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Abstract
This article provides theoretical foundations to the widespread intuition that an individual duty to
reduce one’s carbon emissions should not be overly demanding, and should leave some space to
personal life projects. It does so by looking into the moral structure of aggregative problems such
as climate change, and argues that contributing to climate change is less wrong than causing the
same amount of harm in paradigm cases of harm doing. It follows that strong agent-relative
reasons, such as consideration of the agent’s most important life projects, are likely to sometimes
outweigh the reasons for refraining from contributing to climate change, especially when there is
no alternative course of action. This, however, does not mean that individual carbon emitters are
off the hook, since a lot can be done to reduce carbon emissions without jeopardizing one’s most
important life projects.
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1

Introduction

Experts have been warning for decades about climate change and its great potential for harm. Its
expected consequences, to mention but a few, include sea-level rise, more frequent and extreme
weather events (such as heat waves, floods or hurricanes), a decrease in crop yields, and the
spread of infectious diseases (IPCC 2014). These effects already affect negatively humans and
non-humans across the globe, and will very likely get far worse in the coming decades and
centuries. This gives to climate change an important normative dimension. For instance, writers
have argued that these consequences will result in human rights violations (in particular the
rights to life, health and subsistence), and that it suffices to ground a strong moral obligation to
prevent the worst consequences of climate change from unfolding (Caney 2009b; Bell 2011).
More generally, there is widespread consensus about the need to act swiftly to reduce
anthropogenic greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions, in order to mitigate, as much as possible, the
warming of the global climate.

In the face of this threat, many (but not all) philosophers writing on the issue reckon that
individuals in western societies have at least some duty to reduce their carbon footprint, even in
the absence of a national or global scheme requiring them to do so (for a review see Fragnière
2016).1 What is less clear, however, is how demanding such a duty is supposed to be. On the one
hand, there is widespread intuition that individuals cannot be asked to sacrifice all their life
prospects for the sake of reducing their carbon emissions. On the other hand, if one takes
seriously the negative duty not to harm others, climate change data seem to indicate that we do
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There are other climate duties such as the duty to promote collective or political action and the duty to help or
compensate the victims of climate change. I will not discuss these duties here.
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have a pretty stringent duty to minimize our personal emissions. The prospect of climate impacts
is so grim that any duty falling short of very ambitious demands would seem out of step with the
urgency of the situation. In other words, two moral intuitions are conflicting here. One says that
morality cannot demand too much sacrifice from individuals, whereas the other points to the
utmost importance of fighting climate change (Berkey 2014).

The current state of the literature on this issue reflects this ambiguity. Some writers argue that
individuals have no duty to reduce their GHG emissions (Johnson 2003; Sinnott-Armstrong
2005; Sandberg 2011; Maltais 2013), whereas others defend a very stringent duty to do so
(Broome 2012; Berkey 2014).2 However, most writers try to find a middle ground,
acknowledging the existence of a duty to reduce one’s emissions, but limiting its extent to some
conception of “reasonable sacrifice” (see for example Raterman 2012; Fruh and Hedahl 2013;
Baatz 2014). Even though I am sympathetic to these middle ground positions, I think that they
often lack a compelling justification. Indeed, if the consequences of climate change will be so
dire, how come we have no moral obligation to do more than that? This is what I am going to
explain in this article. I will argue that individuals do have a duty to reduce their carbon
footprint, but that this duty is limited (although not necessarily weak) due to the moral structure
of collective harm problems. Hence, the general aim of this article is to provide a theoretical
rationale to a widely-shared intuition.
In what follows, section 2 sets the wider context of the topic, that is the debate over
demandingness, section 3 shows that applying the no-harm principle straightforwardly to
personal emissions would seemingly lead to very demanding duties, section 4 explains that in
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Even though Broome argues that individuals should stop emitting altogether, the stringency of the duty is strongly
mitigated by the fact that he endorses carbon offsetting.
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fact contributing to climate change is less wrong than harming people in paradigm cases, and
section 5 argues that it leads to a duty to reduce one’s carbon footprint that is less demanding
than expected.

