
Office Hours: Climate Justice

Thanks, all, for your interest in questions on climate change. In this post, we briefly want to answer

a couple of questions raised about the global population, and about the perceived futility of

acting alone in the face of a massive moral problem.

»»» Consider some well-known facts about population.

It took hundreds of thousands of years for the human population to reach 1 billion. The process of

adding more people was a very slow and gradual one.  That has changed, however.  The most

recent billion people were added in12 years.  Further, anyone who is alive today and who was

born before 1965 has seen something that no one may ever see again: they have seen the global

population more than double.  And while there is no single, well-agreed answer to the question

‘How many people can the earth hold?’ we do know that there are surprisingly low limits for certain

lifestyles.

Indeed, the planet is only able to ‘hold’ the current 7 billion as a result of radical poverty and

inequality.  It is estimated that, in order to sustain the current population at the level of the average

American, for instance, we would require more than four earths; if everyone lived like the average

citizen of the UAE, we would require more than five and a half earths.

The question of sustenance engages both the issue of climate change(since more people equals

more carbon emitters), as well as issues of food,energy and water that Professor Powers will

discuss further in Week 6.  These sorts of considerations lead student DCCX to ask how we might

balance population worries with the issue of reproductive autonomy.

»»» Surely, a sober look at facts like those above will convince us that we need to

limit the number of people on earth, but how can we limit without violating

reproductive autonomy?

This question is interesting and difficult, and we certainly can’t provide a complete answer here.  

Instead, we want to raise a related question that such a worry generates: namely, what might be

one’s moral obligation concerning reproduction, especially since a failure to curb our population



could lead to the difficult policy question of whether we might eventually need

to require orincentivize people to stop reproducing.

»»» Could it be the case that we have a moral duty to have fewer, or even no

children? 

Not many people are prepared to accept an affirmative answer to such a question.

One way of avoiding the conclusion that we are so obligated is to point tothe futility of acting

alone.  Student floatingcopy asks why we should even consider carbon-producing activities in

the realm of morality, when the total consequence of a single person’s action (in a world of 7 billion

people) makes essentially no difference.

»»» Why act at all when individual action is futile in the face of such a large

challenge?

This is a difficult question, and much that could be said about it.  But let us here make just one

point, and then apply it to the case of procreation in particular.

Many people reject the premise that, just because a single act doesn’t make a measurable

difference, it thereby is a non-moral choice.  If I engage in a carbon-heavy activity, then even if the

effect (in the grand scale of things) is miniscule, I have contributed to a significant harm, and we

might think that one has a duty not to so contribute.  If a person will be tortured significantly

regardless of what you do, we might still think it makes a difference whether you do any of the

torturing.  If the torturer offers you the chance to take over for a while, we might think you are

obligated to say ‘no’, even though doing so will not result in the victim being tortured less.

»»» We might think, that is, that we have a duty not to contribute to serious moral

harms.

And then it would seem plausible if the strength of that duty went up as the level of contribution went

up.  That is: the more one’s actions do, in fact, make a difference, the stronger the duty to refrain

from so contributing.

»»» So what does all of this say about procreation?



Well, as Professor Powers pointed out, a rise in population does contribute to climate change, and

so making each new person contributes to a serious harm.  But the situation is even worse than

that: making a new person doesn’t just contribute to the harm of climate change; it contributes a lot.

 

According to a recent study, the decision not to have a child is nearly twenty times more effective

at reducing one’s carbon footprint than the summed total of six other common ‘green’ activities,

such as purchasing energy-efficient appliances, driving a hybrid car, and recycling.  

Making a new person doesn’t just contribute to the significant harm of climate change, then; it

contributes significantly.  If we have a duty not to contribute to the harm of climate change, and if

making a new person constitutes a significant contribution to the harm of climate change, then it

looks like we should ask whether we might have a duty not to make more people, or at least to

make fewer of them.

Thanks so much for your interest in the topic, and your wonderful questions and discussions!


