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Abstract

Climate change poses questions of intergenerational justice, but some of its features
make it difficult to determine whether we have obligations of climate justice to future
generations, and if so why. Yet despite these challenges, there are reasons — including
the predicted severity of future climate impacts — to think we have intergenerational
duties of climate justice. This thesis develops an account of the scope of climate justice
which shows that we have intergenerational obligations because many of our actions are
based on presuppositions about future people. When agents engage in such
intergenerational actions, they acquire an obligation to also recognise those future
people as agents within their principles of justice, and with that a duty to respect their
agency and autonomy. As most collective agents relevant to climate justice —who are the
focus of this thesis — engage in intergenerational actions, this account grounds wide-
ranging obligations of climate justice to future generations. The proposed approach is
able to overcome the intergenerational challenges of climate change because it meets
what | argue are three necessary criteria: it provides ways to cope with uncertainty, is
able to deal with the complexity of climate change, and includes future people for their
own sake. It meets these criteria by adopting an action-centred methodology that
grounds our obligations of justice on the presuppositions of activity. Existing accounts of
climate justice, on the other hand, have often paid little attention to justifying its
intergenerational scope. This has left them vulnerable to objections like the non-identity
problem and the non-existence challenge. The proposed account offers a way to
circumvent those challenges and provides a robust basis for subsequent substantive
accounts of intergenerational climate justice. In this way, it facilitates a theoretically

sound and more forceful response to the urgent challenge of climate change.
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Chapter I: Introduction

1. Climate change and future generations

Climate change has been termed “the largest, most pervasive threat to the natural
environment and human societies the world has ever experienced” (UNEP 2015). Starting
with the Industrial Revolution, anthropogenic emissions of greenhouse gases have
impacted the earth’s climate and increased ocean and surface temperatures (IPCC 2014b,
2-4). These changes have already harmed many present people. Yet the effects on future
people are likely to be even more severe: the climate will continue to change, largely
because of the warming locked in by past and ongoing greenhouse gas emissions. This
means surface temperatures will increase further and extreme weather events will likely
become even more frequent, severely threatening the health, safety, and even

livelihoods of future people (IPCC 2014b: 10; 65).

The intergenerational dimension of climate change also has a number of distinctive and
complicating features which a moral and political response to it must address. These are
factors like the temporal dispersion of its causes and effects, the magnitude and severity
of the future effects of present actions, and our unavoidable uncertainties about the
future impacts of climate change. Through these challenges, the intergenerational
dimension of climate change tests the preparedness of our political institutions and
theories to recognise and respond to the intergenerational problems they have allowed
to develop. So far, however, the results have been disappointing. Existing institutions
have proven unable to account for the future effects of our actions and devise a response

that can ward off the most severe impacts of climate change. While the global community
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has recognised the need to limit warming to under 2°C (United Nations Climate Change
2015), current mitigation policies and pledges are not nearly ambitious enough to keep
us within that target (Climate Analytics and New Climate Institute 2020). To make
matters worse, even staying within a 2°C limit is not enough to avoid severe impacts on

future natural and human environments (IPCC 2018).

Given the predicted future effects of continued climate change, it is tempting to
understand its intergenerational impacts as a problem of justice. Roughly, one could say
that our actions — our overconsumption of greenhouse gas emissions as a ‘scarce good’,
as well as our failure to adequately adapt to climate change — are going to cause
significant harm to future people and affect their ability to meet some of their most
fundamental needs. Because our actions harm future people in ways that limit their
ability to fulfil their most fundamental necessities, they violate our duties of justice to
them. This interpretation is intuitively appealing, but, as will become clear throughout
this thesis, the claim that future generations are the rightful subjects of climate justice
requires further justification before we can use it to argue for urgently needed climate

action.

This thesis provides such a justification by formulating an account of the scope of our
obligations which clearly shows that, and why, we have obligations of climate justice to
future people. The scope of justice defines “the range of persons who have claims upon
and responsibilities to each other arising from considerations of justice” (Abizadeh 2007:
323). Fixing the scope of climate justice is a crucial component of any defence of
intergenerational climate justice: in order to have a useful discussion about
intergenerational climate justice, we first need to know to what extent, and for what

reasons, we have obligations of climate justice to future generations.
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Correctly determining who owes something to whom under principles of climate justice
is a question of basic moral concern. Morality requires, for example, that we be able to
justify why some people rather than others ought to bear the costs of climate change. It
also requires us not to arbitrarily disadvantage certain groups in a theory of climate
change, for instance because — like future generations — they are unable to make their
voices heard. An account of scope allows us to satisfy these basic moral requirements by
providing us with a sound set of justifiable principles that determine who is owed duties

of climate justice by whom.

Fixing the scope of climate justice can also have significant practical implications by
affecting which climate action we can most forcefully advocate for in practice, as well as
promoting our understanding of climate change as an intrinsically intergenerational
problem. Arguments in favour of including future people within the scope of climate
justice can for instance be used to advocate for starker climate action aimed at
safeguarding the interests of future generations. In turn, a sufficiently thorough
assessment of the intergenerational scope of our duties can help us fully understand the
ways in which, through the character of our underlying actions, climate change both
creates and relies on morally relevant connections to future people. A better
understanding of the intergenerational nature of climate change can potentially increase

acceptance of and compliance with our intergenerational moral obligations.

In this thesis | am going to argue for a strictly deontological account of the scope of
climate justice. | will show that the scope of our obligations is determined by the
character of our actions, and not solely by their consequences. More specifically, | will
argue that at least one set of our obligations to future people stems from the fact that
we are engaged in intergenerational actions. These actions, as | will argue, are actions
which presuppose the agency of future people and which therefore ground obligations

of justice to them. This action-centred account is a particularly good fit for climate justice
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because it can successfully deal with three issues that are central to intergenerational
climate change, namely the uncertainty about future climate changes, the moral
complexity of climate change, and the question of how, if at all, future people ought to
be included within the scope of climate justice. This thesis is structured around these
three central issues: in the following chapters, | am going to argue that each of these
problems gives rise to a separate criterion which a successful account of the scope of
climate justice must meet. | will argue that an account of scope must be able to deal with
uncertainty, respond to the complexity of climate change as a moral problem, and
include future people as ends in themselves if it is to accurately respond to the problem

background of climate change and its intergenerational challenge.

2. Justice and beneficence

Throughout this thesis, | will use the term climate justice to mean that domain of justice
which covers agents’ obligations and entitlements in relation to anthropogenic climate
change. | understand principles of climate justice as protecting all entitlements of justice
that are vulnerable to anthropogenic climate change. These can be very broad: they can
range from food, water and shelter to issues of social and economic justice related to
forced migration, loss or damage of property, and loss of livelihood caused by climate
change. In turn, climate justice includes both principles to avoid or mitigate the negative
impacts of climate change on people’s entitlements, and principles to determine how the
costs, or burdens, of doing so ought to be shared between agents in ways that respect

what they are owed.! Intergenerational climate justice, accordingly, refers to the

! For more on the distinction between these two ways of thinking about climate justice — harm-
avoidance and burden-sharing — see Caney 2014a.
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obligations of climate justice that agents of one generation have towards persons
belonging to a different generation. In the following, | will use it to refer more specifically

to what present agents owe future people.

This project addresses two sets of theorists. On one side are those who are already
committed to seeing future generations as subjects of climate justice (see for example
Caney 2008; 2009b; Gardiner 2011b; 2017). While | will argue in favour of
intergenerational obligations of climate justice and thus in favour of these writers’ overall
conclusions, | believe they have often failed to convincingly elaborate the reasons we
have for extending climate justice to future generations. | will say more about some of
this work below. For now, what matters is that this shortcoming has left these accounts
vulnerable to objections against intergenerational climate justice and to being side-lined
in policy discussions in favour of cost-based approaches.? By giving a detailed analysis of
both whether and why we owe climate justice to future generations, this thesis offers

some necessary and additional support to these theorists’ conclusions.

On the other side are those who deny that future generations can be the subjects of
climate justice and argue instead that our intergenerational duties to them are better
conceptualised in terms of beneficence (see for example Beckermann and Pasek 2001;
Broome 1992; 2012). This has led some of these theorists to advocate for very high
discount rates to be applied to future climate burdens, and consequently for slower and
less decisive, but presently cheaper climate action (for example Nordhaus 2008).
Opponents of intergenerational climate justice have often relied on one of two main
objections, the non-identity problem and the non-existence challenge. This project aims
to show that, despite these objections, our duties to future people to address the impacts

of climate change fall under the scope of justice and are thus, among other things, not

2 See Caney 2008 and 2014b for some of these objections.
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subject to being discounted for time. In order to address these scholars’ arguments
against intergenerational climate justice, it is important that we first understand their

reasons for objecting.

a. The non-identity problem

John Broome’s is one of the earliest, most prominent and extensive accounts of climate
ethics.? It is also an important example of an argument against intergenerational climate
justice based on the non-identity problem.* While Broome argues for wide-ranging duties
of beneficence to future people, he denies that large collective agents, such as public
entities, may owe duties of justice to future generations. > He denies the possibility of
such intergenerational obligations of justice because he takes non-identity
considerations seriously. The non-identity problem affects the way in which we may
rightfully think of our relations and obligations to future generations and is brought to
bear whenever, in framing our obligations to future generations, we claim that particular
future persons are harmed — on the traditional, counterfactual understanding of harm as

being made worse off — by our actions.

The non-identity considerations at the heart of the problem go back to the work of Derek
Parfit (1984). They point to the fact that many present actions, including virtually all large-

scale policies, influence the lives and relationships of present people. In doing so, they

3 Broome’s account of climate ethics is laid out extensively in “Counting the cost of Global
Warming” (1992) and “Climate Matters: Ethics in a Warming World” (2012).

4 For more on the non-identity problem see Parfit 1984, 1986; 2010; 2017; Page 2008;
Woodward 1986.

% In his account of climate ethics, Broome draws a distinction between public and private
morality. He denies that public entities such as governments may have duties of
intergenerational justice, and one important reason for that is the non-identity problem.
However, he believes that individuals may owe duties of justice to future generations, as their
individual actions do not have a comparably large effect on who is later born (Broome 2012).
Here, | address his argument against a public duty of justice to future generations. This is
because in this thesis | am primarily concerned with the obligations of organised collective
agents to address climate change.
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affect when and with whom children are conceived, causing certain future persons to be
born rather than others. The resulting problem points to two facts. On the one hand,
some of our actions will cause future people to live lives that are worth living, but which
only offer a low quality of life; on the other hand, those actions are what causes these
people to exist. Future people thus live unavoidably flawed existences: there is no way
for them to live higher quality lives, only for a different set of people to do so. The upshot
is that future people cannot claim to have been harmed — or to have been made worse
off — by an action when it is the case that they would not have existed without it. If we
are concerned about the non-identity problem, we either need an alternative notion of
harm or a different way to explain what is morally bad, if anything at all, about causing

people to live unavoidably flawed existences.

To illustrate the problem in practice, consider the following, simplified climate change
scenarios. In scenario A, our lives are largely shaped by an economy based on fossil fuels.
We regularly take long-haul flights, perhaps work in an emission heavy branch of
industry, and rely on private cars for transport. In this scenario, we meet certain partners
with whom we conceive children at set times, thus creating a specific set of future
persons. Though their lives are worth living, these persons and their descendants live
flawed existences as they suffer the impacts of climate change, a problem caused by the
same activities which, by impacting our surroundings, made our lives unfold in ways that

ultimately caused us to conceive them.

In an alternative scenario B, we succeed in making the lifestyle changes needed to limit
our greenhouse gas emissions and ward off most of the future impacts of climate change.
However, these lifestyle changes lead us to conceive at different times, possibly with
different people, hence bringing a different set of future persons into existence. Although

scenario B offers a much higher quality of life to future persons, the same individuals who
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will suffer under scenario A could never have existed under these improved

circumstances.

This is where the non-identity problem bites. It holds that an action which does not make
a person worse off, and which that person would not regret as she owes her existence to
it, cannot be wrong because of how it affects that person’s interests or rights, because it
does not in fact do so (Parfit 1984). In turn, theories of justice that ground duties on
violations of subjects’ interests or rights cannot give rise to justice-based claims on the
part of these future persons. For our climate example, this means that climate changing
activities cannot give rise to intergenerational claims of justice based solely on the
negative impact climate change is going to have on future individuals’ interests or rights.
Duties of beneficence, conversely, are widely thought not to be vulnerable to the non-
identity objection as they are impersonal duties to do good rather than special duties tied
to a specific person’s rights or interests (Broome 2012: 66-67). Supporters of the non-
identity problem, including Broome, have thus tended to support beneficence over

justice as a way to frame collective obligations of climate justice to future people.

Philosophers have long grappled with the non-identity problem and have proposed
several arguments to establish intergenerational duties of justice in spite of it (Cohen
2009; Kumar 2003; Page 2008; Rivera-Lopez 2009; Velleman 2008; Woodward 1986). It
is important to know that these arguments exist, but | am not going to discuss them here.
For the time being, | will assume that among these there are successful ways to overcome
the objection, and that it therefore does not pose an obstacle to this project. | am later
going to argue that my account of scope offers one more way in which the non-identity
problem may be circumvented. Roughly, this is because the obligations of climate justice
| identify are rooted in the presuppositions we make about future people as people
regardless of their particular identities. These obligations are owed to future people as

such rather than tied to particular individuals, their rights, or their interests. | will
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elaborate these arguments in Chapter V. For the moment, it is important to note that in
arguing in favour of obligations of climate justice to future people this thesis addresses

an important objection against the very possibility of intergenerational justice.

b. The non-existence challenge

The second objection which opponents have voiced is known as the non-existence
challenge. It holds that we cannot have obligations of justice to non-existing future
people since justice requires its recipients to possess some form of interests or rights,
and this, per definition, can only be the case for currently existing persons. What this
challenge calls our attention to is that future people cannot have rights or interests right
now, which poses a problem for those who believe their having interests or rights is a
necessary condition for establishing present obligations of justice to them (see

Beckermann and Pasek 2001; De George 1979; Herstein 2009; Macklin 1981).

This objection is significant but nevertheless simpler to overcome than the non-identity
problem. Proponents are clearly right to point out that non-existing persons cannot
possess anything at this point in time, when our obligations of justice to them are
determined. The most promising way to overcome this challenge is to concede this first
premise but show that intergenerational justice does not require the interests it protects
to exist at the same time as the respective obligations, in other words that present
obligations do not require present interests. For this kind of response, what matters is
that we can plausibly assume future people are going to have interests once they come
into existence, and that these interests are the type of interests that give rise to

obligations of justice (Elliot 1989; Meyer 2016).

In order to establish intergenerational duties of justice that can withstand the non-

existence objection, an account of scope must therefore show that our obligations to
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future people are based on something other than their present interests. The account |
am going to formulate in this thesis offers a way in which this requirement can be met,
as agents’ obligations are triggered by the presuppositions on which their own actions
are based and are justified by a general obligation to respect others’ agency and
autonomy. As with the non-identity problem, | want to set the non-existence challenge
and my response to it aside for the time being and will return to it in Chapter V. For the
moment, what is important is that we are aware this challenge exists and acknowledge
that a successful account of the scope of climate justice should not require the protected

interests to exist at the same time as the respective obligations.

c. Climate change as a matter of intergenerational justice

Whether we frame our response to climate change in terms of justice or beneficence
makes a considerable difference to the force and standing of our resulting obligations.
Throughout this thesis | will rely only on a very thin definition of justice, according to
which principles of justice provide, for those who fall within their scope, a set of
enforceable and impartial rules that mediate between individuals’ conflicting claims to
certain material or non-material goods (Miller 2017). Principles of justice apply in
conditions of moderate scarcity, which obtain whenever there is enough of the relevant
goods to be distributed between claimants so that all have at least a chance that their
basic needs be met, yet not enough to fully satisfy everyone’s desires (see also Barry

1978; Hume 1987 [1777]; Wenar 2017).

Duties of justice cover a person’s most fundamental entitlements and give rise to
particularly stringent and enforceable obligations (Miller 2007; Valentini 2013). Yet
justice covers only a part of our moral duties, and the distinction between duties of

justice and duties of beneficence, which represent another important set of moral duties,

10
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is significant. Duties of justice most often take lexical priority over competing obligations,
including those of beneficence. They are also commonly seen as exempt from being
discounted for time, whereas duties of beneficence need not be.® An argument based on
justice rather than beneficence is therefore going to be more forceful in arguing for more
aggressive climate action and promoting the corresponding changes to our political

theories and institutions.

There are important reasons why we should think of climate change as requiring a
stronger, justice-based response. One is that the impacts of anthropogenic climate
change threaten a set of interests that are fundamental to human lives. According to
current scientific consensus, changes in our climate are highly likely to have one or more
of the following effects: reduced access to potable water, food, shelter, and other basic
human needs; displacement and loss of livelihoods; loss of cultural goods and traditional
heritage as a consequence of displacement; as well as endangering people’s lives, health,
and possibility to attain an adequate standard of living (United Nations Environment

Programme 2015; see also IPCC 2018).

These impacts alone are sometimes deemed sufficient to trigger duties of justice (Caney
2008; Nussbaum 2003; Sen 2004). On recipient-based views, duties of justice are
activated whenever a person’s fundamental interests are not fulfilled (Valentini 2013).
Fundamental interests cover basic human needs that are universally shared and which,
on all plausible accounts, include things like nutrition, livelihood, health, and life, all of

which are endangered by the impacts of climate change. The mere fact that climate

® For arguments for and against such pure time preference see for example Broome 1992, 2012;
Caney 2014b: 323-324; Cowen and Parfit 1992; Rawls 1999: 259-260; Parfit 1984. See also
below, pages 17-19; it is generally accepted that claims of justice may however be discounted
for other factors such as uncertainty (Wolf 2009).

11
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change is going to have such detrimental impacts on quality of life thus in itself provides

one good reason to frame the problem as one of justice, and not just beneficence.

There are, however, additional reasons why we should think of climate change as a
matter of justice that relate to its anthropogenic nature. On the autonomy view of justice
proposed by Laura Valentini, in order to be under a duty of justice it is not enough that
another persons’ fundamental needs be threatened. It needs to be something an agent
has done or is doing which is threatening another’s interests, and that agent needs to be
able to foresee and control the effects of that action. On Valentini’s account, “each
person has a right not to be deprived of the social conditions to lead an autonomous life”,
and, in turn, “[a]n agentis under a duty of justice if and only if she has the ability to refrain
from undermining the necessary conditions for others to lead autonomous lives
("autonomy conditions”)” (Valentini 2013: 496). Valentini’s own autonomy conditions
include mental and physical health, available resources, as well as social goods like
liberties, wealth, opportunities, and services (Valentini 2013: 497). On this view, agents
bear duties of justice only if they are able to refrain from undermining others’ autonomy
conditions. For this to be the case, two conditions need to be met: agents must be able
to anticipate the effects of their actions on others’ autonomy conditions (foreseeability

condition) and to control these actions (control condition) (Valentini 2013: 498).

This view is appealing in the case of climate change as it picks up a central feature of the
problem which a recipient-based view does not. Climate change is mostly caused by
human activities that are controllable and whose effects, in the form of climate change
and its impacts, foreseeably endanger the autonomy conditions of vulnerable present
and future persons. There seems to be something particularly objectionable about the
fact that these dangerous changes to the climate are caused by human action. There

seems to be, in other words, a morally relevant difference between a purely natural
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disaster and one whose underlying cause we can pinpoint as human activity, and the

autonomy view does better than the recipient view in picking up this difference.

While my arguments in this thesis do not rely on either view to begin with, they will
highlight the importance of the character of our actions in fixing the scope of justice and
will in turn support the autonomy over the recipient view. For the moment, however, |
only need these brief sketches of each view to make a small but crucial point: whichever
view we later adopt, it is important and philosophically warranted to think of climate

change as a problem of justice.

This in itself is not yet a novel argument. While some theorists still rely on the non-
identity problem or the non-existence objection to oppose the possibility of
intergenerational climate justice, many before me have already taken the opposite
stance and framed climate change and its effects on future people as problems of justice.
Sketching some of these contributions to intergenerational climate justice will help place
my account of scope within the field’s broader context. It will also show why this thesis
adds an important piece to the puzzle of climate justice which has so far been missing.
That is, | believe existing accounts of climate justice have not said enough about why its
scope should include future people. Many theorists who tacitly endorse
intergenerational duties of climate justice, or who have argued for specific substantive
interpretations of intergenerational climate justice, have not sufficiently justified why
future people ought to fall within the scope of our obligations. This shortcoming has left
intergenerational climate justice open to objections like the non-identity problem and

the non-existence challenge.

One of these accounts of intergenerational climate justice comes from Simon Caney.
Caney takes a recipient-based view of justice and has, in a number of publications,

defended a human rights approach to intergenerational climate justice, arguing for the
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need to view the future impacts of climate change as a threat to the human rights of
future generations (Caney 2008; 2009a; 2009b; 2014a; 2014b; see also Meyer 2003). His
concern with the basic interests of future generations has been echoed by scholars like
Clark Wolf (2009). Wolf’s theory of intergenerational climate justice is based on a
hypothetical social contract that includes future generations. Also taking a recipient-
based view, he argues in favour of protecting the basic needs of future generations,

which he posits are most threatened by the effects of climate change (Wolf 2009).

On both accounts, the scope of climate justice is assumed to be intergenerational
because climate change threatens the basic needs of future people. Caney’s account
briefly tackles the question of scope directly, but the discussion collapses into the
question of whether or not present people may discount the rights-claims of future
people based only on their temporal location (Caney 2008). Caney argues, | believe
rightly, that they may not (Caney 2008; 2014b). This is an important conclusion, but does
not exhaust all that needs to be said about the scope of our obligations. To the contrary,
we could make a stronger case against discounting if we could give additional reasons,
beyond the effects of climate change on future needs, why our obligations to future

people fall under the scope of justice.

In his account of climate justice, Stephen Gardiner identifies a number of plausible ways
in which intergenerational climate justice differs from more familiar, intragenerational
problems of justice (2003; 2004; 2006; 2011b; 2017). | am later going to argue that some
of these differences, especially the complexity of climate change as a moral problem,
significantly affect how we can go about determining the scope of climate justice and
that an account of scope must be able to deal with the complexity of climate change in

order to be successful.
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Gardiner hypothesises that the unique moral challenge of climate change lies in its nature
as a ‘perfect moral storm’, which combines three distinct and significant problems of
justice (Gardiner 2006; 2011b). These separate yet deeply connected issues are the global
storm, which represents our inability to cooperate globally and across borders with one
another; the intergenerational storm, which calls out our failure to adequately take
account of future generations; and the theoretical storm, caused by our current lack of
both policies and moral theories capable of responding to the global, intergenerational

nature of climate change.”

The convergence of these three sets of issues has important consequences for our ability
to mount an effective ethical response to climate change. For the purpose of
intergenerational climate justice, two of Gardiner’s conclusions are particularly
interesting. One is that the perfect moral storm makes us, present generations,
vulnerable to moral corruption. In other words, it undermines our ability to act morally
towards future generations. Because we lack access to the relevant moral norms, we are
tempted to distort the norms we do have so that they justify action which benefits
ourselves over future generations. Moral corruption may, for example, be what is at play
whenever economists apply particularly high discount rates to cost-benefit analyses, so
as to justify passing on a larger share of the climate burden to future generations
(Gardiner 2011b: Chapters 7 and 8). The other is that the lack of adequate norms
specifically incites intergenerational buck-passing, in other words the deferral of climate
action from one generation to the next. In the face of the challenges posed by climate

change, for which we lack appropriate moral guidance, we respond with inertia and self-

7 Gardiner (2017) later expands the framework to include a fourth, ecological storm. Because the
focus of this project is limited to the human dimension of climate change, | refer to Gardiner’s
earlier interpretation of the moral storm including only the global, intergenerational and
theoretical storms. The non-human or ecological dimension of climate change brings out distinct
concerns which are outside the scope of this thesis.
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deception, use the lack of norms to justify buck-passing, and avoid addressing the

problem head on.

Gardiner’s work is particularly helpful in clarifying the complex problem background
against which we are trying to achieve climate justice. However, it too, like Caney’s
account, presupposes obligations to future people without adequately justifying their
intergenerational scope. Gardiner glosses over the question of scope with a general
assumption that most moral theories accept at least some substantive obligations to
future people (Gardiner 2011b: 155-156). While this may be sufficient for an analysis of
the problem background, it is not enough to show that, and why, present generations
ought to take action on climate change and resist their urge to pass the buck to future
people. It also is not enough to show whether, if they do have such obligations, these are
obligations of justice (as | will show they are), nor enough to reject objections such as the

non-identity problem and the non-existence challenge.

Because the need for intergenerational justice is urgent, the claim that we have
obligations of justice to future people to tackle climate change requires a more
convincing vindication than what these theorists have proposed. In this thesis, | will
provide such a vindication by developing an account of the scope of climate justice that
is accurately tailored to the problem background of climate change. What | have said so
far has highlighted that climate change poses a very particular set of problems that any
account of climate justice, including an account of its scope, must be able to respond to.
| believe these problems can be summarised as a distinct intergenerational climate
challenge. The intergenerational challenge emphasises that a successful moral response
to climate change must be able to account for the temporal dispersion of its causes and
effects; the magnitude and severity of the future effects of present actions; people’s
varying vulnerability to climate change, which depends on their temporal and geographic

location as well as socioeconomic status; and the inherent and unavoidable uncertainty
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about future impacts of climate change. An account of the scope of climate justice must
be able to meet this intergenerational challenge in order to provide a strong basis for a
substantive account of climate justice. In this thesis | will argue that an account of scope
which meets the three necessary criteria — which can account for future uncertainties,
deal with the complexity of climate change, and which includes future people for their
own sake — will be able to successfully overcome the intergenerational climate challenge

and the more fine-grained problems it calls our attention to.

d. Discounting for time

| have argued that showing that our intergenerational obligations are duties of justice
and not beneficence is going to affect whether the corresponding future claims are
discounted for time, and that it will therefore impact how our obligations are weighed
against competing duties. Let me elaborate why this is the case. A claim is positively
discounted for time if it is given less weight, in comparison, the further ahead it lies in
time. There is an important distinction between discounting the value of resources and
discounting the importance we give to people depending on their position in time. The
argument for positively discounting the value of resources is based on the assumption
that, given interest rates and economic growth, the value of resources grows with time.
Present resources are therefore worth more than future resources, and applying a
positive discount rate to future resources reflects this difference (Broome 1994; Caney

2008).2

We can therefore see why, if we were to frame the impacts of climate change purely in
terms of economic costs, future claims are likely to be discounted. Whether we discount

people’s moral standing, on the other hand, is based on whether we exhibit something

® For a more detailed explanation see Broome 1994: 137-139.
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called pure time preference. If we do, in our weighing of respective claims we give less
weight to those of people in the future based solely on their position in time (Caney
2008). Because claims of justice are directly linked to a person’s moral standing, it is
generally accepted that we should not exhibit a pure preference in the case of justice.
Claims of beneficence, on the other hand, are more often framed in terms of welfare or

costs and often, though not always, subject to being discounted for time.’

Theorists who measure the impacts of climate change in terms of welfare or costs most
often work with a consequentialist, maximising moral theory. Their most forceful
argument in favour of a positive discount rate for time is thus one based on economic
growth and the demandingness of present sacrifices: if morality requires us to maximise
welfare or the availability of some future good, then unless we discount future welfare
and resources for time, present people will be required to make immense sacrifices
whenever these sufficiently increase future value (for example if their sacrifices benefit
more than one generation). Such excessive sacrifices, however, cannot be what morality
rightfully requires of present generations (Lomborg 2001; Posner 2004).2° Such
arguments about discounting are especially relevant in practice, as policymakers often
rely on economic approaches based on cost-benefit analyses (Stern 2007; Nordhaus
2008; but see Dennig 2018). Whenever these analyses use higher discount rates, they

will favour slower, more modest action against climate change.!

° For arguments in favour of discounting future climate-related claims as well as strong
counterarguments see Caney 2008, 2014b; Parfit 1984. It is important to note that not all
scholars who frame climate duties in terms of beneficence and deny any obligations of
intergenerational justice argue for a positive discount rate for time. The most notable example is
Broome 1992; 2012.

10 For additional arguments and possible responses see Arrow et al. 1995; Caney 2008, especially
pages 548-550; Dasgupta et al. 1999; Gardiner 2011b: Chapter 8; Parfit 1984: 480-486; Weisbach
and Sunstein 2008; Weitzman 1998.

11 As for example Nordhaus 2008.
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In this thesis | argue that we have significant reasons to frame future claims in terms of
climate justice rather than costs or welfare. The account of scope | will argue for gives
rise to claims based on future people’s agency and autonomy. These are closely linked to
future people’s moral standing and should therefore not be subject to pure time
preference. | will also argue that what matters most in determining and fulfilling our
obligations to future people is the character of our actions, not their consequences or
role in maximising some impartial good. In other words, the aim of this project is to
develop an account of the scope of climate justice which meets the intergenerational
climate challenge, and my arguments will show that this is a deontological account which
takes seriously the equal moral standing of persons as well as the values of autonomy

and agency.

The account | will argue for decouples our obligations from the maximisation of welfare
or material goods. Instead, | will argue that we have an obligation to reshape our actions
in a way that respects the values of autonomy and agency. Because our obligations are
primarily linked to agents’ fundamental entitlements to agency and autonomy rather
than the availability of material goods, the claims of future people will not be liable to
being discounted for resource growth. The very concept of justice also allows us to push
back against the argument from demandingness. Within a theory of justice, claims to the
fulfilment of fundamental interests will be held by members of both future and present
generations, which limits how much present people may be required to sacrifice for
future people. Principles of justice are not going to require excessive sacrifices from
present people as both the duty-bearers’ and the claim-holders’ entitlements of justice

must be respected in the process of redistribution.?

12 That we have intergenerational obligations does not imply they should be fulfilled at the cost
of intragenerational obligations of justice; to the contrary, trade-offs between intra- and
intergenerational obligations may be required if, or when, both cannot be satisfied at the same
time.
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Because it affects how we deal with the issue of discounting, whether or not we frame
the claims of future people in terms of justice is going to affect these claims’ overall
weight within a theory of climate ethics. Insofar as these weightings then affect the actual
climate policies that are proposed and implemented, framing our obligations to future
people as non-discountable claims of justice can make a considerable difference to how
aggressively present generations act to prevent even more dangerous climate change.
Correctly determining the scope of climate justice is thus an important task for policy

practice as well as for theory.

3. Fixing the scope of climate justice

While intergenerational climate change poses a complex challenge for theories of justice,
there are important reasons to think more carefully about the scope of climate justice
and, most importantly, for why future people ought to be included in it. The goal of this
project is to provide readers with a sound account of the scope of climate justice that
shows whether and why future people fall within the scope of our obligations of climate
justice, and which responds to the most pressing concerns raised by climate change and

its intergenerational challenge.

In the following chapters, | am going to use an action-centred methodology to show that
we have obligations of climate justice to future people. This method grounds our
intergenerational obligations on our actions and, more specifically, the presuppositions
on which our actions are based. Roughly, | am going to argue that we have obligations to
future people because our actions are based on presuppositions about their capabilities

and vulnerabilities. Because our actions rely on presuppositions about future
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generations, if our actions and moral theory are to be coherent we must also extend the

basic requirements of justice to future people.

The purpose of this investigation is not to construct a full account of moral standing, but
to develop a focused account of the scope of climate justice for a specific set of agents.
In other words, | will formulate an account that explains whom agents relevant to climate
justice have to take account of when engaging in actions relevant to climate justice.
Because this approach will be tailored to respond to the particular problem of climate
change we are facing, many of my arguments are going to rely on facts about our actions
and the actual circumstances in which they happen, including, for instance, what we do
and do not know about climate change, its causes, and its possible effects on the future.
Nevertheless, the account | am going to propose will ultimately be based on a general
obligation to respect agency and autonomy. It should therefore also be applicable to
other domains of justice, provided it is modified where needed to match that domain’s

relevant actions.

My investigation will focus on the obligations of climate justice that are owed by
organised collective agents relevant to climate justice. The ‘we’ whose intergenerational
obligations | am going to assess in this thesis thus covers all organised collective agents
that are engaged in actions relevant to climate justice. As climate justice protects those
entitlements of justice that are vulnerable to anthropogenic climate change, actions
relevant to climate justice are all those actions that directly affect the extent to which we
are able to respond to anthropogenic climate change.'® | take the relevant types of
actions to be all actions or omissions by collective agents that meet this criterion and are

consciously performed and intended by agents. They can also include attitudes, policies

13 Though this does not need to be the action’s only, or main aim.

21



L. E. Luzzatto Climate justice: the intergenerational challenge

and practices.’* Some examples would be the adoption of an adaptation plan for a

coastal area, a government’s decision to build a coal-powered plant, or a corporation’s

switch to the use of renewable energy.

| will focus on collective agents for two main reasons. One is empirical, in that a large
proportion of actions relevant to climate justice are attributable to organised collectives
like governments, international organisations, private corporations or civil society.
Showing that, when engaging in these actions, agents are bound by obligations of justice
to future generations, and that they must reshape their actions in a way that meets the
requirements of climate justice, can thus potentially underpin a significant shift towards
more sustainable policies. The second reason is philosophical and relates to Broome’s
arguments and the non-identity problem. Broome argues that the non-identity problem
applies most forcefully to large-scale collective agents like governments as their actions
have the greatest potential to effect changes in who is born. Individual actions have a
much smaller reach and are less likely to have such large-scale effects on society (Broome
2012: 64-68). The more interesting reply to the non-identity problem will thus be one
that zooms in on collective agents rather than individuals. | have already laid out why |
believe it is important to frame climate change in terms of justice rather than
beneficence, and the fact that Broome singles out collective agents to challenge this
claim makes it especially important to focus my counterarguments on collective agents,

too.

The problem-focused and action-centred approach to fixing the scope of justice | am

going to take draws on the work of Onora O’Neill (1996; see also 2000; 2001). O’Neill

14 This definition of actions draws on Peter Caws’ definition of acts, which he argues must be
intended and consciously performed by the agent (Caws 1995: 327); and Onora O’Neill’s
understanding of activity relevant to justice and virtue, which she takes to include “individuable
acts and responses, feelings and attitudes, support for policies, and participation in practices”
(O’Neill 1996: 99).
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argues that we should move away from trying to define self-contained categories of
ethical concern and instead develop a justifiable practical procedure to fix the scope of
our obligations for each problem as it arises. This is enough for practical purposes and
does not rely on unvindicated moral assumptions, nor, importantly, on an idealised
notion of agents (O’Neill 1996: 97). O’Neill’s rejection of idealisations is a key component
of her account of scope. Her objection to the use of idealised concepts relies on the sharp
distinction she draws between idealising and abstracting. Idealising “ascribes predicates
... that are false in the case in hand, and so denies predicates that are true of that case”
(O’Neill 1996: 41), whereas abstracting “is a matter of bracketing, but not of denying,
predicates that are true of the matter under discussion” (O’Neill 1996: 40, emphasis in
the original). If we base our moral principles on abstract ideas of activity, we can then
apply those principles to a broad range of agents regardless of how, beyond those thin
abstractions, their capabilities and vulnerabilities differ from one another. Because our
principles rely on abstractions rather that idealisations, no agent will be arbitrarily
disadvantaged — or advantaged — because of her particular capabilities and
vulnerabilities. Conversely, relying on an idealised conception of agents or activity
requires a metaphysical justification of these ideals, and risks excluding those whose

capabilities and vulnerabilities differ from those of the ideal agent.