2

The demandingness problem

The anti-demandingness intuition claims that morality can only demand so much from moral
agents. Individuals are entitled to have a life of their own, with their own projects, and an overly
demanding ethical theory would leave no room for the fulfilment of these life projects. Hence,
there must be some kind of balance between the requirements of morality and the ability to
pursue one’s own plans.
Traditionally, the target of demandingness objections has been consequentialism (Williams
1973; Scheffler 1982). However, a way to frame the problem that goes beyond consequentialism
is to distinguish between negative duties, that is duties not to harm others, and positive duties,
that is duties of beneficence. Whatever the moral source of these duties (be it some version of
consequentialism or a set of deontological rules), it is traditionally assumed that positive duties,
if there are only loose limits to their application, are much more demanding than negative duties.
Peter Singer provides an especially striking example of that in his seminal article on our duty to
aid the global poor, when he writes: “if it is in our power to prevent something bad from
happening, without thereby sacrificing anything of comparable moral importance, we ought,
morally, to do it” (Singer 1972, 231). First, given the very poor conditions in which a lot people
are living today, it is plausibly the case that we have many more opportunities to help, in our
daily lives, than to simply avoid harming people ourselves. Second, helping is usually considered
time and resource consuming. Whereas not harming involves only simple attitudes of restraint,
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such as refraining from hurting, killing or stealing people, the argument goes, beneficence
requires individuals to take an active role and to divert resources that were initially devoted to
other projects. As a result, accepting positive duties without stringent limits on them risks
drowning moral agents in a “sea of obligations” (Schmidtz 2000).
However, the state of the world, and its functioning, have changed dramatically in the last
decades, and it does not seem to be true anymore that the problem of demandingness applies to
positive duties only. The world is much more crowded and interconnected than it used to be, and
it is now obvious that refraining from harming others is much more demanding than just
avoiding to hurt the people around us. Contemporary life comprises a whole host of seemingly
trivial daily activities that might contribute to harming distant strangers (no to mention animals
and ecosystems). Eating certain types of food, buying clothes, heating one’s house, driving to
work, travelling to distant countries, and so on. There is almost no daily action that is not under
scrutiny (and rightly so), because of the impact it could have on harmful global processes such as
the perpetuation of unfair working conditions, economic hardship or various environmental
problems. As Judith Lichtenberg puts it: “because these activities are seamlessly woven into our
normal routines, ceasing to engage in these ‘New Harms’ is not at all easy – not simply a matter
of refraining from things we never would have dreamed of doing in the first place, like killing
and raping and robbing. Not harming people turns out to be difficult and to require our undivided
attention” (Lichtenberg 2010, 558).
In light of this analysis, it seems indeed as though most of our life projects would be doomed if
we applied straightforwardly the duty not to harm others to our everyday actions. The current
situation seems to leave us with two possibilities. Either morality is indeed that uncompromising
and most of us live in a constant failure to live up to our own ethical standards, or there is a way
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to justify some limit to the applications of the no-harm principle. My aim is to provide a
justification for the second option, in the specific case of climate change.

3

Harm prohibition, demandingness and climate change

The no-harm principle, enjoining us not to harm others unnecessarily, is often viewed as a core
component of human morality, across time and culture. Since climate change is a man-made
phenomenon that has a huge potential for harm across generations, it seems to be a natural
candidate for an application of the principle (Shue 2014; Rentmeester 2014). However, in its
traditional form, the no-harm principle is a very stringent principle leaving very little leeway to
individual agents in how to prioritize their goals. When significant harm is brought about and
alternative courses of actions are available, the cause of the harm has to stop entirely. As Henry
Shue puts it: “Few questions of fairness arise with regard to stopping to inflict damage. If one is
causing damage, one ought, barring strong reasons to the contrary, to cease it entirely as
promptly as possible” (2014, 5 emphasis added). As we will see now, this could potentially lead
to very demanding duties if it is applied straightforwardly to the case of individual GHG
emissions.

In order to debunk the widespread idea that personal GHG emissions are so ridiculously small
that they cannot meaningfully affect the way climate change unfolds, a few writers have tried to
put numbers on individual contributions. The result is that, at first glance, the harm brought
about by individual emissions is much larger than one might think. It is so because, even though
personal GHG emissions are only a tiny fraction of the total amount emitted globally each year,
the consequences of climate change over the long term will be so dire that even this tiny fraction

6

Forthcoming in Environmental Values ©The White Horse Press http://www.whpress.co.uk
amounts to significant harm. The most famous example of this is John Nolt’s calculation. Nolt
claims that the lifetime emissions of the average American represent one two-billionth of the
greenhouse gases emitted from the dawn of the industrial revolution to 2040. This is surely a
very small fraction, but the harm brought about by climate change is so huge that it nevertheless
corresponds to the death or suffering of two future people over the next millennium (Nolt 2011).
From this perspective, individual contributions to climate change are indeed all but morally
insignificant.3 What sort of duty can we infer from this calculation? Certainly, an application of
the standard no-harm principle would justify a very stringent duty to prevent these two future
deaths as well as other climate-related damages.4
Technically, and other moral considerations put aside, complying with this duty means that
individuals have to reduce their GHG emissions down to the level at which no more harm is
caused (their emission budget). Unfortunately, even if we assumed universal compliance with
this duty, it seems that personal emission budgets would be painfully low, especially for affluent
people.5 The IPCC made it clear that in order to have a decent chance of staying below +2°C of
warming, humanity has a very tight carbon budget of one trillion tons of CO2 (that is 20 years at
current emission rates), and that GHG emissions must be taken down to zero by the end of the
century (IPCC 2014). Moreover, given that humanity is currently emitting way above the
absorption capacity of marine and terrestrial ecosystems, each supplementary amount of GHG
3

