfccc.int/news/climate-change-is-driving-debt-for-developing-countries

 Developing Countries Are Responsible for 63 Percent of Current Carbon Emissions. (2015, August 18). Center for 21

Global Development. Retrieved from https://www.cgdev.org/media/developing-countries-are-responsible-63-percent-
current-carbon-emissions

 A history of CO2 emissions. (2009, September 2). The Guardian. Retrieved from https://www.theguardian.com/22

environment/datablog/2009/sep/02/co2-emissions-historical
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Several cities have already begin adaptation strategies. As previously mentioned, New York and the 

Netherlands are engaging in preventive measures to guard against sea level rise, including coastal 

protection; other coastal cities are encouraging an abandonment of coastal land and relocating 

populations inland. Drought-prone areas such as California have developed drought contingency 

plans  with several other areas at risk also developing similar contingency plans. These adaptive 23

strategies improve the resilience of cities in coping with the effects of climate change, preemptively 

identifying the potential damage that might be caused by climate change and taking measures to 

limit their effects. 

The other main response to climate change is that of mitigation, or the process of actively seeking to 

reduce GHG emissions in order to prevent global heating from occurring, or slowing the rate of its 

occurrence. This may be done through reductions in anthropogenic GHGs, as well as increasing the 

capacity of carbon sinks such as reforestation. Mitigation strategies most frequently incorporate 

both carbon emissions reduction as well as carbon capture and storage, and capable of substantially 

reducing the risks associated with the anthropogenic climate crisis. Such mitigation is the ultimate 

objective of the UNFCCC, which aims to contain and stabilise atmospheric concentrations of 

GHGs at a level where dangerous human interference of the climate system would be prevented.  24

The rapid development of renewable energy technologies has steadily increased the percentage of 

energy in cities being drawn from renewable rather than fossil fuel sources. These technologies are, 

at least in theory, commercially viable and scaleable; in the United States,  the renewable 25

technologies commercially available today already have the potential to produce 80% of the US’s 

 California Department of Natural Resources. (2010, November). California Drought Contingency Plan. Retrieved from 23

https://water.ca.gov/LegacyFiles/waterplan/docs/cwpu2013/Final/vol4/drought/
01California_Drought_Contigency_Plan.pdf

 UNFCCC. (2013, March 5). What is the United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change?: Introduction 24

to the Convention. Retrieved from United Nations Climate Change website: https://unfccc.int/process-and-meetings/
the-convention/what-is-the-united-nations-framework-convention-on-climate-change

 Can the World Run on Renewable Energy?. Knowledge@Wharton (2015, April 23). Retrieved from https://25

knowledge.wharton.upenn.edu/article/can-the-world-run-on-renewable-energy/ 
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electricity demand by 2050. In China, 36.6% of China’s total installed electric power capacity 

already comes from renewable sources,  and is currently the world’s leading country in producing 26

electricity from renewable sources. In addition, the capacity of batteries to mitigate fluctuations in 

demand and supply of energy generation significantly increases the reliability of renewable energy as 

an energy source.  As stored sources of electricity, batteries allow energy to be accessed even when 27

there may be less sun or wind, in the case of solar and wind energy respectively. 

There are a myriad of solutions and far too many to list here that are involved one way or the other 

in creating carbon-free alternatives to today’s technological needs, but it is clear that there is no 

technological limit in the transition towards clean energy. The limiting factor in reaching a 1.5 °C 

target and zero carbon emissions is not a technological challenge, but rather one of willpower and 

the resolve to transition to zero-carbon systems, and to a lesser extent the time required to install 

relevant infrastructure. 

2.4 Observed response and climate change inaction 

The previous sections clearly show that there is no lack of evidence pointing towards anthropogenic 

climate change and significant harms that will result from the climate crisis. I have also mentioned 

that despite multiple previous global climate change agreements there has also been a lack of 

sufficient action and response that would aid in mitigating and minimising these harms. I have also 

shown that the failure to mount a response is not the result of any inadequate technological 

development; instead, they point to a clear lack of motivation to abide by the terms and goals of 

 Dong, W., & Qi, Y. (2018, May 18). Utility of renewable energy in China’s low-carbon transition. Brookings. 26

Retrieved from https://www.brookings.edu/2018/05/18/utility-of-renewable-energy-in-chinas-low-carbon-transition/

 Worland, J. (2017, May 1). How Batteries Could Revolutionize Renewable Energy. Retrieved from http://time.com/27
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these global climate change agreements. That is to say, the response to the climate crisis suffers from 

issues of motivational inertia, collective inaction, and the shirking of moral duty. 

Despite the scientific consensus and implausibility of denying these reports and papers, there is 

nonetheless a seeming abundance of climate change deniers in modern news and media. This 

overrepresentation of a vocal minority, and the amount of attention given to them, points to a 

problem of scientific illiteracy in society at large. The problems of scientific illiteracy and wilful 

ignorance are morally significant: as mentioned in chapter 1, these are factors which have bearing on 

the knowledge condition. Scientific illiteracy concerning climate change can often lead to the 

performance of an action that then harms others. In the first chapter, we established that even small 

actions are morally significant as long as they contribute to some negative or harmful consequence. 

Scientific illiteracy and the promotion of scientific untruths are therefore actions that become 

morally significant, and morally harmful, by virtue of their resulting harmful consequences.  

Meanwhile, wilful ignorance is a situation in which a person or moral agent is aware of their role in 

the solution, but yet chooses to ignore that role, possibly even acting in ways that aggravate an 

existing situation. This is in many ways is a more severe type of moral wrong than scientific 

illiteracy; while the truly scientifically illiterate might be able to excuse themselves with saying that 

they simply lack knowledge, the wilfully ignorant — those who choose to ignore easily accessible 

information, despite their being aware of its existence — cannot make any such claims. Being 

wilfully ignorant, a moral agent realises that there is a harmful situation to which they are 

contributing, but yet does nothing to inform themselves further. By not attempting to establish their 

part in the map of responsibility, they fail in their moral duty to establish further action of any kind. 

This type of behaviour is what Michael Doan calls response scepticism, where perceived uncertainty 

and unclarity is used as moral justification for collective inaction. 
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But perhaps the worst situations are those in which knowledgeable and scientifically literate moral 

agents choose to ignore their responsibilities altogether. In these situations, moral agents know what 

their role in the map of responsibilities must be, and still choose to act in a manner that does 

nothing to aid in the solution. This is, perhaps, the most common type of moral agent causing 

climate change harms, particularly in the case in the population of high-consumption developed 

countries: their necessary responsibilities have been long established by others and that information 

distributed by way of modern media and modern connectivity. The vast majority of persons in 

developed countries will have some knowledge of what their roles, or climate action steps, are — for 

instance, the adoption of renewable energy over fossil fuel energy generation, the reduction of meat 

eating, and the reduction of wasteful consumption. Despite these climate action steps being 

common knowledge, however, the vast majority of persons are either not performing their role at all 

or not performing them well enough, choosing to stop short of what is necessary in favour of what 

is convenient: still producing net carbon emissions and thereby failing altogether to stop causing 

harm, since the act of harm-causation is a dichotomy and one can only either be or not be harming 

another, and therefore failing in their moral duty. These moral agents know what their 

responsibilities are, but for one reason or another fail to act to the degree that is required to fulfil 

their moral duty or do not act on them altogether.  

These three cases are all situations in which understanding or ignorance of scientific literacy lends 

itself differently to how moral agents do not act sufficiently on climate change issues. Given the lack 

of action from moral agents in these cases, and especially given the mass scale at which climate 

intervention consistently fails to occur, application of the harm principle allows governments to 

intervene in order to ensure fulfilment of one’s moral duty. 
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Certainly, a number of previous commentators have provided no lack of theory as to why this lack of 

motivation exists, not least of all Stephen M. Gardiner in A Perfect Moral Storm,  who discusses 28

three main ‘storms’ that each contribute to the lack of an effective response. At the crux of these 

three storms — the global storm, intergenerational storm, and the theoretical storm, which will be 

briefly discussed below — is the lack of motivation to formulate a targeted and properly executed 

response to the climate crisis, stemming from intangibility and fragmentation of agency, lack of 

immediacy in cause-and-effect chains, and lack of aptitude to deal with problems in the long-term 

future and uncertainty. These have led to an assault on global climate change discourse. 

The global challenge is one of intangibility, with dispersed cause and effect as well as fragmentation 

of agency, which gives rise to a classic collective decision dilemma in which it benefits the group to 

cooperate but it benefits the individual to defect and act in their own interest. With the second, 

intergenerational problem, not only are we now paying for emissions produced by the generations 

before us (that is to say, emissions which we did not directly cause nor directly benefit from); but 

most of the major effects of our current pollution levels will be borne by future generations, or future 

persons. Thirdly, the theoretical storm deals with the current ineptitude to deal with problems in the 

long-term future - there is a great deal of difficulty addressing scientific uncertainty, contingent 

persons, and other such problems which will only come to pass in the long-term future. Gardiner 

argues that we are unsuited for the task, and lack the basic skills and competence to do so. This gives 

rise to distorted reasoning; that is to say, distractions, unreasonable doubt, selective attention, 

hypocrisy, and such other such disturbances of reasoning. This leads to problems in developing 

ethical action on climate change, or ‘moral corruption’ that results in inaction: moral corruption 

threatens the ability to behave ethically. 

 Gardiner, S. M. (2006). A Perfect Moral Storm: Climate Change, Intergenerational Ethics, and the Problem of Moral 28

Corruption. Environmental Values, 15, 397–413.
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It is clear, then, that moral imperative is on its own insufficient to spur people into taking action 

even on what is a morally necessary course of action. The number of issues competing for one’s 

attention are simply too great so as to compromise the ability to behave ethically, and the tools 

which we have available to address these issues insufficiently developed. In both the global and 

intergenerational challenges, the intangibility and dispersion of cause and effect takes away from the 

ability of a moral agent to behave in a manner that benefits the the extended group — not only 

neighbouring persons within their own community, but also present or contemporary geographically 

and culturally distant and ‘other’ communities, and even future generations and of their own cultural 

groups. It suggests that moral agents may struggle with feeling a sense of belonging to those 

collectives or groups, and are unable to see them either as an extension of themselves or as a group 

with which they identify. This can then lead to an inability to develop a sense of responsibility for 

the well-being of these groups; a rational agent would prioritise their own personal well-being (to 

whom they obviously feel the strongest sense of identity) over the well-being of others to whom 

they feel less beholden. Even where there is a moral imperative to act in a way that does not harm 

others, a moral agent can and frequently does nonetheless prioritise themselves if the alternative is 

an inconvenience, and in particular where they do not sufficiently identify with the group which is 

at risk so much so as to distance themselves from any sense of responsibility for their well-being. 

This type of moral distancing is further discussed by Axel Gelfert,  who builds on Gardiner’s work 29

and gives an explanation of epistemic corruption — borne out of the result of an agent’s attempt to 

reduce the difference between scientific evidence and the agent’s core commitments (such as that of 

themselves and/or to the immediate community with which they most strongly identify) and 

especially where the incoming evidence makes rational agreement impossible between the two. This 

leads to an agent selectively discounting such evidence in order to attempt preservation of their core 

commitments - somewhat akin to what we would today call ‘fake news’. Gelfert discusses the 

cognitive basis of such epistemic corruption and how they shape the moral landscape of the climate 

 Gelfert, A. (2013). Climate Scepticism, Epistemic Dissonance, and the Ethics of Uncertainty. Philosophy and Public 29

Issues (New Series), 3(1), 167–208.
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change debate, especially given that the moral dimension of climate change is shaped so heavily by 

its epistemological nature. However, such selective attention or selective discounting of scientific 

evidence damages the integrity of evidence-based deliberation. Gelfert’s commentary provides an 

explanation as to why it is unlikely that moral agents will voluntarily take climate change action: as 

long as a moral agent chooses their core commitments over scientific evidence, it is highly unlikely 

that there will be any significant change to their choice to act on or ignore their carbon emissions. 