The method O’Neill proposes for working out whom to accord ethical standing in a given
situation without resorting to unvindicated ideals is centred around actions and the
presuppositions on which these actions are based. To uncover the relevant
presuppositions, O’Neill breaks down our actions into what she argues are the three most
fundamental abstractions of human activity: plurality, connectedness, and finitude.
Whenever we engage in other-affecting actions, that is, actions that are relevant to
justice, we implicitly or explicitly rely on there being others (plurality), on there being a

connection between us (connectedness), and on the fact that agents have limited
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capacities, capabilities, and vulnerabilities (finitude). On her approach, the appropriate
scope of one’s obligations is determined by the presuppositions about other connected
and finite agents on which one’s actions rely. She argues that whenever our activity
presupposes the existence of finite and connected others, and there is a real possibility
our action will bear on them, these others are brought into the scope of ethical
consideration (O’Neill 1996: 101). In other words, whenever an agent’s activity is based
on the presupposition that there are others with limited capacities, capabilities and
vulnerabilities, and there is a real possibility these others be affected by the activity, they

must also be included within the agent’s scope of ethical consideration.

O’Neill uses this approach to determine the scope ethical consideration more generally,
which she takes to include both justice and virtue. An important difference to what | seek
to do in this thesis is that | my investigation will focus only on our duties of justice, more
specifically intergenerational climate justice. In Section 2 of this chapter, | explained why
it is crucial to show that we have duties of climate justice to future people, more so than
other types of moral duties. In what follows, | will therefore not discuss whether we have
additional duties of virtue, beneficence, or other, and if so what their scope is, but focus
on showing whether, and if so why, we have duties of climate justice to future

generations.

On O’Neill’s account, then, the scope of ethical consideration — including justice —
includes all those whose existence as agents we acknowledge through our actions and
their underlying presuppositions. O’Neill clearly defines these presuppositions as the
assumptions of activity, not of the agent. Hence although O’Neill’s agents may be
unaware of these assumptions or even deny them, they nevertheless commit to them if
and when they engage in the relevant activity. A regime’s torturing of dissident citizens,
for example, presupposes that these are people who can be affected by the

government’s actions and in turn can affect the regime itself, who are vulnerable to the
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infliction of pain, and who have the capabilities to impose resistance, even though the
tortures may seek to deny their victims’ humanity, vulnerabilities and capabilities (O’Neill
1996: 103; see also 102, note 15). Once they commit to them through their actions,
agents cannot coherently deny these assumptions when it comes to fixing the scope of
their obligations. That is, by engaging in any activity they are also committing themselves
to granting ethical standing to those whom their actions presuppose (O’Neill 1996: 99-

102).

O’Neill’s is not primarily an account of intergenerational justice, yet it offers a particularly
interesting starting point for thinking about questions of justice for future generations.
O’Neill herself believes that her arguments should apply in the intergenerational context,
too, provided our actions are based on sufficiently strong presuppositions about the
future. Given our actions’ immense influence on future lives, of which climate change is
an especially poignant example, she also acknowledges the urgency of extending our
accounts of justice to the intergenerational sphere (O’Neill 1996: 115). One way in which
O’Neill believes activity can, and does, acknowledge future people is whenever agents
know that their actions’ effects with persist in time and will continue to be felt by future

generations (O’Neill 1996: 117).

The account of the scope of climate justice | am going to develop in this thesis will connect
to, and in places complement, O’Neill’s brief excursion into intergenerational justice.
Most importantly, in Chapters Il and Ill | will provide a detailed account of the ways in
which our actions acknowledge future people through the presuppositions of activity,
and the implications this has for our duties of justice to them. These intergenerational
actions — actions that rely on presuppositions about future people — will form the
backbone of my account of scope. Throughout my investigation, | am going to rely on a
definition of presuppositions that is very close to O’Neill’s. The presuppositions that | will

argue ground duties of justice are presuppositions about others as agents, that is, about
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others with certain capabilities or vulnerabilities. Like O’Neill’s, these are presuppositions
of the action in question and not a state of mind of the agent. This means that while they
must shape the action, they do not need to be acknowledged by the agent in order to
ground moral duties. They are best described as preconditions of the action in its current
form. In other words, these presuppositions about others explain certain features of the
action and render it conceptually coherent. Because these presuppositions are a feature
of the agent’s action rather than her consciousness, the agent does not need to have
acknowledged or even to be aware of them for them to be the kind of presupposition
that can ground duties of justice. To underline the fact that the presuppositions which |
refer to are not related to the agent’s state of mind, throughout this thesis | will refer to

them only as presuppositions and not, like O’Neill, as the assumptions of activity.

As an example, consider the action Ann handing Joe a book. This activity presupposes
that Joe is able and at least likely to take hold of the book without dropping it on the
floor. That is, it presupposes that the book will reach Joe and that he has the necessary
capabilities to grab it. Whether or not Joe actually takes the book does not make a
difference to these presuppositions. That Joe, unbeknownst to Ann, will be shaken by a
sudden muscle spasm and drop the book on the floor does not alter Ann’s action nor
what the action presupposes at the moment Ann engages in it. It is merely going to make

it an unsuccessful action.

The presuppositions on which our actions are based will be a central element of the
account of scope | am going to the develop, as | will argue that our actions and their
presuppositions give us reasons to include future people within the scope of justice.
Because this project seeks to develop an account of the scope of climate justice, we must
not only show that we have such obligations but do so in a way that meets the
intergenerational climate challenge. | am therefore going to construct the account in

three steps, by tackling three of the challenge’s most critical underlying problems head
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on. In Chapters Il, lll and IV | am going to address the problems of uncertainty, of moral
complexity, and of how to include future people within the scope of our obligations.
Those are three crucial issues that any moral response to climate change must grapple
with. | will argue that these problems ground three necessary requirements which an

account of scope must fulfil in order to meet the intergenerational climate challenge.

Unlike O’Neill, throughout my investigation | will work with a thin yet substantive account
of the basic requirements of justice. | will argue in later chapters that these basic needs
are most helpfully conceptualised in terms of the conditions necessary to live an
autonomous life, or autonomy conditions. The conditions of autonomy are an abstraction
of what we need in order to live and act as autonomous agents and which, as | will argue
in Chapters Il and Ill, we therefore and for the sake of coherence owe to those whom our
actions presuppose. Relying on a substantive account of the basic requirements of justice
will allow my account to distinguish between those obligations that give rise to duties of
justice — because they affect, are predicted to affect, or risk affecting the basic
requirements of justice — and those that may ground other types of moral obligations. It
is important to note that the conditions of autonomy are an abstraction, and not an
idealisation, of agents and their activity. Agents are not required to possess any
autonomy conditions in order to fall within the scope of our obligations. Rather, the
conditions of autonomy are a measure of those goods or states which allow agents to act
— regardless of the capabilities and vulnerabilities they already possess — and which

therefore ought, as a matter of justice, to be provided to all connected and finite agents.

| am going to assume that in order to successfully ground obligations of justice in the face
of the intergenerational challenge, an account of scope must respond to these criteria in
a way that is both action-guiding and normatively accurate. A principle or theory is
action-guiding if it provides the agent with useful practical guidance for the action under

consideration (Burri, forthcoming). That is, its guidance must be clear enough and
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accessible to the agent. This is especially important for principles of climate justice, as
they are aimed at providing practical guidance in response to an actual and urgent
problem. Because we are concerned with acting justly in response to climate change, we
should also want principles of climate justice to be normatively accurate. By that | mean
that principles of climate justice should correctly identify the morally relevant features
of an action.” The account of scope | am going to formulate will be built according to the
three identified criteria as well as the need to provide an action-guiding and normatively
accurate response to them. It will therefore, so | will argue, successfully show that and
why we have intergenerational obligations of climate justice despite the

intergenerational challenge.

4. Aframework for intergenerational climate justice

We face an unavoidable degree of uncertainty when predicting the future impacts of
climate change. Contrary to situations of pure risk that allow us to assign probabilities to
possible outcomes, in situations of uncertainty we can predict the possible effects of our
actions but not the likelihood of each outcome. That we are uncertain about future
climate change is one of the main problems the intergenerational climate challenge calls
our attention to. Some uncertainty is unavoidable in any prediction we make about the
future, but in the case of climate change it is compounded by the complexity of the
climate system and the unpredictability of, for example, the existence of tipping points
that would lock in especially dangerous and large-scale climate changes. This means that

we may not always know with sufficient certainty what the future impacts of our actions

15 For a discussion of action-guiding and normatively accurate principles in relation to
permissible individual risk-imposition see Burri (forthcoming).
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are going to be. Most actions related to climate change, however, nevertheless have
foreseeable effects on the climate. That is, when we engage in activity related to climate
justice it is in most cases foreseeable to us that our actions are going to negatively impact
the climate and in turn future people, even if we cannot assign exact probabilities to

these future events.

In Chapter IlI, | am going to argue that the uncertainty about the future impacts of our
actions is one of the main problems we face when fixing the scope of climate justice and
that an account of scope must be able to deal with this in order to meet the
intergenerational challenge. | will introduce the first criterion for a successful account of

scope, C1:

DEALING WITH UNCERTAINTY. An account of scope must be able to
accommodate uncertainties about the future effects of our climate changing and

mitigating activities.

| am also going to show that whether or not the potential negative impacts of our actions
are foreseeable to us makes an important difference to whether or not those predictably
affected by them fall within the scope of our obligations. | will argue that an account of
scope can use the presuppositions on which foreseeably risky actions are based to

determine the scope of agents’ obligations of climate justice.

In Chapter Ill | am going to address the problems which the sheer complexity of climate
change poses for an account of the scope of climate justice. | will introduce the second

criterion that an account of the scope of climate justice must meet, C2:

DEALING WITH COMPLEXITY. An account of the scope of climate justice must be

able to respond to climate change as a complex problem of justice.

The issue of complexity gets to the heart of the intergenerational challenge, as it

highlights how the number of diverse problems which make up the challenge is itself a

29



L. E. Luzzatto Climate justice: the intergenerational challenge

hurdle for the moral evaluation of climate change. When thinking about climate change
from a moral perspective we have to account for the temporal and spatial dispersion of
its causes and effects, the severity of its impacts and their dependence on existing levels
of vulnerability, and our uncertainty about how and when these impacts will eventuate,
and we must do so all at once. The interaction of these issues with one another makes
climate change a particularly complex problem of justice and sets it apart from more

common moral issues we are used to deal with.

The difficulty, however, lies not in the complexity itself but therein that we seem to lack
the moral norms to adequately respond to it. Stephen Gardiner and Dale Jamieson have
been particularly vocal about this concern. In Chapter Ill, | am going to address their
respective arguments. In response, | will show that by grounding our duties to future
people on our actions and their presuppositions we can uncover the necessary moral
norms, successfully determine the scope of climate justice, and argue for the inclusion of
future people in it. In this way we are able to overcome, at least with regards to scope-

setting, the problem of complexity.

The third and final question we need to address is how future people are to be included
in an account of the scope of climate justice. We need to ask this question in order to
understand if there is anything especially morally wrong about passing the buck to future
people, and if so what it is. In addition, how we answer this question will set the ground
rules for the substance of intergenerational climate justice. | will argue that it makes an
important difference to an account of scope and to the resulting substantive obligations
of justice whether future people are included for their own sake or because of their
derivative importance to us. In turn, the ability of an account of climate justice to fully
respond to the intergenerational challenge can be affected by how future people are
included in its scope because of the impact this can have on the obligations for which we

can later argue. In Chapter IV, | will address this question and argue that our account of
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scope must value future people for their own sake and as ends in themselves. | will

introduce the third and final criterion for a successful account of scope, C3:

INCLUDING FUTURE PEOPLE FOR THEIR OWN SAKE. An account of the scope of
climate justice must include each person for their own sake and as an end in

themselves.

| will show that if we fail to do so we risk wrongly treating future people as mere means
to our ends and using our account of scope to justify unjust future worlds. This possibility
alone is strongly reminiscent of the danger of moral corruption Gardiner calls our
attention to. Moreover, actually engaging in either behaviour would fail to account for
the vulnerability of future people to our actions and thus fall short of meeting the

intergenerational challenge.

The discussion in Chapter IV will be centred around Samuel Scheffler’s account of our
relation to future generations. In it, he suggests that our dependency on future people
gives us additional important reasons to attend to their interests (Scheffler 2013). | will
argue that, regardless of our dependency on them, it is important that future people be
included in an account of scope for their own sake and not because of their importance
to us. Scheffler does, however, provide an especially interesting interpretation of the role
of future people in present lives. He argues that many present activities presuppose the
existence of future people, as they are actions that are only valuable to us when placed
within the context of the ongoing existence of humanity. In Chapter V | will pick up this
suggestion, arguing that Scheffler’s conjecture implies that a very wide range of actions
presupposes future people and thus, on my proposed account of scope, triggers duties

of intergenerational justice.

This is one of the three issues Chapter V is going to deal with. The overall aim of the

chapter will be to draw the analysis together and formulate a final account of the scope
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of climate justice which meets all three relevant criteria. The account | am going to
propose will rely on intergenerational actions, a coherence requirement, and a normative
requirement to show that the scope of an agent’s duties of justice includes all those
present and future others on whom her actions rely. In turn, if the agent is engaged in
activities relevant to climate justice, the scope of her duties of climate justice also
extends to those on whom their actions rely. In Chapter V | will also clarify three
unresolved issues about the scope of climate justice. | will draw on Scheffler’s account to
more closely define the range of actions that give rise to intergenerational obligations; |
will clarify that the proposed account can ground obligations to both near and remote
future people; finally, | will elaborate the idea, introduced in Chapter lll, that some of our
actions may ground a form of intergenerational cooperation, and assess that
cooperation’s effects on the scope of our obligations. | will conclude by showing how an
account of scope based on the presuppositions behind our actions can allow us to

circumvent the non-identity problem and the non-existence challenge.
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Chapter Il: Dealing with uncertainty

1. Climate change and future generations

Being able to cope with uncertainty is especially important for an account of climate
justice, since — although it is virtually certain that climate change will have a range of
severely negative impacts on generations to come — even the most accurate climate
models leave us with large uncertainties about what changes will happen when, and
exactly how bad their impacts will be. This means we have to devise principles of climate
justice and make policy decisions under conditions of risk, uncertainty and ignorance.
What matters for the purpose of this thesis is that uncertainty about future climate

changes also challenges our ability to set the scope of climate justice.

In order to successfully respond to the intergenerational climate challenge, an account

of the scope of climate justice must therefore meet the following criterion C1:

DEALING WITH UNCERTAINTY. An account of scope must be able to
accommodate uncertainties about the future effects of our climate changing and

mitigating activities.

Two examples can help illustrate how uncertainty may affect the scope of our obligations.

Imagine, first, the following:

ASTEROID DOOMSDAY RISK. This is a risk of unknown magnitude that, at some
point in time, an asteroid will strike the earth, causing significant destruction of
the natural environment and infrastructure, as well as a significant number of
deaths. We have reasons to believe this risk exists but are unable to specify it

much further. We know that asteroids orbit the sun, and that if their orbits were
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to intersect with that of the earth it would come to a collision. However, we do
not have any evidence suggesting that any of our actions are affecting the
magnitude of the risk or its causal mechanisms. What we do know is that we can
take some general precautions against the risk of a collision by investing large

sums of money in various impact avoidance strategies.

Asteroid doomsday is clearly a significant risk, but it also a very diffuse one: we are
uncertain about its magnitude, and, at the same time, lack evidence to show whether or
not we are acting in ways that are increasing the risk of impact. This means we are unable,
for example, to get a sense of its magnitude by evaluating the extent to which we are or
are not engaging in actions that increase this specific risk. Also, we have very limited
grounds on which to judge whether our precautions will in fact serve to minimise the risk
of impact. | have the strong intuition that, primarily because of the level and type of
uncertainty just outlined, it would not be reasonable to hold a set of people, a certain
generation, or a set of generations, at fault for imposing the risk of impact on others. In
other words, it seems plausible to think that we cannot attribute a duty of justice to any
one agent or agents requiring them to invest scarce resources in the prevention of the

asteroid doomsday risk.

This should not be misunderstood for an excuse to pass the buck of asteroid protection
to future generations: it seems equally plausible that we do have a less stringent duty of
beneficence to use some resources to protect us and future generations against the risk
of collision. What | am suggesting is that if we do have moral reasons to invest in asteroid
protection these are not tied to considerations of justice, so that if competing for the

same resources, priority should be given to other justice-based obligations.

As a second example, consider the following (actually occurring) risk:
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MELTING OF THE WEST ANTARCTIC ICE SHEET (WAIS). There is a risk the WAIS
will melt completely, which would increase sea levels by approximately an
additional 10 feet and have catastrophic impacts on coastal populations
(Hartzell-Nichols 2017). Although we are already seeing a significant degree of
melting, there is still a lot of uncertainty about the rate and timing at which
melting will continue in the future and about its impacts on future generations
(Guy 2019; Hartzell-Nichols 2017; Shankman 2019). Just as in the asteroid
doomsday scenario, we cannot assign an exact probability to the risk of melting.
Yet unlike the asteroid case, we know that our actions are increasing the risk of
melting: we know the ice sheet is melting due to rising sea and air temperatures
which are caused by an accumulation of greenhouse gases in the atmosphere,
which in turn is emitted as a by-product of many human activities. We also know
that by limiting our emissions of greenhouse gases we can stop, or at least limit
the extent to which we are contributing to increasing this risk. Moreover, we are
able to control our emissions and could take the necessary precautions at no

excessive cost to ourselves.

Intuitively, it seems plausible to think that in this case we do have an obligation of justice
to prevent the risk from eventuating, despite the uncertainty involved in defining the risk.
| believe this difference in judgment may be due to the level and type of uncertainty
involved in each case. Unlike the asteroid doomsday risk, in the WAIS case we know that
our actions are interfering in this risk in ways that increase it. On the one hand, this means
that — because we know how much greenhouse gas has been and is being emitted — we
have more information we can use to get a sense of the magnitude of the risk and the
urgency of responding to it. On the other hand, it also seems that, because we have this
additional knowledge, we as a generation could be held at least partly at fault if the risk

were to eventuate.
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If my intuitions are correct and our degree and type of uncertainty are relevant factors
in determining whether a risk and those exposed to it fall within the scope of justice, we
need to determine exactly how they do so. We need to know which risks give rise to
obligations of climate justice, whose interests must be considered when devising
principles to deal with those risks, and why. The purpose of this chapter is to propose a
way in which an account of scope can answer these questions in an action-guiding and

normatively accurate manner.

In what follows, | will argue that an account of scope can successfully respond to the
uncertainty of climate change predictions if: i) it takes each risk-imposition and its
justification as the subject of moral evaluation; and ii) it takes risks to give rise to
obligations of climate justice if they meet the following conditions: they are foreseeable
by a reasonable agent at the time of acting; and they expose others to risks to their

autonomy-relevant conditions.

| will begin in Section 2 by surveying the kinds of risk we face in the context of climate
change. In Section 3, | will outline how a common account of scope — the universal
consequentialist account — could respond to these challenges. | will argue that this
approach is overinclusive because it cannot differentiate between intuitively different
categories of risks, and thus fails to be action-guiding in situations of multiple
uncertainties; | will also argue that it is underinclusive, and thus normatively inaccurate,
as it fails to take account of morally relevant aspects of our actions. In Section 4, | will
propose an alternative approach to scope, which | will argue can produce both action-
guiding and normatively accurate results and is therefore better suited to meet the
climate challenge. | will also introduce the concept of foreseeability | am going to rely on,
which | will then flesh out in In Section 5. In Section 6, | will revisit the consequentialist
account and apply the notion of foreseeability to it, but | will argue that even its amended

version fails to produce normatively accurate results. Section 7 concludes.
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2. Risk, uncertainty and ignorance in the context of climate change

a. Theoretical overview
Our ability to predict future climate changes is marred by risks, uncertainties, and
ignorance. In this chapter, | will be mostly concerned with situations of risk and
uncertainty. A situation of risk is one in which we can measure and assign probabilities
to possible outcomes. We act under conditions of risk, for example, when we purchase a

lottery ticket for which we know the winning odds.

Uncertainty, on the other hand, describes situations in which we are aware of possible
outcomes — for example because we understand the mechanisms by which an outcome
occurs, and know that the conditions for its realisation are accumulating — but in which
are unable to assign probabilities to them (Shue 2010, 2015; see also Ekeli 2004; Hartzell-
Nichols 2017; Knight 2002). This applies, for example, to playing the lottery when the

odds are unknown.

Situations marked by ignorance, conversely, involve so-called ‘unknown unknowns’.
These are instances in which we cannot predict the possible outcomes of an action, let
alone assign probabilities to them (Ekeli 2004). If, for example, customers were to be
automatically and unknowingly entered into a lottery whenever they make a purchase at

the grocery store, they would be acting under conditions of ignorance.

Because we cannot, by definition, know what we are ignorant about, the question of how
to behave justly in situations of ignorance raises a set of difficult but distinct questions
for morality, which | will set aside for the purpose of this thesis. Nonetheless, it is

important to note that situations of ignorance are a source of concern for climate justice
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and policy. While | do not discuss the problems posed by ignorance in greater detail,
some of my later arguments will relate to issues of ignorance, too. In particular, | am
going to suggest that an agent may have a duty to obtain as much information about the
consequences of her actions as can reasonably be expected of her, which will in turn bear

on her degree of ignorance. | will return to this point in Section 5.

b. Empirical overview
One thing we can say for certain about climate change is that, to a greater or lesser
degree, “anthropogenic forces will causally contribute to harmful outcomes via climate
change” (Hartzell-Nichols 2017: 8). All our decisions about how to respond to the threat
of climate change thus involve a trade-off between the interests in the continued
emission of greenhouse gases through climate changing activities and the interests in not

being exposed to the harmful effects of climate change.

These opposing interests are held, for the most part, by different sets of people.
Consider, for example, a business as usual (BAU) scenario. BAU means that we keep
emitting greenhouse gases at the current rate. The fossil fuel economy seems, at least on
the surface, to promise greater economic growth in the immediate future than shifting
to the greener and less consumerist economy we need in order to prevent dangerous
climate change. In addition, ceasing or even altering the emitting activities that are so
deeply embedded in our economies and societies would be costly for present
generations. It is, at least in these respects, in the interest of a large share of present
people to continue on a BAU trajectory. On the other hand, it will take centuries if not
millennia to reverse the anthropogenic changes caused by greenhouse gases emitted

now (IPCC 2013: 28). Because of the temporal element of climate change, the costs of
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present emissions — in terms of exposure to harmful changes in the climate — will fall

largely on future people.®

However, despite this relative certainty, we know far less about the precise magnitude
and timing of the specific outcomes of our actions. The climate system and the
mechanisms that link human activities to climate changes are extraordinarily complex,
and risk and uncertainty permeate much of our knowledge about the future effects of
climate change (Hartzell-Nichols 2017; see also IPCC 2014a).'” What complicates matters
even further is that because we are dealing with a natural environment, the probabilities
of possible outcomes can rarely be pinpointed as accurately as in a lottery. This can blur
the lines between situations of risk and situations of uncertainty, so that often, even what

we speak of as risks are better characterised as uncertainties.

The Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC), for example, defines a set of
“emergent risks” and attributes a probability range to many of its predicted outcomes.
At the same time, it also uses measures of confidence — ranging from very low over low,
medium and high to very high — to express the remaining level of uncertainty about the
probabilities assigned to these predictions (Oppenheimer et al. 2014; IPCC 2014a). For
instance, according to its fourth Assessment Report of 2014, the global mean surface
temperature change for 2016-2035 relative to 1986-2005 will likely (66% - 100%

probability) be between 0.3°C and 0.7°C, which is expressed with medium confidence.

Because the language used is that of risks and possible outcomes are assigned a

probability, the case may seem to resemble our earlier example of a lottery with known

16 Climate change is already having harmful effects in the present, such as the melting of ice
sheets and sea level rise (Mouginot et al. 2019), yet its impacts are predicted to become more
severe and harmful over time (IPCC 2014a). In this thesis, | will focus on the harmful effects that
climate change is predicted to have on future people due to greenhouse gas emissions before
their time.

17 For a more detailed account of the complexity and scientific uncertainty involved in climate
modelling see Oppenheimer et al. 2014; Tebaldi et al. 2008.
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odds, and thus a situation of risk. At the same time, the assigned probabilities can only
be expressed as a range and an additional level of uncertainty is added by the measures
of confidence. Because of these complicating factors, the distinction between risk and
uncertainty is less clear-cut. Ultimately, however, according to our definition the
situation is for these reasons better characterised as one of uncertainty rather than one

of pure risk (see also Hartzell-Nichols 2017: 8-12).%8

Modelling future climate changes and their impacts also involves a range of much greater
uncertainties which cannot be assigned any useful probability ranges at all. One such
example is the melting of the WAIS. While recent findings suggest it may now be melting
inevitably, our ability to predict the timing and speed at which this will happen is curtailed
by a significant degree of uncertainty (Bamber et al. 2019; Hartzell-Nichols 2017: 86; Shue
2010). These uncertainties often involve the possibility of particularly harmful outcomes,
such as the collapse of the WAIS and the associated rise in sea level. It is therefore

particularly important that an account of climate justice be able to account for these, too.

Uncertainties, rather than risks, thus dominate our predictions of future climate changes.
They also present the more serious challenges for both moral and political assessment,
as we are unable to factor probability calculations into our decisions on how to act.
Unless otherwise specified, in what follows | will therefore focus on situations of
uncertainty, or uncertain risks, understood as situations in which possible outcomes can
be assigned no or only a range of probability. Where uncertainty is to be distinguished

from risk, | will speak of risks as pure risks.

18 Much of the uncertainty that pervades even assigned probabilities comes from genuine
underlying uncertainties, such as the possibility of feedbacks from the climate system, or the
role that socio-economic systems and their ability to adapt and respond to the climate play in
determining the harmfulness of a certain impact (for more detail see Hartzell-Nichols 2017,
especially Chapter 4)
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3. The consequentialist approach to scope

The uncertainties that permeate our understanding of climate change can cause
difficulties when it comes to fixing the scope of climate justice. These challenges are
particularly visible in consequentialist approaches to climate justice, and most so in the
universal maximising consequentialist view of scope. This approach to scope is at the
basis of, for example, classic utilitarian moral theories. In this section, | will describe this
view of scope and assess its ability to cope with situations of uncertainty such as climate
change. | will argue that although this particular consequentialist account is widely used
as the basis for climate policies in the form of cost-benefit analyses, it is neither action-
guiding nor normatively accurate enough to overcome the intergenerational climate
challenge. In Section 4, | am then going to suggest what | take to be a more successful

way to account for uncertainty when fixing the scope of climate justice.

Consequentialism as a general approach to morality encompasses a heterogenous group
of moral theories. These theories vary by how they value the consequences of actions or
obedience to rules, in other words by their theory of the good, and by how they evaluate
risks and foreseeability. In this thesis, | am going to look at one particular consequentialist
theory — classic utilitarianism — as a paradigm example of a universal, actual, and
maximising form of consequentialism. More specifically, | am interested in the way in
which the scope of utilitarian principles is fixed, and whether this consequentialist
account can satisfactorily answer my question about the scope of climate justice. To
recall, | am interested in clarifying whether we have to extend considerations of justice
to future people in our actions related to climate justice, and if so on what grounds.
Importantly, the principles we adopt to answer this question should yield action-guiding

and normatively accurate results in situations of uncertainty.
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Classic utilitarianism as a moral theory rests on a combination of claims, including claims
about scope and its theory of the good. It is a form of evaluative act-consequentialism,
according to which moral rightness depends on the value of the consequences of our
actions, and follows a hedonistic theory of the good, according to which the value of
consequences depends only on the pleasure and pain caused (Hooker 2002; Sinnott-
Armstrong 2019). We can set some of these claims aside for the moment. The claims that
are relevant to my arguments relate to the theory’s scope and the range of consequences
it considers. Classic utilitarianism is a universal consequentialist account, according to
which “moral rightness depends on the consequences for all people or sentient beings
(as opposed to only the individual agent, members of the individual’s society, present
people, or any other limited group)” (Sinnott-Armstrong 2019).% It also holds that the
moral value of an act depends only on its actual consequences and not, for instance, on
its foreseen or intended consequences (Hooker 2002; Sinnott-Armstrong 2019). In
policymaking, this type of consequentialist thinking is often at play in cost-benefit
analyses. Cost-benefit calculations still play a large role in climate-political decision-
making, so that climate policies can often be influenced by the underlying
consequentialist reasoning (see Gardiner 2011b: Chapter 8; see also Hartzell-Nichols

2017: Chapter 4).

Given its underlying universal understanding of scope, a utilitarian consequentialist
would answer my question about the scope of climate justice as follows: yes, we do have
to consider future people in our actions related to climate justice; and the reason for this
is that the rightness of our actions depends on the consequences of our actions, including
their consequences for future people. In what follows | will argue that, despite its

seemingly clear response, this consequentialist approach fails to yield action-guiding and

19 This thesis focuses on the human element of climate justice. | am therefore bracketing other
sentient beings and limiting my analysis to persons.
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normatively accurate results in situations of uncertainty. It should therefore be rejected
as a method for fixing the scope of climate justice, and we must look for an alternative

path to meet the climate challenge.

Other forms of consequentialism — for example expected consequentialism or rule
consequentialism — can rely on different accounts of risk and foreseeability and differ
from classic utilitarianism with regards to the consequences they evaluate (see Hooker
2002). Because consequentialist theories are so diverse, what | will argue in this chapter
will not, and is not intended to, apply to all of them. Nor do my arguments imply that all
consequentialist theories are equally unable to deal with uncertainty in an action-guiding
and normatively accurate manner. My arguments are specific to actual, universal
consequentialist theories — such as classical utilitarianism — and, more specifically, their
approach to scope. Throughout the remainder of this thesis, when | speak of

consequentialism | will therefore be referring to this particular form of consequentialism.

a. Overinclusiveness
The consequentialist approach can be criticized on two distinct, but interrelated grounds.
It is on the one hand overinclusive, that is, it requires us to consider possible duties of
justice where in fact we have none. Because of its overinclusiveness, it cannot adequately
distinguish between cases that do and cases that cannot give rise to duties of justice, and
therefore fails to be action-guiding whenever we face more than one uncertainty. This
failure is partly due to the fact that the consequentialist approach is, at the same time,
underinclusive. Because it focuses solely on consequences, it does not pick up other
morally relevant differences about the character of our actions. This, in turn, also limits

the extent to which the account can be normatively accurate.
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Let me unpack these objections in turn, starting with its overinclusiveness. Because the
scope of consequentialist obligations extends to all people, the consequentialist account
requires us to consider the consequences of all our actions — including all risk-imposing
actions — as potential sources of moral obligations to others. This is so regardless of the
extent to which we know whether or how our actions are affecting these risks. Yet in
predicting the consequences of our actions we suffer from significant epistemic
limitations. This is a broader problem that actual consequentialism faces with regards to
its substance and not merely its scope, and which Lenman has famously called the
problem of cluelessness. It lies therein that we are unable to foresee, and thus take into
account, all the causal ramifications, long-term consequences, or side effects of our
actions (Lenman 2000). Because consequentialism tells us that the rightness of an action
is determined by the goodness of its consequences, the inability to foresee the

consequences of our actions limits our ability to morally evaluate them.

One of the most promising consequentialist replies to Lenman’s arguments comes from
Hilary Greaves. She argues that the cluelessness worry can be overcome by adjusting the
focus of consequentialist theories to judge not the objective betterness of acts, but their
subjective betterness. This makes an important difference, for when judging the
subjective betterness of acts, agents are only permitted to assess the foreseeable
consequences of their actions. In turn, in cases of simple cluelessness agents will know
what the relevant consequences are and be able to evaluate these (Greaves 2016). While
a detailed discussion of her proposition and of what the cluelessness problem means for
consequentialist theories is beyond the scope of this paper, Greaves’ solution seems

plausible.

What matters for our discussion is that, nonetheless, Greaves concedes that cluelessness
remains a problem for consequentialist theories in cases of complex cluelessness.

Whereas in cases of simple cluelessness agents are justified to have equal credence in,
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on the one hand, the unforeseen consequences of their actions being overall good and,
on the other hand, their unforeseen consequences being overall bad, cases of complex
cluelessness are situations in which there are complex and reasonable arguments
suggesting that the unforeseen consequences of an action could be good, and equally
complex and reasonable arguments suggesting the opposite. A government deciding
whether or not to go to war and an individual choosing which job to accept would, for
example, fall under the complex category (Greaves 2016: 334). In these cases, Greaves
argues that agents are not justified to have equal credence in the unforeseen
consequences of their actions being overall good or overall bad. They are therefore not
justified in limiting their assessment to the subjective betterness of acts, or to their
foreseen consequences, and in turn remain clueless about how to morally evaluate these

actions.?®

On any plausible account of what a complex and reasonable argument is, actions related
to climate change clearly represent cases of complex cluelessness. On the one hand, the
uncertainty of climate predictions means we face risks that we know of, but to which we
cannot assign sufficiently accurate probabilities. On the other hand, our uncertainty
extends to the existence and functioning of feedback mechanisms within the climate
system, which if triggered may significantly amplify the causal ramifications of our
actions. All of this greatly limits our ability to predict and evaluate the consequences of

our actions in the context of climate change.

20 |n a recent reply to Greaves, Yim suggests that most if not all actions, including supposedly
simple ones, are in fact cases of complex cluelessness. The reason is that all other-affecting
actions cause chains of systematic impacts on others, along the line of which is likely to be an
impact of complex nature (Yim 2019). This view further strengthens the case for evaluating
actions related to climate change as cases of complex cluelessness.
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Yet despite our cluelessness, if, as the consequentialist account stipulates, the scope of
our theory is to extend to all beings, we must equally consider all our risky actions as

potential sources of duties to future people.

Recall our asteroid and WAIS examples. In both cases we face an uncertain future, yet in
the WAIS case we know that our actions are interfering in the risk. We understand that
our actions are increasing the risk, even if not by how much exactly. We are also able to
limit or end our interference in the risk at not too high a cost to ourselves. In the asteroid
doomsday case, we understand that and why there is a risk of a collision, yet have no
evidence indicating that our actions are in any way influencing this risk. | suggested that
it would be unreasonable to believe any set of people to be at fault for a risk as diffuse
as the asteroid doomsday risk, and that this suggests that we cannot have an obligation
of justice to future people to prevent it. Conversely, the opposite seems to be true for

the WAIS risk.

The universal consequentialist view of scope fails to make this distinction, as the risk-
exposed in both cases fall equally within the scope of our principles. This means that both
cases are equally possible sources of obligations, and both their consequences must be
carefully weighed to judge whether our actions do in fact give rise to such obligations.
This is so despite an important difference in the extent to which we are able to gauge the
effect our actions have on each risk. If my intuition is correct and asteroid doomsday and
WAIS warrant different responses from a theory of justice, this difference should be

reflected when fixing the scope of our obligations.

The first problem the consequentialist account faces is that, insofar as it fails to
distinguish between these types of uncertainty, it can be criticised for being overinclusive.
The account is overinclusive as it requires agents to consider all risk-exposed others as

falling within the scope of their obligations, irrespective of other possibly relevant and
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differentiating factors about each risk-imposing act. This raises a problem for our task of
formulating an action-guiding account of scope as it limits the extent to which the
account can offer useful practical guidance to agents. Because it requires agents to
consider all risk-exposed others as falling within the scope of their obligations without
further differentiating between actions, it will be less apt at providing practical guidance
than an account of scope that draws a more refined distinction between cases such as
asteroid doomsday and WAIS. Because on the consequentialist account all risky actions
can equally be the source of duties of justice, including cases like asteroid doomsday, in
which we lack an understanding of whether our actions are interfering in the risk and are
thus unable to even approximate its likelihood, this approach will likely fail to be action-
guiding in situations with multiple uncertainties. In other words, it will fail to give clear
enough and accessible practical guidance to an agent who wants to act justly in situations

where multiple uncertainties compete for scarce resources.