Similarly, John Broome maintains that the lifetime GHG emissions of a westerner will “wipe out more than six
months of healthy human life”. He also gives an evaluation of the monetary value of the harm caused by the lifetime
emissions of a rich country resident. According to the social cost of carbon as calculated in the Stern Review, it
ranges between $19’000 and $65’000 (2012, 74). Avram Hiller argues that individual emissions are morally
significant even if we focus on individual actions rather than lifetime emissions. He calculates that a Sunday ride in
an SUV is the moral equivalent of “ruining someone’s afternoon” (Hiller 2011, 21).
4
Throughout this article, I will assume that it is possible to harm future people. Even though I cannot discuss it here,
I think that it is plausibly the case if one adopts a threshold conception of harm (see Meyer 2003).
5
The discussion of individual emission budgets is in fact complex, because matters of past emissions, responsibility
and justice come into play. An important question in that respect is whether GHG emission rights should be
distributed for their own sake or in connection with other entitlements such as basic human right or capabilities
(Caney 2012; Baatz 2014).
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emitted makes the problem worse (i.e. brings about more harm). Hence, from a strictly individual
point of view, and given that non-compliance is the norm, the only way to stop contributing to
harm causation rapidly is to virtually stop emitting, which, for most people, is extremely
challenging if not impossible.6
However, as we just saw with Henry Shue, “strong reasons” could possibly exempt individuals
from radically slashing their GHG emissions. So, what could these strong reasons be?
Traditionally, considerations of control and cost are mentioned in order to mitigate the
stringency of a duty.

Arguments from control usually stem from the widely cited Kantian proviso “ought implies can”,
meaning that no one can have a moral obligation to secure a result that is not under his control.
In other words, individuals cannot have a duty to act in a way that is not available to them.
Various writers have argued that this proviso applies to personal GHG emissions, because in the
context of contemporary societies, individuals often lack control over the factors that influence
their lifestyle (Aufrecht 2011; Cuomo 2011). For instance, the CO2 content of the electricity we
use to light and sometimes heat our houses depends on structural factors over which individuals
have little influence. Also, in a city where public transportation is very minimally developed, one
might not have any other choice than driving to work. Thus, the argument goes, individuals
cannot be blamed for the parts of their carbon footprint over which they do not have full control.
However, this argument is not totally convincing because individuals do in fact have control over
6

Climate neutral emissions, such as breathing or burning sustainably grown biomass, could be tolerated though,
since they are not of fossil origin and do therefore not contribute to climate change. Indeed, emissions are said to be
climate neutral when the atoms of carbon forming them have been previously (i.e. in the last few years to decades)
removed from the atmosphere. For instance, the carbon dioxide we exhale when breathing has been previously
captured in the air by the photosynthetic activity of the plants we eat, and does thus not increase the atmospheric
CO2 concentration. This reasoning applies to the burning of biomass only insofar as it is replaced by new plants or
trees.
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most of their carbon footprint. If one has a sufficiently stringent duty to stop emitting, one still
has the possibility to stop consuming fossil energy altogether. In other words, one can always
stop lighting and heating one’s house, or stop commuting to work. The strong intuition that it
would be wrong to require such sacrifices from individuals does not stem from the fact that they
do not have control, but rather from the very high cost of complying with such duty. As a result,
the control condition does not seem to apply to most of our personal carbon emissions, but only
to those that we are really unable to get rid of ourselves (see also Frierson 2014). This
incompressible part of our carbon footprint probably boils down to only the GHG emissions of a
country that are necessary to run its main collective institutions and infrastructures. These
“public emissions” have to be shared out among all the citizens, but are not directly tied to their
individual behaviour and consumption activity (even though even this is debatable, since
individual behaviour changes may influence the behaviour and consumption choices of others
and of the community (see Hourdequin 2010)).

The cost condition, on the other hand, is directly related to the debate over demandingness. As
already mentioned, the basic idea is that there are limits to what morality can ask from
individuals. The idea of cost can take different meanings, but a useful way to frame the notion is
to define it as a setback of interest falling on the moral agent. This can potentially refer to a
whole gradation of setbacks, from the loss of fundamental interests, such as the human rights or
basic capabilities of the moral agent, to the abandonment of personal projects, to more trivial
inconveniences. So, when Henry Shue writes that we ought to avoid causing harm to others
“barring strong reasons to the contrary”, he likely means that very serious cost, compared to the
harm done, might excuse the agent for not complying with his duty. It seems indeed rather