In addition, there are a myriad of reasons as to why groups and organisations also face such 

significant challenges in such change, as opposed to change at the individual level. Perhaps one of 

the most prominent examples of a group’s collectively irrational behaviour is that of the Tragedy of 

the Commons. Such a situation, first proposed by Garrett Hardin, describes a situation where 

actions may be individually rational, but collectively irrational, leading to the loss of a common 

space. The global atmosphere is a common good (‘the commons’) used by a group of people who 

collectively share the costs of its use. However, a rational agent would maximise their individual 

benefit through, for instance, building one more oil refinery which would allow them to reap all 

additional benefit while bearing only a small portion of its associated costs. Every rational agent 

performing such an action would result in the commons becoming depleted, overused, and unusable 

for everyone.  

The lack of persistent organisational action toward sustainable practices and greenhouse gas 

reductions, according to Slawinski et al.,  is the result of short-termism and uncertainty avoidance 30

prompting firms to avoid taking effective action on climate change and GHG emissions. The 

authors draw on psychology, sociology, and organisation theory in order to describe how, at the 

individual, organisational, and institutional levels, the levels interact to create boundary conditions 

and reinforce inaction. A short-term focus is linked in individuals to a present-time perspective, and 

 Slawinski, N., Pinkse, J., Busch, T., & Banerjee, S. B. (2015). The Role of Short- Termism and Uncertainty Avoidance 30

in Organizational Inaction on Climate Change: A Multi-Level Framework. Business & Society, 56(2), 253–282.
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since social and environmental effects are felt over time, they are viewed as less urgent than present 

or immediate concerns by such individuals; in addition, the benefits of future actions are often 

undervalued. Furthermore, since events in the future are uncertain and systematically harder to 

predict, individuals have a tendency to avoid uncertain issues entirely, and short-termism and 

uncertainty reinforce each other. In organisations, which tend to favour short-term financial profits, 

management practices, rewards and incentives favour decisions that are similarly short-term in 

nature. 

Organisations also favour practices that reduce uncertainty, preferring tangible results over uncertain 

benefits. However, such practices include solutions that address both financial and environmental 

concerns which, while perhaps seeming obviously a win-win solution at first, precludes the use of 

more effective environmental solutions and investments that might not have any immediate 

financial benefit. This limits taking more effective action on climate change mitigation in 

organisations. The interaction of short-termism and uncertainty avoidance in individuals and 

organisations lends itself to market logic which states that climate change mitigation should not 

occur at the expense of economic growth, and since the economy is largely fossil-fuel-based, the 

reduction of GHGs is seen challenging economic growth and risking the profit-making capacity of 

firms. The result of these interactions of short-termism and uncertainty avoidance between the three 

levels is that climate change inaction is reinforced. 

The lack of action on climate change may also be viewed both as a social and ecological problem, as 

Michael D. Doan  proposes, identifying the reason as motivational inertia — that is to say, any of 31

the motivational challenges that prevent a moral agent from inquiring into and responding well to a 

complex problem. Doan discusses the dynamics of relationships between two or more groups of 

people, such as between the rich and the poor, as well as organisational structures of power that 

 Doan, M. D. (2014). Climate Change and Complacency. Hypatia, 29(3), 634–650. https://doi.org/10.1111/hypa.31
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foster such motivational inertia. He argues that inertia or complacency is not something which any 

individual, or even any individual organisation, is guilty of: rather, complacency is the result of the 

processes involved when agents interact with each other, rather than being the result of anything 

agents do by themselves in isolation. Inertia and complacency allows individuals and organisations 

to reap economic benefit while avoiding psychological and identity conflict “that may arise from 

knowing one is doing the wrong thing” . Doan argues that complacency in this way is less an active 32

vice than it is a “state of mind”, or epistemic negligence which individuals are guilty of when they 

ignore moral criticism and fail to evaluate their own codes of conduct. 

It is also necessary also to address the issue of climate change sceptics and deniers and our position 

towards them. As Gelfert argues above, an individual may selectively discount facts if there is 

disagreement between an agent’s core commitments and scientific evidence; this fundamental 

disagreement of facts results in a difference in position between those who do or do not accept 

climate change — whether or not climate change is occurring, or occurring to so large a degree as to 

be an issue of concern. In these cases, the denier bears the burden of proof, since the scientific 

consensus has already provided its body of evidence showing that climate change is real and 

observed. The body of scientific work has also reliably predicted the extent to which climate change 

will become an issue of concern, as well as the real harms that will result. It is this body of 

information to which we have a moral duty to react; failing to do so would mean a rejection either 

of the science or of the moral duty which follows. 

Climate change deniers consistently fail to provide reasonably contestable and broadly acceptable 

evidence that the science is wrong. This is a key point, as it has been shown in the past that climate 

change deniers have made use of erroneous data and unverified statements in order to argue their 

points, and in fact demonstrate a very real lack of scientific literacy. However, our moral duty to 

those who we can expect to be negatively affected outweighs any consideration that we might give 

 Noorgard, K. M. (2011). Living in Denial: Climate change, emotions, and everyday life. Cambridge, MA: MIT Press.32
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to climate change deniers, whose statements may be unfounded and hence carry less weight. We 

may safely ignore the consideration that we would normally afford to those who dispute scientific 

knowledge, since the harms that will certainly result are much greater than the slights and/or harms 

that deniers might perceive from not having their opinions considered in discourse. We may even, in 

accordance with the harm principle, choose to limit certain liberties of climate change deniers, 

especially where regular providence of these liberties results in the causation of harm to others 

through causing failure of action or causing the spread of deliberate misinformation. 

I have now established that there is no reasonable doubt as to the occurrence of climate change and 

its harmful effects, as well as provided reasons for why it is unlikely that voluntary changes to 

current behaviour patterns both at the individual and organisational level will occur without some 

external intervention. In the next chapter, I will discuss why changes to these behaviour patterns are 

nonetheless a necessary moral duty, and why failing these voluntary changes, we are justified in 

applying the harm principle to in order to limit carbon emissions.  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Chapter 3 

The demands of moral duty 

The subject of this chapter is the moral duty we owe both to ourselves and to others, as well as what 

we are to do in those cases where the most compelling and harmful of those duties are not 

voluntarily fulfilled — as is the case with the climate crisis. In order to do this, it is necessary to 

provide a more detailed explanation of the harm principle in order to inform the basis on which 

liberty may be restricted. Later, I will also discuss how moral agents should react to the prospect of 

oncoming harm, even in the face of those harms being uncertain and bearing varying probabilities 

and likelihood of coming to pass; this informs the strength and severity with which the harm 

principle should be applied. Finally, I will show how collective action problems are at particular risk 

of not fulfilling both the moral duty of the said collective or group, thereby risking the ability of the 

component individual to fulfil their moral duty at a personal level. In these cases, not only would 

this collective failure directly cause harm to others; it would also mean the failure of duty on 
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multiple counts, creating an even stronger impetus for use of the paternalistic action which I will 

address in chapter 4. 

It is both commonly accepted and non-contentious that it is never acceptable to cause harm to 

others in order to benefit ourselves, an idea that is espoused in Kant’s rule-based deontological 

ethics, where the categorical imperative (his central philosophical concept) states to treat people 

“always at the same time as an end and never simply as a means.”  The idea that under no 33

circumstance is it acceptable to infringe on the basic rights of another for the sake of one’s own 

benefit is espoused in different variations by many and across different ethical theories, including J.S. 

Mill’s harm principle in which it is stated that “the only purpose for which power can be rightfully 

exercised over any member of a civilised community, against his will, is to prevent harm to others.”  34

In both Kant and Mill’s arguments, the preservation of others’ well-being takes precedence over any 

other individual’s gain  — Kant argues for his categorical imperative in the context of preserving an 35

individual’s autonomy, while Mill does so arguing for an individual’s liberty.  

The constitution of an individual’s well-being, and in particular deviance from such well-being, must 

then be defined. In understanding the harm principle, we must identify precisely what Mill means 

in his definition of harm, before identifying to whom the principle is meant to apply — both the 

person being restricted and its intended beneficiary. In its original formulation, Mill (1) 

distinguishes between harm and mere offence, (2) envisions that the harm principle is something that 

we can apply prospectively to prevent someone from acting in certain ways and causing harm, and 

 Kant, I., Hill, T. E., & Zweig, A. (2002). Groundwork for the metaphysics of morals. Oxford ; New York: Oxford 33

University Press.

 "Freedom of Speech". Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy. 17 April 2008. Retrieved 10 June 2018.34

 There are, of course, instances in which harm may be caused to others not to benefit ourselves but in order to benefit 35

another; these are instances which I will not discuss here, as it would be beside the point of this chapter which is not 
about causing harm but preventing it.
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(3) focuses in particular on non-consensual harm.  I will address each of these points in their 36

respective order, and discuss how they are applied to the climate crisis. 

Firstly, in distinguishing between harm and mere offence, Mill makes clear that the harm principle 

is not to be applied indiscriminately: he does not intend that violations of good manners or causing 

emotional distress is sufficient to justify placing a restriction on another’s liberty. However, what is 

meant by a harm is certainly very broad — Piers Turner argues that almost any action may threaten 

to harm others if understood in an expansive sense,  including any negative consequence for others. 37

It is necessary to define more precisely what should be construed as a harm, since Mill uses ‘harm’ 

only as a more general term for bad consequences. Bad manners, or causing offence, is insufficient to 

justify placing restrictions on others, and it would certainly be ludicrous to legislate mannerisms 

such as pleases and thank-yous. On the other hand, physical injuries would be a clear instance in 

which a harm is being caused, such as someone being bruised or stabbed, and certainly the harm 

principle would apply to protect others from this type of injury. 

Somewhere in the middle lies a different, distinct type of harm — one where the injury might not 

be to the body of another individual, but to that individual’s circumstance or to their state of mind. 

A negativity in circumstance might include loss of home (such as a landlord evicting a tenant) or 

livelihood (losing a job), while a negative consequence to another’s state of mind might be akin to 

constant harassment, anxiety, or stress. All three types of negativities are is precisely what we observe 

in the climate crisis, with changes in climate leading to stress and anxiety for those who depend on 

agriculture for a livelihood. Populations living in low-lying coastal areas face losing their homes as 

villages and cities are encroached upon by rising sea levels, and more people are exposed to stress 

 Brink, D. (2018). Mill’s Moral and Political Philosophy. In The Stanford Encyclopaedia of Philosophy. Retrieved from 36
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from changing weather patterns leading to an increase in hurricanes, floods, drought and other types 

of extreme weather. 

Secondly, the harm principle can be applied prospectively or preemptively. This assumes that the 

subject of the harm principle’s application is something which has not yet come to pass; it is 

impossible to apply the harm principle in retrospect. It is also reasonable to assume that the 

intended beneficiary of the harm principle must stand a reasonable chance of actually benefitting 

from the action being taken; for instance, one might conceive that it would be absurd to limit the 

movements of a single child Mao Zedong simply because his actions as Chairman of the 

Communist Party of China would eventually lead to the starvation and death of millions in the 

Great Chinese Famine. Mao was not singularly responsible for these deaths; the famine might still 

have occurred under the influence of another leader. However, not only have the majority of the 

worst effects of climate change not yet been realised — that is to say, the harm principle would be 

applied to prevent a future harm rather than a previous one — but the reliable predictability of 

climate change and its effects constitute a situation in which there is a reasonable chance of benefit. 

As the IPCC reports show, if global heating is limited to below 1.5 °C we will likely able to avoid 

many of the worst effects of climate change. 

Thirdly, a harm must be non-consensual: for instance, the harm principle cannot apply in a boxing 

match where two opponents enter knowing and understanding that they might be physically 

injured. There is no doubt that a broken nose is uncomfortable and harmful in some form for its 

bearer, but entry into the boxing ring comes with the understanding that there is a reasonable risk of 

harm if an individual chooses to partake. If the risk of harm was acknowledged and the person was 

not forced into the situation, the harm is consensual and the harm principle does not apply. This is 

clearly not the case with victims of climate change-related harms, who did not consent to the 

stresses of extreme weather, rising sea levels, or loss of livelihood. 
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These are but some of the necessary requirements for an application of the harm principle. 

