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CLIMATE CHANGE

Addressing the Ethical Dimension

Jeremy Moss

Stephen Gardiner argues

that the deepest challenge
posed by climate change
is an ethical one. The book
diagnoses the nature of this
ethical challenge and con-
tends that part of the reason
why progress in addressing
climate change has been so
dismal is that climate change
constitutes what Gardiner (a
philosopher at the University of Washington)
calls a “perfect moral storm.” This is an inter-
esting way of approaching the topic. Gardiner
claims that climate change is such a difficult
issue because it involves the convergence of
three separate “storms”: the global nature of
the problem, its intergenerational dimension,
and the inadequacy of our theoretical models.
The conjunction of these elements seriously
impedes our ability to make ethical decisions
about climate change.

One of the obvious impediments to
responding adequately to climate change is
the lack of a cohesive political methodol-
ogy for resolving global problems. The dif-
fusion of greenhouse gases around the world
and the complex causal chain involved in
their production raise substantial difficulties
for our already weak system of global coop-
eration. Gardiner argues that the negotiat-
ing that goes on among nation states is not
well captured by current bargaining theories,
which leaves them seriously incomplete. For
example, standard game theoretical mod-
els such as the prisoner’s dilemma and the
tragedy of the commons do not neatly fit the
problems caused by climate change because
they ignore considerations of fairness. For
instance, in the tragedy of the commons
model (a situation in which it is collectively
rational to cooperate but individually ratio-
nal not to do so) only future costs and ben-
efits are considered. That neglects the histor-
ical responsibility that some countries have
for the problem of climate change due to
their heavy past emissions.

Moreover, using these models makes
it easy to assume that the costs and ben-
efits from cooperation are very similar,
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whereas poor countries (and
poor people in rich countries)
are much more vulnerable to
the impacts of climate change
than the rich. This is more than
just a claim about the failure
of recent climate negotiations.
Here and throughout the book,
Gardiner links the analysis
of theoretical models to the
real-world situations that they
attempt to describe.

But perhaps the most diabolical problem
is that of intergenerational justice. While spa-
tial dispersal of the effects of climate change
creates obstacles for international negotia-
tions, the effects of climate change also reg-
ister in the temporal dimension. Because of
the delayed effects of climate change, effec-
tive mitigation will need to occur over a long
period. It may be hard to gauge the effects of
this “back loading,” which in turn may call
into question the ability of our standard insti-
tutions to adequately respond to the problem
because of their inherently short time hori-
zons (e.g., electoral cycles).

Gardiner understands passing the buck
from one generation to the next as the most
difficult of the various ethical dimensions of
climate change. Many of the assumptions that

A case with many parallels. In Jane Austen’s
first published novel, John Dashwood reneges on
his promise to support his half-sisters Elinor and
Marianne and their mother.
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hold in standard bargaining models will not
work with the generational problem because
we do not have future agents with whom to
bargain and because there is no reciprocity
in the bargaining situation. He also addresses
the formidable issue of whether the possibil-
ity of abrupt climate change in the immediate
future will make it more or less likely that we
will discover the motivation to act.

According to Gardiner, not only are our
institutions and moral theories unable to cope
with the challenge of climate change, many
of our general theoretical tools are inad-
equate as well. Indeed, he proposes that if a
theory or institution fails to address a serious
global threat, then it should be judged inad-
equate and must be rejected. Too many the-
ories exhibit the vices of being oblivious to
or complicit in problems. Utilitarianism and
cost-benefit analysis come in for particular
criticism here.

In one way, this is where the book is at
its best—analyzing the key theoretical tools
that are used in the climate change debate
and pointing out either their inescapable
faults or what modifications would have
to be made in order for them to be useful.
For instance, Gardiner argues that devising
an adequate understanding of discounting
(determining the dollar value now of costs
and benefits in the future) is fraught with dif-
ficulty: if, for example, a standard discount
rate of 5% is applied, it would mean that 200
years from now the value of our economic
output would be reduced to a few hundred
thousand dollars. Such a view undervalues
the benefit of sacrificing now for the gains
for future generations. Although most appli-
cable to approaches such as utilitarianism,
these well-founded criticisms highlight the
work that must be done to modify (or aban-
don) existing theories.

All this might sound very pessimistic, and
in a way it is. But the book’s strength lies in
Gardiner’s success at understanding and clar-
ifying the types of moral issues that climate
change raises, which is an important first step
toward solutions. He argues that failure to
appreciate the convergence of the three com-
ponents of his perfect storm leads us into a
kind of moral corruption where we let our-
selves be persuaded by weak or deceptive
arguments, with disastrous consequences for
our ability to act on climate change.

Readers will find much of value in Gar-
diner’s engagements with complex interdis-
ciplinary problems. For instance, his analy-
sis of the limitations of cost-benefit analysis
and discounting is likely to appeal to any-
one interested in standard economic debates
about the costs of adapting to and mitigating
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