9

Forthcoming in Environmental Values ©The White Horse Press http://www.whpress.co.uk
common-sense that I cannot be asked to give up my basic rights in order to avoid causing you a
small temporary inconvenience. Thus, even the most stringent applications of the no-harm
principle will allow for some considerations of cost. However, these considerations will often
take the form of a balance between the moral importance of the sacrifice the agent has to make
and the moral importance of the harm that is avoided.7 Furthermore, since the no-harm principle
sees the infliction of harm to others as especially wrong, morally speaking, it is likely that more
weight will be given to the harm falling on the victim. In other words, the cost of complying
must be very serious compared to the harm done, for the agent to be excused from complying
(more on this later).
What can we infer from that in terms of personal GHG emissions? Obviously, applying the noharm principle, so understood, to the case of climate change will lead to very stringent individual
duties. If we take Nolt’s calculation at face value, what kind of personal cost could possibly
exempt agents from reducing their carbon footprint almost completely? In other words, what
could possibly justify causing the death of two future persons? Probably not much more than the
entitlement to bare survival or to the most basic human rights (and even that, as we will see,
would be controversial), but surely not the need to go to work or to be comfortably warm in
one’s house. For instance, if the exhausts of my car were by themselves killing two persons, I
would surely have a stringent duty to stop driving immediately, no matter what I need my car
for. So, the most plausible conclusion would certainly be that individuals have to stop emitting
almost completely right now, no matter what it takes. This goes far beyond the “low hanging
fruits” reductions that are available to us at limited cost. It would rather mean no more flights, no
more cars, no more heating or warm water, no more screens, only local fertilizer-free food, and
7

Even though it concerns the duty of beneficence, and not the duty not to harm others, this balance is obvious in
Peter Singer’s claim that we are excused for not preventing something bad to happen if it would mean sacrificing
something of “comparable moral importance”.
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so on. Citizens of developed countries, and more generally affluent people across the globe, are
currently so reliant on fossil fuels for a large part of their daily activities, that getting rid of their
GHG emissions altogether would amounts to radical lifestyle changes. To perform deep emission
cuts would certainly be, for most people, a very demanding sacrifice. In the context of the
current energy system, such a duty would seriously impair the people’s capacity to make a
decent living, without mentioning the impossibility to pursue all their other life projects.
Nonetheless, in the face of the harm brought about by our lifetime emissions (assuming that
Nolt’s calculation is correct), it may seem that it is what morality demands of us.

Yet, many writers, including John Nolt himself, consider that the duty to reduce our carbon
footprint is less demanding than that, and only applies to luxury (or unnecessary) emissions (see
for example Vanderheiden 2008; Nolt 2013; Baatz 2014; Peeters et al. 2015). I share their
intuition that our individual climate duties can only be so demanding, but this intuition does not
fit with the fact that our lifetime emissions are responsible for the death of two persons.8 When
intuition and theory conflict, one has to decide which one to retain. In this case, I think that the
intuition must be trusted and that there is a theoretical explanation as to why our individual
climate duties are in fact less stringent than they appear according to the no-harm principle. The
reason is that climate change is not a paradigm case of harm doing. It is a case of unstructured
collective harm and must be assessed accordingly.9 In the next section, I argue that contributing

8

Climate change raises many difficult questions of responsibility and causation related to the role of individual
emissions. Tackling all the aspects of this issue would overly complicate the picture and is beyond the scope of this
paper. Here and henceforth, I use the phrase “being responsible” as a shorthand to express that certain consequences
can be attributed to a given action, without delving further into causation theories.
9
In the same vein, Fruh and Hedahl argue that considerations of demandingness are excluded from duties of justice,
whereas they are allowed to play a role with duties of systemic justice (by which they mean something similar to
unstructured collective harm) (2013).
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to climate change is less wrong than causing harm directly, which explains why our climate
duties are weaker than expected (which does not mean that they are insignificant or moderate).

4

How wrong is it to contribute to climate change?

Challenges to the harm-avoidance perspective, as applied to individual carbon emissions, usually
focus on the causal inefficacy problem. In a nutshell, they claim that individual emissions play
no causal role because they make no difference to the harm brought about by climate change. In
the relevant literature, one can find at least three different lines of argument explaining why they
purportedly make no difference: (1) the same amount of GHG will be emitted anyway; (2) the
existence of climatic thresholds and the fact that climate change is overdetermined; and (3) the
fact that personal emissions are too small to be morally significant. I think that satisfactory
responses have been given to all three challenges in the relevant literature (for a review, see
Fragnière 2016). Therefore, I am going to assume, following Nolt, that personal emissions do
make a morally significant difference, and will focus instead on how we should assess this
difference.

