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Much of the discussion of climate change justice tends to be conducted in the language of human

rights. In a way, that should not be surprising. Human rights are often defended as the minimum, least

controversial requirements of justice. They pertain to the most basic of all human interests. The

overproduction of greenhouse gases has been described as posing a grave harm to a number of such

interests, including health, life itself, the social and environmental conditions essential for a decent

standard of living, and security in one's person and property.

Those who frame the climate change justice debate in terms of human rights also focus on least

controversial duties. Whether or not we agree that there are duties to aid the worst off in securing these

interests, the human rights argument is that there are stringent duties not to cause harm to those

interests. Such duties are especially stringent when the harms to the most vulnerable people on the

planet are grave, expected, avoidable, immediate, and produced for the sake of near term benefits for

the global affluent, well beyond what is needed for the satisfaction of their own basic needs. Arguably,

every nation and every individual has some prerogative to emit greenhouse gases necessary for

survival, but no one has the prerogative to emit greenhouse gases for the sake of relative luxuries when

doing so contributes causally to others falling below the minimum standard of justice set by human

rights.

In this segment, I want to focus on some of the duties of nations, in particular, the affluent and rapidly

developing nations. Because of their unique role, nations have a special responsibility to prevent the

imposition of grave risk on others, particularly those who will be harmed first and worst and are likely to

fall below the human rights threshold of a minimally decent human life. One important reason for the

existence of nations is the need for institutions that can protect human rights that individual citizens

cannot protect adequately through private action.

But the problem of climate change makes clear that nations acting alone are powerless to protect

human rights in the same way that's analogous to the problem faced by individuals who are powerless

to protect human rights through their own private actions. We might then generalize to the moral

rationale for the creation of domestic institutions of justice to argue for a similar rationale applicable in

the international context. The very same reasoning that supports a moral imperative for individuals to

create institutions that can to achieve what no individual alone can do supports a moral imperative for
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nations to create transnational institutions to achieve what no nation alone can do.

Critics may object to this analogy. They may say that nation states are mere institutional agents that

exist solely for the promotion of the welfare of their own citizens. Nation states are morally permitted,

even required, to give special concern to the interests of their own citizens in bargaining with other

nations. The upshot is the claim that we should view climate change treaty negotiations as a matter of

purely self-interested bargaining among nations.

My response is that, at minimum, we should endorse a principal of global reciprocity that imposes limits

on advantage seeking in climate change treaty negotiations. A principal of global reciprocity prohibits a

nation from pressing for advantage for its own citizens when its own citizens' basic human rights are not

at stake and the pursuit of national advantage undermines the human rights of citizens of other nations.

Global reciprocity as I conceive of it doesn't involve a cosmopolitan or impartial concern for the overall

welfare of human beings.

It does not rule out a nation's special concern for the overall welfare of its own citizens in pressing for

favorable bargains. In fact, it presupposes the acceptability of self-interested international bargaining

but only within reciprocally recognized limits. It assumes that all nations, whether rich or poor, have a

special, primary duty to ensure the satisfaction of the human rights of their own citizens.

Global reciprocity merely rules out forms of bargaining in which the morally non-negotiable interests of

the citizens of less powerful countries-- namely, their basic human rights-- are not treated on a par with

the morally non-negotiable interests that citizens of developed nations possess. No nation should

acquiesce in the sacrifice required by such a bargain, and no nation should demand that kind of

sacrifice on other, less powerful nations simply to preserve a vastly higher standard of living for its own

citizens. This recognition of equal moral weight of the most vital human interests is the essence of a

global principle of reciprocity.

In the next segment, we turn to what affluent individuals might do to satisfy personal duties of climate

justice in the absence of a comprehensive global treaty.
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