The upshot of this objection is not that we can never have obligations of justice to people
exposed to uncertain risks. It is rather that, in addition to the possible consequences of
what we do, there are likely to be other morally relevant considerations about actions

under uncertainty that affect whether acts give rise to duties of justice or not.

b. Underinclusiveness
In addition to its problem of overinclusiveness, the consequentialist account also fails to
provide accurate guidance on the scope of our obligations in a case like WAIS, about
which we know more than asteroid doomsday but which still counts as a case of complex
cluelessness. This is because the consequentialist account faces a second problem of
being underinclusive. Its underinclusiveness is at the heart of its cluelessness problem

and partly explains why the account is overinclusive.
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The charge of underinclusiveness relates not to a failure to include instances of risk-
impositions or risk-exposed others, but to the lack of consideration for other morally
relevant aspects of our actions. In particular, the consequentialist account of scope can
be criticised for failing to consider the character of our actions when fixing the scope of
our duties in situations of uncertainty. The character of our actions, however, seems to
be relevant to the moral evaluation of actions under uncertainty, as it can explain our
different intuitions in the asteroid doomsday and WAIS scenarios. In the remainder of
this section, | will argue that the character of our actions, particularly the presuppositions
on which our actions are based, explains why we have duties of justice in certain cases of
uncertainty but not others, thus allowing us to determine the range of others that fall

within the scope of our obligations.

The character of our actions includes not only the agent’s behaviour in performing the
action, that is, what is visible to others, but extends to the presuppositions on which her
actions are based. Other-affecting activity is necessarily based on presuppositions about
how others may be affected by or react to it, in other words about the capabilities and
vulnerabilities of these others. Bill hiding his candy stash under his pillow, for example,
relies on the presupposition that there are other agents — his sister and parents — who
have a sweet tooth and who would be able to take his candy if left in plain sight. Recall
that, because these are presuppositions of activity rather than the agent’s consciousness,
Bill can but does not need to acknowledge or be aware of his action’s presuppositions for
them to be relevant. Yet these presuppositions are critical in shaping our actions. The
underlying presuppositions about others explain why Bill hides his candy rather than

storing it more appropriately in a cupboard.

Giving more consideration to the presuppositions of our actions rather than just their
consequences can do two things to help with the moral assessment of risks and

uncertainties. On the one hand, shifting the focus of moral evaluation onto the character
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of our actions means we have better epistemic access to the information we need in
order to evaluate them. We are therefore considerably less clueless about the moral
status of our actions. On the other hand, zooming in on the difference in the character of
our actions can explain the difference in our intuitive responses to the asteroid doomsday
and WAIS risks. To the extent that it does explain this difference, the character of our

actions thus seems to be morally relevant to the scope of our obligations.

The character of risk-imposing actions can make a morally relevant difference as follows.
It is the character of our actions that exposes the WAIS risk, but not the asteroid
doomsday risk, as a particularly problematic kind of risk-taking from the point of view of
justice. The risk we face in the WAIS case has the following features: we understand that
our actions are affecting the risk in a way that increases it, and we have the knowledge
and ability to disrupt this interference.? We can call risks that meet these conditions
foreseeable risks. | will return to this term in Sections 4 and 5 to provide a more detailed
definition of what | take it to mean in this context, as well as an explanation of why | take

it to be an important concept.

Although we do not know for certain which future scenario will eventually unfold, the
suggested conditions of foreseeability give us reasonable grounds to hold that failing to
take precautions against the melting of the ice sheet, that is, failing to limit our
greenhouse gas emissions, will expose future people to the risk of substantial harm.
Knowing that our actions are affecting the risk as well as the extent to which we are
engaging in these actions allows us to get a sense of the magnitude of the risk, and to
know that the risk of substantial harm to future people is increasing. This includes the

risk of harm to fundamental human necessities, such as access to the means of physical

21 The first condition is adapted from Henry Shue 2010, 2015. He uses his version of the
condition to establish “threshold likelihood”. This is itself one of three conditions — together with
the threat of massive loss and non-excessive costs of precaution — that establish the need to
take precautions despite low or unknown probability that the harmful event will occur.
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subsistence and the ability to move freely. Risk-imposing present people, on the other
hand, could limit their emissions at no excessive cost to themselves and without
threatening their own ability to meet fundamental human needs (Greene 2015; Stern
2007). Yet decreasing their emissions would, at least initially, impose non-negligible
financial costs on present generations. Hence while a BAU scenario with little to no
emission cuts imposes substantial risks on future people, this option seems to be in the
interest of those present people who engage in emitting activity for it does not expose

them to risks or costs.?

Against this background, the risk-imposing actions of present people take on a specific
character. Given the foreseeability of the risk they are contributing to, our emitting
activities seem to be based on certain presuppositions about future people and the
weight of their interests relative to ours. When actions impose foreseeable risks, the
underlying presuppositions of activity will include a weighing of the interests of the risk-
imposing agents against those of the risk-exposed others. The continued pursuit of a risk-
imposing BAU trajectory by present generations suggests that, in this case, more weight
is given to the interests of present people in avoiding mitigation costs over the interests

of future generations in maintaining their ability to meet their fundamental needs.

In other words, imposing a foreseeable risk of significant harm on others where this could
be avoided at a not excessive cost to oneself relies on the presuppositions that, on the
one hand, the future risk-exposed will be vulnerable to the risk in certain ways, and, on
the other hand, that the interests of the risk-exposed are to be weighed less than one’s

own. This is relevant to considerations of intergenerational justice for it shows that the

22 A BAU option is not in the interest of all present people, especially younger present people
and those who are already being affected by the impacts of climate change. However, for the
purpose of this thesis | assume that avoiding mitigations costs by pursuing a BAU option is still in
the interest of the majority of present agents relevant to climate justice this investigation is
concerned with.
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action in question is based on presuppositions about future others possessing certain
vulnerabilities and capabilities. | will argue in the following section that these
presuppositions about others are a useful starting point for fixing the scope of our
obligations under uncertainty, as for the sake of coherence we ought to consider these
others in our principles of justice, too. For the moment, it is important to note only that
this fact about the character of our actions — whether or not they are based on
presuppositions about the capabilities of others — seems to be of moral relevance to the

evaluation of our actions under uncertainty.

This fact about the character of our actions can also help us differentiate between our
two examples where the consequentialist account failed to do so. In the WAIS case, our
actions are necessarily based on presuppositions about future people as we are
knowingly acting in a way that increases the risk of substantial harm to them. In the
asteroid doomsday case, the character of our actions differs. Although we know that the
risk of a collision exists, in addition to being uncertain about its magnitude we have no
evidence suggesting that our actions are interfering in the risk. That means that we
cannot, by looking at our actions, gauge the order of magnitude of the risk or whether it
is likely to be increasing or decreasing. It also means that we are not knowingly acting in
ways that would subject others to the risk of significant harm. Because we know so little
about the risk, any precautions we can take are much more speculative than in the WAIS
case. We are significantly more uncertainty about the extent to which our precautions
actually reduce the risk; and, as we do not know whether or by how much the risk is
increasing or decreasing, we cannot judge whether by taking precautions we are not, by
diverting resources from other projects, ultimately increasing the risks future people
face. None of our actions in asteroid doomsday thus directly involve weighing our

interests against those of others or on presuppositions about others and their agency;
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the degree of uncertainty we face means that we simply lack the relevant information

for them to do so.

This suggests that the character of our underlying actions is not only morally relevant to
justice under uncertainty, but that it also plays an important role in differentiating WAIS
from asteroid doomsday. This important factor is left out of consideration if, as on a
universal consequentialist approach, morality focuses only on the consequences of our
actions, and the scope of our obligations is determined only by where goodness can be
gained or lost. Because it fails to consider these morally relevant aspects of our actions,
the consequentialist account can be criticised for being underinclusive. Crucially, if the
character of our actions is indeed as morally relevant as | argued, this failure means the
consequentialist account is normatively inaccurate, in addition to not being sufficiently
action-guiding. | earlier defined normative accuracy as the ability to correctly identify the
morally relevant features of an action. The consequentialist account is normatively
inaccurate as it fails to capture the extent to which our actions are based on
presuppositions about future others, and the extent to which these presuppositions

affect our obligations to them.

The objections discussed in this section raise a set of broader questions about the
substance of consequentialism and point to issues which consequentialist theories as a
whole may face. Fully discussing these concerns falls outside the scope of this thesis.
Nonetheless, | believe that a good starting point to overcome some of these issues is to
amend the account of scope one relies on, though it is not my ambition to convince all
consequentialist readers of this. For the purpose of climate justice, starting from a
different account of scope can help us make important steps towards meeting the
climate challenge, irrespective of the substantive theory of justice we later adopt. In the
following section, | will begin to formulate such an account by suggesting one way to fix

the scope of our obligations in the face of uncertainty. Compared to the consequentialist
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account just discussed, my proposal provides a more action-guiding and normatively
accurate, and therefore more successful, way of setting the scope of our obligations. It
therefore provides a more adequate basis on which to ground a substantive theory of
climate justice. In section 5, | will discuss whether and how the consequentialist account
of scope could be modified in light of my arguments to better respond to the climate

challenge.

4. An alternative approach

In the previous section, | argued that the consequentialist approach to scope pays
insufficient attention to the presuppositions about others on which actions imposing
foreseeable risks are based. For this reason, it fails to provide a normatively accurate and
sufficiently action-guiding account of whom we ought to consider for the purpose of

climate justice, and of why we ought to do so.

An account of scope that also takes account of the character of our actions provides a
more successful, in the sense of being action-guiding and normatively accurate, way to
deal with the problems uncertainty poses for climate justice. Assessing our actions and
the presuppositions about others on which our actions are based allows us to take
account of additional morally relevant factors without relying on an exact knowledge of
our actions’ consequences or their probabilities. These relevant factors are what | have
called the foreseeability of a risk, and whether a risk threatens people’s most

fundamental needs.

In what follows | propose one possible way in which an account of scope can take account

of the character of our actions and the underlying presuppositions about others. | argue
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that risks should only fall within the scope of climate justice if the following two necessary

and jointly sufficient conditions are met:

i)  Therisk is foreseeable to a reasonable agent at the time of acting or deliberating

about the need to act, where foreseeability is understood as

a) Knowing that one’s actions are interfering in the risk in ways that

increase its magnitude;

b) Having the knowledge and ability to disrupt this interference.

ii)  The risk threatens people’s abilities to access the fundamental necessities they

need in order to live autonomous lives.

My arguments are grounded on two considerations. On the one hand, actions on
foreseeable risks are necessarily based on presuppositions about the capabilities and
vulnerabilities of the risk-exposed, and about how these may be affected by the risk. On
the other hand, agents have a duty to respect others by not giving undue weight to their

own interests over others’ capability to live autonomous lives.

For the purpose of discussion, my arguments can be divided in three parts: first, the
foreseeability of a risk, and how it impacts the presuppositions about others which
underlie the risk-taking; second, the nature of the interests and goods that are put at risk;
and third, the duty to respect others as autonomous agents and how we can meet or
violate it when engaging in risk-imposing activity. | will sketch my proposed approach in

this section and flesh out the concept of foreseeability in Section 5.

a. Foreseeability
The first strand of my argument is that, whenever we can foresee a risk, any action we

take about that risk necessarily involves weighing the interests of one set of agents in
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imposing the risk against the interests of another set of agents whose safety decreases

as they are exposed to greater risks.

| understand ‘actions about a risk’ as actions and omissions intended and consciously
performed by the agent or agents. They include taking and not taking precautionary
measures, which may involve acting so as to increase or decrease the risk or doing
nothing (which in turn may also increase or decrease the risk). | take safety to describe
the absence of harm or risks, and hence to decrease if one suffers harm or is exposed to

more or greater risks.

Although the set of agents with an interest in the risk-imposition and those exposed to
the risk may overlap, in the case of climate change they are for the most part distinct.
Moreover, in this thesis | am only concerned with risks imposed on future people by
present people. In the cases | consider, present people are thus both the ones imposing
the risks and the ones whose interests are met by the risk-imposition. As future people
are the ones exposed to the risk, | will assume them to have an opposing interest in
minimising climate risks. Throughout this chapter | will therefore speak of the risk-
imposing and risk-exposed agents as distinct from one another. | will also assume that
the risk-imposition is in the interest of the risk-imposing agents, and contrary to the

interests of the risk-exposed.

| earlier gave a rough definition of ‘foreseeable’ to mean two things in this context:

a) The risk-imposing agent knows that her actions are interfering in a risk in

ways that increase its magnitude;

b) The agent has the knowledge and ability to disrupt this interference.

These conditions are relevant for establishing duties of justice in situations of uncertainty
for the following reasons. That a risk is foreseeable shows that, even if the probability of

harm is unknown, the agent can be held accountable for her actions and in turn be held
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at fault for the risk-imposition. It further makes it the case that any action she takes about
the risk in question is based on presuppositions about the risk-exposed and their

capabilities.

Imagine the following scenario. Martin enjoys digging holes in the ground to study soil
composition around the country and is now considering whether to dig such a hole in a
patch of publicly accessible land close to his home. To gather enough information, he
needs a hole so deep that a fall would cause at least severe and possibly even fatal injury.
Martin knows this and knows also that by digging a hole he is increasing the risk that
someone may fall into it, even if he does not know by how much. This situation is one of
uncertainty, since he knows there is a risk of harm but is unable to attribute a probability
to it. Yet Martin understands that falling into deep holes can be dangerous, he knows his
digging significantly increases the risk of danger to passers-by, and he can easily avoid
increasing the risk by not digging a hole. Martin’s decision of whether to go ahead with
the digging or whether to take precautions to minimise the risk of harm therefore
inevitably involves weighing his interest in digging against others’ interests in not being
injured. That is, because the risk is foreseeable, his actions are based on presuppositions
about the respective interests involved and their relative weight. Recall that, on the
definition of presuppositions | gave, this does not imply that Martin must be aware of
making this trade-off; rather, it is a conceptual precondition of an action on a foreseeable

risk.

What matters for the scope of an agent’s obligations is that, when the conditions of
foreseeability are met, it ought to become known to the agent, and it consequently
becomes a feature of their action, that their actions are imposing a risk on others.
Regardless of how the activity goes ahead — whether the agent does take increased
precautions or not — her action involves weighing the interests of the risk-imposing agent

against those of the risk-exposed others. This involves presuppositions about the
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interests of the risk-imposing and the risk-exposed agents as well as their relative weight.
Because actions on foreseeable risks are based on such morally loaded presuppositions,
they ought themselves to be the subject of moral evaluation, regardless of whether we

can assign probabilities to their possible outcomes.

b. Autonomy conditions
The second part of my argument holds that foreseeable risk-imposition becomes a
matter of justice whenever a risk is imposed on the conditions necessary for agents to

live autonomous lives. This sentence contains three distinct claims.

First is the assumption that people need certain fundamental conditions to be fulfilled in
order to be able to live as autonomous agents. One way to define these fundamental
needs, on which | am going to rely throughout this thesis, is as the necessary conditions
of autonomy, or autonomy conditions. Recall that these are the central element of
Valentini’s autonomy view of justice introduced in Chapter | (Valentini 2011; 2013). The
conditions necessary to live an autonomous human life plausibly include things like the
availability of shelter, nutrition, health care and freedom of movement (Valentini 2013:
498). Because these conditions are very minimal and fundamental to human life, we can
assume they will continue to be important to future generations, including remote future

generations.

Second, because these conditions are of such fundamental importance to all agents, it is

a matter of justice to protect each person’s access to them to the extent necessary to live
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an autonomous life.?* Each agent has a claim of justice not to be deprived of the

conditions necessary to live an autonomous life (Valentini 2011; 2013).%

Third, it follows from this that undermining or imposing a foreseeable risk on people’s
autonomy conditions also raises questions of justice. Because conditions of autonomy
are important enough to give rise to obligations of justice, it equally ought not to be
permitted for others to impose unjustified, foreseeable risks on them. Once we establish
that agents have a justice-based claim against being deprived of their autonomy
conditions, it follows that they should also have claim against others imposing
foreseeable risks on them, though claims against risk-imposition may likely be weaker
and more easily outweighed than claims against direct violations of the conditions of
autonomy. Note that, beyond adopting her interpretation of our fundamental needs,
these three assumptions do not rely on Valentini’s autonomy view but are also in line

with the recipient-based view of justice.

We are therefore under an obligation to respect each agent’s entitlements to the
conditions of autonomy whenever we can foresee that our actions will impose a risk of
harm on them. Consider Martin again. By digging holes in the ground, Martin imposes a
foreseeable risk on passers-by to fall, get stuck, injure themselves, or even die, in other
words he imposes a risk on their autonomy conditions. Because these persons have a

claim of justice against such risk-imposition, Martin has a corresponding obligation as he

2 This is only the most basic principle of justice and leaves open important questions, such as
how to distribute a resource surplus or what to do if there are insufficient resources to allow
everyone to enjoy sufficient autonomy conditions. These are questions that a complete theory
of justice would have to answer, but which can be bracketed for the sake of this investigation.
24 valentini’s autonomy view holds that in order to respect others as autonomous agents — and
provided we have the ability to refrain from undermining their autonomy conditions — we have
both a negative duty not to undermine their autonomy conditions and a positive duty to help
them fulfil their autonomy conditions if we can do so without excessive sacrifice (Valentini 2013:
497). While my own view of justice draws on the autonomy view, for the purpose of scope-
setting we do not need to also accept her claims on the substantive content of justice. For the
purpose of my argument, it is enough to assume a negative duty not to undermine others’
autonomy conditions. There is no need to settle whether we also have a positive duty to help
others fulfil their autonomy conditions.
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acts to respect these claims and fairly balance them against competing claims, for
example to freedom of expression, movement, or learning, which may favour his digging

holes.

This leaves open the question of what respect for or the balancing of others’ entitlements
require in substance, in other words, which foreseeable risks, or which degree of risk-
imposition, may in fact be justified all things considered (see also Valentini 2013: 497).
This question is crucial for a theory of intergenerational climate justice but has to be
answered when specifying the content rather than the scope of such a theory. | will
therefore set it aside for the remainder of this thesis. The important claim for our purpose
is the following: if our actions impose a foreseeable risk on others’ autonomy conditions,

we must extend considerations of justice to the risk-exposed.

Nonetheless, it will be useful to sketch what | take some of the relevant conditions for an
autonomous life to be, as these will determine which risks fall within the scope of justice
and which do not. Formulating a full list of the conditions of autonomy is a task that
would require a complete, substantive theory of justice and which falls outside the scope
of this thesis. We can, however, develop an account of scope without a full underlying
substantive theory of justice and autonomy. The account of scope | am going to develop
will be applicable to whichever view of autonomy one holds. What matters for our
investigation is that we can assume any plausible account of the conditions of autonomy
to include things like life, bodily integrity, freedom of movement, shelter, education,
nutrition, and health care. These are universally accepted as fundamental needs, and
sufficiently uncontested as conditions necessary to live autonomous lives. Importantly,
these are all things that risk being undermined or have already been affected by the
impacts of climate change (IPCC 2014a, 2014b, 2018). Thus, no matter which account of
autonomy one chooses, as long as it includes this core set of conditions we may say that

the impacts of climate change are imposing risks on future people’s conditions of
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autonomy. In the remainder of this thesis, | am therefore going to assume that the
impacts of climate change pose a threat to people’s autonomy conditions, either by

directly violating them or by imposing foreseeable risks on them.

c. The duty to respect other as agents
The third and final part of my argument reaffirms our duty to respect future others as
agents whenever we engage in actions on foreseeable risks, that is, whenever our actions

are based on weighing future persons’ interests against our own.

No matter how little we know about specific needs and preferences of future people, we
know that insofar as they will be moral persons and agents they are going to be entitled
to the basic conditions of autonomy. We, in turn, have an obligation to respect others’

entitlements to the conditions of autonomy. These are the basic requirements of justice.

Whenever our activities impose foreseeable risks on future people, they are based on
underlying presuppositions about the capabilities and vulnerabilities of these people and
on weighing these against our interests in the risk-imposing activity. This is so regardless
of whether the risk will eventuate and regardless of whether we can assign a probability
to it eventuating. In other words, even if we are uncertain about the consequences of
our actions and whether they are ever going to affect the autonomy conditions of future
people, the mere fact that our actions impose a foreseeable risk on future persons
implies that they are based on certain presuppositions about them and how they may be

affected by our actions.

Recall that these presuppositions of activity need not be acknowledged by the agent.
They do, however, form part of our actions. With regards to foreseeably risk-imposing
activity this means that regardless of an action’s outcome, future persons presupposed

by it fall within the scope of that action. It also means that these actions can be more or
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less respectful towards future entitlements based on how they seem to weigh the
presupposed capabilities and vulnerabilities against our interests. Irrespective of their
consequences, actions imposing foreseeable risks are thus a vehicle through which we as
agents can act in ways that respect others’ conditions of autonomy or fail to do so.
Because we ought to respect others’ entitlements to the conditions of autonomy,
engaging in such activity has implications for our obligations of justice. That is, if we
engage in actions imposing foreseeable risks we ought to ensure we do so in a way that

respects others’ conditions of autonomy.

Although we are uncertain about the consequences of our actions, we can respect the
future risk-exposed and their entitlements by acknowledging that our actions involve a
weighing of interests and by ensuring we weigh our respective interests in ways that give
due consideration to future persons’ entitlements. Let me give an example to show what
this can mean in practice. First, take my previous WAIS example again. At the moment
we are pursuing a BAU pathway, with CO; emissions reaching a record high in 2018 (IEA
2019; Zeke 2019). As it imposes foreseeable risks on future persons, our pursuit of a BAU
pathways relies on presuppositions about future people. It also portrays a certain level
of consideration for their interests: our actions seem to presuppose that present
interests in avoiding mitigation costs weigh considerably more than future interests in
being free of climate risks and thus able to enjoy the conditions of autonomy. In other
words, present generations are imposing a foreseeable risk on future people, but their
actions show little consideration for the costs their emissions will impose on future
persons in terms of risks to or actual violations of their autonomy conditions. These

actions suggest a lack of respect for future agents and their conditions of autonomy.

Consider now a slightly modified scenario:
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M-BAU. All else being equal, present generations are now providing significantly
more funding for research into renewable energy sources and CO; removal
technologies. Some of the previously fossil fuelled technologies have successfully
been replaced by less emitting alternatives, so that global greenhouse gas
emissions have begun decreasing. While many of the same emitting activities as
above are being pursued, the entire climate strategy is noticeably more oriented
towards maintaining a safe environment for, and hence protecting the autonomy

conditions of, future people.

M-BAU shows greater consideration for future people’s entitlements than a BAU
scenario. This does not mean that the strategy pursued here is ideal or sufficient to fulfil
the requirements of climate justice. Yet it shows that, even though actions in M-BAU still
impose foreseeable risks on future people, there are ways in which we can modify our
actions and the risks we take to ensure we more fairly balance the entitlements of future

persons against our present interests.

Defining what due consideration requires is a question for the substance of justice, and
as such lies beyond the scope of this thesis. What matters for the purpose of scope-
setting is that whenever our actions impose foreseeable risks on future others and are
therefore based on presuppositions about them, we ought to respect these others by
extending the basic considerations of justice to them, in other words respecting their
entitlements to the conditions of autonomy. Two additional comments about substance
seem appropriate at this point. On the one hand, it is very likely that in the case of climate
change giving due consideration to the interests of others will require taking significantly
more precautions than is currently the case, especially since possible outcomes —such as

the total melting of the WAIS — are so harmful.
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On the other hand, respecting the risk-exposed will, at least in most cases, likely not
require that we fully eliminate a risk. Take, for example, risk-imposition through air
travel. Air travel imposes foreseeable risks on persons on the ground.”® On my proposed
account it therefore requires us to fairly consider the security of these persons’
autonomy conditions. These persons could rightly complain if, for example, someone was
to catapult an unmanned, uncontrollable plane into the air, foreseeing it may strike their
nearby village as it comes down, yet not taking any precautions to warn its inhabitants
about or shield them from the impact. Fairly considering their interests, however, would
plausibly not require fully abstaining from flying any type of aircraft. It seems plausible
to say that the interests of the risk-exposed are respected if, as is the case in modern air
travel, both airplanes and their travel are regulated, meet stringent safety standards, and
aircrafts are only allowed to start and land in designated areas. Such precautions would
seem to adequately balance the interests of the risk-imposing agents with those of the

risk-exposed persons.

Let me now summarise what the discussion so far implies for the scope of climate justice.
| argued that even if we cannot foresee the exact harm our actions will cause because we
are acting in a situation of uncertainty, if we can foresee that we are imposing the risk of
harm on others, then our risk-imposing actions involve presuppositions about the risk-
exposed, more specifically about our respective interests in imposing or being free from
risks and these interests’ relative weight. If our actions impose a risk on others’ conditions
of autonomy, we are imposing a risk on what the risk-exposed need to live as
autonomous agents, thus on fundamental needs secured by justice. Whenever our
actions impose foreseeable risks on others’ — including future others’ — conditions of

autonomy, we ought to respect these persons’ basic entitlements of justice by giving due

25 As well as on persons in the aircraft, but | am assuming these persons are willingly taking
those risks.
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consideration to their interests in the process. This applies to actions related to climate
justice, too. Most activity relevant to climate justice, including continuing on a BAU
trajectory or taking measures to mitigate future climate changes, imposes or minimises
certain risks on future people. In these cases, too, we have an obligation to extend the
basic requirements of justice to the risk-exposed future people, in other words we ought

to include the risk-exposed within the scope of climate justice.

5. Understanding foreseeability

The concept of foreseeability is crucial to my approach to justice under uncertainty. In
this section, | will unpack the concept and flesh out its relevance to my argument. | will
answer two important questions: why is foreseeability relevant to whether a risk gives

rise to duties of justice? And what does it take for a risk to be foreseeable to an agent?

Let me begin by tackling the first question. The notion of foreseeability is necessary
because it allows us to hold the agent at fault for risk-imposing activity despite any
uncertainty about the actions’ effects. On the understanding of duties under uncertainty
| propose in this chapter, that the agent be able to foresee the risks imposed by the
activity under consideration is a necessary condition for justice. | argued that in situations
of uncertainty, duties of justice are grounded on two premises: first, that the action under
consideration be based on presuppositions about the risk-exposed agents and how the
risk may affect their capacities to live autonomous lives; and second, that agents have a

duty to respect others’ entitlements to the conditions of autonomy.

| also argued that what matters morally is not only the outcome of our actions but
whether we adequately respect the risk-exposed others as we perform our activities. This

includes giving due consideration to their interests in the conditions of autonomy
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whenever we perform actions that are based on an underlying weighing of our respective
interests. Only if we can foresee the risks imposed by our actions can we be responsible
for how our actions may affect the risk-exposed and be required to respect their agency
as we engage in these activities. Foreseeability allows us to establish whether we can be

held at fault for, and thus under a duty of justice with regards to the risk-imposing action.

Consider, first, the following scenario:

PEANUTS. Lena prepared a cake for a bake sale to be held at her university.
Although she knows that a number of students and staff are allergic to peanuts,
she decided to add peanuts to her cake. She could easily have swapped them for
almonds but chose not to, nor did she inform customers that the cake contains

peanuts.

Clearly, Lena is at fault for imposing the risk of an allergic reaction on staff and students
as well as for any actually resulting harm. It was clearly foreseeable to her that she was
imposing this risk on others and she could easily and at no excessive cost to herself have
eliminated the risk. That she nevertheless chose to impose the risk on others implies that

she is at fault for the risk-imposition.

Let’s now modify the scenario to investigate what exactly is doing the work in grounding

Lena’s fault for the risk-imposition. Consider a second scenario:

FLOUR. Some staff and students have developed a rare but severe allergy to the
type of flour used in Lena’s cake. This is a very rare allergy known only to a few
medical researchers and which even the sufferers are unaware of. Lena sells her

cake without informing her customers of the flour it contains.

By selling her cake without an appropriate notice, Lena is imposing a risk of harm on her
customers. Yet in this case, it is less clear that she can be held at fault for doing so. It is

unreasonable to expect Lena to be aware of a medical condition this rare, nor could she
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have gained any knowledge of it by asking staff and students for known allergies prior to
baking, as they themselves are unaware of living with this allergy. Because she could not
possibly have foreseen the risk-imposition, she cannot plausibly be held at fault for either

the risk-imposition or any actually occurring harm.

Flour suggests we may not hold an agent at fault for a risk-imposition she could not have
foreseen (and therefore could not have avoided or minimised, either). Imagine, however,

a slightly modified version of this thought experiment:

M-FLOUR. Lena was told about the allergy and its prevalence at her university
and was therefore aware of the risk that using this type of flour would impose on
others. Yet while baking she grabbed the first flour packet from her cupboard,
quickly skimmed over the ingredient list and failed to realise she was about to use

the very type of flour she had been asked to avoid.

By selling her cake, Lena is imposing a risk on others that she does not foresee at the
moment of acting, yet in this case it is far from clear that she cannot be held at fault for
the risk-imposition. In fact, it seems she can and should be held at fault for imposing a
significant risk on others, for she really should have known which type of flour she was
baking with. In other words, Lena should have foreseen the risk. The requirement for
foreseeability has to be controlled for negligence: under all plausible definitions of
reasonableness, it can reasonably be expected of Lena that she know which ingredients
went into her cake — provided all were correctly labelled and Lena able to read —
especially given that she was aware of the allergy and its severity. In this case, obtaining
the information about the possible consequences of her actions would not have been too
onerous, either. M-flour suggests that, if the agent’s failure to foresee a risk she imposes
on others is due to the agent’s own negligence, she can nevertheless be held at fault for

the risk-imposition through her actions.
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The examples so far suggest that in order for an agent to be at fault for a risk-imposition,
it must be reasonable for her to foresee the possible effects of her actions. A final
example can show whether foreseeability suffices to establish the agent’s fault in the

risk-imposition.

TRIPPING. Lena knows about the flour allergy. She plans to use an alternative
flour, yet as she is getting ready to bake and moves to place a packet of the
dangerous flour back in the cupboard she trips over, through no fault of her own,
spilling some flour onto a colleague who happens to be standing nearby. He
immediately develops a severe allergic reaction to it and has to be rushed to

hospital.

Here, it is not clear that Lena is at fault for the risk imposed on her colleague by her
spilling the flour. While we can say that her actions imposed a risk on and harmed her
colleague, this alone is not enough to establish that Lena has violated her duty to respect
his autonomy conditions. Although she foresees the risk-imposition, she cannot control
it. The fact that she cannot control the risk — that is, reduce or remove it — seems to make
a relevant difference to whether she can be held at fault and subject to judgments of
justice for imposing it on him or for it eventuating. Because uncontrollable actions are
not an appropriate representation of the agent’s agency, we cannot use them and the
underlying presuppositions to determine what justice requires of that agent. Thus, if an
agent cannot control her actions, she cannot be subject to judgments of justice for their
effects on others. This indicates that narrow foreseeability alone does not establish
whether an agent can be held at fault for a risk-imposition, but that it must be

complemented by the requirement that the agent be able to control her actions.

The discussion so far suggests that agents can be subject to judgments of justice for their

actions if they know, or should have known, about the possible effects of their actions;
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and if they are (or were at a previous point in time) able to control their actions.?® To
meet these requirements, the wider concept of foreseeability | propose in this chapter
includes a narrower foreseeability condition and a control condition. In response the
second question | posed at the start of this section, we can now say that foreseeability is

defined as follows.

FORESEEABILITY:

a) The risk-imposing agent knows, or can reasonably be expected to know
that her actions are interfering in a risk in ways that increase its

magnitude;

b) The agent has or can reasonably be expected to have the knowledge and

ability to disrupt this interference.

This definition is applicable to situations of uncertainty. Even if we cannot assign exact
probabilities to the consequences of our actions, if we know that our actions are such
that they amplify a risk then we know, first, that we are imposing a risk on others; and,
second, if we know the recurrence of the risk-imposing actions, we are able to get a sense

of the likely magnitude of the risk.

Itis important to emphasise that this notion of foreseeability does not excuse negligence.
An agent acts negligently if she is not aware of the possible harmful consequences of her
actions when she could and should have been (Ekeli 2004: 424-425). To avoid acting
negligently, the agent must make reasonable efforts to obtain information about the
possible consequences of her actions, whether her actions are likely to impose risks on
others, and if so, how she could reduce or avoid these risks. How to define reasonable

efforts is a controversial but clearly very important question which a substantive theory

26 | take much of this definition from Valentini’s (2013) understanding of justice, which she links
to the involvement of the agent’s moral agency through a foreseeability and control condition.
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of justice, including climate justice, will have to answer. For the purpose of scope-setting,

it can be momentarily set aside.

Nevertheless, a few comments on how the notion of reasonable efforts relates to the
rest of the proposed approach are in order. Because the understanding of justice
defended in this thesis centres on the protection of people’s conditions of autonomy, so
will the concept of reasonable efforts. In turn, what reasonableness requires will largely
depend on the account of autonomy one supports. For one, whether an effort counts as
reasonable should be determined in reference to and proportionally to the costs it
imposes on the agent’s conditions of autonomy. For another, the conditions of autonomy
mark an upper boundary of what can possibly be demanded of an agent, so that agents
can only be required to seek out information about their action’s effects as long as the

costs of doing so do not endanger their autonomy conditions.

As | am not working with any specific account of autonomy, | also do not have access to
a full account of reasonableness. Nevertheless, the relation between reasonableness and
autonomy just fleshed out allows us to draw some approximate comparisons between
risks. We have, for example, been able to acquire information about the impacts of
anthropogenic emissions on the climate and possible mitigation and adaptation
measures relatively easily, and without imposing excessive costs on present generations.
We have less information on the risk of asteroid impact, especially in terms of causation
and whether our actions are in any way interacting with the risk. Compared to climate
research, investigating strategies to avoid possible asteroid impacts, how likely these are
to function correctly, and whether, if they do, deploying them will actually lower the risk
of impact would plausibly be much more costly. Similarly, the efforts required of Lena to
inform herself about an obscure allergy are significantly greater than the cost to her of

carefully reading through a list of ingredients.
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When applying the notion of reasonableness as a decision-making tool it is important to
keep in mind that — because of its connection to the conditions of autonomy — its
requirements will be agent-relative. That is, it is going to require different efforts
depending on the agent in question, that agents’ capacities, and the costs to that agent
of acquiring the relevant information. With regards to climate justice, for instance, a
layperson without a degree in the natural sciences cannot reasonably be expected to
understand future climate changes to the same degree as a specialised government body

or a research institution.?’

In this thesis | am only concerned with the duties of organised collective agents with
regards to climate justice, which simplifies the task of approximating a notion of
reasonableness that we can work with. We only need to get a grasp of what can
reasonably be expected of larger organisations, companies and public bodies, which are
either themselves authorities on climate change, include departments specialised on the
topic, or have the resources to gain access to the most current climate science. We can,
at the very least, reasonably expect these agents to be aware of the latest scientific
research on climate change and its risks as well as to understand scientists’ main

conclusions and predictions.