The crux of the question is that causing harm alone and directly, and (inadvertently) taking part
to a complex collective action problem like climate change is not exactly the same. Dale
Jamieson defines paradigm moral problems as follows: “an individual acting intentionally harms
another individual; both the individuals and the harm are identifiable; and the individuals and the
harm are closely related in time and space” (2010, 436). It has been raised countless times that
climate change is clearly not of that kind. The problem does not stem from one source, but from
the accumulation of a great number of minute and uncoordinated contributions. Moreover, its
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harmful consequences are not intentional, but unwanted side effects of carbon-emitting activities.
For these reasons, climate change is an instance of what has been called unstructured collective
harm (Kutz 2000).
In what follows I argue that, all other things being equal, contributing to unstructured collective
harm is less wrong than causing the same amount of harm in the context of a paradigm case of
harm doing. The starting point of this argument is that there are in fact two ways to determine the
wrongness of contributing to collective harm. Indeed, when Nolt calculates that the average
American will be responsible for one two-billionth of the total harm brought about by climate
change over the next millennium, this can be interpreted in two different ways. First, the agent
can be held responsible for his share of the overall harm (here, for one two-billionth of the
expected four billion deaths, that is for two deaths). This method, followed by Nolt, regards the
amount of harm attributed to the individual agent as concentrated on a few victims. Second, the
agent can be held responsible for his share of every bit of harm (here, one two-billionth of each
one of the four billion deaths). According to this interpretation, the amount of harm attributed to
the individual agent is spread over all the victims. Let us call these two interpretations
respectively concentrated harm and spread harm.10

Now, my argument proceeds in two steps. First, I argue that in the case of climate change we
should assess the wrongness of individual contributions according to spread harm. Second, I
argue that spread harm is less wrong than concentrated harm.

10

A similar distinction can be found in the literature about the morality of collective harm (for example Parfit 1984;
Jackson 1987) and has been mentioned in relation with climate change by Jason Kawall, in a short commentary
piece (Kawall 2011). Even though Kawall does not delve further into this distinction, I am indebted to him for
pointing out its importance.
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In defence of the first proposition, let us first consider a fabricated case.
Free lunch: 100 hungry peasants are about to eat their lunch. Each bowl contains 100 beans.
Before they can start eating, 100 uncoordinated thieves come and take, each, one bean from
each bowl. As a result, each thief eats 100 beans and the peasants are deprived of their
lunch.11

This is a case of unstructured collective harm. In this case, each thief is responsible for depriving
each peasant of one-hundredth of his lunch, because it is how things actually happened. Here, we
know exactly who did what to whom. This corresponds to spread harm. Now, imagine a slightly
different story where the thieves steal each one full bowl of beans to one different peasant. The
overall outcome is the same (hundred peasants deprived of their lunch), but this time each
offender is fully responsible for the starving of one peasant. This corresponds to concentrated
harm. However, notice that this second scenario is not a case of unstructured collective harm
anymore. It is a collection of paradigm cases of harm doing. So, it seems that spread harm is
warranted for unstructured collective harm, whereas concentrated harm should only be used for
collections of paradigm harm doing. It is so because what makes cases of unstructured collective
harm what they are, is precisely the scattering of one’s action over many victims, associated to
the aggregation of many similarly scattered actions.
Now, back to climate change, John Nolt’s claim that “the average American causes through
his/her greenhouse gas emissions the serious suffering and/or deaths of two future people” (2011,
9 emphasis added) is misleading (morally speaking), because, by using concentrated harm, it
assumes that climate change can be treated as a collection of paradigm cases of harm doing. But
this cannot be correct given that climate change is a genuine case of unstructured collective
11

This thought experiment is adapted from (Glover 1975). The analogy with climate change is imperfect, since
stealing implies a strong intentionality that is absent in the case of GHG emissions. In what follows I set this
difference aside.
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harm. Indeed, once our personal emissions have been released into the atmosphere, the carbon
dioxide molecules are scattered and mixed with a huge number of other molecules stemming
from multifarious sources. This mix of tiny contributions makes the global temperature rise,
which in turn brings about numerous and diverse instances of harm all over the planet. So,
according to the very nature of the problem the correct way to describe the effect of the lifetime
emissions of the average American is to say that they are responsible for one two-billionth of
every bit of harm caused by climate change (spread harm). This might seem quibbling, but as we
will see shortly it has real normative implications.
The need to use spread harm in order to assess the wrongness of emitting carbon dioxide is also
reinforced by another element. For the sake of simplification, Nolt’s calculation understandably
involves only round numbers and only one metric of harm, namely casualties. This
methodological choice presents advantages that I do not dispute (see Nolt 2014). What I would
like to point out though, is that it tends to mask the diversity of harm that climate change brings
about. Simply counting the number of casualties tends to conceals the fact that each case has its
own history with its own amount and kind of suffering and harm. As a consequence of climate
change, people will suffer or die at different ages with different levels of well-being, in very
different (and maybe incommensurable) circumstances. Some people will suffer but not die,
some others will be ruined, and so on. My point is that the harms brought about by climate
change are so many and varied that the only way to attribute responsibility to GHG emitters,
proportionally to their emissions, is to spread their share of responsibility across every bit of
harm. Imagine a situation in which there is only four emitters (emitting equal amounts of GHG)
and four victims. The first victim dies at 80 after a fulfilling life, the second one dies at 17 after
having experienced a miserable childhood, the third one is pushed out of business and becomes
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long-term unemployed, and the fourth one loses her parents very young but manages to live a
decent life. All these harms are caused by climate change. The best way to distribute
responsibility for these harms is surely not to attribute the plight of victim 1 to emitter 1, that of
victim 2 to emitter 2, and so on. This would obviously be arbitrary. The only fair way to do that
is to attribute to each emitter responsibility for one quarter of the harm suffered by each victim,
according to spread harm.