Importantly for our purposes, however, the climate crisis fulfils all of them. There are clear, preventable, 

future and non-consensual harms that the harm principle would mitigate.  38

Of course, one might object that Mill would in fact apply the harm principle to this particular 

situation, especially since it does not seem obvious that the principle is intended to apply to the type 

of complicated causal chain that is characteristic of climate change. This, however, would be a 

misunderstanding of Mill — the causal chain from climate change is less complicated than one 

might first argue. Certainly, the harm principle is not intended to apply to situations akin to the 

butterfly effect, whereby the flap of a butterfly’s wings in Sweden might cause a cyclone in Australia; 

this type of complicated causal chain is highly dependent on a number of other factors coming into 

play and occurring in just the right manner such that the Australian cyclone would ultimately result. 

The causal chain in global heating requires no such other uncertain situational context; the impact 

of one’s contribution is not dependent on the variable availability of other factors, since it would 

undoubtedly enter the atmosphere where it would then add to the concentration of GHGs and 

contribute then to increased global heating. If an action is known to emit GHGs, against the 

existing background of carbon emissions from the rest of the world, it is certain that said action 

would serve only to contribute to the negative effects resulting from global heating. It is not in and 

of itself responsible for the entirety of a detrimental situation that may result — but as I will show 

below, Singer argues that it is absurd to ignore tiny harms. 

 One might be concerned that Mill was, in On Liberty, steadfastly opposed to paternalism. In his original text, Mill 38

insisted on the sovereignty of an individual “over himself, over his own body and mind” — rejecting that it would be 
justified to interfere with the liberty of an individual even if it were for their own good, and that neither government nor 
the public may use their authority to prevent the exercise of self-regarding actions. However, paternalistic action in the 
case of the climate crisis would be for the good of the group, not the individual, and certainly no one single individual 
may be sovereign over the bodies and minds of anyone but themselves. It is obvious that decisions regarding a group 
always means involving others and not simply the self, and Mill’s original concern over exertion of authority over an 
individual would not apply. 
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Singer argues that people are accountable, even in group situations, for what others do when 

intentionally participating in wrongs or harms caused by the group. He shows the absurdity of 

disregarding tiny harms through an example illustrated by Jonathan Glover.  Glover imagines a 39

village in which 100 people eat a lunch of 100 beans each, when suddenly 100 bandits appear to 

steal their lunch — the contents of each one villager’s bowl for one bandit. The next week, the 

bandits decide to each take no more than one bean from any villager’s bowl, which appeases the 

conscience of the bandits; since there would be no perceptible difference to the villager whether they 

eat 99 or 100 beans, no one single bandit will have made anyone worse off. So instead of taking a 

whole bowl of 100 beans from a single villager, each bandit goes to all 100 villagers and takes one 

bean from each bowl. This leaves the villagers just as hungry as they were the previous week, while 

the bandits can be at ease knowing that none of them has harmed anyone.  40

In this example, each individual is part of a collective that inflicts great harm on a large number of 

people and therefore must bear responsibility. In the context of the climate crisis, each person who 

creates carbon emissions plays the role of a bandit: there can be no such thing as an innocent 

spectator, and as long as an individual or entity is engaging in BAU in modern developed society, 

they are actively contributing to climate change. On the other hand, if they take action to reduce 

their own emissions or transition to sustainable practices, they are actively making efforts to reduce 

or reverse their contribution to climate change. Carbon-neutral and carbon-negative lifestyles, then, 

are the only ones which can be said to not harm others, and since such lifestyles are currently the 

exception rather than the norm, a person leading a carbon-neutral or negative lifestyle would by 

definition actively choose not to engage in BAU. There is, therefore, no moral ambiguity in climate 

change: one either actively contributes or actively does not contribute to carbon emissions, and all 

those who continue business as usual or otherwise contribute to carbon emissions must be in some 

way morally responsible for the climate crisis and all its associated result 

 Singer, P. (2011). Climate Change. In Practical ethics (3rd ed, pp. 216–237). New York: Cambridge University Press.39
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Much in the same way, it would be absurd to assume that simply because no one emitter of GHGs 

would be individually harming anyone else, they would therefore be excused from moral 

responsibility. The absurdity of ignoring tiny harms is relevant here: even if one’s individual 

contribution to another’s harm might be minuscule, they would not be excused from the duty not to 

cause said harm. In the example of the villagers and bandits above, each bandit forms part of the 

collective that is then responsible for the villagers’ hunger; it would certainly be reasonable to apply 

the harm principle to prevent the band of bandits from stealing any beans at all.  

One might also object that if most people were in fact behaving in a carbon-neutral manner, the 

harm principle should not be applied. If it were indeed the case that global heating is not an issue, 

there is no dispute that it would surely be mistaken to apply the harm principle since there is no 

realistic chance of others being harmed and one’s individual contribution would not make a 

difference. But such a situation is entirely hypothetical, and if anything has been thoroughly 

disproven through the empirical observations of the global response to climate change. The context 

has been set — having passed the threshold of accumulation of GHGs in the atmosphere, there can 

be no situation now in which even minuscule contributions have an unrealistic chance of causing 

harm. Given the current context and knowing the situation as is, the fact that others will likely be 

harmed means that we are justified in applying the harm principle. Appealing to voluntary action 

has not been sufficient for countries to achieve IPCC targets, and as I showed in the previous 

chapter, the underlying motivational and behavioural reasons for these failures are unlikely to 

change.  
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3.1 Collective action 

Recall that in chapter 1, I discussed some of the moral duties that individuals have and the role that 

the individual has to play in the collective. Moral agents are responsible for collective inquiry in 

pursuing understanding of how they can resolve a situation, especially in those cases where they may 

not have prior knowledge of how or where they may place their efforts; once knowledge and roles 

have been established, an agent becomes morally responsible as a part of a group or collective. The 

knowledge condition in group moral responsibility does not exempt individuals from the 

responsibility of identifying what their individual roles are to play. Despite the fact that these roles 

and responsibilities have long since been established and adequately publicised so as to become 

common knowledge, there has nonetheless been a mass failure of moral agents in each acting on 

their responsibility as part of a group.  

Climate change is by nature a collective action problem. Just as the actions of a single individual did 

not create the climate crisis, individuals on their own will make a negligible impact on the climate 

crisis. It is crucial if we are to meet the 1.5 °C target that climate action must occur on a large scale, 

with the greatest reductions coming from those who are currently the largest carbon emitters. 

Groups and organisations in particular have the greatest ability for emissions reduction, as their 

current carbon emissions are among the highest. There is, therefore, a moral imperative to ensure 

that action is taken not just by individuals but collectively, if we are indeed to reduce carbon 

emissions to net zero in order to prevent moral harms from coming to pass. 

The impact of a single individual engaging in climate action is minuscule, and the scale of the 

problem so vast and easily overwhelming as to make one believe that their own contribution might 

not matter at all. These are examples of individuals who choose not to act, not because of motivation 

to personal benefit from being part of the status quo, but out of a belief that their actions are 

inconsequential and therefore that any effort would be useless. This scenario is not unlike that of 
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voting in non-mandatory democracies, such as the United States, where voter participation may be 

low due to the belief that their vote does not matter; in both situations, it is extremely unlikely that 

a single vote, or a single person acting on climate change, will be decisive.  This is problematic as it 41

removes a significant source of voter motivation, with less engagement overall. 

The voting analogy is pertinent because in order to succeed in reducing carbon emissions to net zero 

it is crucial that a large population is engaged: while it is true that each individual may in themselves 

have only a very minuscule impact on carbon emissions, a very large collection of individuals would 

have a very large impact. The belief that one’s actions are inconsequential is seriously damaging to 

motivation and can, as in the case of voting, be a major reason for concern and potential apathy. 

However, the potential good that could be wrought would outweigh any personal inconvenience by 

a large margin — it is clear that despite any feeling of inconsequentiality, individuals would still be 

morally obliged to act on climate change and reduce their own personal emissions. It is not possible 

to know at what point one’s contribution might be the tipping point at which everything changes, 

and on the small likelihood that one would indeed make a difference, the difference would be 

massive. The scale of potential benefit would therefore outweigh whether or not one’s individual 

contribution would in fact matter. 

Furthermore, in order for individuals to act in accordance with their moral duty, they must not only 

reduce or eliminate their own personal contribution to the harm caused, but also must do as much 

as is possible within their power to ensure that the said harm from coming to pass. That is to say, 

they must encourage others to behave morally, as mass collective action is necessary for net zero 

emissions. Simply reducing one’s own net emissions to zero would not be enough, for they alone 

would not reasonably be able to prevent the harm from occurring. In fact, even if one would reduce 

their own present emissions to zero, they would still be responsible for the current predicament: as 
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the climate crisis is the result of cumulative carbon emissions, an individual’s previous carbon 

emissions still constitute a component of the present dilemma. 

We must distinguish here the moral responsibility of the individual for themselves and for the 

group. Individuals are not morally culpable for the actions of the group if the group as a whole does 

not act collectively in an ethical manner — however, they are morally culpable if they do nothing to 

encourage the compliance of the group as a whole. That is to say, individuals are not responsible for 

what others do, but they are responsible for encouraging others to do the right thing, which forms a 

part of the role that they inhibit as part of a morally responsible collective. An individual cannot 

ultimately be responsible for the actions or non-actions of another autonomous individual, for they 

may influence but cannot control. Once an individual has knowledge of a harm that is within their 

power and ability to prevent, it becomes the moral duty of that person to prevent that harm from 

happening. An individual is negatively morally responsible, or responsible for not preventing a bad 

action. Certainly, with foreknowledge of a future negative situation, a person must be engaged in 

ensuring that harm and suffering is prevented or minimised, especially where it is within their 

power to do so. 

This prevention principle is discussed by Peter Singer in his 1971 essay Famine, Affluence, and 

Morality.  In it, Singer argues that affluent persons are morally obliged to donate far more resources 42

to humanitarian causes, as the affluent would be able to prevent bad consequences without 

themselves sacrificing moral goods or reducing their own well-being and the well-being of others. 

Specifically, Singer argues that if we are able to prevent a bad situation without sacrificing anything 

of comparable moral importance, we ought morally to prevent the situation from occurring.  Such 43

a principle would clearly be applicable here, as most individuals in developed countries have enough 

resources to influence and inform others’ behaviour that would go towards minimising others’ 

 Singer, P. (1972). Famine, Affluence, and Morality. Philosophy & Public Affairs, 1(3), 229-243. Retrieved from http://42
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suffering. The resource that we would be able to contribute — time and energy in educating and 

influencing others’ behaviour — sacrifices no moral goods and creates no moral harms towards 

ourselves or those around us, while at the same time being a clear manner in which we are able to 

further reduce harms that might otherwise befall the least-advantaged and most vulnerable. 

Furthermore, while individual contribution does matter, it does not matter nearly as much as the 

contribution of a large group of individuals, even if the level of commitment shown by the group on 

average is not as high as that of the individual. Say, for instance, that the low-level actions of the 

group were able to reduce carbon emissions by 0.5 tonnes a year, but this is a sustainable level of 

reduction and with easy enough implementation that 2000 individuals would be willing to commit. 

On the other hand, there might be a single individual who leads an extremely low-emissions 

lifestyle: who is vegan, walks or cycles to commute, and only takes one short-haul flight a year, 

creating a reduction of 6 tonnes of carbon emissions against the average. While the latter is certainly 

commendable, it is the former that has a much higher impact on net carbon emissions, as it is only 

the net total reduction that counts for the purposes of achieving our moral goals. 

3.2 Acting from uncertainty 

A unique attribute of the climate change problem is its long-term nature. In the previous chapter, I 

discussed the nature of climate change inaction in relation to Gardiner’s moral storms; Gardiner 

asserts that our ineptitude in dealing with problems in the long-term future makes us ill-suited to 

discuss issues such as climate change, giving rise to distorted reasoning and ultimately moral 

corruption. However, this does not mean that we should ignore discussion of the problem — there 

is nonetheless plenty of scientific evidence to show the likely consequences of both action and 

inaction, and there is a clear causal relationship between the emission of GHGs and global heating. 
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In addition, there is strong likelihood of these consequences coming to pass, with the projected 

consequences being catastrophic. 

