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We are here







We have reached an absolutely critical moment on 
Climate Change

NASA’s James Hansen (Jan. 2008):  We need to reduce from today’s 
atmospheric CO2, about 385 ppm, to 350ppm.  We are “already too 
high to maintain the climate to which humanity, wildlife, and the rest 
of the biosphere are adapted. (. . .) This target must be pursued on a 
timescale of decades.”

IPCC chair Rajendra Pachauri (Dec. 2007), “What we do in the next 
two or three years will define our future.”
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A Perfect Storm 

UN Climate Talks 

Deadline

US Cap and 

Trade Bill

Global Economic Recession
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• Directive to increase energy efficiency standards for home appliances and 
make permanent rather than voluntary.

• Withdraw of US appeal to Supreme Court from 2005 Mercury ruling.

• Promotion of climate change to top diplomatic priority in Clinton’s trip to China. 

• $71 Billion in clean energy funding in HR1 Stimulus Package, and $20 Billion 
in loan guarantees for clean energy projects.



2.  The Current Policy Opportunity

Dream Team on Energy and the Environment

• Steven Chu, Department of Energy

• Ken Salazar, Department of Interior

• Lisa Jackson, Environmental Protection Agency

• Nancy Sutley, Council on Environmental Quality

• John Holdren, Office of Science and Technology Policy

• Carol Browner, Climate Czar

• Hilda Solis, Department of Labor
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Two decades of outstanding contributions by ethicists to climate
change.  

• Shue:  Subsistence vs. Luxury Emissions

• Jamieson: Causal Complexity of Responsibility for Global Warming

• Wolf:  Rawlsian Distributive Justice and Global Warming

• Hayward:  Ecological Utilitzation Spaces

• Caney:  Climate Change and Human Rights

• Gardiner:  Temporal and Spatial Complexity of Global Warming
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Example:  Stephen Gardiner, “A Perfect Moral Storm:  Climate 
Change, Intergenerational Ethics and the Problem of Moral 
Corruption.” Environmental Values 15 (2006): 397-413.

• Thesis 1: It will be difficult to address global warming because of the 
spatial dimensions of the problem.  

• Causes and effects are broadly dispersed over the globe.  
• Fragmentation of Agency:  Not caused by one person but a vast 

number of individuals (resulting in a tragedy of the commons). 
• No existing global institutions exist to address these problems.
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• Thesis 2:  It will be difficult to address global warming because of the 
temporal dimensions of the problem. 

• Causes and effects are temporally dispersed over multiple 
generations.  

• Fragmentation of Agency:  Not caused by one generation but many 
possibly working at odds against each other (resulting in a temporal 
prisoners dilemma). 

• No existing global institutions exist to address these problems.



Gardiner’s Conclusion:  Spatial and temporal dimensions of global 
warming will make it hard for us to address our moral responsibilities to 
others and future generations and we will be tempted to ignore those 
obligations for various reason.

“[There] is scientific uncertainty about the precise magnitude and 
distribution of effects [of climate change], particularly at the [U.S.] 
national level.  One reason for this is the lack of trustworthy data about 
the costs and benefits of climate change at the national level . . . 
Perhaps, some nations wonder, we might be better off with climate 
change than without it.  More importantly, some countries might 
wonder whether they will at least be relatively better off than other 
countries . . .” (Gardiner ‘06, 401).
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warming will make it hard for us to address our moral responsibilities to 
others and future generations and we will be tempted to ignore those 
obligations for various reason.

“[There] is scientific uncertainty about the precise magnitude and 
distribution of effects [of climate change], particularly at the [U.S.] 
national level.  One reason for this is the lack of trustworthy data about 
the costs and benefits of climate change at the national level . . . 
Perhaps, some nations wonder, we might be better off with climate 
change than without it.  More importantly, some countries might 
wonder whether they will at least be relatively better off than other 
countries . . .” (Gardiner ‘06, 401).

Challenge:  If this is really an argument being used now to 
determine policy outcomes or influence pubic opinion why accept 
this as a conclusion rather than giving an answer to it?



There are no 
morally agnostic 
losers.  Losing 
here is not like 
losing in a fair 
sporting match.

Analogous to the 
claim that there 
are winners and 
losers in the global 
organ trade.



3.  Climate Ethics

Conclusion:  Not enough climate ethicists are yet addressing themselves to 
the critical audiences (policy advocates, policy makers, and the public) and 
asking the questions to effectively help those audiences.  We need more 
immediate responses to the concerns of those audiences, contexts and 

situations = a need for a “clinical climate ethics.”



3.  Climate Ethics

 

Tracking and responding to three moral “gaps.”

(1) Urgency Gap.  Need to Act Now.
(2) Temporal Gap.  When will things go wrong?
(3) Spatial Gap.  Who will it happen to?



Urgency Gap:  An Inconvenient Truth (June ‘06 data)

“Life on earth will continue without major disruptions only if we
take immediate and drastic action to reduce global warming.”

*** p < .001
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Urgency Gap: July 2007 data

Urgency gap is closing in general population.  10% better in one year.



Temporal Gap:  An Inconvenient Truth (‘06)

“When do you think GW will start to have dangerous impacts on people 
around the world?”

*** p < .001
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Temporal Gap: July 2007 data

Temporal gap is closing in general population.  10% better in one year.

“When do you think GW will start to have dangerous 
impacts on people around the world?”



Spatial Gap: July 2007 data

Unfortunately still a spatial gap.  Knowing this will help to 
determine focus of shaping messages to influence moral 
motivations for lifestyle changes and political activity.







No outcome expected        Entirely negative Predominantly negative Predominantly positive         Entirely positive

Outcome expectancy groups.