I am turning now to the second part of the argument, namely that for a given amount of harm, the
act that brings it about must be considered less wrong when the harm is spread than when it is
concentrated. The central idea is that the seriousness of the harm imposed on one single victim,
and therefore the wrongness of the act that brings it about, includes moral thresholds. For
instance, there is traditionally a special moral weight attributed to the infliction of death and
permanent disability. When such thresholds are crossed, the moral wrongness of the act causing
the harm increases abruptly, in a more than proportional way. The most famous thresholds of this
kind in ethical theories are human rights (Caney 2009a) and basic capabilities (Nussbaum 1997),
but one can devise numerous other thresholds according to the amount of harm and suffering
inflicted, the presence or not of lasting consequences, and other criteria. My point here is not
about what exact thresholds we should use, but that morality, and in the present context the
notion of harm, allows for threshold thinking. This is obviously the case with common-sense
morality and deontic theories, but it might also be true of consequentialist ones.12

12

One way to do that for utilitarianism would be to argue that very serious harms, for example of the irreversible
kind, create disproportionate disutility. For instance, losing two eyes creates arguably more than twice the disutility
of losing only one eye. In that respect, special weight should be granted to death, permanent disability and the like,
in the utilitarian calculus.
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Now, if we acknowledge that there are such moral thresholds, it follows that for a given amount
of harm done there is more risk that an important threshold is crossed when harm is concentrated
on one victim than when it is spread across a large number of persons. As a result, all other
things being equal, causing trivial harm to a lot of people (without crossing any threshold) is less
wrong than causing very serious harm to one person. This seems pretty intuitive in the case of
Nolt’s calculation. From an individual point of view, being responsible for the death of two
persons seems indeed far worse than being responsible for one two-billionth of each death,
which in this case amounts to shortening the life of each victim of 0.6 seconds.13 I am confident
that, if given the choice, almost everybody (even utilitarians) would prefer to impose a slight,
almost imperceptible, annoyance on a lot of people than violating the most fundamental human
rights of one person.14

Since we should assess the harm done by individual emissions according to spread harm, and
that it is less wrong than when the same amount of harm is concentrated on a few victims, I
conclude that, from the individual point of view, contributing to climate change is less wrong
than causing the same amount of harm directly in the context of paradigm cases of harm doing.
In other words, the moral fault associated to the lifetime emissions of the average American is
less important than Nolt’s calculation suggests.

13

Nolt uses a figure of four billion people that will be harmed (suffer and/or die) over the next millennium. If we
assume that on average each of these persons will lose 40 years of life (or 1’261’440’000 seconds), it follows that
the lifetime emissions of the average American are responsible for the shortening of each future victim’s life of 0.6
second (one two-billionth of 40 years of life).
14
If utilitarians insist that they do not like the very idea of moral threshold, it might be possible to defend the same
conclusion by postulating a negative version of decreasing marginal utility. This “increasing marginal disutility” rule
claims that your personal well-being is affected in a more than proportional way (although incrementally), when the
harm you are subjected to increases. I cannot investigate the plausibility of this idea here, but it seems to make sense
at least in economic terms. Losing a few thousand dollars causes less disutility to a billionaire than to a working
poor. Being ruined is far worse (disproportionately worse) than losing a few hundred dollars.
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However, one important element of the problem is that this emitting behaviour is replicated by
millions of other agents and that all these contributions add up to create great amount of harm.
This reminds us that, in spite of all I have said in this section, high emitters are not totally off the
hook. Contributing to climate change can be very serious matter. Everybody can reasonably be
expected to know that other people are emitting GHG and that must be taken into account in our
moral assessment. In that respect, we must grant to Nolt’s calculation that it gives us a sense of
the size of our contribution to this harmful process. It also allows to invalidate the idea that our
emissions are morally insignificant (see Nolt 2014). Nevertheless, as I have argued, and contrary
to appearances, this calculation does not establish that emitting during one’s whole lifetime is as
wrong as causing the death of two future persons. And for that matter, even though climate
change will violate the basic rights of a lot of people, it would be incorrect to say that individual
emissions do so.