The decision to act or not act on a future problem, allocating resources and energy to its solution, is 

dependent both on the severity of potential consequences and the likelihood of its realisation. For 

instance, the chance of an asteroid hitting the Earth may be extremely low, but the potential 

consequence of such an event occurring would be catastrophic. However the low probability of such 

an occurrence makes preparing for such an event a low-priority order, and there are currently no 

functioning weapons that would be able to deflect asteroids, comets, or any other such planetary 

dangers. On the other hand, there is no significant danger to life from failing to complete a Masters’ 

thesis, with there being only the comparatively mild frustration of failing to graduate; however, 

failing to complete the thesis undoubtedly ensures that one will not graduate, which provides the 

impetus for acting towards its completion. Another example would be that of purchasing insurance 

because while the chance of a house burning down may be extremely low, it would be catastrophic 

were such an event to actually occur. 

These two considerations must be taken into account when deciding on whether or not to act. 

Climate change is simultaneously a future and a current problem: the majority of its worst projected 

consequences have yet to pass, and yet some of these consequences have already begun to occur. The 

severity of potential consequences of climate change do not need to be rehashed again, as they have 

already been aplenty in this paper; furthermore, the likelihood of these devastating consequences 

coming to pass is extremely likely or, indeed, certain. Failing to act to prevent devastating 

consequences for which those consequences are a surety therefore puts BAU behaviour morally on 

the same level as having actively caused those harms, and greatly strengthens the normative claims 

to action demanded by moral duty. Decades of computer models have repeatedly shown the link 

between high levels of GHGs and effects such as rising sea levels and extreme weather, and sure 
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enough these projections are now being realised. These predictions should be treated as reliable, 

which puts even greater urgency on the call to act. 

It is disingenuous to talk about climate change as a disembodied issue, rather than something for 

which action needs to occur in real time. Rather than discussing which the most worthy goals are to 

pursue, and why, such discussion should be situated in the context of linear time and discuss how we 

can achieve said goals before such goals are no longer a reasonable option to pursue because of a 

vastly changed set of potential choices. Such integrated discussion is crucial as the time-sensitive 

nature of climate change — as demonstrated by the IPCC reports demanding drastic action be 

taken immediately — means that there is limited time availability to formulate ideal solutions. For 

instance, if we are to accept the moral imperative of not causing harm or avoiding its causation, 

obeying that imperative is inextricably linked to being able to take sufficient action in a timely 

manner, at the very least according to the timeline laid out by the scientific consensus. 

The fact that we can clearly see the cause-effect relationship between our everyday actions and the 

result makes people even more morally culpable if we fail to act in a timely manner; our ability to 

behave ethically is dependent on reducing carbon emissions to net zero by 2040. There is no 

uncertainty in the fact that continuing BAU will contribute to global heating and create irreversible 

damage past 2 °C. Yet, a majority do not actively take steps that reduce their own carbon emissions; 

those who do are often not regular or consistent in their doing so.  Many of the personal steps that 44

are encouraged have yet to be widely adopted; for instance, despite being among the highest-

emitting sources of GHGs, air travel and meat agriculture continue to be industries in demand, with 

global overall production and consumption of meat continuing to grow  and the air travel industry 45
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predicting passengers to double to 7.8 billion in 2036, up from 4 billion in 2017.  These trends 46

show that common awareness of climate change does not necessarily mean that consumers will act 

on the problem, and it is unclear if knowledge alone of climate change and its issues have any 

impact at all on the behaviours that worsen the problem. 

However, it is clear that given the knowledge we have about the effects of climate change, it would 

be folly to adopt a ‘wait-and-see’ attitude towards climate change — one way or another, it is clear 

that consequences will be negative and hard hitting. Since scientific evidence makes it clear what the 

consequences of non-action will be, and there is a clear indication of which communities will be 

worst affected by climate change. Given this clarity of knowledge, it is even worse if one chooses not 

to act on climate change and drastically reduce their carbon emissions since they are fully aware of 

the harms that they are, even in part, responsible for causing. Being able to foresee the consequences 

changes the nature of our moral duty since it makes it clear what the effects of our action or non-

action on climate change will be. It allows us to project with certainty that non-action or business as 

usual will surely result in negative consequences and harms for a very large number of people. Since 

we can be certain that these will harms come to pass, it is then even more imperative that we make 

every effort to prevent them since the chain of causation is clear; we are even more morally obliged 

to act on preventing these harms which certainly come to pass as a result of our actions. By choosing 

not to act on climate change or continuing BAU, we are in effect tacitly assenting to harm against 

others, and at worst actively causing these harms. 

The fact that there is only a limited window of opportunity to act, if we are to act morally, creates a 

significant amount of pressure on the speed of the response. As a result, creating a merely sufficient 

fast response vastly outweighs the importance of creating a ‘perfect’ response that would take a much 

longer time to formulate. IPCC reports show that we must follow a clear path of action within the 
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next 12 years in order to keep temperature rise below 1.5 °C; beyond that window, it would be 

impossible to avoid significant and irreversible harm. However, when moral agents have repeatedly 

demonstrated an inability or unwillingness to act in accordance to what moral necessity demands, 

harsher methods are then justified in order to keep moral agents in line with their ethical 

obligations. Rather than being seen as a go-to method of ensuring compliant behaviour, 

paternalistic government should be seen as a last resort, only intervening where citizens have 

repeatedly demonstrated a failure of moral obligation if left to their own autonomous devices, as has 

already been observed. 

I have now shown that the average individual in developed countries, especially those who continue 

business as usual, is morally responsible to act on the climate crisis in a manner that drastically 

reduces their carbon emissions. This is true because BAU is directly responsible for harm to others; 

failing the voluntary reduction of an individual’s carbon emissions, the harm principle may be 

applied to protect others from negative consequences. In the next chapter, I will argue that the 

global climate crisis requires a paternalistic solution, and that governments have a large stake in 

solving the climate crisis as it is directly linked to justice within the society. 
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Chapter 4 

Paternalism and incentivising behavioural change 

This chapter will form the crux of my argument, which is that the harm principle justifies — and 

indeed, even requires — that global climate change crisis be addressed by means of paternalistic 

governance. This paternalism is justified by means of the harm principle as discussed in the previous 

chapter, and whereby these restrictions on the liberty of the group and/or individual would be for 

their own good, both in order to fulfil their moral duty and to prevent harm to others. Assuming 

that the arguments explored in the previous chapter have been satisfactory so as to show that the 

harm principle is true, I will then argue that it is unlikely that our previous indifference or 

insufficiency of response to climate change will change in the near future. This failure to act has 

already been previously addressed in chapter 2, when I discussed the issue of climate change 

inaction. Since the projected consequences of climate change are so devastating and the likelihood 

of moral agents voluntarily acting to prevent those consequences so low, it is therefore necessary to 

implement compliance mechanisms that would ensure that those devastating consequences do not 
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come to pass — that is to say, limiting global heating to under 1.5 °C or 2 °C to prevent the worst of 

projected effects from climate change — and these goals should be the concern of government and/

or authority in a just society. These compliance mechanisms would involve a number of incentives 

and sanctions to change behaviour on a large group level that will ultimately look something like 

governmental paternalism, which I will argue is justified in the context of climate change. Finally, I 

will discuss how governments and authorities may use incentive tools to enforce compliance with 

these goals.  

I previously discussed the various scientific reports that have been made concerning climate change, 

as well as the reliability of predicted climate change consequences. Despite this, one of the most 

defining features of the global response to climate change has been primarily one of inaction. 

Governments and corporations have been plagued by a failure to act, despite a long history of 

forewarning of consequences that will come to pass. International climate change agreements from 

the Kyoto Protocol to the Paris Agreement have not yet proven successful, with none of the 

international emissions reduction targets set having been reached. There has also been a lowering of 

standards of adherence over the course of these agreements, with the most recent Paris Agreement 

not being legally binding. The removal of reductions compliance mechanisms in the Paris 

Agreement, while granting greater government flexibility, is particularly dangerous given the known 

negative consequences of failure to comply. 

The tendency to such failure seems unlikely to change. In chapter 2, I discussed a number of 

commentators — Gardiner, Gelfert, Doan and Slawinski — in relation to the reasons why there has 

been such resistance to taking the actions that are necessary to keep warming within target. Recall 

that Gardiner identifies three moral storms that hinder our acting on climate change; the third, 

which he terms the Theoretical storm, refers to an ineptitude in dealing with problems in the long-

term future. He argues that we lack even the best theories face difficulties in addressing basic issues 

dealing with “scientific uncertainty, intergenerational equity, contingent persons, nonhuman animals, 
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and nature”  — all issues that climate change involves. Combined with the problems that we face 47

in the Global and Intergenerational storms, the three storms create what he terms moral corruption, 

giving rise to distraction, complacency, unreasonable doubt, selective attention, and delusion among 

other mechanisms of inaction. These strategies converge to make inaction excusable or desirable, 

creating the impression that taking action would be difficult and would be taken at the expense of 

other problems that seemingly impose more immediate burdens. Such a strategy can already be seen 

in action when we consider the seeming ‘problem’ of scientific consensus, or the recognition that 

such a consensus can or has been reached in the eyes of decision makers, legislators, and politicians. 

Until we develop theories that are equipped to address the issues mentioned here, it is highly 

unlikely that our response, or lack thereof, towards climate change will change significantly. 

Other thinkers, such as Doan and Slawinski, attribute these failures to motivational inertia and risk 

avoidance respectively. To briefly recap, Doan discusses the dynamics of relationships between two 

or more groups of people as well as organisational structures of power that foster motivational 

inertia; inertia is the result of processes involved when agents interact with each other, rather than 

being the result of anything agents do by themselves in isolation, allowing individuals and 

organisations to reap economic benefit while avoiding psychological and identity conflict. Slawinski 

attributes inaction to short-termism and uncertainty avoidance at the individual, organisational, and 

institutional levels, and how these levels interact to reinforce inaction. For individuals, the benefits 

of future actions are often undervalued, while in organisations which tend to favour short-term 

financial profits, management practices, rewards and incentives favour decisions that are similarly 

short-term in nature. In organisations that prefer tangible results over uncertain benefits, solutions 

that address both financial and environmental concerns which may preclude the use of more 

effective environmental solutions and investments that might not have any immediate financial 

benefit. 

 Gardiner, 407.47
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The issues Doan and Slawinski highlight are based in conflicts of incentive to desired behaviours. 

While it may be desired to act on climate change, Doan argues that moral agents are instead 

incentivised to maintain the status quo in motivational inertia as they reap economic benefit while 

avoiding psychological and identity conflict — this would, for said agent, be a bigger incentive than 

that of morally acting on climate change. Similarly, Slawinski argues that at each level of interaction, 

individuals organisations and institutions are incentivised to keep a short-term outlook as there is 

greater reward there than in long-term environmental solutions and investments. Such disparity 

between moral duty and non-moral incentive is further examined by Thomas Pözler,  who discusses 48

moral nihilism in climate change inaction and argues that moral nihilism has negligible 

contribution to the occurrence or lack of climate action. That is to say, whether or not people accept 

the existence of true and normative moral judgements has negligible effect on whether or not those 

persons go on to take any climate action at all. He argues that non-moral motives regularly conflict 

with moral motivations, and these non-moral motives can be even stronger influences on decision-

making. As a result, moral motivation alone is far from an overwhelming reason for people to act a 

certain way or make certain decisions. In order for moral judgements to be effective in practical 

decisions, non-moral motives must point in the same direction; for moral nihilists and non-nihilists 

alike, lack of action results from non-moral motives not supporting the moral ones. 

Clearly, without a change in incentive in either of these situations, there would be no reason for 

moral agents to change their behaviour, even if there is a strong moral impetus to do so — moral 

imperative is on its own insufficient to spur people into taking action even on what is a morally 

necessary course of action. I will next refer to the 20th century philosopher John Rawls, applying his 

conception of justice and fair society to climate change, showing why a just society must implement 

paternalistic interventions in order to prevent standards of justice from slipping before then morally 

justifying such coercion from government and authority. 