With these clarifications in mind, we can now return to our definition of foreseeability.
Condition a of our definition, with addition of the requirements to make reasonable
efforts and not act negligently, establishes whether it is foreseeable to the agent that her
actions are imposing a risk on others. Yet even if the risk is foreseeable, we cannot hold

the agent at fault for a risk-imposition if she was at no point able to control her actions

27 For an in-depth discussion of the extent to which a layperson can be expected to understand
and assess scientific testimony see Anderson 2011. In addition, there are ways in which
individuals can be prevented from understanding or accessing the relevant information which
are themselves injustices. For an in-depth treatment of these epistemic injustices see Fricker
2007; for a view on how social practices and institutions can impede the formation of true
beliefs see Buchanan 2002.
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and thus unable to refrain from or limit the risk-imposition. If, for example, Anne suffers
from uncontrollable muscle spasms that are causing her to hit Bill, she cannot be subject
to judgments of justice for the harm she is inflicting on him. The definition of control
must thereby also include the agent’s past ability to exert control over her actions. This
is so that agents cannot use past, but freely entered into commitments to excuse present
wrongdoing. If, for example, Anne had freely and under no threat to her own autonomy
conditions taken a pill she knew would cause uncontrollable muscle spasms and make it
more likely she would hit Bill, it seems she can at least partly be held at fault for hitting

him, even if the hitting itself was not under her control.?®

Condition b of foreseeability thus builds on condition a, establishing whether the agent
has the necessary level of control over what she can foresee are risky activities. If the
agent is unable to control her actions, she may not be subject to judgments of justice for
the risks they impose on others. That is, the presuppositions on which her actions are
based cannot be used to determine whether or not the agent acquires obligations of

justice.

As a final point, it is worth noting that this notion of foreseeability may positively affect
the presence of ignorance and ‘unknown unknowns’ that still mar our ability to predict
future climate changes. Because it imposes an obligation on agents, including agents with
significant capacities for research, to make reasonable efforts to understand the possible
consequences of their actions, this concept of foreseeability can promote further
research into the effects our actions have on the climate. Insofar as it does, it can help
improve our general understanding of climate change and may contribute, if only to a

small degree, to eliminating some amount of ignorance about its future impacts.

28 This example expands on a similar example in Valentini 2013.
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6. Consequentialism revisited

The concept of foreseeability proposed in this chapter enables an account of scope to
differentiate between those risks that give rise to duties of justice and those that do not.
One of the objections | raised against the actual universal consequentialist account of
scope is that it fails at making precisely this distinction, in other words that it is
overinclusive. Given what | have just argued, one obvious response to my objection
would be to amend the consequentialist account to include a condition of foreseeability.
In this section | will argue, first, that while this would solve the problem of
overinclusiveness the account would then cease to be a consequentialist account; and,
second, that even if one were to make this amendment, the account would still face a

problem of underinclusiveness.

Amending the consequentialist account to include the criterion of foreseeability would
allow it to distinguish between what | argued are justice-relevant and justice-irrelevant
risks. Rather than viewing all risks as possible sources of duties of justice, on the amended
consequentialist account one would only consider those actions as giving rise to duties
of justice that meet the conditions of foreseeability. That is, one would only consider
actions the agent knows are interfering with a risk in ways that increase its magnitude
and from which the agent can fully or partially abstain. This modification allows the
consequentialist account to draw what | argued is a crucial distinction between the
asteroid doomsday and WAIS risks. In Section 1, | suggested that, contrary to WAIS, in
asteroid doomsday we have no evidence showing that we are acting in ways that increase
the risk of impact, and that we are therefore unable to get even a sense of the magnitude
of risk and whether our precautions would decrease it. With regards to justice, | take this

to mean that it would not be reasonable to hold any set of people to be subject to
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obligations of justice to reduce this risk. By incorporating the notion of foreseeability, the
consequentialist account would fall in line with this intuition and only consider WAIS as

possibly giving rise to duties of justice.

The amended account seems, however, to amount to an abandonment of
consequentialism. Recall that, on the consequentialist theory under consideration,
“moral rightness depends on the consequences for all people or sentient beings”
(Sinnott-Armstrong 2019). Adopting the suggested condition of foreseeability introduces
limiting factors other than an action’s consequences as a way to determine an agent’s
obligations, thus departing from the sole pursuit of impartially-considered good effects.
While this change in character can be argued to call into question the overall coherence
of the consequentialist theory, it need not be a reason to abandon the account

altogether, though the new approach may demand accurate justification.

Yet still, if one agrees with what | have previously argued in this chapter, even the
modified consequentialist account remains underinclusive with regards to what it takes
to be morally relevant. Including a condition of foreseeability improves the account by
limiting the risks it considers to only those that are foreseeable, yet the moral rightness
of these actions, and hence whether and why they do in fact give rise to obligations,
continues to be determined solely by their consequences on sentient beings. This is
problematic in situations of uncertainty, as our extreme cluelessness about the
consequences of our actions is going to severely limit our ability to morally evaluate our
actions. It is even more concerning if one agrees that there may be additional factors,
beyond an action’s consequences, that are relevant to its moral evaluation under
conditions of uncertainty. Unless one firmly believes that only the consequences of our
actions matter, it is plausible, as | have argued, that it be the presuppositions on which
our actions are based which determine whether or not our actions give rise to obligations

of justice. Insofar as one agrees that the character of our actions is in this way relevant
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to their moral evaluation, the consequentialist account can be charged with being

normatively inaccurate for its failure to consider it.

This is problematic in itself if one takes seriously the charge of normative inaccuracy. At
the same time, a failure to consider the character of our actions can be cause of concern
when it comes to the substance of our obligations. An account that takes only the
consequences of our actions as the source of obligations is likely, for example, to
overlook the different sets of persons about whom we make presuppositions and who
are variously affected by our actions, while instead working to maximise the overall
impartial good brought about by our actions. This speaks to familiar and fundamental
differences between consequentialist and deontological theories, the details of which go
beyond the scope of this thesis. | only note that the charges of underinclusiveness and
normative inaccuracy are relevant to the question of scope but have important

ramifications beyond that, too.

In contrast to the consequentialist account, the approach | proposed in this chapter can
be both action-guiding and normatively accurate in situations of uncertainty. By pointing
out a morally relevant difference between foreseeable and unforeseeable risks, it
provides agents with practical guidance on which category of risks to focus on in
situations of multiple uncertainties.?® And because it extends beyond the consequences
of our actions to also consider their character, it fares better than the consequentialist
account in identifying the morally relevant features of risk-taking in situations of

uncertainty. It is therefore better suited to meet the intergenerational climate challenge.

29 Of course, clashes can still arise between risks that fall into the same category of foreseeable
risks, that is, situations can arise in which, due to the scarcity of resources, not all duties of
justice can be equally met. When moving beyond questions of scope, a full theory of climate
justice would have to specify additional principles or decision-making procedures to deal with
such cases.
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7. Conclusion

In this chapter, | introduced the first criterion for a successful account of the scope of
climate justice. | argued that, in order to successfully meet the climate challenge, an
account of the scope of climate justice must be able to deal with the uncertainties of our

climate predictions.

| outlined the types of risks and uncertainties we face when predicting future climate
changes, arguing that the situation is best characterised as one of uncertainty rather than
pure risk. This is because, in most cases, we are unable to assign a sufficiently accurate

probability to possible future outcomes.

| then argued that, given our level of uncertainty, a universal consequentialist account of
scope is inadequate as an account of the scope of climate justice. Because it only focuses
on the consequences of our actions and only sees people as bearers of utility, it can be
criticised for being both overinclusive and underinclusive. On the one hand, it is
overinclusive because it cannot, without further qualifications, differentiate between
types of risks that intuitively call for a different moral response. It therefore fails to be
action-guiding in situations of multiple uncertainties. On the other hand, it is
underinclusive because it fails to take account of the character of our actions, even
though, as | also argued, this is morally relevant to an account of intergenerational

justice. As an account it therefore fails to be normatively accurate.

| argued that an account of the scope of justice can respond more successfully to
uncertainty if it takes our actions, especially the presuppositions about others on which
they are based, as the subject of moral evaluation and grounds of our duties of justice.

On the one hand, this alternative approach achieves more action-guiding results by
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differentiating between categories of risks based on a specific notion of foreseeability,
which uses a narrow condition of foreseeability and a control condition to determine
whether an agent can be subject to obligations of justice with regards to her actions. On
the other hand, this way of thinking about the scope of justice is normatively more
accurate than its consequentialist counterpart as it captures the moral relevance of our
presuppositions, as well as the importance of respecting other agents and their

autonomy conditions as we act.

In the next chapter, | will defend the second criterion that an account of scope the scope
of climate justice must meet, C2, arguing that an account of scope must be able to

respond to climate change as a complex problem of justice.
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Chapter Ill: Climate Change as a Complex Problem of Justice

1. The problem of complexity

Although climate change also confronts us with individually tough challenges — such as
the problem of uncertainty — it is their combination which makes it a particularly complex
moral problem. The complexity created by the convergence of these individual issues is
an additional hurdle that our moral theories must be able to deal with. Most importantly
for this investigation, the complexity of climate change also challenges the ability of our
moral theories to set the scope of climate justice. In this chapter | am going to argue that,
as a second criterion, an account of the scope of climate justice must be able to respond
to climate change as a complex problem of justice. An account of scope must meet the

following criterion C2:

DEALING WITH COMPLEXITY. An account of the scope of climate justice must be

able to respond to climate change as a complex problem of justice.

It has often been argued that our current moral theories are unable to deal with large-
scale environmental problems. Two theorists in particular — Dale Jamieson and Stephen
Gardiner — have pressed this concern with regards to climate change. Despite their
similarities, their accounts single out diverging causes for our theories’ inability to
adequately respond to the climate problem. A brief look at their arguments will help
clarify the impacts complexity has on climate justice and what it may take to overcome

it.

Jamieson lays out the somewhat more dire account, arguing that the root of the problem
lies in our lack of appropriate values and concepts suited for dealing with climate change

(Jamieson 1992; 2010; 2013; 2014). He argues that climate change poses a uniquely

77



L. E. Luzzatto Climate justice: the intergenerational challenge

complex challenge, for it combines individual issues in a way that exhibits some marks of
a paradigmatic moral problem, but not others. These issues include the spatial and
temporal reach of climate change, its systemic nature, the complexity of the climate
system, and the fact that climate change is world-constituting, that is, that it will
repopulate the world by affecting who will be born (Jamieson 2014). However, because
our current values and moral concepts evolved in low-population, low-technology
societies, Jamieson argues they are unable to deal with global, intergenerational

problems like this one (Jamieson 1992; 2014).

The problem for climate justice, in Jamieson’s view, is that our lack of appropriate
concepts limits our ability to apportion responsibility for climate change, and thus to
assign corresponding duties, on two fronts. On the one hand, we cannot easily apply
existing concepts of individual responsibility to the problem. These concepts evolved to
work best with a paradigmatic notion of harm and presuppose harms and causes that are
individual, readily identifiable, and local in space and time (Jamieson 1992: 148). They
allow us to clearly apportion responsibility whenever one individual intentionally harms
another, both the individuals and the harm are clearly identifiable, and all are closely
related in time and space — if, for example, | was to steal your bike (Jamieson 2013: 39-
40). Unfortunately, they do not work as well when applied to large-scale, long-term and
diffuse moral problems like climate change. Contrary to paradigmatic cases of
responsibility, climate harms are presumably unintentional, neither the harms nor the

responsible agents are clearly identifiable, and both are dispersed across time and space.

On the other hand, Jamieson identifies a second, parallel problem in that climate change
also strongly deviates from traditional, statist models of global justice. That is, we cannot
clearly apportion national responsibility as we would, for instance, in cases of military
aggression. Unlike military invasions, climate harms are a by-product of our actions

rather than an intentional infliction of damages, and their impacts and contributions are
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diffuse rather than focused on one state. Although Jamieson does agree that climate
change raises questions of global justice, he thinks the extent to which we can use
existing concepts to hold states politically responsible is extremely limited. Instead,
rather than in terms of states, it seems more appropriate to frame climate change in
terms of major contributors and vulnerable individuals spread across the globe (Jamieson

2010; 2014: 8).

Jamieson believes that we need a radical solution to solve this problem of fit between
our morality and the issue we are facing. We will not be able to repurpose our existing
values and moral concepts to successfully apportion responsibility for climate change, he
says, but ought instead to formulate and implement new values, moral understandings,
and concepts of responsibility. That is, we ought to reformulate our framework of
morality to be more in line with the complex new challenges posed by a globalised and
technologically advanced world. New values, so Jamieson, will better reflect the
interconnectedness of our societies and more adequately match the scale and

complexity of the problem of climate change (Jamieson 1992; 2010; 2014).

Jamieson’s arguments draw on a broader tradition of environmental thinking which
underlines the imperfect fit between our moral theories and complex, large-scale
environmental problems more generally. The Deep Ecology movement began raising
concerns about our inability to respond to global environmental issues in the 1970s.
According to Arne Naess, one of the founders of the movement, the root of the problem
was that citizens were not living up to their capacities for identifying with the natural
world. He believed this failure had to be addressed by a change within morality, and he
sought to shift individual behaviour and policies through new philosophies emphasising
the place of humans within the natural world (“ecologically inspired total views”) (Glasser

2011; Naess 1973).
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Naess was not the only one pushing for change, with others like Ornstein and Ehrlich
arguing that the disconnect between the natural world and unsustainable human
behaviours could be solved by developing new capacities for perception and judgement
(Ornstein and Ehlich 1989, as cited in Glasser 2011). Similarly, some years earlier Lynn
White had argued for the need to replace anachronistic, anthropocentric values with
non-anthropocentric, life-affirming axioms (White 1967, as cited in Glasser 2011). These
earlier arguments are very close to Jamieson’s contention that the complexity problem
of large-scale environmental concerns is best solved by moving to new, less
anthropocentric moral values and concepts. More importantly, the work of these earlier
theorists shows that the problem of theoretical inadequacy for dealing with complexity

is an enduring and deep-seated one within environmental philosophy.

While Gardiner picks up on the issue of complexity, too, he offers a more moderate view
of the challenge and a more optimistic take on our ability to rescue existing norms and
concepts. Recall that as part of his perfect storm analogy, introduced in Chapter |,
Gardiner identifies our current lack of theories able to deal with a problem as complex as
climate change as what is causing the theoretical storm.3° But he does not call for equally
sweeping changes to our morality in order to solve the issue. Instead, he hypothesises
that the reason we are failing to adequately act on climate change is not an outright lack
of moral concepts, but merely an inability to access the relevant norms of climate ethics

(Gardiner 2011a; 2011b).

Like Jamieson, Gardiner explains this lack of access in reference to our moral and political
theories, which he, too, believes are inadequate for dealing with the complexity of
climate change. Yet rather than beyond repair, he believes they are merely

underdeveloped in areas that are especially relevant to a moral response to climate

30 See Chapter |, page 15.
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change —such as intergenerational ethics, international justice, and scientific uncertainty.
Because we lack access to moral norms that can guide our behaviour in these crucial
areas, we are unable to adequately respond to, for example, the global or temporal
dimension of climate change. This inability, in turn, is what causes the global and

intergenerational storms.

In what ways, then, does the inadequacy of our moral theories limit our ability to act
justly in a changing climate? Gardiner identifies two main impacts. On the one hand, he
argues that the absence of easily identifiable norms makes us vulnerable to the kind of
moral corruption discussed in Chapter I. That is, it makes us more likely to fill the void by
distorting the norms we do have in ways that support our own preferences over
competing interests — for example those of future generations. On the other hand, he
believes that we cannot — at least not easily — draw on our existing theoretical repertoire
to solve the distinct problems of climate change. Consider, for example, the difference
between standard intragenerational collective action problems and the
intergenerational collective action problem (IGP) which is at the centre of climate change.
In intragenerational cases, parties can interact with each other and encourage
cooperation by appealing to reciprocal advantages. And because all parties stand to
benefit from cooperation, it is collectively rational for them to cooperate with each other.
IGPs, on the other hand, where parties are non-overlapping generations who cannot
interact with one another, seem much more difficult to resolve by drawing on familiar
moral theories. Traditional understandings of reciprocity and cooperation, for example,
do not provide for the possibility of cooperation between parties who never exist at the
same time. Because earlier generations cannot be benefitted by later ones, it will never
be collectively rational for the first generation to cooperate with its successors. The IGP
exemplifies how the inadequacy of our theories inhibits our ability to act morally.

According to Gardiner, our accounts of intergenerational justice are simply not robust
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enough to resolve it, and, because of a lack in moral guidance, when its turn comes each
generation is tempted to pursue its self-interest and engage in morally reprehensible

behaviours like intergenerational buck-passing (Gardiner 2003; 2011b: Chapters 5 and 6).

Jamieson’s and Gardiner’s arguments in particular underscore the broader importance
of my proposed criterion — that is, of finding a way to respond to the complexity of
climate change when thinking of climate justice — while also helping us understand the
impact complexity has on a theory of climate justice. They emphasise the limitations
which the complexity of climate change imposes on our ability to rely on current moral
theories to guide action in the climate emergency. The solutions they propose, however,
differ significantly from one another. Whether we will need to develop our theories in
relevant areas or formulate new moral concepts altogether is going to make a
considerable difference to the account of climate justice, or, in our case, of the scope of
climate justice, we ultimately formulate. One of the aims of this chapter will be to show,
contra Jamieson, that we do not need to devise new moral concepts but can formulate a

successful account of scope by developing and repurposing existing values and ideas.

It is just as important for an account of scope as it is for a full theory of climate justice to
be able to deal with the complexity of climate change. By challenging our ability to
determine what climate justice requires of us, the complex nature of climate change also
makes it more difficult for us to determine who does and does not fall within the scope
of climate justice. In particular, it challenges our ability to determine whether and why
we have duties of climate justice to future people. To see why this is so, we need to
unpack what exactly the complexity of climate change consists in. As Jamieson suggests,
the problem lies in the convergence of a number of individually tough problems

(Jamieson 2014). In light of a fast-changing climate we now face potentially very severe
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or even catastrophic future outcomes (severity),** but are still uncertain about whether
and when these outcomes will occur and how extensive they will be (uncertainty); like its
causes, the impacts of climate change are dispersed across space and time, which means
people across the globe from now until the very remote future are going to be affected
(dispersion of causes and effects); at the same time, there are significant differences in
agents’ contributions and vulnerability to climate change (asymmetric vulnerabilities);
finally, due to its sheer scale, climate change and the socio-economic changes it will lead

to are likely to significantly reshape our societies by affecting who will be born (scale).

Many of our most common moral theories struggle to provide an account of the scope
of climate justice that is able to deal with this distinctive set of problems and their
convergence. In Chapter Il, | argued that these difficulties are particularly apparent when
looking at the consequentialist account of scope, especially with regards to the
uncertainty about the future impacts of climate change. Above, | discussed Jamieson’s
suggestion that the dispersion of the causes and effects of climate change across time
and space makes it, though not impossible, at least very challenging to apportion
responsibility for climate harms and consequently to assign the corresponding duties.
Similarly, theories of justice that ground duties on cooperation and reciprocity between
persons face significant hurdles in the intergenerational setting (see Gardiner 2003;

2009; Page 2006: Chapter 5).

Lacking an account of the scope of climate justice that can deal with its complex nature
may make us vulnerable to the challenges identified by Gardiner as part of his theoretical
storm narrative. That is, not being able to access a robust account of scope may on the
one hand tempt us to assume we have no obligations of climate justice to future people.

On the other hand, if Gardiner is right to also worry about moral corruption, the lack of

31 For some examples see Hartzell-Nichols 2017, Mann 2017, Oppenheimer et al. 2014 and
Shankman 2019.
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clear norms may in turn lead us to overemphasise factors that justify limiting the scope
of our obligations in time, such as uncertainty about the future impacts of our actions or

the difficulty in identifying and quantifying the harm they cause.

In order to meet the intergenerational challenge, it is therefore crucial that an account
of scope be able to provide robust guidance in the face of not just the multiple challenges
of climate change, but also its overall complexity. In other words, it must meet criterion
C2 and be able to respond to climate change as a complex problem of justice. The
remainder of this chapter will focus on how we may be able to build an account of scope
that meets this requirement. In Section 2, | will argue that in order to construct such an
account we ought to open up our theories to greater pluralism and diverse methods. |
will implement this suggestion in Section 3, suggesting that we extend the approach to
justice under uncertainty proposed in Chapter Il into a full account of scope, and arguing
that the resulting action-centred account would allow us to successfully overcome the
climate challenge. In Section 4, | will summarise the ways in which the proposed approach

addresses the key issues identified in this Chapter. Section 5 concludes.

2. The road to a solution?

In order to formulate a successful account of scope, we have to take seriously the
concerns voiced by Jamieson and Gardiner. Because this thesis focuses on the scope of
climate justice, | will only address their arguments as they apply to the question of scope.
| will not discuss whether our morality, as a whole, needs to be developed in relevant
areas to meet the climate challenge, as suggested by Gardiner; or whether, as suggested
by Jamieson, we need to devise new moral values and concepts to fill in the substance of

climate justice.
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| will address Gardiner’s claim first. There are two reasons why | consider his arguments
prior to Jamieson’s. The first reason is that responding to Gardiner’s interpretation of the
problem is less revisionary of our morality. Recall that Gardiner suggests we can solve the
struggle of climate justice with complexity by developing our moral theories in the
relevant areas, allowing us to access the necessary moral norms. Adapting the values and
norms we already have in ways that meet the climate challenge is not only a more
straightforward task than devising and justifying a new set of moral values, it also
requires less changes to the moral framework we are familiar with. Although it may
require us to extend it, developing our moral theories will not require us to abandon the
understanding of morality to which we have grown accustomed. It makes sense to test
whether this strategy can be successful before embarking on the larger task of revising

our entire moral frame of reference.

The second reason is that, if we can show that the values and norms we already subscribe
to also apply to future generations in complex situations, the arguments we can make in
favour of doing so will be stronger than arguments asking people to adopt a new
understanding of morality. If we take the less revisionary route, we only need to call on
people that are already committed to these values, and who readily apply them to other
areas of life, to extend them to cover climate change and future generations. This places
a lighter burden on them than adopting new values. In addition to being the theoretically
preferred solution, this may in turn increase people’s motivation to act on these

principles.?

32 For a discussion of the difference between revising our moral principles, extending them to
embrace new commitments, and showing that a matter falls under a principle we are already
committed to, see Jamieson 2014: 169-170. As outlined above and contrary to what | suggest,
Jamieson argues that our principles cannot be extended to cover climate change, but that we
must develop new moral understandings to do so.
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How, then, do we assess whether our values and norms can be developed and extended
in the necessary ways, that is, in ways that explain whether and why we owe duties of
climate justice to future people? A promising strategy, proposed by Edward Page, is to
approach and combine familiar norms through new and diverse methods. As part of his
“tentative proposal for greater pluralism”, Page argues that theorists like Jamieson have
underestimated the potential for using our existing values to moralise climate changing
behaviour. He suggests we may in fact be able to do so by “bringing together values that
already command widespread allegiance but which are usually viewed as being
incompatible”. The core of his argument is that, as we try to adapt our philosophy to the
demands of climate justice, our theories stand to benefit from greater pluralism; and that
what we need in order to meet the challenges of climate change are not new values, but

new methods to use the values we have more creatively (Page 2006: 166-167).

Page’s suggestion requires greater examination, for he does not fully explain what the
use of new methods and a commitment to greater pluralism may entail. Partly for this
reason, it is an interesting and promising starting point for my analysis. In what follows,
as | attempt to develop a successful account of the scope of climate justice, | will build on
his suggestion to approach and combine familiar values by using diverse and new — at
least to the field of climate justice — methods. For the sake of my investigation, |
understand the appeal to greater pluralism as an encouragement to use one or more
methods to combine diverse moral values as well as elements of different approaches to
justice, in ways that are better suited to respond to the climate challenge than traditional
concepts of justice. In the following section, | will apply this approach to the problem of

complexity.
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3. An action-centred solution

a. Justice, uncertainty and complexity
In Chapter Il, | argued that an action-centred methodology that takes actions as the
subject of moral evaluation and which grounds our obligations of justice on the character
of our actions — most importantly the presuppositions on which our actions are based —
can successfully respond to the problems posed by uncertainty in an action-guiding and
normatively accurate manner. This approach allows us, for instance, to clearly establish
duties of justice to future people even when we cannot predict the exact impacts of our
actions or assign probabilities to their possible effects. It also does two more things that
are relevant to our discussion of pluralism as a response to the complexity challenge: on
the one hand, it emphasises the existing values of autonomy and respect for agents; on
the other hand, it combines these values with an action-centred, practical methodology.
To my knowledge, this method — which involves viewing the question of scope as best
answered in response to a specific, practical problem, and by assessing the actions and
underlying presuppositions that constitute that problem (O’Neill 1996) — has not been

applied to intergenerational climate justice before.

Extending this approach to justice under uncertainty and formalising it into a full account
of scope seems promising in response to the complexity challenge and, if successful, will
allow us to respond to it without, as Jamieson argues, having to develop new values and
moral concepts. What, then, does it take to extent the sketched approach into a full
account of scope? In the remainder of this section, | am going to argue for three things.
First, | will show that we engage in a number of actions which are based on
presuppositions about future people — intergenerational actions — including actions on
foreseeable risks, but also many others. Some of these actions require the contribution

of future people in order to be completed successfully, which | will suggest grounds an
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element of intergenerational cooperation. Second, | will formalise the requirement to
recognise as agents those others on which our actions are based by defending a
coherence requirement. Finally, | will formalise the requirement to respect each agent
and their conditions of autonomy by introducing a normative requirement. In this chapter
| am only going to formulate an initial version of the account, with a focus on its ability
to overcome the complexity challenge. In Chapter V, | will then revisit the account to
assess how it meets our three criteria for a successful account of scope, clarify three

issues left unresolved by the preliminary account, and propose a final amended version.

b. Sketching an action-centred account

i. Collective agents, intentions and assumptions
Recall that, throughout this thesis, | focus on collective agents. More specifically, | am
concerned with those large-scale, organised collectives that are relevant to climate
justice. These are all organised collectives engaged in actions relevant to climate justice,
that is, in actions that directly affect the extent to which we are able to mitigate, adapt,
or otherwise respond to anthropogenic climate change. These actions include both
actions and omissions consciously performed and intended by the agents, including
attitudes, policies and practices. | understand this set of collectives to include, but not
necessarily be limited to nation-states, subnational governments, international
organisations, as well as private corporations, research institutions, civil society and

nongovernmental organisations (NGOs).

As the backdrop to my arguments, | assume what | will call an agential theory of collective

responsibility (see Fleming 2017).3® According to the agential account, states and other

33| do not have space to defend this account here. For more on collective intentionality see
Jankovic and Ludwig (2017).
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collectives that meet a set of specified criteria are agents in all morally relevant respects,
over and above the individual agents who constitute the collective. As such, these
collectives are capable of forming intentions to engage in specific actions, which are not
reducible to the sum of its members’ intentions. Some proponents of this type of view
are Peter French (1979), Onora O’Neill (1986; 2016), Robert Goodin (1995), Christopher

Kutz (2000) and Toni Erskine (2001).3*

Not all groups, however, are organised collectives in the sense relevant to my arguments.
Erskine (2014) summarises five conditions for a group to count as a collective moral

agent. It must have

i. A corporate identity, that is, an identity which is more than the identities of its

members;

ii. A decision-making structure through which it can decide on actions that differ

from all or some of its members’ positions;

iii. Mechanisms that can put its decisions into action;

iv.  Anidentity which persists over time; and

v.  An internal conception of itself as a unit, that is, the group cannot be only

externally defined.®

34 There are important variations between the details of these theorists’ views. They have in
common the belief that collective intentions are not reducible to individual intentions, which is
all I need to extrapolate for the purpose of my argument.

35 Similar, but more minimal conditions are identified by French (1984), who defines collective
moral agents as collectives with corporate identities independent of membership and corporate
internal decision structures. Kutz argues, along similar lines, that collective intentions are
attributable to groups if group membership is intentional, there is a collective decision rule in
place, as well as sufficient overlap between the participatory intentions of its members (Kutz
2000: 108). Similar conditions are also proposed by O’Neill, who identifies nation-states as an
example of collective agents insofar as they “have structures which provide methods of
integrating a large range of information in rational ways and enacting national policies, while
maintaining some national independence from other agents ... and forces” (O’Neill 1986: 62).
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Groups that meet these conditions are, for example, most functioning democratic states,
private corporations, international and intergovernmental organisations, and many civil
society groups. According to the agential view, these groups are moral agents capable of
exercising agency, assuming moral responsibilities, and forming a ‘collective will’

(Valentini 2011: 133) as well as corporate intentions (French 1984).

Because of their corporate organisational structure and decision-making mechanisms,
these agents, like individuals, “bring cognitive and decision-making capacities and
capabilities to bear on choices that initiate action and affect what happens” (O’Neill 2016:
167). They may come to have reasons for action, or intentions, which differ from the

reasons of its individual members (French 1979: 214; Kutz 2000: 97-103).

Because my focus lies on collective agents, | am only going to consider the intentions that
are attributable to collective agents in such an institutionally embedded context and not
the underlying individual intentions. Duties of climate justice that follow from my account
of scope will consequently be attributable to these collective agents. A full account of
climate justice will have to answer a separate set of questions on whether, and if so how,
these duties ought to be distributed among individual members, whether individuals
incur additional duties of climate justice, and if so what the scope of these duties is.
Though important, these questions are outside the scope of this thesis and | will set them

aside for the time being.

ii. Discerning the presuppositions behind organised collective
actions

As a second and final clarification before | lay out my arguments, let me explain how we
may be able to discern the presuppositions behind collective actions. Recall that these

presuppositions are not part of the agent’s consciousness, but rather a feature of activity
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and part of the character of our actions. The presuppositions of activity | am interested
in are those about the capabilities and vulnerabilities of others who may be affected by
the action. In the same way as they can be attributed to individual actions, such
presuppositions are also involved in the other-affecting action of collective agents.
Consider, for example, the practice of public debt. A state taking on public debt is based
on the presupposition that there are going to be future generations of citizens to repay
it. The fact that states are able to, and do, take on long-term debt is partly explained by
this presupposition about future people. In turn, this presupposition shapes the action,
for example by allowing for a longer time frame for debt restitution. Without the
presupposition that there are going to be future citizens, time frames for repayment
would plausibly be much more limited in time. Similarly, actions of corporations are often
based on presuppositions about their employees or distant agents. The act of
guaranteeing employee benefits and vacation days, for instance, presupposes that
employees are agents who stand to be affected by the corporation’s actions, who may
leave if they perceive themselves to be treated unjustly and denied periods of break, and

who will perform poorly if exhausted.

Actions may also be based on presuppositions about agents that can be specified, but
not identified (see O’Neill 1996: 113-121). Consider a company’s act of paying for
externally provided products or services. This presupposes external agents who have the
capabilities to provide these products or services in exchange for money. A company
setting up a pension scheme for its employees, too, presupposes a number of things
about unidentified others. Investing employee contributions on the stock market
presupposes the existence of other agents who also sell and buy stock; and depending
on the scheme’s structure, it may be based on the presupposition that future employees

will contribute to funding the scheme by participating in it themselves. As these examples
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suggest, our actions are often based on presuppositions about others whose identity we

do not know nor need to know.

For the moment, what matters is the empirical claim that other-affecting action by
collective agents involves presuppositions about others. How these presuppositions
affect the scope of agents’ duties will be explained by the coherence and normative
requirements | will argue for below. These requirements state, respectively, that if our
actions are based on presuppositions about other agents we ought also to recognise
these others in our principle of justice; and that doing so requires us to extend the basic
requirements of justice to them, that is, respect their entitlements to the conditions of
autonomy. If and when collective agents relevant to climate justice engage in actions that
are based on presuppositions about future people, they therefore acquire relational,
action-based duties of justice, including of climate justice, to those future others. The
presuppositions behind our actions thus form the basis of the account of the scope of

climate justice | am going to propose.

One could ask whether we run the risk of incorrectly identifying the presuppositions on
which an action is based, in ways that would affect the resulting moral obligations.
Melissa Barry, commenting on Onora O’Neill’s account of justice and virtue, writes that
often, the presuppositions behind a certain activity may not be obvious. As an example,
she cites an agent’s attempt at cheating another with a fraudulent investment. She
argues there are two possible ways of interpreting the character of the action: on the
one hand, it could be based on the presupposition that the victim is a rational agent able
to follow the reasoning the agents offers in support of the (fraudulent) scheme. On the
other hand, the cheating attempt could also be based on the presupposition that the
other is rational yet gullible enough to fall for the fraud. Both presuppositions can explain
why the agent acts as she does. Barry therefore argues that if the second, more fine-

grained proposal is in fact the more plausible way to describe the relevant
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presuppositions, then the argument fails to show that the agent ought to treat the victim
with respect. This is because the agent’s actions do not rely on presuppositions about the

victim as a fully, but only as a partially rational agent (Barry 2013: 26-27).

Barry is right to argue that, depending on how fine-grained the presuppositions are that
we identify, it may in certain cases be unclear what amount of rationality or other
capabilities our actions presuppose. However, on the account | am going argue for it is
irrelevant which degree of a capability our actions presuppose. The relevant work in
grounding our duty to respect the agents whom our actions presuppose is done by the
coherence and normative requirements, both of which are based only on possessing a
certain capability, for example for human agency. This is understood as a binary property
rather than a matter of degree. That is, we do not need to presuppose a certain degree
of agency in a person for her to be owed respect as an agent. | will argue in Chapter V
that we may owe more or less specific duties to others depending on which other
capabilities, beyond a basic capability for agency, our actions presuppose in them. For all
of the relevant capabilities, however, as for agency, it suffices that our actions
presuppose the agent to have that capability. None of the duties | will argue for rely on

overly fine-grained presuppositions.®®

iii. Intergenerational actions
The presuppositions of activity are relevant to the intergenerational scope of climate

justice because they show that a number of present actions involve presuppositions

36 This approach, too, leaves room for disagreement about the capabilities that are presupposed
by our actions, yet considerably less than if the account were to rely on a more fine-grained
assessment of the degree of our presuppositions. In most, if not all cases, the presuppositions
behind an action will be obvious and easily backed up by argumentation. In the rare cases in
which they are not, disagreements may, for instance, be solved by a process of public
deliberation.
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about the agency of future people. In other words, they show that many actions by

collective agents relevant to climate justice are intergenerational actions.

INTERGENERATIONAL ACTIONS: Actions that are based on presuppositions about

the capabilities and vulnerabilities of future people.

Actions can be based on variously strong presuppositions about future people. For the
moment, we may think of intergenerational actions in two categories: strong
intergenerational actions, which rely on the contribution of future people to be
completed successfully and are therefore based on particularly strong presuppositions
about future persons — these actions, as | will argue, ground an element of
intergenerational cooperation; and weaker intergenerational actions, which do not
require future people to contribute in order to be completed successfully but which
nevertheless rely on presuppositions about future persons. While | will argue in Chapter
V that this strict dichotomy fails to include actions that lie between strong and weak
intergenerational actions and that intergenerationality is instead better conceived as a
matter of degree, this is a useful distinction to make while I lay out the general argument.

| will discuss strong and weak intergenerational actions in turn.