5

Back to demandingness

If it is less wrong to contribute to climate change than to cause harm directly, all other things
being equal, we can infer that the reason justifying an individual duty to refrain from emitting
GHG is less strong than the reason justifying an individual duty to refrain from causing the death
of two persons in paradigm cases. As we have seen in section 3, if these two reasons were
equally strong this would lead to an extremely demanding duty to reduce one’s carbon footprint.
Conversely, if I am right that the reason for refraining from emitting is less strong than that, it
means that it can be more easily outweighed by other considerations, such as the cost of
compliance, in the moral calculus. In particular, it is plausible that it can be outweighed not only
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by fundamental entitlements of the duty bearer, such as her basic rights or her basic capabilities,
but also by less weighty moral reasons such as the aim to pursue important personal life projects.

To illustrate this, let us briefly consider Samuel Scheffler’s agent-centred prerogative theory.
Scheffler suggests that it is morally permissible for agents to value their own projects “out of
proportion” to the other impersonal reasons for action (1982, 14). In other words, agents are
allowed to give more weight to their interests than to the interests of other people. Scheffler calls
this an agent-centred prerogative, because it is up to the agent to choose, within certain limits,
whether she wants to give special weight to her interests or prefers to sacrifice them to the
benefit of others. Of course, “within certain limits” is key here, and an important part of the
question that I cannot fully examine, is to determine where the limits stand. Even though
Scheffler does not discuss it at great length, he suggests some kind of weighted proportionality
rule, where an agent is allowed to favour her own interests only if their moral importance,
weighted by a certain proportionality factor P, exceeds the moral importance of the interests of
others. Scheffler develops his theory as an amendment to consequentialism, but its rationale can
plausibly be adapted to other ethical frameworks.
In the deontic context I am dealing with in this article, it would look as follows. An agent is
allowed to favour his own interests only insofar as the moral reason for favouring them (i.e. the
cost of compliance with the no-harm duty), weighted by a certain proportionality factor P, is
stronger than the moral reason for refraining from harming others. However, owing to the moral
importance traditionally given to the duty not to harm others unnecessarily, it is safe to assume
that it would work the other way around, and that less weight would be given to the interests of
the duty-bearer than to the interests of the victims. In other words, in the context of the no-harm
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principle the proportionality factor P would likely stand between 0 and 1. For instance, an
uncompromising version of the no-harm principle claiming that harm must be avoided no matter
what it takes, would set the proportionality factor at 0. This means that costs to the agent have no
weight at all in the moral calculus, which is, as already mentioned, implausible. Indeed, being
required to sacrifice my life in order to prevent causing you some inconvenience would certainly
be deemed way too demanding by many people. Another possible position would be to use a
criterion similar to that used by Peter Singer for duties of beneficence, namely that agents cannot
be required to sacrifice something of comparable moral importance. This would set P at 1, which
is intuitively rather implausible as well when applied to negative duties. Indeed, most (nonutilitarian) people would probably deny, or at least strongly hesitate to say, that we are allowed
to knowingly cause the death of an innocent to save our own life. As a result, the value of P in
the context of the no-harm principle is plausibly somewhere between 0 and 1, which means that
the interests of the agent do have some moral weight, but less than the interests of the victims.

If this is correct, it follows that the duty to avoid causing the death of two innocent persons in
paradigm cases is very stringent. Possibly so stringent (with a P between 0 and 1) that virtually
nothing could morally justify non-compliance in ordinary circumstances. On the other hand, as
explained in the previous section, the picture is very different in cases of unstructured collective
harm such as climate change. In such cases, individuals still have a pro tanto duty not to cause
harm through their contribution to these harmful processes. However, because in such a case the
moral wrong at stake is much smaller, the reasons for favouring the agent’s own interests (even
weakened by a P smaller than 1) are more likely to sometimes outweigh the reasons for
refraining from emitting carbon dioxide. For instance, flying might be morally allowed if it is the
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only way (that is there is no less carbon-intensive alternative) to pursue a career that is central to
the agent’s identity and most important life projects. In the face of it, this application of the noharm principle to climate change does not seem to lead to overly demanding climate duties. In
the next section, I briefly consider two objections that can be raised against this result.