 Pölzler, T. (2015). Climate Change Inaction and Moral Nihilism. Ethics, Policy & Environment, 18(2), 202–214.48
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4.1 The concerns of a just society 

Perhaps the most overarching manner in which behaviours are influenced is that of governmental 

policy and legislation. In A Theory of Justice,  American political philosopher John Rawls presents 49

the concept of justice as fairness, and discusses the role of government in ensuring that equal liberty 

is distributed to all citizens. Rawls argues that there are basic principles and liberties which are 

guaranteed to everyone in a fair society, determined through his original position thought 

experiment. In the original position, Rawls asks us to imagine a situation in which one knows 

nothing about their social status, wealth, age, gender, position, resources, and any other personal 

characteristics - that is to say, these characteristics are hidden behind a veil of ignorance. The veil of 

ignorance, Rawls contends, allows us to remove such morally irrelevant elements that might hinder 

the creation of a just and fair society, as the rational and risk-averse agent would not know what 

group of persons they would end up in once the veil was lifted. They would, therefore, seek to create 

as a fair a society as possible, unable to make decisions to advance their own self-interest and where 

all interests are considered, both of the best- and worst-off members. These liberties are then 

guaranteed and enforced through the mechanism of social institutions, in particular those of 

government which has the ability to coerce and punish those who flaunt the rules. 

A key point Rawls makes is that justice “does not allow that the sacrifices imposed on a few are 

outweighed by the larger sum of advantages enjoyed by many.”  The government of a fair society 50

might not be able to guarantee the distribution of natural goods drawn from a natural lottery, such 

as the distribution of water and land, but given power of coercion it is able to determine the 

distribution of other primary social goods, equal liberty and human liberties such as freedom of 

thought and conscience. Certainly, the point also applies to any other situation in which a harm 

might be imposed on order to benefit someone else, just as is in the case of the Harm Principle. In 

 Rawls, J. (2005). A Theory of Justice (Original ed). Cambridge, Mass: Belknap Press.49

 Ibid., 4.50
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creating a fair society, then, Rawls contends that we must adopt a strategy that maximises the 

prospects of the least well off, or maximising the minimum (the maximin principle). Maximin is a 

method of making choices in the event of uncertain outcomes, and advises that we choose the 

option that offers the best of the possible worst outcomes; this minimises both risk and certainty 

where the probability of any one outcome being favoured over another (that is to say, its probability) 

is unknown.  51

In order for a Rawlsian society to maximise the expectations of the least-advantaged, one of the 

components surely must be that it should not make worse any existing harms, and certainly not create 

harms to them even if they may then benefit others; doing either of these situations would violate 

the maximin principle which is crucial to Rawls’s conception of justice. Such is the case in the 

climate crisis, where a just society must ensure that the least-advantaged are impacted as little as 

possible, even if it is the case that a small subsection of the population may benefit from business as 

usual. In a situation where society’s worst off are also those most impacted by the climate crisis, this 

would mean that further GHG emissions are unjust as they would create even worse outcomes for 

those who are already worst off, furthering any inequality that might already exist between the 

most- and the least-advantaged. Such is the case in many of the world’s least-advantaged 

populations in developing countries, which already suffer from abject poverty and food insecurity; 

these problems are expected only to exacerbate as rising sea levels force the relocation of coastal 

populations and the changing climate makes subsistence agriculture less predictable, among other 

stressors.  

It is necessary here to discuss the two principles for which Rawls argues in A Theory of Justice that he 

deems necessary to a just society. These are (1) that persons must have equal liberty and equality of 

 This has to do with Rawls’s original position, a thought experiment which conceives of a fair and just society. In the 51
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into detail about the original position here; see A Theory of Justice for more.
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opportunity, and (2) that social and economic inequalities be arranged so that they may be (2a) 

reasonably expected to be to everyone’s advantage and (2b) attached to positions and offices open to 

all. The first of these is the Principle of Equal Liberty, an egalitarian principle that grants persons 

equal and inalienable rights  which are basic to all members of society and are required to be equal. 52

The second principle establishes Fair Equality of Opportunity (‘positions and offices open to all’ 

regardless of social background, ethnicity or sex, 2b) as well as the Difference Principle, which 

regulates inequalities (‘to everyone’s advantage’, 2a) such that they would only be permitted if they 

were to the advantage of society’s least-advantaged. Rawls states that the first of these principles is 

lexically prior to the second; that is to say, that departure from the first may not be compensated for 

by socio-economic advantage. The distribution of wealth and income must always be consistent with 

the Principle of Equal Liberty, with all members of society being afforded equal citizenship and 

opportunity. Furthermore, Fair Equality of Opportunity is also lexically prior to the Difference 

Principle, such that inequalities may not be arranged to maximise socioeconomic situation of the 

least-advantaged if it means that they may not be allowed to access certain positions and/or offices. 

As I have argued, a just Rawlsian society would be one where carbon emissions are controlled so 

that the worst off will not be further disadvantaged by the climate crisis. However, this necessarily 

means the restriction of certain liberties that a person might otherwise be afforded: air travel might 

be restricted, for instance, or the use of single-use plastic or petrol cars. While one might question 

whether these restrictions (as an application of the Difference Principle, regulating inequalities to 

maximise the situation of the least-advantaged) might be a violation of the lexically prior principle 

of Equal Liberty, this would not be a problem for Rawls’s philosophy. Under equal liberty, there is 

no problem for the climate crisis on issues of conscience, thought, speech and assembly; none of 

these actions produces carbon emissions. Where material goods are concerned, Rawls guarantees 

only the right to hold personal (as opposed to productive) property but not that of unlimited 

 Rawls lists these as political liberty, freedom of speech and assembly, liberty of conscience and freedom of thought 52

freedom of the person along with the right to hold personal property, and freedom from arbitrary arrest and seizure as 
defined by the concept of the rule of law. See Rawls, 61.
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property gain. The principle of Equal Liberty does not guarantee the right to hold productive 

property, such as investment properties, only that of personal property; only by owning property in 

excess would one encounter these restrictions. Therefore, the basic liberties that Rawls guarantees 

would be maintained and we are free to deploy use of the Difference Principle. 

Having discussed the context in which a fair society is set, the authority, positions and offices in 

such a society must be managed wisely. It is clear that if it is unjust to create even more inequality to 

society’s worst-off, controlling carbon emissions must be one of the concerns of government in a just 

society.  

4.2 Paternalistic legitimacy 

The Stanford Encyclopaedia defines paternalism as the “interference of a state or an individual with 

another person, against their will, and defended or motivated by a claim that the person interfered 

with will be better off or protected from harm.”  Government is imbued with coercive power by 53

virtue of its authority, and even in the best society a sanction and penalty mechanism is crucial in 

order to ensure that each person carries their fair share of the load and that moral behaviours are 

observed — this is necessary if one is to increase or ensure compliance of a rule. This undoubtedly 

throws into question where and when it would be legitimate for government to exert that power, 

and if it would be legitimate for government to exert its authority in a paternalistic manner. 

We have already established that people will be worse off both morally (failing to fulfil their moral 

duty) and in a welfare sense (having to face the stressors of extreme weather, drought, heatwaves, 

and rising sea levels) if they do not act to prevent emissions. These are the main reasons that 

 Dworkin, G. (2019, July). The Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy: Paternalism. Retrieved from https://53
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government is entitled to interfere with its population in the interest of acting against climate 

change. A population that continually emits carbon is at risk of putting itself in danger of more 

extreme weather, rising sea levels and other harms outlined in the IPCC reports; in addition, not 

only does the population commit moral harms by harming the least-advantaged in society, but in 

doing so are also creating injustices. We can thus see that authorities invoking paternalism in the 

context of climate change both appeal to morality and act to rectify the behavioural and 

motivational failures that I outlined in the beginning of this chapter; these same paternalistic 

actions gain social and political legitimacy through being just. If citizenry behaves in a way that 

reinforces and perpetuates, rather than minimises, the harm caused by continuing carbon emissions, 

government must then step in to ensure that these behaviours stop lest they cause harm to those 

who are most vulnerable  — that is to say, they would be justified in invoking the harm principle. 54

While a full discussion of political legitimacy would be beyond the scope of this paper, we will 

nonetheless briefly discuss the legitimacy of a paternalistic government in the context of climate 

change. Governments use their authority to issue commands and enforce them using some manner 

of coercion, whether that be legal or otherwise. At its core, the legitimate use of authority presumes 

that a population accepts the use of that authority, and accepts at least in some manner the 

limitations that it may impose as well as the need to obey those commands. Such acceptance and 

obedience may result from the said authority holding a core set of beliefs and virtues that are 

mirrored by the population, such as the belief that some form of governmental authority is necessary 

to maintain rule of law or protect population against threats that they may not be able to defend 

against on their own. This is not to say, however, that government may hold authority over each and 

every aspect of an individual’s life; there are limits to what may commonly be considered to fall 

under the jurisdiction of government. For instance, personal religious beliefs are most commonly not 

 I will focus my argument here on moral paternalism rather than legal moralism, which argues that laws may be used to 54

prohibit or require certain behaviours based on society’s judgement of what is moral. Moral paternalism, on the other 
hand, is simply a broader interference with a person’s behaviour, without outrightly banning anything, in the interest of 
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government that would be best suited to solving the challenges of the climate crisis.
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the purview of most modern governments, and most would consider it an overstep of government to 

legislate an individual’s private life, especially within the personal home — however, aspects of life 

that are public- and other-facing may be considered to be concerns that governments may 

reasonably interfere with, such as actions that pose a threat to other members of society. 

Paternalistic actions meant to fight the climate crisis would fall squarely within the jurisdiction of 

government, insofar as they would be considered threats to public health, or the health (physical, 

psychological, and social) of the population at large. 

I argued above that failures in tackling climate change are the result of motivational and behavioural 

failures, and these market failures in behavioural economics are precisely of the nature that Cass R. 

Sunstein argues justify some form of paternalism.  Sunstein argues that an understanding of 55

human error is important in supplementing the standard account of behavioural market failures, 

defined as behavioural and noneconomic reasons why markets may fail to achieve maximum 

efficiency, and that actions taken to correct these behavioural market failures may at times be 

justified even if they are paternalistic in nature. Such corrections need not necessarily be in the form 

of outright bans, but may be provided in the form of nudges: disclosure, warnings, and default rules. 

This social background against which choices are made gives rise to opportunities for improving 

welfare more generally, such it has the ability to greatly influence any outcome or may even 

effectively make decisions for us. The influence of such a behaviourally informed regulatory 

background, called choice architecture, poses the question of whether the architects should be allowed, 

or authorised, to move people’s decisions in a certain direction, even if those decisions may 

seemingly be justified by the Harm Principle. 

Sunstein is wary of the risk of government error, and cautious that that even when paternalism is 

justified, it is usually mild and choice-preserving forms of intervention such as nudges — 

 Sunstein, C. R. (2013). The Storrs Lectures: Behavioral Economics and Paternalism. The Yale Law Journal, 122(7), 55

1826–1899.
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influencing the behaviour and decision-making of groups and individuals through using positive 

reinforcement and indirect suggestions — that should be employed, as he argues that government is 

not immune from making mistakes. He prefers to encourage a certain type of desired behaviour 

rather than outrightly banning an undesirable one, and is an advocate of libertarian paternalism. 

While this may be true in most cases, Sunstein would be overcautious in applying the same 

standards to the climate crisis; his caution in allowing for the chance of mistakes being made would 

be justified where standards of proof are lower and where outcomes are uncertain. There are certain 

cases which warrant a stronger response than the one Sunstein proposes, although they must be of 

exceptional and overwhelmingly threatening circumstance to ensure that such paternalistic authority 

and powers are not abused, and must be limited to only those instances in which consequences are 

clearly harmful. Where science shows, overwhelmingly, the risk of a credible threat, the risk of 

government error is significantly diminished so much as to be negligible; this allows for government 

to implement a different type of intervention, one in which more coercive, and if necessary intrusive, 

interventions are in fact justifiable. 