Strong intergenerational actions cannot be completed successfully without the
contribution of future people. In this sense, they enable non-overlapping generations to
cooperate with each other through their respective engagement in the same activity.
There are several historical examples of this category of actions. Some obvious ones are
the construction of great landmarks or religious sites, which often took more than one or
even two generations’ lifetimes to be completed. The construction of Notre-Dame de
Paris, for example, began in 1163 and lasted nearly two centuries (Association Maurice
de Sully 2019). It is clear to see why this is an intergenerational action: starting what one

knows to be such a lengthy construction project clearly relies on the presupposition that
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there are going to be future people capable of bringing it to completion. Importantly, the
presupposition need not be that future people are going to successfully complete the
project; rather, the presuppositions of strong intergenerational actions are that future
people are going to have the capabilities necessary to bring the project to completion

and the willingness to use them for this common endeavour.

As a strong intergenerational action, the construction of Notre-Dame thus relies on a very
specific presupposition about the future: it not only presupposes that there will be future
people, but that there will be future people able and willing to continue that specific
project. It relies on such a specific presupposition because the action is such that it cannot
be completed unless such people exist and contribute. In other words, without the
presupposition that there are going to be future people capable and willing to continue
construction, the act of starting such a long-term construction project seems to be
conceptually incoherent. In turn, the presupposition that there are going to be such
future persons explains why present people are willing to begin an activity they know
requires more than one generation to be completed. In the case of intergenerational
construction projects like Notre-Dame, in which each generation’s contribution is clearly
visible, the intergenerational cooperative element of more than one generation

contributing to the same project is particularly tangible.

Strong intergenerational actions also abound in contemporary societies, to the extent
that many see our societies as intrinsically intergenerational (Andina 2018a; 2018b;
Skinner 2009: 364; Thompson 2002). According to Tiziana Andina, our societies rely
heavily on the existence of transgenerational connections of trust, expectations, and
cooperation, embodied in such intergenerational actions (Andina 2018a; 2018b).
Similarly, Janna Thompson puts forward a view of societies and nations as
intergenerational communities that are dependent on their members accepting

transgenerational obligations. Members of these societies also make demands on their
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successors, including incurring commitments they see as binding posterity and which

they believe their successors ought to honour (Thompson 2002: xvii).

My earlier example of public debt, for example, fits the definition of a strong
intergenerational action. The practice of public debt involves lending money to one
generation which is then to be repaid by future citizens of that country. This practice is
based on the presupposition that there are going to be future citizens, that these citizens
and their governments are at least likely to have the capabilities to repay the loan or
otherwise integrate it in their financial planning, and that they will be willing to do so.
Like the construction of Notre-Dame, taking on public debt is strongly intergenerational
for it involves one generation engaging in an action — in this case, participating in a
practice — that can only be successfully completed with the contribution of future
generations, and which is therefore based on the presupposition that future people will
be able and willing to cooperate. Again, this presupposition is essential to the activity:
given that its implementation requires the contribution of more than one generation, the
practice is only conceptually coherent given the presupposition that there are going to

be future agents able to contribute, so that the activity may be completed successfully.?’

Actions related to climate justice are often intergenerational in this sense, too. Consider,
for example, national policies to pursue a specific mitigation path or enact a climate
action plan. A number of these policies were devised by states as a means to implement
the mitigation pledges published in their Nationally Determined Contributions (NDCs)
under the United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC). 3 These

policies set out long-term mitigation, adaptation and investment plans in line with the

37 For more on this point and intergenerational actions in general see Andina 2018a and 2018b.
38 The Paris Agreement requires Parties to the Agreement to prepare and communicate their
Nationally Determined Contributions. NDCs lay out each member state’s commitments to
mitigation and adaptation efforts to achieve the Agreement’s goal of limiting temperature
increase to 2°C above pre-industrial levels (United Nations Climate Change 2015).

96



L. E. Luzzatto Climate justice: the intergenerational challenge

time horizons of the Paris Agreement. Germany’s Climate Action Plan 2050, published
shortly after the Paris Agreement, is one example of this. The plan sets out emission
reduction targets for 2050 and 2030, as well as sectoral targets, implementation
strategies and individual measures up to 2030 in sectors like buildings and transport,
industry and business, agriculture and forestry and energy supply (Bundesministerium
flir Umwelt, Naturschutz und nukleare Sicherheit 2016). A second climate package,
setting out emission reduction targets for 2030 and including a Climate Action Law which
enshrines these into law, was passed by the government in December 2019 (Appunn and
Wettengel 2019; Deutscher Bundestag 2019; Wehrmann 2019). Both sets of targets and
measures span further than the current government and will have to be implemented in
cooperation with not just a new administration, but with future generations of
policymakers representing future generations of citizens. Implementing the kind of long-
term targets, roadmaps and measures set out in the plan is an action that cannot be
completed successfully unless future generations cooperate. In turn, as in my previous
examples, these medium and long-term policies presuppose that future people will be

able and willing to contribute and are at least likely to do so.

The same applies to many more long-term policies enacted by nations, communities, or
other collective agents. A number of these actions are being taken in the context of
climate change, and although a close analysis of all is beyond the scope of this thesis, it
is worth mentioning a few relevant examples. These are, for instance, the emission
reduction goals and climate action plans that are being adopted by cities and regions all
over the world. Cape Town, Barcelona, London, New York and Canberra, to name a few,
have all committed to be carbon neutral by 2050 (CDP 2019), and the state of New York
has only recently adopted a climate change plan. The plan commits the state to reducing
its greenhouse gas emissions by 85 percent below 1990 levels by 2050, and to producing

40 percent of its electricity from renewable sources by 2040 (Bekiempis 2019; Storrow
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2019). Itis important to emphasise that my argument does not depend on whether these
policies will in fact be implemented by succeeding generations, in other words on
whether the initiated intergenerational action will be successful. What matters is that the
agent’s activity at the time of action is based on the presupposition that there will be

future people who will be able, willing, and at least likely to continue it.

Actions related to climate justice are particularly interesting examples of
intergenerational actions. On the one hand, they are relevant examples of general
actions, including public actions, based on presuppositions about future agents. On the
other hand, they exemplify the paradox of mainstream responses to climate change.
Through their various responses and the underlying intergenerational presuppositions,
agents relevant to climate justice are connected to future agents. At the same time, they
seem unaware of these intergenerational connections and their implications for climate
justice. These connections not only commit agents to include future people within the
scope of their obligations, but are in most cases also likely, on a substantive level, to
require greater climate action for future generations. There is hope that raising
awareness about this incoherence may motivate some degree of change, even if small,

towards greater protection of the environment for future people.

These activities are only some examples of strong intergenerational actions. They exist
within a deeply intergenerational understanding of societies. That agents engage in
strong, cooperative actions at all shows that we understand societies as intrinsically
intergenerational constructs in which there is a real possibility for strong
intergenerational actions to succeed. This is important for it suggests that there are a
great deal of actions, beyond the examples mentioned here, which are in fact
intergenerational and hence give rise to intergenerational duties. Most importantly,
actions shaped by presuppositions about future people are not exclusive to the sphere

of climate justice. Many activities that play a vital role in the functioning of our societies
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— many investment, planning, or policy decisions — are based on presuppositions about
the future, and a number of these rely on future people to be completed successfully.
The practice of public debt is only one example. Others are long-term public or private
projects such as long-running space programmes, large infrastructure projects, or the
establishment of and investment in public or private pension funds. The abundance of
intergenerational actions suggests not only that they play a significant role in
contemporary societies, but also that most agents relevant to climate justice are likely to

engage in one, and often multiple intergenerational actions.

| have now explained what strong intergenerational actions are. Weak intergenerational
actions, on the other hand, are actions that are based on presuppositions about future
people but do not rely on their contribution for success. Let me give you some examples.
One core category of weak intergenerational actions, discussed in Chapter Il, are actions
that impose foreseeable risks on future generations. | argued that these actions, because
they impose foreseeable risks on future people, necessarily involve weighing the
preferences of the risk-imposing agent against those of the risk-exposed. They therefore
involve presuppositions about the capabilities and vulnerabilities of future people and
how they stand to be affected by the risk. Examples of these activities are actions taken
in response to the risk of the large-scale melting of the WAIS, or in response to the risk
of extreme sea level rise due to climate change. Other examples are actions related to
the production, handling, and storage of nuclear waste and the long-term risks it
imposes, as well as activities related to research into potentially destructive weapons
technology. Because | explored this typology of actions at length in Chapter II, | will set

them aside for now.

The second category of weak intergenerational actions are not directly linked to a risk-
imposition, yet still involve presuppositions about future persons. Having looked at

national climate action plans above, | now want to explore an international legal
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document on climate change as an interesting example of such a weak action. More
specifically, | will argue that the Paris Agreement signed in 2015 relies on presuppositions
about future people, and that by authoring and signing the Agreement, Parties to it

engaged in an intergenerational action.

The Paris Agreement sets a binding target, agreed consensually by all Parties to the
Agreement, to “hold]...] the increase in the global average temperature to well below 2°C
above pre-industrial levels and pursu[e] efforts to limit the temperature increase to 1.5°C
above pre-industrial levels” (United Nations Climate Change 2015). In order to achieve
either temperature goal, we have to pursue mitigation pathways that allow us to
gradually limit the amount of greenhouse gases present in the atmosphere. Possible
trajectories are regularly calculated by the IPCC and published in their periodical
Assessment Reports. In what is at the time of writing its latest Assessment Report, the
IPCC states that in order for it to be likely that temperature increase in 2100 be less than
2°C, atmospheric concentration levels ought to reach approximately 450 ppm COeq in
2100, with the possibility of a temporary overshoot before 2100.3° The IPCC also lays out
the mitigation efforts required to reach a given concentration level. Scenarios leading to
levels of about 450 ppm COeq require substantial emission cuts by 2050, followed by
further cuts to bring emission levels close to or below zero in 2100 (IPCC 2014b: 10).
Typically, scenarios that allow us to reach these concentrations also involve a temporary
overshoot in concentration levels before 2100. According to the IPCC predictions,
correcting these overshoots will require the deployment of Carbon Dioxide Removal
(CDR) technologies. As the IPCC also notes, CDR technologies have their own risks and

are currently unavailable at the necessary scale (IPCC 2014b: 12).

3% Concentration levels are expressed in parts per million of CO,-equivalents. The IPCC defines
CO»-equivalent concentration of greenhouse gases as “the concentration of carbon dioxide (CO,)
that would cause the same radiative forcing as a given mixture of CO; and other forcing
components” (IPCC 2014b: 1257).
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This information was available at the time the Paris Agreement was drawn up and is very
likely to have informed the foregoing negotiations. Especially given that Parties to the
Agreement knew of the intergenerational efforts that would be required to achieve it,
setting a future-oriented mitigation goal as is entailed in the Paris Agreement clearly
presupposes the existence of future agents. More specifically, it presupposes future
people who are, on the one hand, still vulnerable to the effects of climate change and
thus at least likely to wish to continue efforts to mitigate its effects;*® and who, on the
other hand, are at least likely to have the capabilities needed to take the required
measures. In other words, the Agreement’s future-oriented mitigation target and related
policies are only conceptually coherent given the presupposition that such people are
going to exist. As they authored, signed and ratified the Agreement — the text of which
was agreed to consensually by all Parties — participating states thus engaged in an

intergenerational action.*

The Agreement contains other intergenerational elements which further expose its
authoring, signing and ratifying as intergenerational actions. It includes, for example, a
periodical review mechanism for NDCs. This mechanism is critical if the Agreement is to
be at all successful, especially since current NDCs leave a substantial emission gap. What
this means is that, taken together, all currently pledged emission reductions only keep us
on track for a warming of 2.6°C (Climate Analytics and New Climate Institute 2020).%?
Research also shows that atmospheric concentration levels of greenhouse gases had
already reached 449 ppm CO,eq in 2016, with current emission rates suggesting they are

unlikely to peak within the next decade (European Environmental Agency 2019; United

40 At least some minimal efforts. What we are currently seeing is that even our extreme
vulnerability to climate change has not motivated states to go much further than paying lip
service to their Agreement, thereby widely missing the mark in terms of what an effective and
equitable climate strategy would require.

41 At the time of writing, 195 Parties out of 197 Parties to the UNFCCC have signed the Paris
Agreement, and 189 of those have ratified it (United Nations 2021).

42 This is the median estimate.
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Nations Environment Programme 2019). In order to progress from these NDCs towards
the mitigation objectives of the Paris Agreement, states built into the accord a
commitment to review and ratchet up their NDCs every five years, setting no upper time
limit (Taibi and Konrad 2018). The review mechanism is a way to motivate and track
progress towards the Agreement’s temperature goal and highlights an additional way in
which the Agreement presupposes the existence future agents. Just like setting a future-
oriented temperature goal, including a periodical and hence future-oriented review
mechanism in the Agreement presupposes at the very least a real possibility that, as the
review mechanism progresses, future governments representing future citizens will be
able to review and ratchet up their NDCs. That is, including such a mechanism that is
unlimited in time would be conceptually incoherent without the presupposition that

there are going to be the appropriate future agents.

Below, | will consider three objections to the view of presuppositions behind collective
actions | have just laid out. Before | do that, in the following subsection | am going to
introduce the coherence and normative requirements that complete my account of

scope.

iv. Intergenerational obligations
Intergenerational actions are the empirical basis for the account of scope | propose.
These actions impose intergenerational obligations of justice on their agents — including
obligations of climate justice, where the agents are relevant to climate justice — through
a coherence requirement and a normative requirement. The coherence requirement
holds that because our actions rely on presuppositions about future people as agents,
we have an obligation to acknowledge their standing as agents when thinking about

justice. The normative requirement holds that insofar as we are committed to basic
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norms of justice requiring equal respect for agents and their conditions of autonomy, we
must extend these entitlements to future agents presupposed by our actions. In other
words, we ought to include these future agents within the scope of our obligations of

(climate) justice. | will address each requirement in turn.

The coherence requirement is the claim that, whenever agents’ own actions are based on
presuppositions about the capabilities and vulnerabilities of others, agents have an
obligation to recognise these others’ agency when thinking about the obligations of
justice that ought to govern their actions. My discussion of intergenerational actions
showed that many collective actions in contemporary societies rely on presuppositions
about the capabilities and vulnerabilities of future people. | suggested that this is the case
for actions related to climate justice as for a wide range of actions in other areas of social,
political and economic life. Regardless of how strongly intergenerational these actions
are, they have in common the presuppositions that there will be future people with
certain capabilities and vulnerabilities who can be affected by these actions and who will
be able to react to them. These actions are only conceptually coherent given the
underlying presuppositions about future others as agents with capabilities and
vulnerabilities. This implies that agents could not engage in these actions in their current

form were it not for the underlying presuppositions about future others as agents.

That agents’ actions involve such presuppositions about others’ agency imposes an
obligation on them to respect these others as agents. On an understanding of justice in
which respect for agency, autonomy, and the equal moral status of persons are key,
agents would engage in a practical contradiction if they were to act in ways that
presuppose others yet fail to recognise and respect these others as agents. In other
words, if agents make use of, and thereby expect respect for their own agency, yet deny
others whom their own actions recognise as agents with certain capabilities and

vulnerabilities the same respect for their agency, they are guilty of making an
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unwarranted exception of themselves. The central claim of the coherence requirement
is therefore that, once they have committed to presuppositions about others as agents
through their very own actions, agents may not deny these presuppositions of agency
when devising principles of justice. If agents engage in intergenerational actions, their
principles of justice and climate justice ought to recognise the standing of future people

as agents, too.*

The second requirement, and third and final component of my account of scope, is a
normative requirement. In Chapter Il, | argued that each agent is entitled to the basic
conditions of autonomy and that others have a corresponding duty to respect these
entitlements. The normative requirement draws on these existing values to spell out
what it means to recognise and respect others’ agency, as the coherence requirement
requires us to do. It holds that recognising and respecting the agency of others entails an
obligation for agents to respect these others’ entitlements to the conditions of
autonomy. Agents who engage in intergenerational actions therefore acquire an
obligation to act in ways that respect the autonomy conditions of the future agents

presupposed by their actions.

Through our intergenerational actions, the coherence and normative requirements thus
extend our familiar values of respect and autonomy to future agents. The agential theory
of collective responsibility laid out above implies that both requirements apply to
organised collectives as to individual agents. Hence, whenever the actions of organised
collective agents are based on presuppositions about others’ agency, these collective
agents acquire an obligation to respect those others and their autonomy. Because

intergenerational actions are so widespread, we can assume that all or very nearly all

43 Onora O’Neill also includes a coherence requirement in her account of the scope of justice and
virtue. For details see O’Neill 1996, especially Chapter 4.
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collective agents relevant to climate justice are engaged in intergenerational actions, and

that, accordingly, the scope of their obligations of (climate) justice includes future agents.

It is important to note that the value of respect for agency, which has been a guiding
thread throughout this thesis and which is embodied by the coherence and normative
requirements, is in line with a specifically Kantian interpretation of morality.** As such, it
represents only one of many possible views of moral philosophy. As one of the
established currents within moral philosophy it is likely to have at least as many
opponents as supporters, but in the limited space of this thesis | will not attempt to
defend the view itself against their objections. Nevertheless, while | take for granted the
basic principles of this specific view, | do hope that some of the arguments | build on it

may also speak to some of its opponents.

Because the principle of respect for agency | rely on is part of a broader view of moral
philosophy, accepting it as part of one’s overall framework of morality will have
implications beyond those related to the account of the scope of climate justice | defend.
A view of morality based on respect for agency may also, for example, impose negative
or positive duties on agents even when their actions do not rely on presuppositions about
others. The practical account of scope | defend in this thesis only covers one part of our
moral obligations, and only in response to the specific problem of climate change. Even
within the domain of climate justice, it determines the scope of only one set of duties
that are intergenerational in reach. It shows that, and why, the scope of at least some
duties of climate justice is intergenerational but does not rule out that we may have
additional, complementary duties of climate justice that are not related to
intergenerational actions, and which may or may not be of intergenerational scope. In

other words, the account | propose is itself limited in scope, as is the purpose of this

44 See, for example, Gewirth 1995; Korsgaard and O’Neill 1996.
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thesis. And while the broader principles on which it relies will have implications beyond
it that are likely to be opposed by those who subscribe to a different view of moral

philosophy, discussing these implications falls beyond the scope of this investigation.

These limitations aside, the account | have sketched successfully answers the question of
whether, and if so why, we have duties of climate justice to future people, and is able to
do so in spite of the complexity of climate change. It does so by grounding our
intergenerational duties in the actions we are already engaging in and therefore cannot
deny, and which are accessible to us as a source of information even in a situation as
complex as climate change. Because of these traits, arguments for extending the scope
of justice to future agents based on this account seem particularly strong. These
arguments provide us with additional reasons, beyond those given by existing accounts
of intergenerational justice, why we ought to include future people within the scope of

climate justice.

v. Scrutinising the presuppositions behind collective actions
| will now consider three possible objections to how | argued we are able to discern the
presuppositions behind the actions of collective agents. The first objection is as follows:
it is not necessarily true that, as an individual participating in a collective action, | intend
that its collective goal be successful. This is implied by my definition of collective action:
the agential theory | proposed holds that collective intentions can differ from the
intentions of some or all of its members where the collective agent is capable of a
collective will formation. This affects my argument, as the act description used to discern
the presuppositions underlying collective action may no longer be appropriate once the

differing intentions of the participants are taken into account.
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A response to this objection, too, can draw on the definition of collective agency outlined
earlier. The agential theory states that collective intentions can exist over and above
individual intentions. Accordingly, my argument is based on the collective action resulting
from that collective intention. It grounds the resulting duties on that action’s underlying
presuppositions and attributes them to the collective agents responsible for it. That the
intentions of individual members of these collectives — and hence the appropriate act
description for their individual actions, where these can be differentiated from the
collective act — can differ from the collective intention is correct. However, whenever we
deal with organised collectives that meet the criteria set out above, it is of no importance
whether individual citizens of a state, or members of a corporation or organisation,
intend for the collective goal to succeed. It is the collective agent, to whom the collective
intention and the resulting action can be attributed, who acquires the resulting
obligations. In the cases discussed, we can clearly attribute to states the acts (and
consequently the intention) of signing the Paris Agreement or enacting certain climate
policies, and we can do so regardless of their underlying motives or their citizens’

individual intentions.

The second objection is similar but is now raised at the UNFCCC level: does it matter
which individual motives states were pursuing in authoring and signing the Paris
Agreement, if, for example, their participation was a purely political move with no
underlying commitment to the Agreement, its policies, and goals? To be clear, this
objection does not question member states’ intention to author and sign the agreement.
The intention is clear from the fact that states performed these actions: they clearly
intended to author and sign that very document. What it does question are states’
possibly insincere motives for doing so, and whether these affect the underlying

presuppositions and hence the duties that can be derived from their actions.
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The short answer is no: | do not believe that agents’ motives for an action affect the
duties they acquire by engaging in it. Recall that the presuppositions on which | based my
argument are a feature of the relevant action rather than part of the agent’s
consciousness or motives, and that they may at times not be acknowledged or even
actively denied by the agent. Drawing on these preconditions of action, | argued that
agents whose actions presuppose others have an obligation to recognise these others as
agents and respect their entitlements to the conditions of autonomy. The resulting duties
are derived directly from someone’s actions and independently of their motivations for
acting. In the case of the Paris Agreement, the actions in question are the negotiating,
signing, and ratifying of the Agreement, which | have argued presuppose the agency of
future people in various ways. Now, imagine state A intended to take these actions not
as a sincere commitment but as a political stunt to appease internal and external
opposition to its climate denialist policies. The action A needs to take to appease its
opposition is to sign a future-oriented accord. | have argued that such a future-oriented
accord would not be conceptually coherent without the underlying presupposition that
there are going to be future people. In turn, this means that regardless of why A signs the
Agreement, their doing so is based on presuppositions about future people. This is so
whether A acknowledges or denies these presuppositions. Engaging in any action that
relies on presuppositions about future people, for whatever purpose, thus triggers the
coherence and normative requirements. In other words, taking the same action in pursuit
of a covert aim, even if in opposition to the action’s official purpose, does not relieve

agents of the duties the action gives rise to.

The third and final objection questions an underlying premise of my arguments. It asks
whether, in situations of deep uncertainty, collective agents are at all able to engage in
the type of long-term or future-oriented action that presupposes future persons. This

objection combines two separate worries: first, a general scepticism about the ability of
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collective agents to engage in long-term and future-oriented action; second, the question
of whether their ability to do so is especially constrained in situations of deep

uncertainty. | will consider each point in turn.

On the agential theory of collective responsibility, organised collective agents that meet
the relevant criteria are seen as entities that are, among others, capable of forming a
collective will. One of the necessary criteria is possessing an identity as a collective agent
which persists over time, that is, being a temporally extended agent. A straightforward
example of a collective agent that meets these criteria, and which is therefore seen as
able to form a collective will, is the modern democratic state. If we accept the agential
view of collective responsibility and agree that collectives can be agents over and above
its individual members and are able to form a collective will, there is no reason why this
capacity should not include the ability to engage long-term and future-oriented action.
On the contrary, it seems even more plausible that temporally extended collective agents
such as states, as opposed to individual agents with much shorter lifespans, be able to

and indeed would engage in long-term and future-oriented activity.

In its second part, the objection questions whether this can be true even in contexts of
deep uncertainty such as climate change. This worry seems to rest on a misunderstanding
about future-oriented, intergenerational actions. It seems to wrongly assume that, in
order for an action to be based on presuppositions about the future, its agents need to
be able to predict the future and the future effects of their actions with some degree of
certainty. This is incorrect. In earlier discussion | argued that engaging in cooperative
intergenerational actions, for instance, confers intergenerational obligations on agents
regardless of whether the action is completed successfully. Agents acquire obligations
whenever their present actions are shaped by certain presuppositions bout future
people. Even in contexts of uncertainty, it is reasonable for these kinds of presuppositions

— that there are going to be future agents with certain capabilities and vulnerabilities —
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to form the backbone of our temporally-extended, intergenerational societies, and in
turn frame many of our actions. Such presuppositions are necessary in order for agents

to be able to act at all in the many situations of uncertainty which permeate our lives.

The prevalence of uncertainty in the context of climate justice means, on the one hand,
that while agents have to act on uncertain predictions they nevertheless rely on
presuppositions about future people when they engage in actions that impose uncertain,
yet foreseeable future risks. This is what | argued in Chapter Il. On the other hand,
uncertainty about future climate change does not preclude agents from also engaging in
additional, future-oriented and climate justice related actions that are not centred on
risk. Consider the German climate action plans discussed earlier. They can and have been
heavily criticised for not doing enough to slow climate change,*® and may in hindsight
turn out to have been inadequate policies for the threat we are facing. Yet in spite of how
accurate or inaccurate their underlying predictions may be, or which predictions they
may have turned a blind eye to, these are nevertheless intergenerational actions based
on the presuppositions that future people are going to be affected by and able to respond
tothem in various ways. Whether these predictions and presuppositions turn out to have

been correct is a separate question to whether present action relies on them.

Those still unconvinced by my arguments on collective, future-oriented action under
deep uncertainty can look outside the domain of climate justice to find a variety of
alternative intergenerational actions which also ground collective, intergenerational
obligations. As argued above, collective agents commonly engage in actions based on
presuppositions about future people in many areas of contemporary social, economic,
and political life where uncertainty is less pronounced than in climate policy. These

actions include strong as well as weak intergenerational actions. They range from long-

4> See for example BUND 2019 and NABU 2019.
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term loans to development plans and projects, long-term investments, or economic
recovery plans. While | do not have the space to consider these examples in greater
detail, in combination with the actions discussed above they emphasise the important
role intergenerational actions play in contemporary societies. As most agents relevant to
climate justice will engage in at least one, and likely more than one such
intergenerational action, readers unconvinced by the possibility of intergenerational
collective action under deep uncertainty can rely on actions outside the domain of
climate justice as grounds for intergenerational obligations. If one accepts the general
structure of my arguments, there are a number of possible actions showing that
collective agents relevant to climate justice rely on presuppositions about future persons,
and that they ought therefore to include these future others within the scope of their

obligations of climate justice.

4. Overcoming the complexity challenge

This chapter sought to propose an approach to fixing the scope of climate justice which,
despite the complexity of climate change, can provide normatively accurate and useful
practical guidance to agents. Recall that the complexity of climate change consists in the
convergence of a number of individually tough issues — the extent and severity of possible
outcomes, uncertainty, the temporal and spatial dispersion of causes and effects,
asymmetric vulnerabilities, and its scale — which together make climate change a
particularly complex problem of justice. In this section, | take stock of whether and how

the proposed approach can offer a successful response to the complexity challenge.

| argued that the problem of complexity can be overcome by adopting an action-centred

account of scope. Despite the complexity of climate change as a moral problem, focusing
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on the moral evaluation of our actions and their presuppositions shows that we do have
obligations of climate justice to future people and explains why this is so. Because this
approach takes our actions as the locus of moral concern, we only need to assess our
actions and presuppositions in order to determine the scope of our obligations, that is,
we only require information which is accessible to agents even in complex, uncertain
situations like climate change. Such an action-centred approach is therefore less

vulnerable to the challenges of climate change than rival approaches.

Contrary to what Jamieson argues, this approach can overcome the problem of
complexity without needing to develop new norms and values. Instead, as suggested by
Page, it uses a methodology which is new to the field of climate justice as a tool for
applying our existing moral values to intergenerational climate change. This allows us to
access the necessary norms of intergenerational climate justice by responding only to
Gardiner’s more minimal, less revisionary interpretation of the complexity challenge.
Recall that, on Jamieson’s interpretation of the challenge, a successful response to the
complexity of climate change would require new values and concepts that are better
suited to deal with this complex moral problem. | suggested that while Jamieson is right
in pointing to climate change as a particularly complex moral problem, we should only
seek to develop altogether new values as an option of last resort. Instead, we ought first
to test whether we can develop our moral theories and repurpose our existing values in

a helpful way.

This less invasive strategy is both Gardiner’s proposed strategy and what my approach
seeks to do. Contrary to Jamieson, Gardiner believes the complexity problem is caused
not by our lack of concepts but by our failure to access norms which would allow us to
respond to climate change successfully. The reason we lack access to these norms is that
our moral theories are worryingly underdeveloped in areas relevant to climate justice,

including intergenerational ethics. In this chapter | have attempted to develop our
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theoretical understanding of climate justice, at least in relation to its scope, so as to allow
us to access important norms of intergenerational climate justice. The action-centred
methodology | applied demonstrates that many actions by agents relevant to climate
justice are intergenerational and are based on presuppositions about the agency of
future people. It also shows that, by engaging in these actions, agents rely on
presuppositions about future people and should therefore recognise these future others
as agents for the sake of climate justice too. | argued that this, in turn, requires them to
respect future people and their entitlements to the fundamental conditions of
autonomy. Because we are already committed to these norms of justice and respect for
agency, this account is comparatively strong — it only calls for present generations to
extend the circle of their existing moral obligations, rather than to adopt a new set of

commitments.

This chapter has also highlighted that many actions relevant to climate justice are in fact
intergenerational. This is particularly interesting as it suggests that climate change is an
intrinsically intergenerational phenomenon. While it is old news that climate change is
characterised by a temporal element and its considerable extension over time, this
account of scope shows that its intergenerationality goes deeper than that. Assessing our
actions shows that climate change is caused by, among others, intergenerationally acting
agents engaged in emission-intensive intergenerational actions, ranging from
infrastructure and transport projects to investments in the fossils fuel sector. At the same
time, most of the local, national, and international responses to climate change we are
currently seeing are intergenerational in nature. All these actions rely on
intergenerational connections based on presuppositions, expectations, trust, and
sometimes cooperation with future people. In both its causation and possible pathways
to a solution, climate change is deeply intergenerational. It is noteworthy that the very

actions we engage in that are contributing to climate change as well as the actions we
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take in response to it are intergenerational in nature and form part of a deeply
intergenerational problem. This realisation may have some potential to shift public
attitudes towards climate change by underlining that and in what ways it differs from
many problems of justice we are used to deal with. Awareness of the intergenerational
nature of climate change can not only improve our understanding of it as a problem of

justice, but may also pave the way for new approaches to address it.

5. Conclusion

In this chapter, | argued that the complexity of climate change poses a problem for
accounts of the scope of climate justice. In order to overcome this challenge, an account
of scope must be able to explain whether, and if so why, we have duties of climate justice
to future people despite the complexity of climate change as a moral problem. This is the

second criterion for a successful account of scope.

| argued that we can overcome the problem of complexity by adopting an action-centred
methodology, which allows us to extend the values of respect and autonomy to apply to
intergenerational climate justice. This approach requires us, first, to assess our actions
and the presuppositions on which they are based. Doing so shows that collective agents
relevant to climate justice commonly engage in intergenerational actions. | argued that
actions are intergenerational whenever they rely on presuppositions about the
capabilities and vulnerabilities of future people. A large number of actions by agents
relevant to climate justice are intergenerational, both within and outside the domain of
climate policy. | showed that some intergenerational actions cannot be completed
without the contribution of future people, and that these strongly intergenerational

actions also ground a form of intergenerational cooperation.
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As the second part of the approach, | argued that whenever agents engage in
intergenerational actions, they ought to recognise those future others presupposed by
their actions as agents for the sake of climate justice, too. This, in turn, requires them to
extend to future people our existing norms of justice and respect for agency. In other
words, agents who engage in intergenerational actions must include future agents within

the scope of their obligations of climate justice.

In the following chapter, | will introduce the third and final criterion for a successful
account of the scope of climate justice. This criterion will address the question of how
future people are to be included in the scope of our obligations and holds that a
successful account must include future people for their own sake and as ends in

themselves.
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Chapter IV: Including future people for their own sake

1. The moral value of future persons

In Chapters Il and Il | argued that if an account of the scope of climate justice is to be
successful, it must be able to show that we have intergenerational obligations despite
the uncertainty and complexity of climate change. | showed that we have reasons to
include future people within the scope of our obligations despite the challenges of
uncertainty and complexity and, more specifically, that we have an obligation to respect
the agency and autonomy of future people whenever we engage in intergenerational
actions. This chapter will focus on a third important question, namely how future people
ought to be included within the scope of our obligations. This final question concerns the
very basis of an account of intergenerational justice, namely how we ought to think about
future people when we think about justice and its scope. | will argue that in order to fully
overcome the intergenerational climate challenge, an account of scope must meet the

following criterion C3:

INCLUDING FUTURE PEOPLE FOR THEIR OWN SAKE. An account of the scope of
climate justice must include each person for their own sake and as an end in

themselves.

It is important to determine the way in which future people are to be included in the
scope of justice before we can move on to develop a substantive account of climate
justice. Doing so complements criteria C1 and C2 by completing our account of scope and
simultaneously setting the outer boundaries for, and determining the ground rules of,
possible substantive accounts of justice. This ensures our account of scope can provide a

sound basis for principles of intergenerational justice. In previous chapters, | argued that
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we have an obligation to respect the autonomy conditions of those others whom our
actions presuppose; | will now argue that unless we include future people in the scope of
our obligations for their own sake, we risk not being able to fulfil this basic requirement
of justice for them. | will argue that unless our account complies with C3, it will sanction
using future people merely as means to our ends. We risk using future people as mere
means, for example, whenever we fail to take on our share of the mitigation burden. The
requirement to include future people for their own sake thus enables an account of scope
to fully account for the special moral wrong of behaviours — like intergenerational buck-
passing —that we often exhibit in actions relevant to climate justice. Being able to explain
these moral wrongs ensures the normative accuracy of the account and its ability to
overcome all moral challenges posed by intergenerational climate change. To motivate
the criterion, this chapter will consider the possible implications of failing to abide by it.
I will argue that these consequences are unacceptable but can be avoided if we construct
the account in such a way that it includes each person, including future people, for their
own sake. The alternative scenario | am going to rely on is drawn from Samuel Scheffler’s

account of our relation to the future.

Scheffler draws a striking picture of our relationship to future generations. One of his
central claims is that past, present and future generations constitute the “ongoing,
historical project” of humanity, a framework we need in order to be able to value many
of the things we currently value. Because we are so reliant on this framing by an ongoing
human history, we become dependent on future generations —in the sense that we need

them, the ‘collective afterlife’, to exist — in order for most of what we care about to

117



L. E. Luzzatto Climate justice: the intergenerational challenge

continue mattering to us.*® In turn, Scheffler believes our dependence on future people

gives us reasons to attend to their interests (Scheffler 2013).

Scheffler’s account draws on P.D. James’ novel ‘The Children of Men’, in which James
envisages a world where widespread infertility threatens the imminent extinction of
humanity (call this the infertility scenario). Scheffler suggests that, when faced with an
infertility scenario, “people would lose confidence in the value of many sorts of activities,
would cease to see reason to engage in many familiar sorts of pursuits, and would
become emotionally detached from many of those activities and pursuits” (Scheffler

2013: 44). This is his “afterlife conjecture”.

He believes most people would react to such a scenario with “apathy, anomie, and
despair” and a “pervasive loss of conviction about the value or point of many activities”.
Societies would face “the erosion of social institutions and social solidarity” as well as
“the deterioration of the physical environment” (Scheffler 2013: 40). The upshot is that,
when faced with the imminent extinction of humanity, many of our valued projects and
activities would become less important to us. Scheffler’s conjecture reveals both the
temporal dimension of valuing and what he calls our conservatism about value. In his
view, part of what it means to value something is wanting to preserve and sustain it over

time, and we need humanity to have a future for this to be possible.