6
6.1

Objections
Too agent-centred

A first possible objection is that my argument about spread harm being less wrong than
concentrated harm is misguided because it is too agent-centred. It makes no difference to the
victims, the objection goes, whether harm is spread or concentrated. The same number of people
will die because of climate change in both cases. Consequently, claiming that emitting carbon
dioxide is less wrong than harming people in paradigm cases, does not do justice to the victims.
My response is that an agent-centred perspective seems to be a sensible choice when it comes to
assessing the demandingness of a duty and the weight of the agent’s life projects in the moral
calculus. A victim-centred approach would indeed be unable to take such agent-relative reasons
into account. This being said, I acknowledge that, from a victim-centred point of view, my
defence of limited individual climate duties might be found wanting, since it does not guarantee
the outright prevention of harm, but only its mitigation to a certain extent. Indeed, insofar as my
interpretation of the no-harm principle grants some moral weight to the agents’ interests,
individual duties will not suffice to solve the problem of climate change entirely, even if one
assumes full compliance. However, this apparent conflict between agent-centred and victimcentred approaches is, I think, largely an illusion. The reason is that it does not necessarily
follow from a victim-centred perspective that the problem must be solved solely at the individual
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level. The “responsibility gap” that my account of individual climate duties seems to open can
coherently be bridged by an account of collective duties supplementing the individual ones.15
Unlike some writers who dismiss outright the existence of an individual mitigation duty, and
favour political action instead (Sinnott-Armstrong 2005), I think that duties at the individual and
collective levels are complementary (see also Tan 2015).
As many writers have already stressed, institutions and opinion-makers have an important role to
play in reshaping the carbon-intensive infrastructure, economy, and norms of current societies
(Caney 2014). For instance, Elisabeth Cripps convincingly argues that acting directly at the
collective level has several advantages, such as gains in effectiveness, efficiency and fairness
(Cripps 2013; see also Fragnière 2016). Efficiency is of particular interest here, since action at
the collective level (such as developing public transportation, promoting carbon-free energies,
and the like) would lower the cost of complying with individual climate duties, and offer new
avenues for citizens to adopt climate-friendly lifestyles without sacrificing important life
projects. Yet, these transformations at collective level would be useless if the citizens do not
collaborate or take advantage of them. For instance, energy-efficient building renovation is
bound to remain ineffectual if end-users keep the windows open all winter and turn up the
thermostat. Similarly, public transportation does not deliver the expected climate benefits if most
people stick to their car. Consequently, climate duties must be distributed between the collective
and individual levels. In this context, my account provides a simple and plausible rationale
explaining why individuals do have some duty to reduce their carbon footprint, but also why
everything cannot rely on individuals alone in the fight against climate change.

15

I cannot provide such an account here, but several writers have argued in this direction (Neuteleers 2010; Cripps
2013; Tan 2015). For these authors, the existence of a collective duty translates into individual duties to promote
collective action. It is plausible that under my account, this promoting duty would be at least as stringent as the
individual duty to reduce carbon emissions.
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6.2

Too lenient

Another possible objection is that my account of individual climate duties is too lenient. There is
indeed indeterminacy involved in the assessment of (1) the moral importance of causing trivial
harm to numerous people and (2) the weight that should be given to the agent’s own interests.
This indeterminacy, the argument goes, makes it possible to justify virtually any carbon dioxide
emissions, on the ground that they serve the interests (even minor ones) of the agent.
To begin with, the goal of this article is not to develop a full-blown theory of individual climate
duties. Its more modest aim is to explain, in a comparative way, why the duty to refrain from
contributing to climate change is not as stringent as the duty not to harm people in paradigm
cases. Also, the indeterminacy of my account does not necessarily entail that individual climate
duties are weak. The actual stringency of individual duties will depend on our assessment of
factors 1 and 2 above. Even though there is probably no way to determine their importance
theoretically, the context suggests that climate duties are in fact fairly demanding.
First, being responsible for very slight harm imposed on billions of people has moral importance
(although less than the same amount of harm concentrated on a few people), especially when
numerous other people are doing the same. Hence, given the high stakes coming along with
climate change, not only for human societies but also for nature, it seems clear that emitting
carbon dioxide is not just something trivial and that there are good reasons for stopping doing so.
Second, the weight that should be given to the agent’s interests in the moral calculus is a matter
of moral sensitivity, but since I argued that it should be smaller than 1, it is unlikely that
frivolous and trivial interests would suffice to overweight the reasons to reduce one’s GHG
emissions. Plausibly, only core interests – namely those that are central to one’s integrity and
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identity – will be able to do so (see also Fruh and Hedahl 2013). What exactly counts as core
interests can unfortunately not be examined here.
Another upshot of this account is that the pro tanto duty to avoid emitting greenhouse gases can
be outweighed by agent-relative reasons only if there is no alternative course of action achieving
the same result with less carbon emissions. If there is such alternative, the agent-relative reasons
lose all their moral weight in the calculus. For instance, if an agent has to choose between
commuting by car or by train, she has to choose the less carbon-intensive option. Mere
convenience cannot in itself be a reason for shirking her individual climate duty. Moreover, some
degree of diligence and good faith can be expected from agents in their daily moral deliberations.

7

Conclusion

There is widespread intuition that an individual duty to reduce one’s carbon emissions should not
be overly demanding, and this article shows that this intuition is backed by theoretical reasons.
Due to the nature of climate change as a moral problem, agent-relative reasons are likely to
sometimes outweigh reasons for refraining from emitting carbon dioxide. However, this
conclusion does not outright dismiss the application of the no-harm principle to individual GHG
emissions. It only limits its scope, and grants individual agents a measure of moral freedom in
the pursuit of their most important life projects.
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