At the very least, we can see that authority would be justified in invoking at least some degree of 

soft paternalism, where a government would intervene in decision-making on the basis that we 

would agree to those decisions if given suitable knowledge and motivation — as is in the case where 

citizens broadly agree that they should be concerned with environmental issues yet fail to act of 

their own accord in accordance with those beliefs. Ultimately, the good derived from paternalistic 

interference outweighs any harm that might be caused by limiting certain liberties: as I explained 

both in chapters 1 and 3, the narrow margin of error and limited window of opportunity with which 

we have to limit global heating to 1.5 - 2 °C makes it absolutely crucial that this target is achieved 

with as much efficiency of time as is possible. The speed of a sufficiently fast but imperfect response 

vastly outweighs the importance of creating a ‘perfect’ response (one in which we might be able to 

keep heating to under 1.5 °C without imposing on the liberty of individuals) that would take a 

much longer time to formulate, if we are to avoid irreversible harm. 
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4.3 Incentive and compliance 

In the final section of this chapter, I now turn my attention to the tools that might be available in 

order to incentivise actors and moral agents to comply with the necessary steps in order to fulfil 

their moral duty and behave ethically. Left to their own devices, moral agents are unlikely to act 

ethically, or at the very least face significant challenges in doing so as described at the beginning of 

this chapter; furthermore, government and offices of power are responsible for ensuring that 

society’s worst-off are not further disadvantaged, and that inequalities are not exacerbated. A system 

of government-implemented incentive is necessary to ensure a just society as Rawls argues, and 

these incentives and/or restrictions are justified by applying the Harm Principle. I will highlight 

how we might be able to use the tools of behavioural nudging as well as sanction and coercion in 

order to perform large-scale modifications and push moral agents to behave morally, and how 

government- or authority-level coercion is necessary in order to achieve this goal. 

In How Change Happens, Sunstein proposes that social change occurs when large numbers of people 

secretly or latently agree,  which has the ability for significant social change to occur rapidly and 56

unexpectedly. This type of latent agreement is the case with environmentalism, where Pew Research 

data suggests that 75% of Americans “are particularly concerned with helping the environment as 

they go about their daily lives”  - however, only 20% of the polled group consistently made efforts 57

to live in ways that helped the environment. The difference in these numbers suggests that while 

efforts to combat climate change may not have been successful at the institutional level, a large 

percentage of the population is not only aware but is also predisposed to some form of 

environmental protection. Nudging has the potential in such a scenario to be useful, not only in 

 Sunstein, C. R. (2019). How change happens. Cambridge, MA: The MIT Press.56

 Pew Research Center, October, 2016, “The Politics of Climate” 57
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creating behavioural change to conform with the actions of a rational collective group, but also in 

helping people to behave more in accordance with their latent concerns. 

A key difference between Sunstein’s use of nudges and more coercive methods is the non-binding 

quality of nudging. Under a proposed carbon tax, failure to choose low-carbon purchases will be 

monetarily penalised, effectively sanctioning the purchase of items with a high carbon emissions 

content. Since there is no way to avoid the sanction and obtain a high-carbon content item at the 

same time, this makes carbon taxation binding and creates an efficient means of quickly inducing a 

desired behaviour in the consumer. However, the use of nudging differs significantly — none of the 

methods Sunstein lists are binding or creates sanction in the manner that taxation does, while 

providing the same freedom of choice to its audience as before the implementation of the nudge. 

Nudging differs in more subtly pointing behaviour in a different direction while maintaining the 

availability of choice.  

For Sunstein, the use of these nudges in everyday life creates a background of choice architecture 

that is able to influence, although not coerce, decisions being made. This architecture not only makes 

it more likely that people will make ethical choices in accordance with the desired end result of 

reducing carbon emissions, but also makes it more likely that these choices will align more strongly 

with their worldview and latent concern for environmental issues. Some dining establishments such 

as the Sticklebarn pub in Great Langdale, England, have already begun this type of nudging 

through including the carbon cost of each of their meals as part of the menu.  Furthermore, a 2016 58

study found nudging to be an effective instrument in promoting resource efficiency and reducing 

energy consumption,  paving the way for similar exploitations of decision-making to be utilised in 59

encouraging ethical behaviour. 

 Roberts, J. (2019, May 1). Pub tells customers the carbon footprint of every item on its menu. Metro. Retrieved from 58

https://metro.co.uk/2019/05/01/pub-tells-customers-carbon-footprint-every-item-menu-9375990/

 Nielsen, A. S. E., Sand, H., Sørensen, P., Knutsson, M., Martinsson, P., Persson, E., & Wollbrant, C. (2017). Nudging 59

and pro-environmental behaviour. https://doi.org/10.6027/TN2016-553
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However, an adequate government response to the climate crisis demands a stronger arm and 

greater interference. While Sunstein may argue for the use of nudging and altering behaviour 

without taking away choice and economic incentive, the use of economic incentive here is not only 

permissible but crucial in ensuring the adoption of these behaviours. The key reason for their use is 

primarily that of ensuring efficiency, since there is only a limited window of opportunity for these 

behaviours to be implemented and there is historical failure of individuals to adopt them voluntarily. 

Imposing an economic incentive to choose products that are less harmful to the environment, for 

instance, may help consumers to make decisions that they might not reasonably make on their own 

due to other extenuating reasons, such as a carbon-intensive product being priced cheaper than its 

low-carbon or carbon-neutral alternative. In these cases, imposing a carbon tax creates an incentive 

to choose low-carbon products instead, helping consumers to make moral decisions (that is to say, 

reducing their carbon emissions) while also helping them make more easily the decisions that they 

would presumably prefer to make, given that they are concerned with environmental issues. 

Ultimately, a combination of both hard and soft paternalistic methods must be employed in order to 

urgently and efficiently bring behaviours into compliance with climate change targets in order to 

bring carbon emissions to zero. 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Concluding remarks 

The potential solutions to the climate crisis would warrant an entire paper on its own. There has 

been an endless amount of research into the social, political, and technological solutions that might 

help to mitigate the climate crisis. Ultimately, in order to prevent significant harm and irreversible 

damage from occurring, our goals must be precisely aligned with those of the IPCC: that we must 

contain and stabilise atmospheric concentrations of GHGs at a level that would prevent dangerous 

human interference of the climate system.  

There are a multitude of mechanisms at the disposal of government in order to encourage any type 

of desired behaviour, whether they be in the form of legislation or taxation. A government might 

force its citizens into adopting environmentally friendly behaviour through imposing economic 

incentives, such as taxation, on companies which supply consumer products. Introducing 
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environmentally friendly regulation or legislation upon companies would also force them to create 

consumer and supply chains that would be more in line with environmental goals, expanding the 

range of options available for the consumer and thereby making consumer adoption far more 

accessible. Several of these mechanisms have also been proposed by climate change researchers, 

although to date only very few have been adopted. Among the most popular of these suggestions is 

the introduction of carbon pricing — charging for the emission of carbon fixes the problem of 

carbon emissions being viewed as a negative externality, where the detrimental effects of an 

economic transaction are borne by a third party. The widespread implementation of carbon pricing, 

however, remains a solution that is only viable when enforced by a coercive institution such as 

government; an economic market would be extremely unlikely to voluntarily impose charges on 

itself. 

Carbon taxation, for instance, is a type of carbon pricing which fixes the purchase price of an item 

to the amount of carbon emitted in its production or distribution. A tax is imposed most often on 

each tonne of carbon emitted, so that large emitters are proportionally taxed for contributing to 

climate change: an example of the ‘polluter pays’ principle in action. Economists have generally 

supported the idea of a carbon tax, arguing that they are an efficient and effective manner of curbing 

emissions, but governments have been slow to implement such tax. To date, fewer than 30 countries 

and sub-nations have implemented or are planning the implementation of a carbon tax; of these, 

rates for carbon emissions vary wildly from US$1 per tonne in Poland and Ukraine to US$139 per 

tonne in Sweden.  Having carbon emissions viewed as a cost worked into the price of an item, 60

rather than a negative externality, can incentivise morally correct behaviour through encouraging 

consumers to purchase low-carbon items, which naturally will cost less than a high-carbon 

equivalent under a carbon taxation scheme. This creates an economic incentive for consumers to 

behave in a manner in accordance with ethical behaviour — it does not matter that a desire to 

behave morally was not in and of itself the reason for the change. 

 Metcalf, G. (2019, May 3). Carbon Taxes: What Can We Learn From International Experience? Retrieved from 60

EconoFact website: https://econofact.org/carbon-taxes-what-can-we-learn-from-international-experience

 65

https://econofact.org/carbon-taxes-what-can-we-learn-from-international-experience


Avoiding harm to others and ensuring societal justice is but one of the many reasons for a morally 

informed government to concern itself with climate change; nations and governments also have a 

stake in safeguarding themselves against threats where they know they exist, including that of 

climate change. National security poses an additional compelling reason for governments to actively 

take steps to reduce carbon emissions, since it is the case that the physical security of a nation’s 

landmass — such as in the cases of New York City and Amsterdam — may be under threat due to 

rising sea levels. A nation’s agricultural food security might also be at risk, and in some instances 

climate refugees from harder-impacted nations can pose social challenges to their country of 

emigration. These reasons are sufficient to demand that governments play a more active role in 

preventing the further emission of carbon and a reduction of emissions to net zero, even when it is 

the case that the methodology required to achieve this goal, especially in the time span that is 

required, will require limitations on the freedoms of its citizenry. 

I am aware that my argument depends crucially on the integrity of government and the hope that 

government will use these paternalistic powers to do the right thing. Sunstein and Mill are both no 

doubt rightfully cautious about the risk of government error. It is for this reason that I emphasise 

that these powers must be deployed only in a state of crisis and emergency, such as the environmental 

threat that we are faced with now, where efficiency and speed of response is absolutely crucial. In 

addition, under no circumstance should these arguments be subverted for totalitarian purposes, nor 

should Rawls’s principles of equal liberty and fair opportunity ever be disregarded. 

International disputes 

Although I have so far discussed moral agents within a society of individuals, the same general 

concepts apply to international society. Most traditional discussion of government might see the 
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scope of concern of government as ending at its geographical borders; that is to say, that government 

should be primarily vest its interests in the good of its citizens and those who live within its 

geographical territory. However, this scope cannot hold in the case of climate change, which by its 

very nature is a global problem with consequences that are impossible to isolate and therefore must 

be the concern of all nations. The harm produced by any one nation’s carbon emissions will likely 

impact those in other nations, making it then the moral responsibility of the former to adequately 

address and compensate for the harm that it has caused to the latter. For this reason, it is 

undoubtedly short-sighted to think that the responsibility and interest of government regarding 

climate change would at all be limited only to the impacts within its own borders; nations and 

governments surely must be mindful of the global population and work towards maximising 

prospects of the least-advantaged worldwide as surely as they would those within their geographical 

territory, while ensuring that their own citizenry behaves ethically as much as possible.  

It is clear that the health of natural resources such as global oceans and rainforests have bearing and 

impact on the ability of all life on Earth to sustain themselves and their well-being; harm to these 

resources, even if well within the rights of a sovereign nation, can constitute harms to those who live 

well beyond a nation’s borders. The 2019 Amazon rainforest wildfires present an unusual 

opportunity to explore the issue of environment and sovereignty in greater detail. As the world’s 

largest carbon sink, the Amazon is estimated to capture up to 25% of global carbon dioxide in its 

biomass; despite this, protections to the Amazon rainforest were significantly weakened under the 

leadership of Brazilian president Jair Bolsonaro, making it favourable for farmers to perform slash-

and-burn cleaning that accelerated deforestation of the rainforest. These wildfires, occurring during 

the tropical dry season, have gained tremendous media attention; at the time of writing, various 

sources indicate that it is impossible to determine precisely how much of the Amazon has been and/

or will be lost until all fires are extinguished. At the G7 summit in August 2019, world leaders 

including French president Emmanuel Macron agreed to an emergency aid package of US$20m to 

tackle these wildfires. The aid package provoked a response from Bolsonaro that indicated he viewed 

the unrequested aid package as an attack on Brazilian sovereignty, saying “respect for the sovereignty 
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of any country is the least that can be expected in a civilised world.”  Bolsonaro later rejected the 61

aid package; President Macron has since floated the idea of an international agreement to protect 

the rainforest “if a sovereign state took concrete actions that clearly went against the interest of the 

planet.”  62

This issue is interesting as it relates to how a finite and non-renewable natural resource, essential in 

tackling the climate crisis that is the concern of all nations, nonetheless falls under the legal 

jurisdiction of a single sovereign state. While issues of legal jurisdiction would be far beyond the 

scope of this paper, it is clear that an interest in protection of the rainforest goes far beyond simply 

Brazil’s borders; as stakeholders in the health of natural resources such as these which are vital to 

our ability to mitigate climate change, all persons have an interest in ensuring that these resources 

are allowed to continue sequestering carbon and performing as carbon sinks. It is tempting to think 

the moral arguments I have made thus far would hold in the Amazonian context, but the political 

and international situation makes this somewhat trickier as the issue would involve not simply one 

of individual liberty but also national sovereignty. Unfortunately, as there is as yet no legally binding 

mechanism akin to national government to enforce the upholding of moral norms and justice in 

international society, the best that we can hope for on an international level is that countries are 

willing to keep each other in check by issuing sanctions when one party has defaulted; while far 

from ideal, voluntary sanction whether economic or otherwise is one method through which nations 

might attempt to coerce others into compliance. 