It also suggests that the survival of humanity matters to us beyond being a vehicle for
carrying on specific valued projects. In addition, he believes human life as a “thriving,
ongoing enterprise” is an important element of the background against which we
develop a sense of what is valuable and make judgements of importance. It provides a

frame of reference without which “our sense of importance ... is destabilized and begins

46 Scheffler uses the term “afterlife”, or “collective afterlife”, in a non-religious sense to mean
the existence of humanity on earth after we as individuals have died. In what follows | will use
the expressions in the same way, and interchangeably.
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to erode” (Scheffler 2013: 60). Consequently, though we would not lose our ability to
make value judgments altogether, in an infertility scenario “our ability to apply the
concept [of valuing] confidently and unreflectively would be compromised and ... the
range of activities that seemed to us worthwhile would be drastically diminished”

(Scheffler 2013: 183).

In addition to future-oriented projects — such as cancer research — whose ultimate
success can only be expected sometime after our death, Scheffler suggests that a much
wider range of projects would likely lose their appeal without the prospect of a collective
afterlife (Scheffler 2013).*” People may, for example, be less inclined to pursue artistic or
literary projects, or, perhaps even more so, to procreate and engage in the wide range of
activities related to parenting (Scheffler 2013: 26). The afterlife conjecture thus sems to
show that, in addition to mattering to us in its own right, the collective afterlife is an
important condition of many things mattering to us now, in the sense that what matters
to us depends on our confidence in the existence of a collective afterlife (Scheffler 2013:

51).%

Scheffler also notes that, remarkably, we are not usually as demoralised by the prospect
of our own death. A great number of individuals who do not believe in a personal afterlife

after their biological death live fulfilled and value-laden lives knowing that one day they

47 He does, however, think there may be exceptions. He thinks it is plausible, for example, that
friendships and other personal relationship would still matter to people in an infertile world, as
would playing games and — for different reasons — the afterlife itself (Scheffler 2013: 54-58).

48 He proposes three distinct ways in which what matters can depend on the afterlife (Scheffler
2013: 51). According to the “attitudinal dependency thesis”, what matters to us depends on our
confidence in the existence of a collective afterlife. Only the attitudinal dependency thesis is
given direct support by the afterlife conjecture. In addition, Scheffler proposes the “evaluative
dependency thesis” (“the mattering simpliciter [of these things] depends on the actual existence
of the afterlife”) and the “justificatory dependency thesis” (“we are justified in attaching
importance to things ... only if there is an afterlife”); although he seems to support these
additional theses, he concedes that they are only implied by the conjecture and may turn out to
be false (Scheffler 2013: 52-53). Throughout this paper, | follow Scheffler in assuming that the
afterlife conjecture supports the attitudinal dependency thesis. My following arguments will rely
on the afterlife mattering to us in this way.
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will simply cease to be (Scheffler 2013: 71-73). This leads him to claim that in some
respects — including as a condition of things mattering to us — the survival of future
generations “matters more to us than our own.” The fact that future people matter so
much to us, to the extent that we are dependent on them if we are to live value-laden

lives, gives us reasons to attend to their interests (Scheffler 2013: 78).

Though we may rarely stop and think about the extent to which we implicitly rely on the
existence of an afterlife, the degree of dependence Scheffler describes seems plausible.
| am therefore going to assume that he is right in believing that the prospect of imminent
extinction would cause a general sense of despair. | am also going to assume that his
corollary claims — that the reason for this is that we care about future generations as a
condition of other things mattering to us as well as in their own right — are accurate. But
while | find the descriptive element of his account plausible, | believe it has undesirable
implications for intergenerational justice. Perhaps Scheffler did not intend for his work
to be interpreted this way, but | believe it is plausible to understand his account as
follows: our dependence on future generations justifies an obligation to attend to their
interests, including as part of a theory of intergenerational justice. In other words, future
generations are to be included within the scope of our obligations because of their

derivative importance to us as a condition of other things mattering to us.

It strikes me that, because of its implications for an account of justice, this kind of
interpretation ought to be avoided. C3 serves as a way to sidestep it. Let me emphasise
that Scheffler’s goal is not to give a full account of intergenerational justice, nor an
exhaustive explanation of our motivations to care for the interests of future people. My
arguments in this chapter should therefore not be read as objections to Scheffler’s
account, but as attempts to complement it. Scheffler’s project differs from mine in that
he focuses on describing the extent to which generations are already interconnected

rather than laying out the normative foundations for intergenerational justice. Precisely
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because he stops at these limited conclusions, it will be interesting to unpack his account
and its possible implications as part of a normative discussion of intergenerational

climate justice.

The ways in which Scheffler’s account relates to my approach to scope rest on an
important distinction between two distinct levels of moral theorising, namely justifying
moral rules and grounding their application. | understand the process of justification, on
the one hand, as that which explains why the chosen standard of moral rightness is
indeed the correct standard of rightness. With regards to my proposed account of scope,
the relevant standard of moral rightness is the inclusion of future people within the scope
of climate justice. The appropriate justification for including future people within the
scope of climate justice, as argued in Chapters Il and lll, is their entitlement to the
conditions of autonomy and respect for agency. This justification is tied to the way in
which future people are included in the scope of our obligations: when future people are
included in the scope of justice for their own sake, what justifies their inclusion is their
entitlement, as ends in themselves, to the conditions of autonomy. Conversely, if future
generations were to be included in the scope of our obligations based on their
importance to us and our goals, what would justify their inclusion would be their standing
as means to our ends. | have argued for this before and will again, in this chapter, argue
that we ought to justify our intergenerational obligations not in reference to our
dependence on the future but based on the equal moral value of future people as ends
in themselves, and hence that we ought to include future people in the scope of justice

for their own sake.

The process of grounding our obligations, on the other hand, takes place on a distinct
level of moral theorising. This level describes the context in which, in a particular case,
an obligation is triggered under the specified standard of moral rightness. It explains how

the overarching moral rule is to be applied to the context at hand. This can be done, for
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example, by a process of deliberation or in reference to the agents’ actions or
interconnections. On the account of scope | propose in this thesis, the work of grounding
our obligations is done by the presuppositions about future people that underlie our
intergenerational actions. These presuppositions reveal the connections between
present and future agents and, for the agents who engage in them, trigger obligations of

justice to those whom their actions presuppose.*

In Chapter V, | will argue that Scheffler’s account has an important role to play in
grounding obligations to future people, for it shows that many of our most common
activities are in fact intergenerational actions. The reliance of present generations on the
future that is brought to light by his account thus has important implications for what we
owe future people by triggering intergenerational obligations in the specific context of
our actions. First, however, in what follows | am going to argue that a successful account
of intergenerational climate justice must provide a justification for these obligations that
is based on the equal moral value of future people as ends in themselves, and hence
include future people in the scope of justice for their own sake rather than as means to

satisfy our interests.

| will begin in Section 2 by arguing that, if we were to include future people in the scope
of justice based on their importance to us and fail to justify our obligations to them with
their entitlement to the conditions of autonomy, we would risk wrongly using future
persons as mere means to satisfy our own interests. Most importantly, failing to include
future generations as ends in themselves may sanction unjust future worlds that are
clearly incompatible with the interests of future persons. In Section 3, | will defend my

arguments against an important objection, which holds that on Scheffler’s account future

4 For this distinction between different levels of moral theorising see Stark 2010: 826-827. On
Stark’s account, general moral rules are triggered and applied through a process of deliberation.
What | call the level of grounding she therefore identifies as the level of deliberation.
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generations are not an instrument in the conventional sense of the term. In Section 4, |
will then consider Scheffler’s claim that part of our dependence on the afterlife comes
from the fact that we also care about it in its own right. | will argue, first, that there are
empirical grounds to doubt this claim, and second, that care is not an appropriate

justification for duties of justice. Section 5 concludes.

2. Ends and means

My first argument concerns how, as part of an account of scope, we ought to interpret
the basic requirement of justice that each person is of equal moral value. On any
understanding of justice in which agency and autonomy are key, respecting persons’
equal moral value must entail a duty to respect their freedom to choose and pursue their
own ends. In turn, it must prohibit using others as mere means to the agent’s ends. In
what follows, | argue that unless an account of the scope of climate justice includes future
people for their own sake, we risk wrongly using them as mere means to our ends and
thus fail to meet one of the basic tenets of justice. In other words, part of what it means
for an account of scope to respect persons’ equal moral value is to guard against using
others as mere means. Unless we complement our account with the requirement to
include future people as ends in themselves and independently of their derivative
importance to us, our account may sanction using future people as mere means in

morally objectionable ways.

A similar concern has been expressed before. In his commentary on Scheffler’s lectures,
Niko Kolodny writes that on Scheffler’s account the existence of future people “is a
necessary condition of many objects of broadly egoistic concern ... Although it isn’t quite

right, one might try to bring out the egoism by saying that we value future people as
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“means.” It's just that the afterlife conjecture shows that future people are much more
essential means than we might have thought.” (Kolodny 2013: 173). Kolodny seems
hesitant to flesh out this point (“Although it isn’t quite right”) and stops short of
developing his comment into a full argument. Perhaps, his hesitation stems from a
general suspicion that we may not be able to treat future, non-existent person as mere
means in the way this is traditionally understood. | believe that such a suspicion would

be misplaced.

One way of understanding what treating someone as a mere means entails links it to a
person’s ability to consent to the end in question. Thus, Onora O’Neill holds that “[a]n
agent treats another merely as a means and thus wrongly if in his treatment of the other
the agent does something to which the other cannot consent” (O’Neill 1985, cited in
Kerstein 2009: 172).>° Her statement contains two crucial points. The first is that others
are treated as means if they are denied the possibility to consent to the end in question.
The second point to take from O’Neill’s claim is that it is only wrong to use others as
means if they are used merely as means to the agent’s end. That suggests that it may not
be wrong for others to serve as a means to the agent’s end if they are thereby also treated
and respected as ends in themselves. O’Neill gives only an abstract account of what this
requires: to treat others as ends in themselves, we must respect them as persons by
taking into account and respecting their particular capacities for rational and
autonomous action (O’Neill 1985: 264). One plausible interpretation of what this may
require in practice is that our actions must treat the other person as an autonomous

agent by respecting their own interests and conditions of autonomy.

50 The question of what it means to treat others as mere means is at the centre of a larger and
more complex debate and has given rise to a number of competing interpretations. O’Neill’s is
one prominent version, but by no means uncontested. Engaging in this debate would be beyond
the scope of this thesis, and for the sake of the argument | will rely on her interpretation as one
that has been widely accepted. For competing interpretations see Kerstein 2019.
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It is easy to think of examples in the intragenerational context that fail to meet this
requirement. For example, a mugging at gunpoint is an action which clearly does not
meet the requirement to also treat the other as an end. In this case, the mugger coerces
the victim to bend to his will by forcing her to hand out her wallet. The victim cannot
consent to being used in such way as she is threatened with severe harm and thus has
no choice but to acquiesce. She thereby serves as a means to the mugger’s end of robbing

her, an end which clearly violates her autonomy.

Acts of the same structure can occur between non-overlapping present and future
generations, too.”! Environmental degradation is one particularly striking example of this.
By changing and degrading the natural environment, we are increasingly able to influence
the future in severe and irreversible ways.>? Past and present generations have caused
and are still causing changes in the earth’s climate that will continue affecting the earth
for centuries (IPCC 2014a). Some changes caused by past greenhouse gas emissions have
already manifested, and some lagged effects of past emissions are already unavoidable.
Nevertheless, continued emissions are increasing the magnitude of future changes and
consequently the danger of harm to future generations. The actions of current polluters,
in other words, threaten to cause severe harm to future generations (cf. IPCC 2014a;
2014b; 2018). In light of this threat, consider the current mitigation efforts on a global
level. On the one hand, Parties to the Paris Agreement, which includes most nation-
states, have committed to the goal of keeping global average temperature rise to a

maximum of 2°C above pre-industrial levels (United Nations Climate Change 2015).53 On

51 See Gardiner 2017 for a similar argument.

52 | use climate change as the main example throughout, but the same reasoning could be
applied to other ways in which we can exert influence over the future, for example through
long-term public investments or public debt.

53 In fact, this goal is itself insufficient to avoid the most threatening impacts of climate change
(IPCC 2018). For simplicity, and because it remains the official goal agreed to in the Paris
Agreement, | will nevertheless use it for the purpose of this argument; however, the same
argument would work if substituting a different, lower target.
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the other hand, the mitigation efforts that Parties themselves have committed to as part
of their NDCs are only enough to limit warming to approximately 2.6°C (Climate Analytics

and New Climate Institute 2020).

A highly simplified but helpful way to conceptualise these numbers is in terms of a carbon
budget shared between generations. We can think of the amount of emissions predicted
to cause an average temperature rise of 2°C as the available carbon budget. A fair division
of the remaining budget would intuitively seem to entitle each generation to a certain
share.>* On any plausible interpretation of what a fair share is, present generations are
using more than what they are entitled to.>> This is suggested by the fact that current
policies and pledges are failing by a large margin to meet the mitigation target. If
continued, current policies, including pledged policies, would greatly exceed the carbon
budget. To avoid this and the connected environmental harms, future generations will
have to take up a much larger share of costly mitigation action. These observations
suggest that present generations — represented, in the Agreement, by their states’
current governments — are pursuing the following end: to avoid costly mitigation efforts
by continuing to emit more than their fair share, while still achieving (or not thwarting
the possibility of achieving) the 2°C goal they themselves have set in a legally binding

agreement.

One can now see how, by passing the mitigation buck to future generations, present
generations use future people as mere means. The only way present generations can
achieve their end is if future generations use considerably less of their own carbon

budget, or, alternatively, develop negative emission technologies necessary to

54 This is a very simplified sketch of discussions surrounding the carbon budget, but it is enough
for the purpose of this argument.

55 While | will not try to settle the issue here, | assume that there is a way to divide the budget
fairly between various generations, and the relevant actors within each generation.
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counteract past emissions.®® The climate changes to which present actions are
contributing pose a threat of severe harm to future generations, which will prevent many
future people from fulfilling their basic needs. This means they will not be able to choose
freely whether they want to take up the slack of past generations through greater
mitigation efforts themselves. Unless they do, they will increasingly be feeling the
harmful effects of climate change. Recalling what was said above, we may therefore say
that in passing the buck to future generations, future people are used as mere means by
present generations. In order to avoid climate harms, future generations have no choice
but to take up the role envisaged for them by present agents in the pursuit of their
interests. At the same time, passing the buck to future people is an action which clearly
does not respect future people as ends in themselves. By forcing future generations to
choose between suffering climate harms and contributing to present agents’ end, it is
reminiscent of our earlier example of a mugging at gunpoint, and a clear violation of
future people’s conditions of autonomy. Moreover, the goal for which future generations
serve as means is so far removed from what we may reasonably presume their interests
to be that we cannot assume it to be an end they would share. On any plausible account
of what we can assume future people would consent to, being forced to take up our share
of the mitigation burden that we were unwilling to shoulder is almost certainly not part
of it. By failing to take up a large enough share of the mitigation burden, present
generations thus fail to respect future people as ends in themselves and instead treat
them as mere means. This seems to constitute a special moral failing by present
generations. If our account of scope is to be normatively accurate, that is, account for all
factors that are morally relevant to an account of scope, it is important that it be able to

account for this.

%6 See the mitigation scenarios assessed by the IPCC, in IPCC 2014a and 2014b.
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A problem of the same structure applies to Scheffler’s conjecture, too. According to
Scheffler, we need future people to achieve a very specific and very important end. We
need confidence in the afterlife in order for many other objects and activities to matter
to us now, but we also “need humanity to have a future for the very idea that things
matter to retain a secure place in our conceptual repertoire” (Scheffler 2013: 60). What
Scheffler suggests is that the existence of future people is a necessary means for us to
achieve our goal: we need to be confident that future people will exist in order to retain

our ability to confidently value things.

Although it is true that future people cannot consent to serving this end, it is an end
which is in their interest, too, and which is not in violation of their agency and entitlement
to autonomy. In fact, it is an end we may plausibly assume future people would consent
to, as present and future generations alike are likely to share the interest in upholding
the “ongoing enterprise” of humanity. It therefore does not seem objectionable for
future people to serve as a means to secure the existence of an afterlife and enable the
practice of valuing. For the moment, then, we can say this: though future people are a
means to the continuation of humanity and, in turn, to our being able to value things,
this in itself does not amount to treating them merely as means and thus wrongly, for
both are goals that are plausibly in their interest, too, and not in violation of their

autonomy.

Yet the main problem posed by an account of scope based on the derivative importance
of future people lies in the behaviours that such an account would sanction. An account
of scope that justifies our obligations based on the derivative importance of future
people to us, and in which future people are therefore included as means to the
continuation of the afterlife rather than for their own sake, pays insufficient attention to
the interests of future persons. This, in turn, has unacceptable implications for

intergenerational justice. An account of justice which does not consider the interests of
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future people for their own sake is less likely to limit the future-affecting ends present
people may pursue to those that are plausibly in the interest of future people and which
respect their autonomy. In other words, relying on present persons’ interest in the
afterlife as a justification of intergenerational justice sanctions unjust future worlds as it
underdetermines what kind of future we should strive for to continue the “ongoing

enterprise” of humanity.

The upshot is, first, that such an account would fail to sufficiently protect future people
from being wrongly used as mere means for subordinate ends which are not in their
interests and which contribute to creating unjust futures. Moreover, in addition to failing
to prevent the special moral wrong of using others as mere means, the resulting account
would offer no protection against the vulnerability future people face by virtue of their
position in time — one of the main issues identified by the intergenerational climate
challenge. Finally, failing to address these concerns through sound moral norms will leave
present generations particularly susceptible to the kind of moral corruption identified by
Gardiner. That is, without a set of norms that protect future people and their interests
for their own sake, present generations may be more likely to distort existing moral
norms in ways that promote their own interests over those of future generations.
Conversely, the requirement to include future people in the scope of justice for their own
sake would, on a substantive level, compel us to take their foreseeable interests into
consideration in the pursuit of all intergenerational activities. This would successfully
guard against building unjust futures and using vulnerable future people as mere means

to do so.

As an example, consider the case of the present agent Peter. Peter owns various
companies that, among others, emit large amounts of greenhouse gases and contribute
to environmental degradation, climate change, and the negative effects on the human

and natural environment associated with both. Nevertheless, his business matters a lot
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to him. According to the afterlife conjecture, Peter needs humanity to have a future for
his projects, including his business, to continue to be of value to him. More broadly, he
also needs humanity to have a future for the practice of valuing to continue making sense
to him and his life to continue being a value-laden, human life. An account of
intergenerational justice that follows the afterlife conjecture and includes future people
because of their derivative importance to present generations would require Peter to do
what is in his power to avoid human extinction. This, however, seems to be nearly
everything it would demand. As long as he can be confident of the survival of a sufficiently
large group of future persons with the ability to preserve and sustain what he values,
Peter’s personal interest in the afterlife will have been fulfilled. These future persons
provide the framework Peter needs in order to be able to value things now, including his

fossil fuel business.

An account that includes future people not for their own sake but as means to our ends
is more likely to be silent about what kind of future Peter, and present generations in
general, should strive to create for humanity. It need not say anything, for example,
about the potential of Peter’s projects to further the economic dependence on fossil
fuels, increase future inequalities, worsen the living conditions of many future persons,
or degrade the natural environment in ways that would limit the conditions of autonomy
of future people. What would likely be the principal concern of such an account is not
what possible afterlives may look like, but the ability of the afterlife to serve as a
projection for present persons’ projects and values and as a vehicle to enable the practice
of valuing itself. This presupposes future people with a general capability to value
projects, objects, and practices, and who are capable of understanding, sharing, or
developing our values. Yet it does not require present generations to strive for a future
in which other interests of future people, including fundamental interests in the

conditions of autonomy, are met. Such an account sanctions future worlds in which
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humanity continues to exist, but under unjust circumstances. In turn, such an account
would allow present generations to treat future people as mere means to their unjust
projects. In Peter’s case, future people are a means to his ends insofar as his confidence
in their existence is a necessary condition for his ability to value his projects and practices.
Yet Peter’s pursuits will, among other things, affect the environment in ways that will be
increasingly hostile to many basic human interests and prevent many future people from
enjoying the conditions necessary to live an autonomous life. Future generations are
thereby a means to upholding the value of practices that are presumably not in their
interests and are likely to violate many of their conditions of autonomy. Thus, by
sanctioning unjust futures, an account that includes future people because of their
derivative importance to us is also going to allow wrongly treating future people as mere

means.

Note, again, that Scheffler’'s arguments are not intended to provide a full account of
intergenerational justice, nor is my claim that in addition to the survival of humanity we
must aim for a just future necessarily inconsistent with his view. Accordingly, what | say
should not be read as an objection to Scheffler’s arguments. My aim throughout this
chapter is to show, in reference to his conjecture, that justifying obligations of
intergenerational justice based on the derivative importance of future people has
unappealing consequences we should try to avoid by making our account of scope
consistent with a criterion like C3. In other words, while Scheffler’s account does not go
far enough to secure justice for future generation, it can help us develop a successful

account of scope by pointing us in the direction of what is missing.
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3. A game analogy

A possible objection to what | just argued is that drawing such a sharp distinction
between the afterlife as a condition of things mattering to us and as something that
matters to us in its own right misrepresents the role of the afterlife within Scheffler’s
account. As Scheffler describes it, the afterlife is not a mere instrument which enables
valuing but something which partly constitutes the community of human valuing. The
way in which future generations serve as a means to, or are a condition of, things
mattering to us is as common participants in the “ongoing enterprise” of humanity
(Scheffler 2013: 60). What he describes is not a case of present generations one-sidedly
instrumentalising future persons. Instead, the afterlife enables us to value things by
partly constituting, together with ourselves, a common and cooperative project, thereby
providing the necessary framework for our judgements of importance. Like future
generations, present persons too are a necessary means to this common enterprise,
leading to a state of interdependence rather than the one-sided use of one generation

by the other.

This situation of mutual dependence resembles that of a game. Imagine, for instance, a
game of chess. Here, each player’s participation partly constitutes the game as well as
being a means to the other player’s ability to play. Moreover, assuming each player seeks
to win, both players are means to an end that goes against their own interests. It is
unreasonable to believe, and we usually do not, that players in game settings wrongly
use one another as mere means. If the analogy holds, it follows that it would be equally
misguided to accuse present generations of using the afterlife as a mere means, even if
it is in pursuit of an end — such as Peter’s ability to value his environmentally destructive

pursuits — that is presumably not in their interest. Future generations, too, will in turn be
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able to rely on previous and successive generations as means to valuing their own,

possibly equally destructive, pursuits.

The first point to note in response is that it is possible for something that constitutes an
end to simultaneously be a means to it. Parfit, for instance, notes that the relation
between means and ends does not always have to be causal (Parfit 2001: 20). As an
example, he considers the case of the second-born son to a king: the death of his elder
brother constitutes his succession to the throne rather than causing it. At the same time,
his brother’s death is a necessary means to his end of becoming king (Parfit 2001).
Consider, also, a ruler wanting to show off his power through a public execution. The
prisoner’s death does not cause his display of power but constitutes it. In addition, the
ruler treats the prisoner merely as a means and not as an end in himself, as his actions
clearly show no respect for the prisoner’s autonomy and personhood. The fact that
something fully or party constitutes an end does not imply that it cannot simultaneously
be a means, or even merely a means, to it. This, then, is not what gives bite to the
objection, nor the reason why we do not think players in a game wrongly use one another

as mere means.

The second, more important point relates to what it takes to be used merely as a means,
and thus wrongly. Recall that an agent only treats another as a mere means if in his
actions he does not also respect the other as an end in herself, for example by allowing
her to consent or dissent to the action in question. While players in competitive games
serve as means to their competitors’ ends, they have freely consented to being a part of
the game. Neither player is forced by the other to adopt her competitor’s end. They have
each consented to being used in the ways stipulated by the rules of the game while in full
possession of their agency and autonomy. In this case, the players’ consent to the game
and its rules ensures they are treated also as ends and therefore not wrongly (see also

Kerstein 2009: 173).
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Clearly, the case of future generations differs. Unlike competitive players, future persons
cannot give their actual consent to how they are being treatment by present generations.
Peter, for example, cannot seek future generations’ consent to serving as a means for his
goal of valuing his fossil fuel business. By virtue of their position in time, future
generations cannot provide their actual consent to any of our present projects and
pursuits. This suggests the following: whenever our intergenerational actions do, in the
ways described above, rely on treating future generations in a certain way, it is crucial
that we instead seek to respect future persons as ends by respecting their autonomy and

plausible future interests.

Fleshing out the details of what this is going to require is a question that is best answered
by a substantive account of intergenerational justice. However, by stipulating that future
people must be included for their own sake, an account of the scope of justice can set
the necessary outer boundaries within which adequate principles of justice can later be
developed. Stipulating that future people are to be included in the scope of justice as
ends in themselves and not for their derivative importance to present persons ensures
that future interests and conditions of autonomy, too, are protected for their own sake.
This ensures future entitlements cannot, without justification, be side-lined in the pursuit
of present persons’ ends. In this way, how we include future people within the scope of
our obligations sets the ground rules for intergenerational justice, shaping the content of
the substantive principles our account allows. This, in turn, determines whether our
account can successfully serve as a tool to meet the challenges of intergenerational

climate change in a just manner.

What | have argued is that, even in situations of mutual dependence, if we fail to include
future people for their own sake we might not take sufficient account of their interests
and risk using them as mere means. This increases the danger of moral corruption and

fails to account for the vulnerability of future people identified as part of the
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intergenerational climate challenge. Instead, because future people cannot consent to
our projects, it is important that our actions treat them as ends by respecting their
interests and autonomy. Including future people for their own sake — and thus, in turn,
considering their interests and entitlements for their own sake — is one way in which our

account of scope can ensure this will be the case.

4. The importance to us of the afterlife in its own right

| have so far focused on one part of Scheffler’s claim, which holds that the afterlife
matters to us as a necessary condition of other things mattering to us. | argued that,
rather than because of their derivative importance highlighted by Scheffler’s argument,
future people must be included in the scope of justice for their own sake. In other words,
although our obligations to future people can be grounded in the presuppositions of our
actions, what justifies them must be the equal moral value of future persons. Our account
must include future people for their own sake in order to ensure this. Yet Scheffler notes
that the afterlife also matters to us in a second way, namely in its own right. This sets the
afterlife apart from other necessary conditions for human life, such as the provision of
oxygen: the afterlife is not just a causal condition of other things mattering to us, but
the reason for their doing so (Scheffler 2013: 26). It is in part because we already care
about the survival of humanity in its own right that Scheffler believes an infertile world

would prompt apathy and despair.

These two ways in which the afterlife matters according to the conjecture cannot easily
be disentangled, so that drawing such a stark distinction between them may seem
artificial. | already considered an objection to this extent in Section 3. My focus in this

chapter, however, is not on a detailed examination of Scheffler’s account but on how we
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may use his arguments as a starting point for constructing a successful account of the
scope of climate justice. In order to do so, it is important to assess each claim in its own
right. Most of what Scheffler argues highlights the ways in which what matters to us is
dependent on the afterlife: the existence of the afterlife allows us to personalise our
relation to the future, conserve our values, and uphold the circumstances in which
valuing as we know it is possible (see, for instance, Scheffler 2013: 29-30, 51, 59-61). In
previous sections, | relied on this first part of Scheffler’s claim to argue that an account
of scope may not justify our obligations to future people based on their derivative
importance to us but that it must instead value and include them for their own sake. In
what follows | will argue that Scheffler’s second claim — that the afterlife also matters to
us in its own right — shows that an account of scope cannot justify our obligations based
on our care for future people, either. There are two reasons for this. On the one hand it
is unclear that, beyond the mere existence of future people, we also care about their
interests being met; on the other hand, the notion of care is itself not an appropriate

justification for justice.”’

a. How much do we really care about the afterlife?
Scheffler motivates the claim that we care about the afterlife in its own right by noting
our willingness to pursue projects whose benefits will only be reaped by future
generations. An example of this is present generations’ engagement in researching a cure

for cancer. His argument can be summarised as follows:

57 For the current purpose, | use “mattering to us in their own right” and “caring about them”
interchangeably. Scheffler himself uses both expressions, and comments that “[f]or the
purposes of this discussion, what these concepts have in common is more important than the
ways in which they differ” (Scheffler 2013: 17). | take both to mean that we are, to a certain
extent, personally and/or emotionally invested in the future of humanity.
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P.1 We are instrumentally rational, that is, we work on projects so as to achieve a

certain goal, and only if said goal is achievable.

P.2 We are happy to pursue projects whose expected benefits will only manifest

after our death.

P.3 The goal of these projects is to achieve their expected, future benefit.

C.1 We pursue these projects in order to benefit future generations (call these

future-oriented projects).

C.2 Future generations matter to us in their own right (see, for example, Scheffler

2013: 26-27).

Taking Scheffler’s second claim — that we care about the afterlife in its own right — as the
reason to include future people within the scope of justice would have very different
implications for the resulting account of scope and how future people are included within
it than what | described above. It would likely imply that we have reasons to want
humanity to have not just any future but a certain type of future, that is, a future in which
the interests of future persons are met. Some of what Scheffler says seems to support
this stronger claim. For instance, he writes that we “have reasons ... for attending to the
interests of future generations” and the means “to promote the survival and flourishing

of humanity after our deaths” (Scheffler 2013: 78).

Insofar as future generations’ mattering to us in their own right is understood not as their
mere existence but as their wellbeing and interests mattering to us, an account of scope
based on this will take account of and require us to respect the interests of future people.
Indeed, thus understood our care for future people would seem to result in an account
of scope that includes future people in what | argued is the correct way, that is, for their
own sake, and which in turn does not fall victim to any of the objections raised in earlier

sections. Yet it is unclear that our current future-oriented activities can support this
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stronger claim about care and, in turn, that any resulting account of scope could
successfully be applied to the current problem-background. There are two reasons to
doubt this. On the one hand, Scheffler’s stronger claim relies on speculations about the
reasons people have to engage in future-oriented projects, and in doing so obscures
possible alternative motivations. On the other hand, present generations engage in a
number of actions that are pushing in the opposite direction by creating a more harmful
world for future generations. This suggests that we may not in fact care about the future

as much as Scheffler believes.

As a placeholder for future-oriented projects of the first kind consider Scheffler’s own
example, people’ willingness to engage in cancer research. With regards to cancer
research, P.3 holds that researchers’ goal in undertaking such work is to benefit future
generations. | believe this claim can be disputed. While it may be true for some, it is far
from obvious that all researchers are only or even primarily motivated by a payoff that
will occur after their deaths. Nor need this be the case for the action to be classed as an
intergenerational action. Recall that | considered an objection to this extent in Chapter
111.°8 What | argued makes an action intergenerational is that it is conceptually reliant on
the presupposition that there will be future people. Long-term medical research we know
is not going to bear fruits within our lifetime seems to fall under the category of strong
intergenerational actions: it presupposes future people who will be able to reap its
benefits, as well as future people who will be able and willing to contribute to it. This act
description, however, does not determine individual motivations for engaging in the
intergenerational action. In the case of cancer research, for example, it is equally

plausible for individual researchers to be motivated by some payoff to be received within

their lifetimes, be it the wish to take on the challenge of solving a complex medical

58 See above, pages 104-105.
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problem (Frankfurt 2013: 134), scientific curiosity, or fame and appreciation by
colleagues and the public. These goals are not in competition with the intergenerational
character of the action, but goals that individual agents hope to reach by engaging in that
intergenerational activity. In other words, a medical problem that is not so complex as to
require multiple generations of researcher to participate in solving it may not, for
example, be seen as an equally interesting challenge to take on or draw the amount of
attention and fame that is sought. Similar things as for cancer research can be said about
agents’ motivations to engage in other future-oriented actions, including trying to
prevent severe climate change or environmental degradation. Yet while agents’
alternative motivations do not detract from the intergenerational character of the action,
they do question the applicability of Scheffler’s argument to many future-oriented
actions. That we can think of a number of plausible reasons to engage in such actions
beyond care for the afterlife at least questions the extent to which engaging in them

shows that future generations matter to us in their own right.

Let’s nevertheless, for the sake of the argument, assume for a moment that agents who
engage in future-oriented projects do this because they care about the afterlife in its own
right. Even if this were to be the case, their activities are in competition with a number
of actions that, instead of benefitting future generations at the cost of present people,
defer the costs of present benefits to future generations and actively worsen future living
conditions. If actions whose benefits occur after the agents’ deaths suggest their agents
care about the afterlife, these actions must in turn suggest their agents’ lack of care and
a stark disinterest for future interests. An obvious example is the failure of present and
past generations to take meaningful action against climate change and their continued
engagement in highly emitting or otherwise climate changing activities. Despite the
global awareness of the dangers these actions pose to future generations, most nations

are continuing to endorse and even encourage activities like deforestation or the burning

139



L. E. Luzzatto Climate justice: the intergenerational challenge

of coal (Phillips 2018; Karp 2018). While on the global level the problem of climate change
is compounded by a coordination problem between actors that inhibits large-scale
action, single agents, including the relevant collective agents, have nevertheless long
been able to take individual action to show either their commitment to the cause or lack
thereof. For instance, the decision by Donald Trump’s administration to remove the US
from the Paris Agreement, though opposed by a large part of the population and
fortunately reversed by his successor Joe Biden, could suggest that a significant number
of US citizens do not care, or not enough, about the afterlife to want to protect it from
the possibility of dangerous climate change. Similarly, if devoting one’s career to cancer
research shows that one cares about the afterlife, then working for or investing in the
fossil fuel sector, as many currently do, must suggest that people either do not care at

all, or at least not enough for this care to win out against other concerns.

This is not to say that no present people care about the afterlife in its own right, nor that
the majority does not. To the contrary, it is plausible that many of us do care about future
generations. It does, however, suggest that it is likely that a significant number do not,
or not sufficiently to have reasons to protect future people’s interests. This casts enough
doubt on the claim that we, as a present generation, care about the afterlife in its own
right to make it at best a very shaky foundation for an account of intergenerational
justice. An account of the scope of climate justice, however, should provide a sound basis
for action to all agents in order to meet the challenges of intergenerational climate

change.

b. Care and the justification of justice

The second reason we ought to look for an alternative justification for intergenerational

obligations is that the fact that others matter to us —in the sense that we feel concern or
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affection towards them, in other words, that we care about them — is in itself not an
appropriate reason to extend considerations of justice to them. This is closely connected
to what | just argued. The previous argument showed that care for the afterlife provides
at best a patchy coverage of present agents. While some agents are likely to care, others
presumably do not, and we have no reliable indication of whether one does. Because it
is of such personal nature, the notion of care is not an appropriate reason to extend

considerations of justice to others.

The purpose of principles of justice is to provide impartial rules to protect people’s
fundamental needs and adjudicate between conflicting claims on the necessary material
or non-material goods. Though it does lead to including future people for their own sake,
an account of justice which takes a contingent personal preference such as care as the
justification for including others within its scope does not seem able to mediate fairly and
impartially between persons. The resulting principles would therefore not be action-
guiding to agents who do not meet its justificatory requirement, that is, who do not care
about future generations. In order to be impartial and action-guiding for all agents,
principles of justice ought to be neutral with regards to both their subjects and duty-
bearers. Such principles can then provide moral rules that are applicable to all agents
regardless of individual motivation. If our account of scope is to be action-guiding for all
agents, as | argued it needs to in order to overcome the intergenerational climate
challenge, it must not only include future people for their own sake but must also apply
equally to all, independently of contingent personal preferences. Both requirements are
met by including future people within the scope of justice as ends in themselves and

based on their entitlement to agency and autonomy.
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5. Conclusion

In this chapter, | argued that unless an account of the scope of climate justice is justified
by future people’s equal entitlements to the conditions of autonomy and includes future
people as ends in themselves it will sanction using future people as mere means and
allow for unjust future worlds. We can guard against this by adopting a criterion like C3,
which requires that an account of scope include future people for their own sake. Fixing
this as part of our account of scope sets important ground rules for any substantive
principles of climate justice that may build on the account, ensuring they respect the
autonomy conditions of both present and future people. This allows us to meet the basic

requirements of justice and overcome the intergenerational challenge in a just manner.