 Dalton, J. (2019, August 26). Amazon fires: Bolsonaro rages at ‘colonial’ G7 leaders over £16m aid deal to fight Brazil 61

blazes. The Independent. Retrieved from https://www.independent.co.uk/news/world/americas/amazon-fires-bolsonaro-
brazil-g7-summit-aid-deal-a9079586.html
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the Amazon? Retrieved from Rolling Stone website: https://www.rollingstone.com/politics/politics-news/jair-
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Climate emergency 

As of this writing, Swedish climate activist Greta Thunberg is among the most well-known of 

figures who have been campaigning for governments to act on the climate crisis. Since she started 

striking regularly outside the Swedish parliament in August 2018, there has been a substantial 

increase in awareness of the climate crisis and its risks. In 2019, the government of the United 

Kingdom declared a climate emergency, followed by the Republic of Ireland, Portugal, Canada, 

France, and Argentina (although, unlike a true state of emergency, no additional powers are granted 

to government under such a declaration). The British newspaper The Guardian has also issued 

editorial guidelines outlining changes to the discussion of climate change,  with terminology 63

changes including climate ‘change’ to climate ‘emergency’ in order to better reflect the urgency of the 

issue. 

These changes in the landscape of climate crisis awareness and communication are but the first step 

towards some kind of solution to the urgent challenges we face. Ultimately, widespread systemic 

changes are needed, not just in the manner that I have argued for in this paper but far more broadly 

if we are to successfully stave off the worst impacts. US Democratic representative Alexandria 

Ocasio-Cortez, for instance, has been a prominent advocate of climate change-targeted legislation, 

with the proposed Green New Deal (GND) aiming for the US to reach net zero carbon in 10 years; 

the plan involves an overhaul of transportation systems, utilising 100% renewable and zero-emission 

energy sources to develop electric car and high-speed rail systems. The GND also involves a large-

scale revision of how economies should function in order for them to be fully decarbonised.  

None of these steps, however, would be possible without the intervention of government. As I have 

argued in this paper, the involvement of authority and government is crucial to ensuring compliance, 

 Carrington, D. (2019, May 17). Why the Guardian is changing the language it uses about the environment. The 63

Guardian. Retrieved from https://www.theguardian.com/environment/2019/may/17/why-the-guardian-is-changing-
the-language-it-uses-about-the-environment
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for they are the only social body capable of legitimately implementing the incentives needed to 

efficiently create the necessary lifestyle and behavioural change; voluntary adoption of low-carbon or 

carbon-neutral lifestyles by individuals, while worthy of merit, is simply too slow on the uptake and 

at risk of default for there to be any real likelihood of reducing carbon emissions to net zero within 

the 12-year target. There are, of course, limits to the exercise of coercive power even under 

paternalistic government intervention: government may only exercise those powers which everyone 

can reasonably be expected to endorse. We might not be able to demand a global immediate 

transition to renewable energy sources regardless of cost and availability, but we are be able to 

demand a fast-acting plan to quickly phase fossil fuels out of use and implement fast adoption of 

their alternatives. 

I will not rule out the potential and ability of alternative methods in achieving net zero carbon 

emissions. If there is a non-paternalistic solution that allows us to ensure the necessary behaviour 

changes with any similar speed and efficiency, I have not found it yet but fully welcome its 

discussion. I hope that this paper will provide impetus for governments and social authorities to 

implement the widespread changes that are essential if we are to avoid the most dangerous impacts 

of the climate crisis; if it is true that the primary duty of government is to societal justice, that duty 

must supersede all other interests including those of economic interests and profit-making. Climate 

action must happen now before our options run out, for what is at stake is not simply a matter of 

weather but concerns our very future and survival as a human species. 

 70



References 

A history of CO2 emissions. (2009, September 2). The Guardian. Retrieved from https://

www.theguardian.com/environment/datablog/2009/sep/02/co2-emissions-historical 

Adger, W. N., Butler, C., & Walker-Springett, K. (2017). Moral reasoning in adaptation to climate 

c h a n g e . E n v i r o n m e n t a l P o l i t i c s , 2 6 ( 3 ) , 3 7 1 – 3 9 0 . h t t p s : / / d o i . o r g /

10.1080/09644016.2017.1287624 

BBC. (2019, July 26). Arctic wildfires: What’s caused huge swathes of flames to spread? BBC News. 

Retrieved from https://www.bbc.com/news/world-europe-49125391 

Benestad, R. E., Nuccitelli, D., Lewandowsky, S., Hayhoe, K., Hygen, H. O., van Dorland, R., & 

Cook, J. (2016). Learning from mistakes in climate research. Theoretical and Applied 

Climatology, 126(3–4), 699–703. https://doi.org/10.1007/s00704-015-1597-5 

Bort, R. (2019, August 27). Why Is Brazilian President Jair Bolsonaro Rejecting $22 Million in Aid 

to Fight Fires in the Amazon? Retrieved from Rolling Stone website: https://

www.rollingstone.com/politics/politics-news/jair-bolsonaro-amazon-fires-macron-877074/ 

Brink, D. (2018). Mill’s Moral and Political Philosophy. In The Standord Encyclopedia of Philosophy. 

Retrieved from https://plato.stanford.edu/entries/mill-moral-political/#HarPri 

California Department of Natural Resources. (2010, November). California Drought Contingency 

Plan. Retrieved from https://water.ca.gov/LegacyFiles/waterplan/docs/cwpu2013/Final/

vol4/drought/01California_Drought_Contigency_Plan.pdf 

Caney, S. (2016). Climate Change and Non-Ideal Theory. In C. Heyward & D. Roser (Eds.), 

Climate Justice in a Non-Ideal World (pp. 21–42). https://doi.org/10.1093/acprof:oso/

9780198744047.003.0002 

 71

https://www.theguardian.com/environment/datablog/2009/sep/02/co2-emissions-historical
https://www.theguardian.com/environment/datablog/2009/sep/02/co2-emissions-historical
https://www.theguardian.com/environment/datablog/2009/sep/02/co2-emissions-historical
https://doi.org/10.1080/09644016.2017.1287624
https://doi.org/10.1080/09644016.2017.1287624
https://www.bbc.com/news/world-europe-49125391
https://doi.org/10.1007/s00704-015-1597-5
https://www.rollingstone.com/politics/politics-news/jair-bolsonaro-amazon-fires-macron-877074/
https://www.rollingstone.com/politics/politics-news/jair-bolsonaro-amazon-fires-macron-877074/
https://www.rollingstone.com/politics/politics-news/jair-bolsonaro-amazon-fires-macron-877074/
https://plato.stanford.edu/entries/mill-moral-political/#HarPri
https://water.ca.gov/LegacyFiles/waterplan/docs/cwpu2013/Final/vol4/drought/01California_Drought_Contigency_Plan.pdf
https://water.ca.gov/LegacyFiles/waterplan/docs/cwpu2013/Final/vol4/drought/01California_Drought_Contigency_Plan.pdf
https://water.ca.gov/LegacyFiles/waterplan/docs/cwpu2013/Final/vol4/drought/01California_Drought_Contigency_Plan.pdf
https://doi.org/10.1093/acprof:oso/9780198744047.003.0002
https://doi.org/10.1093/acprof:oso/9780198744047.003.0002


Carrington, D. (2019, May 17). Why the Guardian is changing the language it uses about the 

environment. The Guardian. Retrieved from https://www.theguardian.com/environment/

2019/may/17/why-the-guardian-is-changing-the-language-it-uses-about-the-environment 

Clements, P. (2015). Rawlsian Ethics of Climate Change. Critical Criminology, 23(4), 461–471. 

https://doi.org/10.1007/s10612-015-9293-4 

Climate Change is Driving Debt for Developing Countries. (2018, July 3). Retrieved from United 

Nations Climate Change website: https://unfccc.int/news/climate-change-is-driving-debt-

for-developing-countries 

Dale, A. (2016). Accelerating the Take-Up of Climate Change Innovations. Canadian Public Policy / 

Analyse de Politiques, 42(1), 67–72. 

Dalton, J. (2019, August 26). Amazon fires: Bolsonaro rages at ‘colonial’ G7 leaders over £16m aid 

deal to fight Brazil blazes. The Independent. Retrieved from https://www.independent.co.uk/

news/world/americas/amazon-fires-bolsonaro-brazil-g7-summit-aid-deal-a9079586.html 

Developing Countries Are Responsible for 63 Percent of Current Carbon Emissions. (2015, August 

18). Center for Global Development. Retrieved from https://www.cgdev.org/media/

developing-countries-are-responsible-63-percent-current-carbon-emissions 

Doan, M. D. (2014). Climate Change and Complacency. Hypatia, 29(3), 634–650. https://doi.org/

10.1111/hypa.12063 

Doan, M. D. (2016). Responsibility for Collective Inaction and the Knowledge Condition. Social 

Epistemology. https://doi.org/10.1080/02691728.2016.1172359 

Dong, W., & Qi, Y. (2018, May 18). Utility of renewable energy in China’s low-carbon transition. 

Brookings. Retrieved from https://www.brookings.edu/2018/05/18/utility-of-renewable-

energy-in-chinas-low-carbon-transition/ 

 72

https://www.theguardian.com/environment/2019/may/17/why-the-guardian-is-changing-the-language-it-uses-about-the-environment
https://www.theguardian.com/environment/2019/may/17/why-the-guardian-is-changing-the-language-it-uses-about-the-environment
https://www.theguardian.com/environment/2019/may/17/why-the-guardian-is-changing-the-language-it-uses-about-the-environment
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10612-015-9293-4
https://unfccc.int/news/climate-change-is-driving-debt-for-developing-countries
https://unfccc.int/news/climate-change-is-driving-debt-for-developing-countries
https://www.independent.co.uk/news/world/americas/amazon-fires-bolsonaro-brazil-g7-summit-aid-deal-a9079586.html
https://www.independent.co.uk/news/world/americas/amazon-fires-bolsonaro-brazil-g7-summit-aid-deal-a9079586.html
https://www.independent.co.uk/news/world/americas/amazon-fires-bolsonaro-brazil-g7-summit-aid-deal-a9079586.html
https://www.cgdev.org/media/developing-countries-are-responsible-63-percent-current-carbon-emissions
https://www.cgdev.org/media/developing-countries-are-responsible-63-percent-current-carbon-emissions
https://www.cgdev.org/media/developing-countries-are-responsible-63-percent-current-carbon-emissions
https://doi.org/10.1111/hypa.12063
https://doi.org/10.1111/hypa.12063
https://doi.org/10.1080/02691728.2016.1172359
https://www.brookings.edu/2018/05/18/utility-of-renewable-energy-in-chinas-low-carbon-transition/
https://www.brookings.edu/2018/05/18/utility-of-renewable-energy-in-chinas-low-carbon-transition/
https://www.brookings.edu/2018/05/18/utility-of-renewable-energy-in-chinas-low-carbon-transition/


Erben, G. S., & Güneşer, A. B. (n.d.). The Relationship between Paternalistic Leadership and 

Organizational Commitment: Investigating the Role of Climate Regarding Ethics. Journal 

of Business Ethics, 82(4), 955–968. https://doi.org/10.1007/sl0551-007-9605-z 

Gardiner, S. M. (2006). A Perfect Moral Storm: Climate Change, Intergenerational Ethics, and the 

Problem of Moral Corruption. Environmental Values, 15, 397–413. 

Gelfert, A. (2013). Climate Scepticism, Epistemic Dissonance, and the Ethics of Uncertainty. 

Philosophy and Public Issues (New Series), 3(1), 167–208. 

Gelman, A., Silver, N., & Edlin, A. (2012). What Is the Probability Your Vote Will Make A 

Difference? Economic Inquiry , 50(2), 321–326. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.

1465-7295.2010.00272.x 

Godfray, H. C. J., Aveyard, P., Garnett, T., Hall, J. W., Key, T. J., Lorimer, J., … Jebb, S. A. (2018). 

Meat consumption, health, and the environment. Science, 361(6399), eaam5324. https://

doi.org/10.1126/science.aam5324 

Harris, P. I. (2019). Mongolia: A toxic warning to the world. Retrieved from https://www.bbc.com/

news/av/science-environment-47673327/mongolia-a-toxic-warning-to-the-world?

SThisFB&fbclid=IwAR259tllbBAQwHL7yb5BHWic9_bzOgZ8PSvYEyb4JljBeTFH0pi

0tKdlwKE 

Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change. (2018). Global Warming of 1.5 °C. First Joint Session 

of Working Groups I, II and III. Presented at the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate 

Change, Incheon, Republic of Korea. 

International Air Transport Association (IATA). (2017, October 24). 2036 Forecast Reveals Air 

Passengers Will Nearly Double to 7.8 Billion. Retrieved from IATA Pressroom website: 

https://www.iata.org/pressroom/pr/Pages/2017-10-24-01.aspx 

Jamieson, D. (1992). Ethics, Public Policy, and Global Warming. Science, Technology, & Human 

Values, 17(2), 139–153. 

 73

https://doi.org/10.1007/sl0551-007-9605-z
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1465-7295.2010.00272.x
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1465-7295.2010.00272.x
https://doi.org/10.1126/science.aam5324
https://doi.org/10.1126/science.aam5324
https://www.bbc.com/news/av/science-environment-47673327/mongolia-a-toxic-warning-to-the-world?SThisFB&fbclid=IwAR259tllbBAQwHL7yb5BHWic9_bzOgZ8PSvYEyb4JljBeTFH0pi0tKdlwKE
https://www.bbc.com/news/av/science-environment-47673327/mongolia-a-toxic-warning-to-the-world?SThisFB&fbclid=IwAR259tllbBAQwHL7yb5BHWic9_bzOgZ8PSvYEyb4JljBeTFH0pi0tKdlwKE
https://www.bbc.com/news/av/science-environment-47673327/mongolia-a-toxic-warning-to-the-world?SThisFB&fbclid=IwAR259tllbBAQwHL7yb5BHWic9_bzOgZ8PSvYEyb4JljBeTFH0pi0tKdlwKE
https://www.iata.org/pressroom/pr/Pages/2017-10-24-01.aspx


Jamieson, D. (2008). The Philosophers’ Symposium on Climate Change. Critical Inquiry, 34(3), 

612–619. 

Kant, I., Hill, T. E., & Zweig, A. (2002). Groundwork for the metaphysics of morals. Oxford  ; New York: 

Oxford University Press. 

Kimmelman, M. (2017, June 15). The Dutch Have Solutions to Rising Seas. The World Is 

Watching. The New York Times. Retrieved from https://www.nytimes.com/interactive/

2017/06/15/world/europe/climate-change-rotterdam.html 

Kopec, M. (2016). Game Theory and the Self-fufilling Climate Tragedy. In Environmental Values. 

Metcalf, G. (2019, May 3). Carbon Taxes: What Can We Learn From International Experience? 

Retrieved from EconoFact website: https://econofact.org/carbon-taxes-what-can-we-

learn-from-international-experience 

Milman, O. (2015, December 12). James Hansen, father of climate change awareness, calls Paris 

talks “a fraud.” The Guardian. Retrieved from https://www.theguardian.com/environment/

2015/dec/12/james-hansen-climate-change-paris-talks-fraud 

Moberg, D. J. (n.d.). Time Pressure and Ethical Decision-Making: The Case for Moral Readiness. 

Business & Professional Ethics Journal, 19(2), 41–67. 

Neuman, W., & Mays, J. C. (2019, March 14). Climate Change: How Can Manhattan be 

Protected? Make It Bigger. The New York Times. Retrieved from https://www.nytimes.com/

2019/03/14/nyregion/manhattan-climate-change-hurricane-sandy.html 

Nielsen, A. S. E., Sand, H., Sørensen, P., Knutsson, M., Martinsson, P., Persson, E., & Wollbrant, C. 

(2017). Nudging and pro-environmental behaviour. https://doi.org/10.6027/TN2016-553 

Noorgard, K. M. (2011). Living in Denial: Climate change, emotions, and everyday life. Cambridge, 

MA: MIT Press. 

Oh, E. (n.d.). Mill on Paternalism. Journal of Political Inquiry, (Fall 2016), 41–49. 

 74

https://www.nytimes.com/interactive/2017/06/15/world/europe/climate-change-rotterdam.html
https://www.nytimes.com/interactive/2017/06/15/world/europe/climate-change-rotterdam.html
https://www.nytimes.com/interactive/2017/06/15/world/europe/climate-change-rotterdam.html
https://econofact.org/carbon-taxes-what-can-we-learn-from-international-experience
https://econofact.org/carbon-taxes-what-can-we-learn-from-international-experience
https://www.theguardian.com/environment/2015/dec/12/james-hansen-climate-change-paris-talks-fraud
https://www.theguardian.com/environment/2015/dec/12/james-hansen-climate-change-paris-talks-fraud
https://www.theguardian.com/environment/2015/dec/12/james-hansen-climate-change-paris-talks-fraud
https://www.nytimes.com/2019/03/14/nyregion/manhattan-climate-change-hurricane-sandy.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2019/03/14/nyregion/manhattan-climate-change-hurricane-sandy.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2019/03/14/nyregion/manhattan-climate-change-hurricane-sandy.html
https://doi.org/10.6027/TN2016-553


Ostrom, E. (1990). Reflection on the commons. In Governing the Commons: The evolution of 

institutions for collective action. New York, NY: Cambridge University Press. 

Pew Research Center. (2016). The Politics of Climate. Retrieved from Pew Research Center website: 

https://www.pewresearch.org/science/2016/10/04/the-politics-of-climate/ 

Pölzler, T. (2015). Climate Change Inaction and Moral Nihilism. Ethics, Policy & Environment, 

18(2), 202–214. 

Rawls, J. (2005). A Theory of Justice (Original ed). Cambridge, Mass: Belknap Press. 

Roberts, J. (2019, May 1). Pub tells customers the carbon footprint of every item on its menu. Metro. 

Retrieved from https://metro.co.uk/2019/05/01/pub-tells-customers-carbon-footprint-

every-item-menu-9375990/ 

Shalev, I. (2015). The climate change problem: Promoting motivation for change when the map is 

not the territory. Frontiers in Psychology, 6. https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2015.00131 

Shiffrin, S. V. (n.d.). Paternalism, Unconscionability Doctrine, and Accommodation. Philosophy & 

Public Affairs, 29(3), 205–250. 

Singer, P. (1972). Famine, Affluence, and Morality. Philosophy & Public Affairs, 1(3), 229–243. 

https://www.jstor.org/stable/2265052 

—. (2011). Climate Change. In Practical ethics (3rd ed, pp. 216–237). New York: Cambridge 

University Press. 

Slawinski, N., Pinkse, J., Busch, T., & Banerjee, S. B. (2015). The Role of Short- Termism and 

Uncertainty Avoidance in Organizational Inaction on Climate Change: A Multi-Level 

Framework. Business & Society, 56(2), 253–282. 

Smead, R., Sandler, R. L., Forber, P., & Basl, J. (2014). A Bargaining Game Analysis of 

International Climate Negotiations. Nature Climate Change, 4(6), 442–445. https://doi.org/

10.1038/nclimate2229 

 75

https://www.pewresearch.org/science/2016/10/04/the-politics-of-climate/
https://metro.co.uk/2019/05/01/pub-tells-customers-carbon-footprint-every-item-menu-9375990/
https://metro.co.uk/2019/05/01/pub-tells-customers-carbon-footprint-every-item-menu-9375990/
https://metro.co.uk/2019/05/01/pub-tells-customers-carbon-footprint-every-item-menu-9375990/
https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2015.00131
https://www.jstor.org/stable/2265052
https://doi.org/10.1038/nclimate2229
https://doi.org/10.1038/nclimate2229


Stecher, B. M. (Ed.). (2010). The Design of an Incentive Structure to Motivate Behavioral Change. 

In Toward a culture of consequences: Performance-based accountability systems for public services. 

Santa Monica, CA: RAND. 

Stern, N., & Taylor, C. (2007). Climate Change: Risk, Ethics, and the Stern Review. Science, New 

Series, 317(5835), 203–204. 

Stylianou, N., Guibourg, C., Dunford, D., & Rogers, L. (2018, December 2). Climate change: 

Where we are in seven charts and what you can do to help. BBC News. Retrieved from 

https://www.bbc.com/news/science-environment-46384067 

Sunstein, C. R. (2013). The Storrs Lectures: Behavioral Economics and Paternalism. The Yale Law 

Journal, 122(7), 1826–1899. 

—. (2019). How change happens. Cambridge, MA: The MIT Press. 

The 10 Hottest Global Years on Record. (2019, February 6). Climate Central. Retrieved from https://

www.climatecentral.org/gallery/graphics/the-10-hottest-global-years-on-record 

The Parliamentary Office of Science and Technology. (2006). Adapting to Climate Change in 

Developing Countries. 269. Retrieved from http://www.fesghana.org/uploads/PDF/

UKparliament_2006_adapting%20to%20climate%20change%20in%20developing%20coun

tries.pdf 

Turner, P. N. (2014). “Harm” and Mill’s Harm Principle. Ethics, 124(2), 299–326. https://doi.org/

10.1086/673436 

UNFCCC. (2013, March 5). What is the United Nations Framework Convention on Climate 

Change?: Introduction to the Convention. Retrieved from United Nations Climate 

Change website: https://unfccc.int/process-and-meetings/the-convention/what-is-the-

united-nations-framework-convention-on-climate-change 

 76

https://www.bbc.com/news/science-environment-46384067
https://www.climatecentral.org/gallery/graphics/the-10-hottest-global-years-on-record
https://www.climatecentral.org/gallery/graphics/the-10-hottest-global-years-on-record
http://www.fesghana.org/uploads/PDF/UKparliament_2006_adapting%20to%20climate%20change%20in%20developing%20countries.pdf
http://www.fesghana.org/uploads/PDF/UKparliament_2006_adapting%20to%20climate%20change%20in%20developing%20countries.pdf
http://www.fesghana.org/uploads/PDF/UKparliament_2006_adapting%20to%20climate%20change%20in%20developing%20countries.pdf
https://doi.org/10.1086/673436
https://doi.org/10.1086/673436
https://unfccc.int/process-and-meetings/the-convention/what-is-the-united-nations-framework-convention-on-climate-change
https://unfccc.int/process-and-meetings/the-convention/what-is-the-united-nations-framework-convention-on-climate-change
https://unfccc.int/process-and-meetings/the-convention/what-is-the-united-nations-framework-convention-on-climate-change


Victor, D. G., Akimoto, K., Kaya, Y., Yamaguchi, M., Cullenward, D., & Hepburn, C. (2017). Prove 

Paris was more than paper promises. Nature, 548(7665), 25–27. https://doi.org/

10.1038/548025a 

Worland, J. (2017, May 1). How Batteries Could Revolutionize Renewable Energy. Retrieved from 

http://time.com/4756648/batteries-clean-energy-renewables/ 

 77

https://doi.org/10.1038/548025a
https://doi.org/10.1038/548025a
http://time.com/4756648/batteries-clean-energy-renewables/

	Abstract
	Ágrip
	Foreword
	Table of Contents
	Introduction
	1.1 Establishing moral duty
	1.2 Locating moral responsibility
	Scientific basis and the global response
	2.1 Global heating limits of 2 °C and 1.5 °C
	2.2 Reliable predictability
	2.3 Business As Usual (BAU), Adaptation and Mitigation
	2.4 Observed response and climate change inaction
	The demands of moral duty
	3.1 Collective action
	3.2 Acting from uncertainty
	Paternalism and incentivising behavioural change
	4.1 The concerns of a just society
	4.2 Paternalistic legitimacy
	4.3 Incentive and compliance
	Concluding remarks
	International disputes
	Climate emergency
	References