More specifically, complying with C3 allows the account to be normatively accurate and
action-guiding in the face of the intergenerational challenge. On the one hand, it allows
the account to pick up instances of using future people as mere means which are relevant
to the moral evaluation of our actions, and in turn to provide normatively accurate
guidance. Passing the buck of climate action to future people is an instance of treating
future people as mere means, and it is important that an account of scope be able to fully
account for this special moral wrong in order to successfully meet the intergenerational
challenge. On the other hand, including future people for their own sake and based on
their entitlement to agency and autonomy allows the account to be action-guiding for all
agents, independently of their dependence on or care for future persons. The ability to
ground sound, wide-ranging obligations of intergenerational justice is especially

important given the urgent need to tackle climate change.

In the next chapter, | will draw these arguments and those of past chapters together to
formulate a provisional account of the scope of climate justice. | will then address three

unresolved issues — the variety of intergenerational actions we engage in, whether the
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account can ground obligations to remote future generations, and the role of
intergenerational cooperation within it — and use my conclusions to formulate a final

revised version of the account.
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Chapter V: An account of the scope of climate justice

1. Taking stock

The question | seek to answer in this thesis is to what extent, and why, we have
obligations of climate justice to future people. This is a question about the scope of
climate justice, whereby ‘scope’ defines “the range of persons who have claims upon and
responsibilities to each other arising from considerations of justice” (Abizadeh 2007:323).
Determining the scope of climate justice is an important step towards constructing a
complete, substantive account of climate justice. It is also, in its own right, necessary in

order to fully address what | have called the intergenerational climate challenge.

In Chapters Il to IV | articulated three criteria that an account of the scope of climate
justice must meet and developed ways in which it can do so. | argued that an account of
scope must provide ways to cope with uncertainty, be able to deal with complex moral
problems like climate change, and include future people for their own sake. | also began
to formulate an action-centred approach to scope that fits this framework and which can
explain that, and why, we have duties of climate justice to future people. In this chapter,
I will draw together what | have discussed so far in order to propose a preliminary account
of the scope of climate justice; | will then address some important issues this proposal
does not fully resolve; finally, | will use this material to propose my final, action-centred

account of the scope of climate justice.

This chapter will tackle three issues that | believe the preliminary account does not say
enough about. The first has to do with the range of actions that are rightly described as
intergenerational actions. | will argue that because our societies are intrinsically

intergenerational, paying closer attention to our motivations for acting shows that
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intergenerational actions are more common than one might assume. One way to think
about this is by applying Scheffler’s afterlife conjecture to the account of scope. |
discussed Scheffler’s arguments at length in Chapter IV, arguing that our dependence on
future people cannot serve as a justification for intergenerational justice. | will now revisit
his arguments from a different point of view: | will argue that his conjecture points to an
additional, wide-ranging category of possible intergenerational actions. Although, as
argued in Chapter IV, this cannot be a justification for justice, these intergenerational
actions can nevertheless ground duties to future people by triggering the account’s

coherence and normative requirements.

The second point has to do with the range of future generations who, on the proposed
account, are included in the scope of our obligations. | will ask, in particular, whether
intergenerational actions can ground obligations to remote future generations in
addition to near ones. In order to determine which generations are included by the
account | will assess some of our intergenerational actions, showing that we often rely
on presuppositions about both near and remote future generations. This suggests that

the account can ground obligations to near as well as to more remote future people.

As a third and final point, | will address the role of intergenerational cooperation within
an account of scope. My aim is to determine the ways in which, if at all, engaging in
strongly intergenerational actions, and hence in intergenerational cooperation, affects
the scope of our obligations. | will approach the issue by assessing the presuppositions
on which different kinds of intergenerational actions rely, suggesting that it is the
specificity of these presuppositions —that is, which specific capabilities, beyond the mere
capability for agency, are presupposed — that determines which future capabilities fall
within the scope of our obligations. | will argue that intergenerational cooperation
therefore indirectly broadens the scope of our obligations, as cooperative actions rely on

more specific presuppositions about future capabilities and vulnerabilities than non-
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cooperative actions. | will conclude by revising the provisional account to include these

specifications and proposing my final account of the scope of climate justice.

2. A preliminary account of scope

Previous chapters have worked towards answering a key question about future

generations and the scope of climate justice: do we owe duties of climate justice to future

people, and if so why? Drawing on what | have argued so far, | can now formulate a

provisional account of the scope of climate justice that provides an initial answer to this

question.

Account (A1)

fii.

Our actions are based on certain presuppositions about others, including,
often, about future people; these presuppositions determine whether and
to whom we owe duties of justice and climate justice.

If our actions rely on presuppositions about future others, we must also
recognise these future people as independent moral agents in our underlying
principles of justice (coherence requirement) and extend the basic
requirements of justice to them (normative requirement).

The scope of an agent’s duties of justice therefore extends to all those
present and future others whom their actions presuppose. If an agent is
engaged in activities relevant to climate justice, the scope of their duties of

climate justice also extends to all others whom their actions presuppose.

Activities relevant to climate justice are thereby defined as actions that directly affect the

extent to which we are able to mitigate, adapt, or otherwise respond to anthropogenic
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climate change. They cover actions as well as omissions that are consciously performed

and intended by their agents, and include attitudes, policies and practices.*

It is important to also recall the definition of a presupposition that is relevant in this
context. When | say that an action is based on a certain presupposition about others, |
mean that the presupposition explains certain features of the action in its current form
and makes it conceptually coherent. Although they can be, presuppositions are not

necessarily part of the agent’s consciousness, but rather a description of their action.®°

In order for this account to be successful in fixing the scope of climate justice it must fit
the framework developed in previous chapters, and, in particular, meet what | argued
are three necessary criteria: it must be able to cope with uncertainty, provide ways to
deal with climate change as a complex issue, and include future people for their own
sake. In the remainder of this section, | will look at how the proposed account meets

these requirements.

a. Dealing with uncertainty

As a first criterion, | argued in Chapter Il that an account of scope must be able to
accommodate uncertainties about the future effects of our climate changing and

mitigating activities.

Contrary to, for instance, its consequentialist counterpart, this account provides an
action-guiding and normatively accurate way of dealing with uncertainty. That is, it
provides the agent with useful practical guidance for the action under consideration and

can accurately identify the morally relevant features of the action.

59 See above, page 21.
60 See above, page 24.
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The proposed account of scope can successfully respond to the uncertainty of climate
change for two reasons: i) it takes each risk-imposition and its justification as the subject
of moral evaluation; and ii) it takes risks to give rise to obligations of climate justice if
they meet the following conditions: they are foreseeable by a reasonable agent at the

time of acting; and they expose others to risks to their autonomy-relevant conditions.

Defining a notion of foreseeable risk is a crucial step that allows us to apply the account
to actions under uncertainty. The concept of foreseeable risk specifies that whenever a
risk is foreseeable to the agent, the risk-imposing action is necessarily based on, among
other things, weighing the preferences of the risk-imposing agents against those of the
risk-exposed. By this | do not mean that it is necessary for the agent to consciously engage
in this trade-off. Rather, what | mean is that an action which involves a foreseeable risk
is best described as involving the weighing of the preferences of the risk-imposing agents
against those of the risk-exposed others. It is, in other words, based on presuppositions

about the capabilities and vulnerabilities of the risk-exposed.

When the risk-exposed are future people, as in most actions related to climate justice,
these risk-imposing actions are based on presuppositions about future people and are
therefore intergenerational actions. By triggering the coherence and normative
requirements they bring the future risk-exposed into the scope of the agent’s obligations

of climate justice.

This account also points us to one way in which we can approach the substance of our
obligations to future people in a situation of uncertainty. By linking our obligations to an
implicit trade-off between preferences and the presuppositions this trade-off rests on, it
suggests that in situations of uncertainty, obligations of justice to future risk-exposed
agents can be discharged by not giving undue weight to one’s own preferences over the

ability of others to enjoy the conditions of autonomy. The exact content of these
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obligations is something to be determined in later work on the substance of climate

justice.

b. Dealing with complexity

As a second criterion, | argued that an account of the scope of climate justice must be

able to respond to climate change as a complex problem of justice.

The complexity of climate change lies in a combination of specific problems — the
dispersion of causes and effects, asymmetric vulnerabilities, as well as the severity,
uncertainty, and scale of outcomes — which converge to make climate change an
especially complex problem of justice. This limits the ability of many traditional moral
theories to successfully determine whether and why we have duties of climate justice to

future people.

By using a practical, action-centred methodology, the proposed account is able to meet
the challenges of complexity and establish obligations of justice to future people that are
based on agents’ intergenerational actions. It can successfully do this because its
methodology only relies on our actions and their presuppositions to ground
intergenerational obligations of justice. The necessary information about our actions

remains accessible to us even in complex and uncertain situations like climate change.

This account responds to both Gardiner’s and Jamieson’s concerns about the inability of
current moral theories to respond to climate change. By linking the traditional values of
autonomy and respect for agency to the concept of intergenerational actions, it
highlights existing connections between our and future people’s agency. These action-
based bonds, in connection with the requirement to respect others’ agency and
autonomy, explain why we must include future people in the scope of our obligations of

climate justice.
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This responds to Gardiner’s call for the development of our moral theories in relevant
areas —including intergenerational justice — as a way to uncover the moral norms needed
to respond to climate change. At the same time, it responds to Jamieson’s worry about
the inadequacy of existing concepts of responsibility for dealing with large-scale and
diffuse problems like climate change, without however requiring us to develop and adopt
new values or moral concepts. This account shows that the values we have do in fact
permit us to access the necessary norms of climate justice if only we use other methods

for applying them to the problem.

This approach places a lighter burden on present generations than an account which
requires the adoption of new, alternative values. Moreover, merely extending the values
of justice we already hold removes the degree of abstraction inherent in the
development of new values and concepts. This contributes to streamlining the resulting
theory of climate justice and simplifying its fit with existing commitments in other

domains of justice, making it more action-guiding in a time of crisis.

c. Including future people for their own sake

As a third and final criterion, | argued that an account of the scope of climate justice must
include each person for their own sake and as an end in themselves. This criterion ensures
that future agents are never treated as mere means to our ends and that principles of
intergenerational climate justice promote just future worlds. | argued that, in order to
achieve this, the only acceptable justification for justice is an agent’s standing as an end

in themselves, and never their role in furthering someone else’s ends.

The requirement to include each person for their own sake is at the core of the proposed
account. It is embodied by the coherence and normative requirements, which spell out

the key normative elements of the account. According to the coherence requirement,
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whenever our actions rely on presuppositions about others our principles of justice must
recognise these others as independent moral agents. The normative requirement then
ascribes each agent an equal entitlement to the conditions of autonomy and to being
respected as an agent. This requirement is what provides the justification for the duties

of justice the account gives rise to.

Prior to applying the coherence and normative requirements, the account uses our
intergenerational actions to identify the range of others on whom our actions rely and
whom we must therefore recognise as moral agents in acting. Our actions thus ground
our obligations of justice to those others but are not what justifies them. Our reliance on
others as part of our intergenerational actions requires us, through the coherence
requirement, to recognise these others as agents, yet our obligations to them are then
justified by the normative requirement to value these others as independent moral

agents who are equally entitled to the conditions of autonomy.

On the proposed account, future people are thus never included in the scope of justice
as mere means to our intergenerational actions but as moral agents on whom our actions

rely and who are, as independent agents, entitled to the basic requirements of justice.

3. Scheffler’s afterlife conjecture and intergenerational actions

a. The afterlife conjecture

The preliminary account of scope fits the developed framework and meets the necessary

criteria for a successful account of scope. However, it is silent, or says too little about,
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three important issues. Let me begin by tackling the first of these, which is the range of

present actions that count as intergenerational actions.

In Chapter lll, | suggested that there are two broad types of intergenerational actions:
stronger, or cooperative intergenerational actions, which require future people to
contribute in order to be completed successfully; and weaker intergenerational actions,
which do not rely on future people for completion, but are nevertheless based on
presuppositions about them. As possible examples | mentioned the practice of public
debt and long-term climate plans on the one hand, and future oriented legal documents
like the Paris Agreement on the other hand. | also suggested that our societies are
intrinsically intergenerational, and that this intergenerationality provides the necessary

background against which many of our intergenerational actions are made possible.

On Samuel Scheffler’s interpretation of what an intergenerational society means in
practice, this intergenerationality implies that a much wider range of actions than those
just mentioned are in fact intergenerational. | already discussed Scheffler’s afterlife
conjecture in the previous chapter. Scheffler argues that past, present and future
generations are connected as parts of the ongoing project of humanity, and that unless
we can think of ourselves as parts of this continuum, many of even the most trivial objects
and pursuits we value as part of our daily lives will cease to be important to us. The reason
behind this is that we need the frame of reference provided by humanity as an ongoing
enterprise in order to develop a sense of what is valuable and important. If, instead, we
were to be confronted with the imminent extinction of humanity after our death — the
loss of the “collective afterlife” — this would compromise our ability to value many of the
activities that had previously seemed worthwhile to us, even mundane and recreational
ones (Scheffler 2013). According to Scheffler, his conjecture shows that our ability to live

valuable lives here and now largely depends on our belief that humanity will continue to
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exist for “a healthy and indefinitely long period after our own deaths” (Scheffler 2013:

63).

| argued in Chapter IV that the dependence on future people which Scheffler describes
cannot serve as a justification for including future people in the scope of justice, as doing
so would risk using future people as mere means and sanction unjust worlds. Instead, we
ought to include future as well as present persons for their own sake and justify their
inclusion in the scope of justice with reasons that apply equally to all. The proposed
account meets this criterion by justifying our duties to future people with every agent’s

equal entitlement to respect and the conditions of autonomy.

Intergenerational actions, however, are also crucial to the proposed account. They
provide the legitimate grounds through which to identify which future agents the
normative requirement applies to. Thus, if Scheffler is right in arguing that so many of
our activities are dependent on the existence of future people, his suggestion can
complement and have wide-ranging implications for an account of scope based on
intergenerational actions. In turn, my proposed account can supplement Scheffler’s
conjecture by showing one way in which our dependence on future people grounds
duties of intergenerational justice, while still including future people for their own sake.

Let’s unpack why this is the case.

b. Three categories of intergenerational actions
According to Scheffler’s conjecture, many seemingly present-oriented actions are in fact
intergenerational. Supposedly, the value and importance of these actions to us is part of
the reason why we engage in them, and they can only be valuable and important to us
under the precondition that humanity will continue to exist after our deaths. Scheffler’s

speculation seems plausible, and | have so far assumed it to be correct. If indeed it is, it
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seems that a much wider range of actions than | have so far identified rely on
presuppositions about future people, thus triggering the coherence and normative

requirements to bring future people into the scope of the agents’ duties of justice.

Scheffler mentions three categories of actions that he believes would become less
valuable to us without the prospect of a collective afterlife. The first are activities that
would already be described as intergenerational actions on the proposed account of
scope: they include projects oriented towards achieving a future goal such as technical
or medical research; creative projects that depend, at least in part, on their reception by
a future audience; activities that aim to sustain certain values and practices over time,
such as participating in traditions and rituals; and activities aimed at promoting the
survival of particular cultural or communal groups over time (Scheffler 2013: 42). Quite
clearly, these activities seem to presuppose the existence of future people that can enjoy
or make use of their results. Some of these, for example long-term research projects
carried out over multiple generations, may even require the contribution of future

people to be successful.

What is more interesting is Scheffler’s suggestion that, on the one hand, other less
obviously intergenerational activities would also come to matter to us less, and that, on
the other hand, our very ability to value things would itself be compromised. He believes,
first, that “the imminent disappearance of human life would exert a generally depressive
effect on people's motivations and on their confidence in the value of their activities —
that it would reduce their capacity for enthusiasm and for wholehearted and joyful
activity across a very wide front” (Scheffler 2013: 43). This loss of enthusiasm would
affect things like enjoying nature or music and the pursuit of intellectual activities. The
reason why we would struggle to still see these actions as important to us is that their
value to us depends on our ability to confidently place them within an ongoing human

history, and we are only able to do so if we can be confident that human beings will
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continue to exist after we die and for some time thereafter. If Scheffler’s afterlife
conjecture is correct, it therefore looks like a much wider range of very common,
seemingly present-oriented activities are in fact based on presuppositions about future

people.

As a third category, Scheffler argues that even our understanding of what it means to
value something, of things and activities being in some way important to us, can only
retain its meaning under the precondition that we ourselves are part of an ongoing
human history. The practice of valuing “occurs within the implicit framework of a set of
assumptions that includes, at the most basic level, the assumption that human life itself
matters, and that it is an ongoing phenomenon with a history that transcends the history
of any individual” (Scheffler 2013: 59). Thus, according to Scheffler’s conjecture, the act
of valuing as we know it would be conceptually incoherent unless we presupposed the

existence of future people for a sufficiently long period of time after our own deaths.

It is worth briefly pointing out that the importance Scheffler ascribes to the collective
afterlife as a critical component of our shared history is specific to, or at least modelled
after, the relationship that a linear conception of time presupposes with the future. That
is, the desire or even need for a collective afterlife is likely to be central to societies whose
cultural conception of time is linear and future-oriented, and less prominent in cultures
with a cyclical notion of time for whom the past may play an equally if not more
important role. Although these considerations in no way invalidate Scheffler’s conjecture
or arguments that are based on it — many cultures as well as global and international
political organisations do follow a linear conception of time — it is important to keep in

mind that these arguments may not apply equally to societies across the globe.
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c. The afterlife conjecture and the scope of justice
Taking a closer look at Scheffler’s afterlife conjecture reveals that two additional types of
activities which had not been identified by the account so far are in fact, and quite
plausibly, intergenerational actions that rely on presuppositions about future people.
This has important implications for the reach of our account of the scope of climate

justice.

First, and importantly, most agents regularly engage in these activities. Most individual
agents regularly engage in mundane activities like listening to, playing, or enjoying music,
walking in a park, enjoying beautiful scenery, or learning a new language or skill. All
individual agents will also have valued things or pursuits in their lifetimes and have

perceived various objects, activities, or states as being important to them.

We can reach a similar conclusion for the collective agents relevant to climate justice that
are the focus of this thesis. On the understanding of collective agents that | am working
with, we can make sense of the idea that something can be valuable or important to a
collective agent, too. Recall that, on this view of collective responsibility, organised
collectives that meet specified criteria can form a collective will, exercise agency, assume
moral responsibilities, and be attributed collective intentions that can differ from the
individual intentions of their members.®! The coherence and normative requirements
thus apply unaltered to these organised collective agents, who, like individual agents,

acquire an obligation to respect others’ agency whenever their actions rely on it.

Insofar as what is important to human agents in general depends on their ability to place
themselves within an ongoing human history, the same applies to such organised
collective agents. Assuming, as Scheffler’s conjecture does, that agents have an interest

in their projects and activities persisting after they are gone, this plausibly applies to the

61 See above, pages 85-87.
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collective agents in question as much as to individual agents. In turn, collective as well as
individual agents are likely to have a strong interest in a collective afterlife to ensure they

and their projects are part of an ongoing human history.

A range of common activities by collective agents are therefore vulnerable to the afterlife
conjecture. For a collective agent as | have described it, it can for instance make sense to
say that something is valuable or important to them if it is in line with their national,
communal or organisational culture, or with their ethos, policies, or strategy. Similarly,
we can imagine daily, mundane activities of collective agents which would be affected by
the afterlife conjecture to be things like entering or exiting political unions or
partnerships; passing new legislation; developing new business or communication
strategies; or launching and advertising new products. These are only somewhat general
speculations, but they highlight sufficient relevant similarities to suggest that, if the
afterlife conjecture is plausible for individual agents, there are reasons to think it is

plausible for organised collective agents as well.

If this is so, we can expect that activities like those just mentioned, as well as the more
general idea of something being important to collective agents, would be affected by the
knowledge that humanity will soon be extinct. Most collective agents, including those
relevant to climate justice, will regularly engage in such actions. The European Union, for
example, may negotiate the terms of entry for a new member state, or, to rely on a timely
example, has recently negotiated the terms of exit for the UK; on the other hand, we can
say that a local government values the erection of a statue to commemorate its founder,
or that a political party committed to social and economic justice values the introduction

of mandatory gender and minority quotas in private companies.

Secondly, although the presuppositions about future agents on which the afterlife

conjecture relies are quite minimal, they are enough to trigger the coherence and
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normative requirements of the account. Neither our daily activities nor our ability to
value things must necessarily rely on particularly detailed presuppositions about the
specific capabilities and vulnerabilities of future people. Yet, on the proposed account of
scope, any presuppositions about future people as agents, regardless of how minimal
they are, are enough to bring them within the scope of the agent’s obligations of justice.
Regardless of how little our actions presuppose about future people and how little we
know about their future preferences, interests, and capabilities, it is plausible to say that,
as human agents, they too will be entitled to the basic conditions of autonomy called for

by the account’s normative requirement.

Hence, if the proposed approach can work for other intergenerational actions, and
provided Scheffler’s afterlife conjecture is plausible, the account should apply to these
additional intergenerational actions too. In turn, this means that agents who engage in
these activities — which, as | argued, are nearly all agents — acquire intergenerational

obligations of justice.

4. Which future generations?

This brings up a second important issue that requires clarification: how temporally far-
reaching are the obligations that agents who engage in intergenerational actions acquire
under the account? And, specifically, can intergenerational actions serve to also bring the

tougher case of remote future generations into the scope of (climate) justice?

The preliminary account already provides a partial answer to these questions. It suggests
that the temporal reach of agent’s obligations depends on how far-reaching their actions’

underlying presuppositions about future people are, and hence on the specific
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intergenerational action the agent engages in. For a more conclusive answer, we

therefore need to take a closer look at possible intergenerational actions.

a. Near future generations
Let me begin with actions that rely on presuppositions about near future generations. As
near future generations | understand future people that are closer to us in time, that is,
people who are going to live within about a century from the present. Most of the
intergenerational actions discussed in the previous chapter are based on presuppositions

about future people that fall within this approximate range.

The Paris Agreement, for instance, often relies on presuppositions until the end of this
century. It states in Article 4, for example, that in order to achieve its long-term
temperature goal Parties to the Agreement should aim to reach net zero emissions by
the second half of this century (United Nations Climate Change 2015: Art. 4.1). The
Agreement also requires Parties to communicate their NDCs every five years (United
Nations Climate Change 2015: Art. 4.9) and to undertake a global stocktake on progress
towards the goals of the Agreement every five years starting in 2023 (United Nations
Climate Change 2015: Art. 14). While the latter two requirements do not include an upper
time bound, given the overarching aim to reach net zero emissions within this century it

makes sense to also interpret these efforts as focused mainly on the current century.

Similarly, Germany’s Climate Action Plan 2050 and its 2030 climate action package —
which were also discussed in Chapter Il — set out measures and targets for, and thus rely
on presuppositions about, the next ten to 30 years (Bundesministerium fir Umwelt,
Naturschutz und nukleare Sicherheit 2016; Deutscher Bundestag 2019). A similar

timespan plausibly applies to intergenerational actions such as large-scale building and
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infrastructure projects or investment and economic policy decisions. Overall, there are a

number of intergenerational actions that ground obligations to near future generations.

b. Remote future generations
At the same time, we engage in activities that are based on much more long-term
presuppositions about the future. | have in mind, on the one hand, Scheffler’s afterlife
conjecture and its related intergenerational actions, and on the other hand the storage
of toxic nuclear waste. These actions also bring remote future generations into the scope

of justice.

If we accept Scheffler’s afterlife conjecture, many of our most common activities,
including the act of valuing itself, are only meaningful if agents can view themselves as
parts of a common human history. This means that these actions must be based on the
presupposition that there are going to be near as well as remote future generations of

humans.

Scheffler does not specify how long we should want humanity to survive for. He only
speaks of a “healthy and indefinitely long period after our own deaths” (Scheffler 2013:
63). We may, however, be able to narrow down this time period a little further. It is
estimated that the earth will start to become inhabitable in around a billion years
(Leconte et al. 2013), but it is likely that humanity will become extinct much earlier. To
provide some relevant context, mammal species have an average lifespan of about one
million years, though some have existed for up to ten million years (Evolution Library
2001). Estimates for the species lifespan of Homo Sapiens vary considerably: scientists
have estimated the probability of human extinction due to natural causes at less than

one in 14,000 for any given year, but predictions are complicated by the fact that
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anthropogenic causes of extinction are thought to be more likely than natural ones

(Snyder-Beattie et al. 2019).

For the purposes of the afterlife conjecture, however, we may not even need to be
confident that humanity will continue to exist for millions of years. Perhaps, though this
is only my speculation, we can plausibly say that, in order to satisfy our need for a
collective afterlife which frames and gives meaning to our actions, we need to be
confident that humanity will continue to exist and thrive for at least another thousand
years. This timeframe seems long enough to allow for a meaningful continuation of our
societies and traditions, yet short enough to ensure societies and people within this
timeframe are sufficiently similar to us, in at least some of the most fundamental aspects

of life.

Our notion of future humans becomes increasingly abstract the further we move ahead
in time, while, at the same time, it is also increasingly likely that more remote future
societies will be significantly different from the ones we are accustomed to. Part of what
it means to value the continuation of a practice or tradition is presumably to value its
continued relevance in the future. In turn, the reasons we have for valuing certain objects
or pursuits include their relevance to our lives, so that at least part of the value of their

continuation would seem to be lost once they become irrelevant to future people’s lives.

It is reasonable to expect that such changes in relevance will be minor at first but that, as
time passes, people and societies will have evolved to such an extent as to value different
practices and traditions altogether. While this does not mean that societies existing more
than a millennium from now will necessarily be so different as to be unable to continue
our traditions and projects or to value our art and culture, it does suggest that we may
not need to presuppose the appreciation by such remote societies in order to be

confident that our societies, practices and pursuits are not unduly cut short. This timeline
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need not necessarily apply to all cases in practice — it may be shorter or longer, depending
on the values that are at stake — but, for the purpose of the argument, it seems to be a

reasonable time frame to work with.

A second set of actions which rely on presuppositions about the existence of remote
future people are our efforts to safely store toxic nuclear waste. This example may help
put our notion of the very remote future into perspective and substantiate an
appropriate timespan we can work with. Some of the radioactive isotopes produced as
the by-products of nuclear fission continue to emit dangerous radiation for thousands of
years before decaying: Plutonium-239, for example, has a half-life of 24,000 years (United
States Nuclear Regulatory Commission 2019). This and other nuclear waste products can
be stored in special repositories that are designed to safely store radioactive waste for
especially long periods of time. The Waste Isolation Pilot Plant in New Mexico, USA, for
example, is designed to store nuclear waste for at least up to 10,000 years (Howard et al.
2000). Efforts to safely store toxic nuclear waste have also given rise to an entire field of
research — called nuclear semiotics — devoted to developing effective ways of
communicating the dangers of nuclear waste depositories to very remote future
generations, who are likely not to share our languages, writing, and understanding of

visual signs (Conca 2015; Stothard 2016).

Actions to safely store nuclear waste in the long-term and inform future generations of
its dangers seem to be based on the presupposition that there are likely going to be
people in the very remote future who will be vulnerable to nuclear radiation and able to
comprehend some form of visual or textual message about its dangers. These actions, as
well as activities affected by the afterlife conjecture, are some possible examples of
actions that bring remote future generations — ranging from about 100 to 10,000 years
from now — into the scope of agents’ obligations of justice. Agents who engage in these

actions will acquire an obligation to respect at least the basic conditions of autonomy of
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the relevant remote future people. For our account of scope this means that, depending
on the actions each agent engages in, their obligations can be temporally very far-

reaching and include both near and remote future generations.

5. Intergenerational cooperation and the scope of justice

Let me now turn to the third and final issue, namely the role that intergenerational
cooperation plays within our account of scope. In particular, | am interested in the extent
to which engaging in intergenerational cooperative actions may affect the scope of an
agent’s obligations. This clarification is particularly important given the range of different,

and variously strong, intergenerational actions that are relevant to the account.

| argued in the previous chapter that one particular kind of intergenerational actions —
strongly intergenerational actions — which rely on the contribution of future people to be
completed successfully, also connect the participating generations in a form of
intergenerational cooperation. Examples of these actions are the practice of public debt,
construction projects spanning longer than one generation, and the implementation of
long-term climate action plans. The element of intergenerational cooperation is entailed
in the activities themselves: though at different times, multiple generations are required

to contribute to the same project in order for it to be completed successfully.

As a final clarification before | can formulate the final account of scope, this section will
investigate the role that intergenerational cooperation plays within the account and the
effect it has on the scope of agents’ obligations, if any, compared to non-cooperative
intergenerational actions. One way to approach these questions is to think about the

kinds of presuppositions that weaker intergenerational actions on the one hand, and
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stronger, cooperative intergenerational actions on the other hand are based on. Doing
so suggests that, first, the specificity of the relevant presuppositions affects the resulting
duties; and that, second, the distinction between weak and strong intergenerational
actions only represents two extremes of what is in fact a much broader spectrum of

intergenerationality.

As outlined in Chapter lll, the various capabilities our actions may presuppose in others
— the capability for agency, as well as more specific capabilities | will discuss in greater
detail below — are relevant to this account as binary properties rather than as a matter
of degree. That is, the coherence and normative requirements are triggered whenever
an action presupposes a certain capability, regardless of the level at which that capability
is presupposed. When | speak of the specificity, strength, or preciseness of
presuppositions | am therefore speaking of the types of capabilities that are

presupposed, not the degree to which they are presupposed.

a. Weaker intergenerational actions
What | have described as weaker intergenerational actions are those actions that, though
not reliant on future generations for completion, are nevertheless based on the
presupposition that there are going to be future people with certain capabilities and
vulnerabilities. One of the intergenerational actions introduced in this chapter — the

storage of nuclear waste — is a good example of this kind of activity.

To be completed successfully, the act of safely storing radioactive material does not
require future people to conduct themselves in any specific way. Hence, to be
conceptually coherent, this action only relies on relatively minimal presuppositions about
the future. Its underlying presuppositions — the presuppositions which make it, in its

current form, a coherent action — only concern the existence of future people with basic
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physical and mental human features, including, most obviously, the vulnerability to

nuclear radiation.

According to the coherence requirement of the account, the presuppositions underlying
agents’ actions must also inform the principles of justice that guide these agents’
activities. The relevant presuppositions on which such weakly intergenerational actions
rely are general presuppositions about future people as agents: they do not rely on any
presuppositions about future agents’ specific capabilities and vulnerabilities. These
minimal presuppositions are enough to trigger the normative requirement. According to
the normative requirement, because these actions rely on presuppositions about future
generation, agents who engage in them acquire an obligation to respect the basic
entitlements of justice of these future people. In other words, they acquire an obligation
to respect their conditions of autonomy. As outlined in Chapter I, these include goods
such as life, shelter, and nutrition, and are so fundamental to human lives that we may

assume them to be relevant to remote future generations, too.

Because weaker intergenerational actions of this kind do not rely on any more precise
presuppositions about future capabilities and vulnerabilities, on the proposed account
these actions do not give rise to obligations with regards to future people’s specific
capabilities and vulnerabilities. In other words, when dealing with weaker
intergenerational actions, only the basic requirements to respect future agents and their

autonomy conditions fall within the scope of agents’ obligations of justice.

b. Stronger intergenerational actions

Stronger or cooperative intergenerational actions, on the other hand, rely on much more
specific presuppositions about the capabilities and vulnerabilities of future people. |

described these actions as based on particularly strong presuppositions about future
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people. By this | mean that, because they are based on the expectation that future people
will at least be able to continue the activity in question, these actions must rely on the

presupposition that future people will have the specific capabilities necessary to do so.

Actions like implementing long-term climate change mitigation and adaptation plans, or
executing large, long-term construction projects are all based on the presupposition that
future people will be able to contribute to the activity in question. In turn, agents that
initiate or participate in these actions do so based on the presupposition that future
people will have the necessary capabilities to advance a construction project or adhere
to climate change plans; and that they will be at least likely to use their capabilities to

contribute to these intergenerational actions.

The specificity of these actions’ underlying presuppositions differentiates strongly
intergenerational actions from weaker ones. What makes strongly intergenerational
actions conceptually coherent is not just the presupposition that there are going to be
future people with the basic capacity for agency, but the additional presupposition that
there are going to be future people with the necessary capabilities to engage in the

activity in question.

Recall that the coherence and normative requirements hold that, because some actions
presuppose future people, agents who engage in those activities acquire an obligation to
honour the basic autonomy conditions these future people are owed as agents. What if,
however, an action presupposes more than just the existence of future people, and

instead relies on the existence of future agents with certain, more specific capabilities?

The normative requirement builds on what the action presupposes to accord future
persons their entitlements of justice. It therefore follows that, in cases in which the
presuppositions are more specific — as in cooperative intergenerational actions — agents

acquire an additional obligation to respect these more specific capabilities on which their
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actions rely. In other words, given the coherence and normative requirements, it follows
that if an action is conceptually reliant on presuppositions about future people as agents
with specific capabilities, then respecting these more specific capabilities, in addition to
the basic conditions of autonomy, will also fall within the scope of the present agent’s
obligations. Intergenerational cooperation can therefore be said to indirectly affect our
obligations by broadening their scope due to the specificity of the presuppositions on

which cooperative actions necessarily rely.

c. A nuanced approach to intergenerational actions
If the account is in this way sensitive to the strength of the presuppositions on which
stronger and weaker intergenerational actions rely, it must also be able to account for
the various nuances of intergenerational actions that lie between very weak
intergenerational actions on the one hand, and cooperative intergenerational actions on
the other. In other words, the sensitivity just outlined suggests that the entire breadth of
agents’ obligations needs to be calibrated depending on the strength of their actions’

presuppositions about future people.

What this means in practice can be seen by looking, for example, at the Paris Agreement.
| earlier discussed the Agreement as outlining an important example of a weaker, non-
cooperative intergenerational action. As | interpreted it for the purposes of the example,
the Agreement does not rely on future people for completion, yet it does rely on
presuppositions about the capabilities and vulnerabilities of future people. The aspect of
the Agreement on which | focused for my example was not its implementation — for
which it would need the contribution of future people, just like the national climate

action plans | discussed — but its authoring, signing, and ratification by member states.
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All of these are actions that member states were able to successfully complete without
the contribution of future generations. They are therefore unlike the stronger,
cooperative actions discussed above. Nevertheless, because of the future-oriented
structure and clear, future-oriented temperature and policy goals of the Agreement,
these actions still rely on quite specific presuppositions about future people. They
presuppose future people who will be vulnerable to the effects of climate change and
who will be capable of taking the necessary mitigation measures to limit the rise in

temperature.

These presuppositions make the Paris Agreement into an interesting case. Although its
authoring and ratification are not cooperative actions, the mitigation capabilities they
presuppose in future people are significantly more specific than, for instance, the
capability to understand a basic textual or visual danger warning presupposed by nuclear
semiotics, or the vulnerability to radiation presupposed by the storage of nuclear waste,

both of which can be classed as weaker intergenerational actions.

Acts of valuing, too, are a good example of a set of actions that lie somewhere between
very weak and very strong intergenerational actions on the spectrum of
intergenerationality. According to Scheffler, the meaningfulness to us of acts of valuing
relies, at least in part, on our confidence in the existence of a collective afterlife. This
claim is based on Scheffler’'s view of valuing as diachronic, that is, as creating
“commitments that endure through the flux of daily experience”, and as involving the

wish to preserve the valued object over time (Scheffler 2013: 61).

This understanding of valuing, | believe, should not be read as relying on future people
to preserve our valued objects and pursuits indefinitely. Valuing something may involve
a desire for the original valued thing to be remembered, but, at the same time, it also

seems to involve the recognition that values must change in order to remain relevant to
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future valuers. Seana Shiffrin makes a similar suggestion in her comments on Scheffler’s
lecture, where she argues that “it seems to matter greatly that the general practices of
acknowledging value and acting on reasons continue, even if many of the particular,

instantiated objects of that abstract activity alter and evolve” (Shiffrin 2013: 151-152).

A diachronic concept of valuing is vulnerable to the afterlife conjecture because it
presupposes future people with a capability for valuing goods, pursuits, practices and
traditions, as well as for understanding and perhaps carrying on what we valued. While
the act of valuing does not require future people to contribute to it in order to be
successful — we can successfully value something even if future people do not — and
although it presupposes less detailed capabilities than the Paris Agreement, it
nevertheless presupposes more about future people than the basic human capabilities
which are at the basis of very weak intergenerational actions. On the gradient of
intergenerationality, it seems to fall somewhere between the storage of nuclear waste

and the Paris Agreement.

All of this suggests that the distinction between cooperative and non-cooperative
intergenerational actions is not exhaustive. | argued that cooperative intergenerational
actions give rise to especially wide-ranging obligations, as their presuppositions about
future people are, by necessity, particularly specific. However, the examples of the Paris
Agreement and the practice of valuing suggest that the distinction between weak and
strong intergenerational actions is not clear-cut but rather a matter of degree. All
nuances of intergenerationality, which can vary from action to action, are equally
relevant for determining the scope of agents’ obligations. In each instance, it is the
specificity of an action’s underlying presuppositions which determines the scope of the

obligations it grounds.
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Two conclusions follow once we acknowledge that the account calls for a more nuanced
approach to intergenerational actions. On the one hand, it is the case that every
intergenerational action imposes an obligation on the agent to respect the basic
conditions of autonomy of the future people it presupposes. On the other hand, the
presuppositions underlying each action determine whether the scope of the agent’s
obligations extends beyond an obligation to respect future people’s basic conditions of
autonomy. The specificity of the agent’s obligations depends on and tracks the specificity

of their action’s presuppositions, and not just whether the action is cooperative or not.

6. An account of the scope of climate justice

a. The account, revisited
| have now clarified what | suggested were three important issues that the preliminary
account had said nothing, or too little, about: | argued that a number of daily, mundane
actions are in fact intergenerational; that our obligations can extend to remote as well as
near future generations; and that the breadth of our obligations depends on the
specificity of our actions’ underlying presuppositions. With these clarifications in mind, |

can now formulate the final version of my account of the scope of climate justice.
Account (A2)

i Our actions are based on certain presuppositions about others, including,
often, about future people; these presuppositions determine whether and
to whom we owe duties of justice and climate justice.

ji. If our actions rely on presuppositions about future others, we must also

recognise these future people as independent moral agents in our underlying
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principles of justice (coherence requirement) and extend the basic
requirements of justice to them (normative requirement).

jiii. ~ The scope of an agent’s duties of justice therefore extends to all those
present and future others whom their actions presuppose. If an agent is
engaged in activities relevant to climate justice, the scope of their duties of
climate justice also extends to all others whom their actions presuppose.

iv.  The scope of an agent’s obligations can extend to near and remote future
generations, depending on the presuppositions their actions are based on.

v.  Thekinds of obligations that fall into the scope of an agent’s duties — whether
they include only a duty to respect future people’s basic conditions of
autonomy or extend to more specific capabilities — depend on the specificity

of the presuppositions on which the agent’s actions are based.

The core elements of the account (i to iii) have not changed. In addition to its first
formulation, however, the preceding discussion has allowed us to specify three things:
the temporal reach of the account (iv); the extent to which the scope of agents’
obligations is determined by the strength of their presuppositions (v); and the range of

actions which, as intergenerational actions, can ground obligations to future people.

While | had already argued that many of the specific actions engaged in by collective
agents relevant to climate justice are intergenerational — for example the Paris
Agreement, as well as many climate change mitigation and adaptation plans — Scheffler’s
afterlife conjecture suggests that a large number of very common, often daily, actions

are in fact intergenerational too.

Because there is such a broad range of intergenerational actions, this account of scope
likely grounds obligations of climate justice for all —and at least for the vast majority of —

collective agents relevant to climate justice. By looking at the actions that agents already

171



L. E. Luzzatto Climate justice: the intergenerational challenge

engage in, it successfully explains to what extent, and especially why, we have obligations
of climate justice to future generations, allowing us to successfully set the scope of

climate justice.

b. The non-identity problem and non-existence challenge
As a final point, | want to suggest that the proposed account may also allow us to
circumvent two of the main challenges that have been raised against intergenerational
duties of climate justice, namely the non-identity problem and the non-existence

challenge.

Let me start by addressing the non-existence challenge. This objection poses the
somewhat simpler challenge: it states that future people cannot, because of their non-
existence, be bearers of rights and interests in the present; and that therefore, theories
of justice which require its subjects to have interests or rights at the time at which the
respective obligation is to be discharged cannot include future people within their scope.
| say that this is a simpler challenge because, even if we concede the premise that future
people cannot possess interests of rights right now, it can be circumvented by any theory
of justice which does not ground obligations on the present interests of its subjects.
Because the account of intergenerational obligations proposed in this thesis does not
require its future subjects to have interests or rights at this moment in time, it allows us

to overcome objections based on non-existence.

Similar approaches to solving the non-existence challenge are common in the existing
literature on intergenerational justice. Feinberg’s is one of the earliest contributions to
this discussion. He argues the following: while the identity of non-existing, future people
is undetermined and therefore unknown to us, we do know that once future generations

come into existence their members will possess certain important interests; these
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interests, in turn, will ground a set of rights that we can infringe with our present, future-
affecting actions (Feinberg 1974: 65). Feinberg’s view was later echoed by, for example,
Elliot (1989) and Meyer (2016). According to both theorists, what matters is that we can
plausibly assume that future people are going to have interests once they come into
existence, and that these interests are the type of interests that give rise to obligations
of justice. This approach also underpins Caney’s recipient-based account of climate
justice. Caney holds that although future people do not have human rights right now,
they will in the future, and what matters is that these rights are liable to be violated by
the actions we take now (Caney 2017). It seems to be at the basis of O’Neill’s own thinking
about intergenerational justice, too. She argues that while we cannot individuate
members of future generations, we are able to specify future people as agents with finite
capabilities and vulnerabilities, whom we can connect to through future-affecting
actions. This is enough for us to make presuppositions about them, as our future-

affecting actions show (O’Neill 1996: 115).

Like O’Neill’'s, my proposed account grounds our intergenerational duties on the
presuppositions we make about future persons. The range of intergenerational actions
discussed in earlier chapters prove O’Neill’s claim that we only need to specify, not
individuate, future people in order to base our actions on presuppositions about them.
When we take on public debt, start a long-term construction project, or adopt a new
climate plan, we only need to presuppose agents whom we can specify as members of
future generations and who, as future people and independently of their identity, will
possess certain interests and entitlements. Our obligations are justified by the
entitlements to respect and autonomy these agents will possess once they come into
existence. These entitlements and the underlying interests do not have to exist at the
same time as our presuppositions and, in turn, our obligations. Instead, the account

requires us to respect them as fundamental interests held by all agents, including,
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importantly, future people in their future lifetimes. Although neither the subjects of our
obligations, nor their interests or entitlements, exist at the time of acting, as we engage
in intergenerational actions we can shape our actions and their underlying
presuppositions in ways that are respectful of future agents and which contribute to

creating an environment that promotes their future conditions of autonomy.

The fact that the future subjects of justice do not have to exist at the time of our
presuppositions makes the proposed account of scope more dynamic and ensures its
ability to adapt more flexibly to society’s changing need for justice. Our societies are likely
to undergo significant changes in the future, including the very near future. We may, for
example, soon be able to envisage a growing participation of artificial intelligence (Al), or
possibly even animals, and consequently increased interactions between human agents,
animals and Al. On the proposed account, such or similar changes to our actions and their
underlying presuppositions can pave the way for adapting the scope of our obligations,

too, to mirror important social developments.

The differentiation between individuating and specifying future agents is also, in part,
what allows the proposed account to circumvent the non-identity problem. The non-
identity problem is the objection which poses the more serious challenge to
intergenerational justice. As | laid out in Chapter |, some theorists believe this puzzle
eliminates the possibility of intergenerational climate justice altogether. Remember what
the non-identity problem says: it holds that an action which does not make a person
worse off, and which is a necessary condition for that person’s existence, cannot be

wrong because of how it affects that person, her interests, or rights (Parfit 1984).

Non-identity considerations also bear on the case of climate change: those future people
who will be exposed to the harmful consequences of climate change would not exist if

we acted so as to avoid climate harms — if we committed to a less emitting lifestyle,
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adapted our lives accordingly, and hence conceived children at different times or with
different partners. Those particular future people will therefore not be harmed, in the
sense of being made worse off, by our climate changing activities. To the contrary, our

allegedly harmful activities are in fact a necessary condition for their existence.

Theorists that are concerned with non-identity considerations see them as an obstacle
to intergenerational duties of justice as follows: they argue that an action cannot
constitute an injustice towards a person if it does not make her worse off, but if instead
it benefits her by causing her to exist (see, for example, Broome 1992; 2012). By pointing
to this discrepancy, the non-identity problem can affect the way in which we think about
our relation to future generations. It has become the source of a large debate, leading a
number of theorists to propose possible solutions to it; ¢ throughout this thesis, | have
assumed that among these there are successful ways in which the problem can be

avoided.

Because the non-identity problem has been the source of such a significant philosophical
disagreement, | am not hoping to provide a conclusive answer to it in this short space,
nor one that will satisfy all of its proponents. Nevertheless, because it is a critical issue to
at least part of the philosophical community, a thesis on intergenerational climate justice
must address it. | also believe my proposed approach offers a way to circumvent the non-
identity problem, and thus an additional possible response to theorists who see it as a

hurdle to establishing intergenerational duties of climate justice.

The way in which the proposed approach can dodge non-identity considerations is by
avoiding the use of harm as the ground for duties of justice, relying instead on an

assessment of actions and their presuppositions about specified, but not individuated

62 See for example Cohen (2009), Elliot (1989), Kumar (2003), Parfit (1984), Velleman (2008), and
Woodward (1986; 1987). See also above, page 8, and below, page 177.
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future people. The way | have suggested we think about intergenerational justice is not
as a way to address the harms done to future people, but as a way to honour and respect
the fundamental needs — or autonomy conditions — of all persons, including future

people.

While the non-identity problem rests on linking justice to harm, | argued that we should
instead think of justice as requiring us to respect future people and their agency. Future
people will be entitled to respect for their agency and their conditions of autonomy not
as specific individuals, but by virtue of their existence as persons. In other words, their
entitlements and our corresponding duties are linked to their existence as persons but
are at the same time identity-independent. If respecting those general entitlements is
what justice demands of us, there is no need to show we can harm non-existing future
individuals. Instead, we ought to consider the conditions in which future agents may
exist, and think of our actions and presuppositions as tools for constructing a just
environment for them. One avenue for doing so is to act in ways that respect the agency

and autonomy conditions of future people.

Whether we are duly respecting future agents and their entitlements to the conditions
of autonomy can be read out of our actions and the presuppositions on which they are
based. If we conceive of our obligations of justice in this way — as duties to respect future
people and their autonomy conditions — acting justly towards future people does not
require the subjects of justice to be individuated. When agents engage in the relevant
intergenerational actions, they are able to act on presuppositions about unindividuated
future people, specified only as future agents who are likely to be affected by, or
expected to contribute to, their actions; equally, agents do not need to individuate future
persons in order to act in ways that respect their future conditions of autonomy and

promote a just future environment (see also O’Neill 1996: 115-118).
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This approach falls into a category of existing solutions to the non-identity problem,
which propose to solve the puzzle by distinguishing between what we may call types and
tokens of a particular category — in this case, of future people. Types describe what |,
following O’Neill, have called specified but not individuated future people. These future
people, simply by virtue of being future people, are going to possess certain properties,
interests, and consequently entitlements. Tokens, on the other hand, describe
individuated, particular future individuals. These individuals will also, by virtue of being
future people, share the properties, interests and entitlements of their type, yet differ in
their identities and personal attributes. Whereas the existence of these individuals is
affected by non-identity considerations — our actions are going to affect which
individuals, or tokens, will later exist — the existence of future persons who will possess
the general properties, interests, and entitlements attributable to future persons as such

is not.

The distinction between the general properties of future people and the existence of
particular future individuals is at the heart of Reiman’s proposed solution to the non-
identity problem. He differentiates between the general properties people possess — for
example the fundamental interest in what he calls normal functioning — and their
existence as particulars. According to Reiman, the properties one enjoys weigh much
heavier that one’s existence as a certain particular in determining the quality of life one
will live, and are therefore at the basis of future people’s moral entitlements. When we
act in ways that adversely affect the interests and properties of future people, we violate
their entitlements to meet the important interests they have by virtue of being future
persons. That they, as certain particulars, would not have existed had we acted otherwise

does affect the moral relevance of this violation (Reiman 2007: 83-87).

Kumar, too, bases his proposed solution on an important distinction between types and

tokens. The way in which our actions can wrong future people is by violating what these

177



L. E. Luzzatto Climate justice: the intergenerational challenge

persons are entitled to in terms of respect for their type. In other words, we have a duty
to respect future people as future people and independently of the particular individual,
or token, each future person will turn out to be. If our actions disrespect future people —
for instance by violating their legitimate interests or basic entitlements — they frustrate
this legitimate expectation of mutual respect and therefore our moral duties to future
people. These moral duties are not linked to the existence of particular tokens of future
people, that is, specific individuals, and therefore exist regardless of future people’s

identity (Kumar 2003: 111-115; 2015).

On my proposed account, as on Reiman’s and Kumar’s, acts do not need to make any
future individual worse off in order to be unjust. In other words, it makes no difference
that the same people will not exist whatever we do. Our duties are to those future people
who will eventually come into existence, about whom we make presuppositions as
specified, but not individuated future persons. This means our obligations do not change
regardless of whether our actions cause the set of future people A to exist, or a different
set of future people B. The same is true for the number of future people that will come
to existence. What matters is that future people presupposed by our actions enjoy the
basic requirements of justice, specified in this account as the conditions necessary to live
an autonomous life. Our obligations are to ensure that our future-affecting actions
respect these conditions, for example by promoting or protecting the environmental
circumstances that will allow future people to enjoy the conditions of autonomy. Because
these duties are to future people as such, rather than to specific individuals, it makes no
difference how many future people will exist, so long as they can at least satisfy their
basic requirements of justice. In turn, the account may require us to act so as to bring
less, yet better-off future people into existence, who will therefore be in a position to
enjoy the conditions of autonomy, instead of more, yet worse-off persons if these were

to live lives below the threshold of autonomy.
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By reframing our obligations in the proposed, identity-independent way, this approach
to the scope of justice allows us to establish intergenerational duties of climate justice
despite the fact that future people do not exist and that our actions are likely to affect
their future identities. It therefore offers an alternative avenue for grounding
intergenerational duties of climate justice that can circumvent some important
objections based on non-identity and non-existence considerations. While this is not
meant to be the main selling point of the approach, it is an aspect which adds to its
attractiveness as part of a theory of climate justice. As a successful account of the scope
of climate justice the proposed account can therefore, in subsequent steps, serve as the
basis for a detailed discussion of the substance of agents’ obligations of climate justice.
Yet even more importantly, it can, in the more immediate term, bolster the case for the

relevant agents to take immediate climate action for future people.

7. Conclusion

This concludes my investigation into the appropriate scope of our duties of climate
justice. The proposed account fits the framework constructed in previous chapters and
explains that, and why, we have duties of climate justice to future people: it holds that
agents acquire obligations of justice to future people whenever they engage in
intergenerational actions, that is, actions which rely on presuppositions about future
people. This chapter also clarified three important issues the account must be able to

explain: the range of actions that are rightly seen as intergenerational; whether we can
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have obligations to both near and remote future people; and the role that

intergenerational cooperation plays within the account.

| argued, first, that a very broad range of common, mundane actions are in fact
intergenerational. Because all, or nearly all, collective agents relevant to climate change
engage in at least some of these actions, the account gives rise to wide-ranging
obligations of intergenerational climate justice. | then showed that this account can
ground obligations to both near and remote future generations, since the temporal reach
of the obligations depends on how far-reaching the presuppositions are which underlie
the actions. The final issue | tackled was the role that intergenerational cooperation plays
within the account of scope. | argued that cooperation indirectly affects the range of
obligations which fall within the scope of the agent’s duties, as cooperative actions
necessarily rely on particularly specific presuppositions about future people, which, in

turn, ground a broader range of obligations.

This account of the scope of climate justice successfully uses an action-centred, practical
methodology to answer this thesis’ central question. By assessing our actions, it shows
that, and explains why, we have obligations of justice to future people in spite of the
inherent uncertainty and complexity of climate change and the fact that our actions
affect who is later born. This is an important step towards solving the broader
intergenerational climate challenge but is also important in its own right: on the one
hand, it provides additional theoretical tools to argue in favour of intergenerational
duties of climate justice; on the other hand, it can be used in practice to buttress calls for

immediate climate action for the sake of future generations.
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Chapter VI: Changing perspective

1. The problem

We have known for some time that climate change threatens to cause great
environmental damage in the future as well as substantial harm to future people (see,
for example, IPCC 1990). New campaigns like the recently founded Fridays For Future
movement are now suggesting — at least among some parts of the global population —a
growing awareness of these risks and of the urgent need to respond to them. Fridays For
Future is spearheaded by students and younger generations, mostly of school age, calling
for climate justice and more aggressive climate action by national governments to
decrease the burden that they, as they grow older, will have to bear if the changes in our

climate go unchecked.

Indeed, unless decisive action is taken now, the destructive impacts of climate change
are going to continue progressing with time, harming not just the current younger
generations but increasing the burden each subsequent generation will have to bear. Yet
unlike the case of existing young generations, showing that the effects of climate change
on non-existing future people are a matter of justice — and, consequently, that present
generations have obligations of climate justice to non-existing future people — is not as

straightforward.

For one, the moral theories we commonly rely on to argue in favour of duties of justice
do not apply easily to climate change, which, as a particularly challenging moral problem,
confronts them with a number of complicating factors. These problems include, among
others, the temporal dispersion of causes and effects, the spatial and temporal dispersion

of agency and vulnerability, the severity and uncertainty of future impacts, and the fact
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that due to its sheer scale, climate change and the underlying actions are going to affect
the identity of future people. Due to the convergence of these individual issues, climate
change poses a particularly tough challenge — which | called the intergenerational climate
challenge — that puts existing moral theories to the test and opens intergenerational
climate justice up to objections. At the same time, even where theorists have, in spite of
these obstacles, assumed that our obligations of climate justice are intergenerational in

scope, their accounts have in many cases insufficiently elaborated why this is the case.

Yet in order to provide a sound theoretical footing and additional practical reasons for
more aggressive climate action, we need a robust account of scope that can explain not
just whether, but why we owe climate justice to future people despite the
intergenerational climate challenge. Given what is at stake, it is especially important that
we frame our obligations to future people to mitigate the effects of climate change as a
matter of justice. The impacts of climate change are going to severely restrict the lives of
future generations, with many of its predicted impacts limiting the extent to which future
people will be able to live autonomous lives. Throughout this thesis, | have assumed that
the conditions necessary to live an autonomous life are so fundamental that every agent
has a justice-based entitlement to them and that, in turn, agents have an obligation to
respect others’ conditions of autonomy. That these conditions are under threat highlights
the need to frame intergenerational climate change as a matter of justice. Moreover,
obligations of justice are generally understood to be enforceable — contrary to duties of
beneficence — and to take lexical priority over competing duties. Framing our
intergenerational climate duties in terms of justice thus not only highlights what is at

stake, it also confers greater urgency to our obligations.

At the start of this investigation, | set out to develop an account of the scope of climate
justice that can overcome the obstacles posed by the intergenerational challenge and

bolster existing accounts of intergenerational climate justice by showing whether, and
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giving sound reasons why, we have obligations of climate justice to future people. Let me

restate what | argued.

2. The argument

a. The framework
| argued that in order for our account of scope to successfully meet the intergenerational
climate challenge, it must meet three criteria. As a first criterion, an account of scope
must be able to accommodate uncertainties about the future effects of our climate
changing and mitigating activities (C1). Our ability to predict future climate changes and
the effects of our actions on them is still marred by substantial uncertainties; this
criterion highlights that an account of the scope of climate justice must be able to
respond to these unknowns. In Chapter Il, | argued that an account which takes our
actions and their presuppositions as the locus of moral concern is better placed to do so
than a consequentialist account. | also argued that in situations of uncertainty, the
actions an account of justice must focus on are those that impose foreseeable risks. |
defined a risk as foreseeable whenever the agent a) knows that her actions are interfering
in the risk so as to increase its magnitude; and b) has the knowledge and ability to disrupt
this interference. These actions are necessarily — whether or not the agent is aware of
this — based on weighing the preferences of the risk-imposing agents against those of
risk-exposed future people. This, in turn, means these actions rely on presuppositions
about the capabilities and vulnerabilities of future people. This brings out one of the key
elements of my account of scope: | argued that whenever actions are based on
presuppositions about others, the agents must include these others within the scope of

their obligations of justice.
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As a second criterion, | argued that an account of the scope of climate justice must be
able to respond to climate change as a complex problem of justice (C2). As highlighted by
the intergenerational challenge, climate change includes a number of individually tough
problems. These issues converge to make it a particularly complex moral problem, so
much so that existing moral theories seem unfit to deal with climate change in its
entirety. In Chapter Ill, | argued that a successful account of scope must be able to
overcome the complexity created by the convergence of these individual issues. One way
to respond to the challenge of complexity is by opening up our moral theories to methods
that are new to the domain of climate justice and using these to repurpose the values we
already hold. This is precisely what the action-centred methodology proposed in Chapter

Il allows us to do.

In Chapter Ill | expanded the arguments made in Chapter Il and suggested that — in
addition to actions imposing foreseeable risks —we engage in a number of other activities
that rely on presuppositions about future people. | called these intergenerational actions,
arguing that agents who engage in them acquire an obligation to extend the basic
requirements of justice to those future others whom their actions presuppose; these
requirements are to respect future people as agents and to respect their conditions of
autonomy. In other words, | argued that agents have an obligation to include others on
whom their actions rely — including their intergenerational actions — within the scope of
their obligations of justice, and consequently of climate justice. Some intergenerational
actions — strong intergenerational actions — are cooperative in nature, that is, they
require future people to contribute in order to be completed successfully. | argued that
these actions ground a form of intergenerational cooperation, which highlights the deep

intergenerational connections that exist throughout our societies.

In Chapter IV | then argued that, as a final criterion, an account of the scope of climate

justice must include each person for their own sake and as an end in themselves (C3). This
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criterion determines how future people ought to be included in the scope of justice, thus
setting important ground rules for any substantive account of climate justice that may be
built on this account of scope. Meeting this requirement ensures that the account does
not sanction treating future people as mere means and that it does not justify unjust
future worlds. | argued that we run a real risk of doing so if we include future people in
the scope of our obligations because of our dependence on them, and that we must

instead include them for their own sake.

b. The account
The account of the scope of climate justice that | formulated based on this framework
centres on the concept of intergenerational actions and the resulting obligations. |
summarised the final account in Chapter V, after clarifying three final issues: | showed
that a very broad range of daily actions are in fact intergenerational because they, too,
rely on presuppositions about the continued existence of a chain of future humans; that
the account allows us to include remote as well as near future generations within the
scope of climate justice, depending on the presuppositions on which our actions are
based; and that, compared to non-cooperative actions, cooperative intergenerational
actions ground particularly extensive obligations to future people because they

necessarily rely on more detailed presuppositions about them.

The final account of the scope of climate justice that | proposed in Chapter V is as follows:

Account (A2)

i Our actions are based on certain presuppositions about others, including,
often, about future people; these presuppositions determine whether and

to whom we owe duties of justice and climate justice.
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il.

fii.

iv.

If our actions rely on presuppositions about future others, we must also
recognise these future people as independent moral agents in our underlying
principles of justice (coherence requirement) and extend the basic
requirements of justice to them (normative requirement).

The scope of an agent’s duties of justice therefore extends to all those
present and future others whom their actions presuppose. If an agent is
engaged in activities relevant to climate justice, the scope of their duties of
climate justice also extends to all others whom their actions presuppose.
The scope of an agent’s obligations can extend to near and remote future
generations, depending on the presuppositions their actions are based on.
The kinds of obligations that fall into the scope of an agent’s duties —whether
they include only a duty to respect future people’s basic conditions of
autonomy or extend to more specific capabilities — depend on the specificity

of the presuppositions on which the agent’s actions are based.

3. Changing our perspective

The account of the scope of climate justice | developed in this thesis allows us to answer

the main question | set out to investigate: do we have obligations of climate justice to

future people, and if so why? In response, the proposed account shows that agents owe

duties of justice to future people whenever their actions are based on presuppositions

about those future others. Through its action-centred methodology, coupled with the

requirement to respect agency and autonomy, it allows us to overcome the

intergenerational challenge of climate change. Yet this way of approaching the scope of

climate justice, in addition to being successful at meeting the climate challenge, is unique
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in that it also succeeds in reframing climate change as an intrinsically intergenerational
problem. The intergenerational framing emphasises that climate change differs from
most problems of justice we know, and that it must therefore be met with equally distinct
theoretical and practical responses in order to be tackled successfully. More specifically,
this reframed approach to the scope of climate justice puts us in a position to respond to
the theoretical issues | had set out to overcome at the start of this project. In addition, it
may also allow us to push more forcefully for greater climate action by changing the way
our climate changing and mitigating activities are seen within their societal context. Let

me elaborate.

a. Theoretical issues
With this account of scope at hand we can, on the one hand, respond to theorists who
deny the very possibility of intergenerational climate justice. As argued in Chapter V,
because this action-centred account does not rely on a notion of harm to ground
intergenerational obligations, it does not fall victim to the non-identity problem. It
therefore allows us to convincingly argue for intergenerational obligations of climate
justice despite the fact that climate change is world-constituting, that is, that most of our
actions related to climate change affect who will later be born. Moreover, because it does
not require the interests it protects — future people’s interests in the ability to live an
autonomous life — to exist at the same time as their respective obligations, it also

circumvents the non-existence challenge.

On the other hand, as it reframes the grounds of our intergenerational obligations and
clearly links our duties to our own agency, the proposed account provides us with novel
arguments in support of existing accounts of intergenerational climate justice. As |

suggested in the introductory chapter, these accounts have often lacked a clear and
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forceful defence of the intergenerational scope of climate justice, which has made them
vulnerable to objections. The proposed account of scope can provide a robust theoretical
foundation on which to ground these accounts of the substance of climate justice.
Proponents of intergenerational climate justice can now resort to the concept of
intergenerational actions, the coherence requirement, and the normative requirement |
defended as part of my approach to argue more decisively in favour of intergenerational

obligations.

b. Tackling climate change as an intergenerational problem
The intergenerationality of our actions not only grounds obligations of justice, it also
indicates that climate change is a deeply and structurally intergenerational phenomenon.
This has implications for how we should view and tackle it as a moral and practical
problem. While it has long been evident that that present emissions of greenhouse gas
are going to have severe impacts on even remote future generations, | do not believe
that the true scope of the intergenerationality of climate change has been sufficiently

emphasised so far.

Throughout this thesis, | showed that many of the actions we take in response to climate
change are intergenerational, that is, are based on presuppositions about future people.
Some examples are the Paris Agreement or local and national climate plans. Equally,
many of the emitting activities that are causing climate change are intergenerational.
Take for example long-term construction projects. | already argued that long-term
projects which require the work of more than one generation are examples of strong,
cooperative intergenerational actions. All such long-term, large-scale construction
activities will emit large amounts of greenhouse gases through the construction work

itself as well as the production and transport of the necessary raw material, among
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others. Their overall emissions will increase further still if what is being built is itself highly
polluting or encourages polluting behaviour, such as a coal plant, mine, or airport.
Similarly, consider long term public investments or public debt, both of which, too, |
argued are intergenerational actions. If those investments are used to fund highly
emitting industries — for examples in the fossil fuel sector — or the newly borrowed funds
are reinvested in unsustainable, polluting practices, then both these actions, too, will

contribute to increasing the rate of climate change.

Examples like these suggest that many present activities that are causing climate change,
as well as many actions we take in response to it, rely on a subconscious and deeply
ingrained understanding of our societies as intergenerational. This intergenerationality
enables the connections based on presuppositions, expectations, and trust on which our
climate changing and mitigating intergenerational actions are based. To summarise: on
the one hand, we know that climate change is caused and can only be tackled by our own
actions; on the other hand, these activities are embedded in an intergenerational
understanding of society and deeply linked to future people via the presuppositions on
which they rely. This paints climate change as a problem that can only be adequately
understood if we take into account not just its descriptive, scientific intergenerational
element — given by the temporal dispersion of its causes and effects — but remember to
also consider the normative, social, and moral intergenerational element that must go
hand in hand with it. While the former is widely acknowledged — with the exception,
possibly, of climate change deniers — | believe the latter has, until now, not been

sufficiently understood and appreciated.

Acknowledging that climate change is in this way an intrinsically intergenerational
problem has two sets of important implications. On the one hand, this assessment of
climate change as deeply intergenerational should change the way in which we

understand and view the problem as a whole. It suggests that a successful response to

189



L. E. Luzzatto Climate justice: the intergenerational challenge

climate change requires us to shift our perspective on it to reflect its intergenerational
nature, for example by adapting the moral, political, and discursive tools we apply to it

accordingly.

On the other hand, recognising that climate change is an intrinsically intergenerational
problem has the potential to motivate a more aggressive and active response to it, as it
places our actions within an interconnected, intergenerational context. Emphasising the
connections between our own agency and future people can potentially decrease the
psychological distance we may otherwise feel between us and future generations —
especially more distant ones — and by doing so increase our willingness and motivation
to discharge our intergenerational obligations. At the same time, this intergenerational
reframing of climate change spells out the extent to which we ourselves rely on future
people — for example for the completion of our intergenerational actions — and can in

this way motivate action on more self-interested grounds, too.

Samuel Scheffler, in his striking account of our relationship to the future of humanity —
and of the despair that would befall us at the prospect of there being no future
generations — argues that we, present generations, are in fact dependent on future
people (Scheffler 2013, for example pages 78-79). The existence and prevalence of
intergenerational actions that | have defended shows one way, at least, in which this is
true. As | have emphasised in this chapter, it is true even for our actions surrounding
climate change — a problem which, paradoxically, is also posing one of the greatest

threats to future people and their conditions of autonomy.

The account of scope | have defended shows that we have sound theoretical grounds on
which to justify obligations of climate justice to future people based on our
intergenerational actions; in addition, pointing to the deep intergenerational

connections that exist within our societies and which are at the heart of both climate
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change and our responses to it can and should motivate us to act on these duties. At the
very least, it gives us a new perspective from which to argue for more aggressive action

as well as additional reasons in favour of it.

4. Where to go from here

In this investigation | have constructed an account of the scope of climate justice which
has important and direct implications for both the theory and practice of climate justice.
But, as an account of scope, it is only the start of what needs to be a much broader

examination of climate justice, its foundations, and its implementation.

a. Advancing climate justice: the theory
A sound account of scope is important in its own right, for it can justify our obligation to
bear some of the costs of climate change and ensure future people are not arbitrarily
disadvantaged by our relative position of (temporal) power over them. Any robust theory
of climate justice must begin with a strong account of scope to successfully meet the
challenges posed by climate change as a moral problem. Future work could therefore rely
on my proposed account of scope as the basis to formulate an account of what, and how
much of it, we owe future people. To arrive at a complete theory of climate justice,
additional questions would also need to be answered. An important one, for example, is
how conflicts between competing duties are to be resolved; such conflicts could arise
between duties of intragenerational and intergenerational justice, between various
intergenerational duties, or between duties of climate justice and other domains of

justice. The proposed account of scope will be of use as it can establish an initial set of
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obligation to serve as the basis for an account of climate justice that deals with these

questions.

This investigation, while focused on the intergenerational scope of climate justice, has
itself raised important substantive issues that can spark interesting future discussions. In
Chapter lll, for example, | argued that one way to respect the future people whom our
actions expose to risks is to give due consideration to their conditions of autonomy when
engaging in risk-imposing activity. In Chapter 1V, | then argued that future people ought
to beincluded in the scope of justice for their own sake. This requirement has a significant
impact on the substantive principles the account will allow, limiting the permitted rules
to those that respect future people as ends in themselves and autonomous agents. Both
points were prompted by and are closely linked to questions about the scope of our
obligations yet raise issues that can only be dealt with comprehensively with the help of
a more complete, substantive theory of intergenerational climate justice. This makes
them promising starting points for future investigations. More generally, the account’s
focus on agency and the conditions of autonomy sets clear boundaries for substantive
accounts of intergenerational climate justice that may be built on it, as it implies that the
minimum requirement of justice must be the protection of agents’ fundamental needs,
or conditions of autonomy. It is now for substantive accounts of justice to spell out the
fundamental conditions of autonomy and to devise principles that best protect the
entitlements of those who fall within the scope of justice. It should be noted, however,
that what | have argued in this thesis does not rule out the existence of additional moral
obligations alongside those grounded by the proposed account. Whether we have
additional intergenerational obligations, and if so what they are, is a further question to

be tackled by future work.

Notably, the arguments put forward in this thesis as well as the resulting account of scope

may also be used to fix the scope of our obligations in other domains of justice. On the

192



L. E. Luzzatto Climate justice: the intergenerational challenge

one hand, arguments related to agents relevant to climate justice have implications for
other areas of justice, too. Agents relevant to climate justice acquire intergenerational
obligations by engaging in intergenerational actions, and these obligations will apply to
their actions relevant to climate justice as well as to any other activities they engage in.
In other words, agents relevant to climate justice that engage in intergenerational actions
acquire an obligation to respect the autonomy conditions of future people in all
intergenerational actions they engage in, whether they are related to climate justice or

not.

On the other hand, the arguments | presented also lend themselves to be applied,
mutatis mutandis, to any other sets of agents besides those relevant to climate justice.
Where these agents are engaged in intergenerational actions of any kind, they too will
acquire intergenerational obligations of justice. These obligations will apply to all
intergenerational actions they are engaged in. Depending on the agents it is applied to,
the proposed account of scope can therefore serve to fix the scope of our obligations

well beyond the domain of climate justice.

b. From theory to action
New arguments in favour of intergenerational obligations of climate justice, such as the
ones proposed in this thesis, can and should also play a role in advocating for increased
climate action in practice. | have already argued that understanding climate change as an
intergenerational problem has the potential to motivate agents to engage in more
aggressive climate action. Current climate justice movements — for example the Fridays
For Future movement — could capitalise on this potential. An appeal to the
intergenerationality of our actions, the deeply intergenerational nature of climate

change, and our reliance on presuppositions about future people could be used, for
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example, to bolster the campaign’s existing arguments for climate justice and climate
action. Clearly, such references and appeals are not going to be as a silver bullet to wake
us from our climate lethargy. Yet a change of perspective can often work wonders, and,

given what it at stake, we have no excuse not to try.
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