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There are two prominent claims in the climate change ethics literature that I wish to 

cast doubt upon here.  I will not try to show that these claims are false; rather, I mean merely 

to question them.  The first is an assumption, explicitly made by Dale Jamieson, but implicit in 

the literature on climate change ethics in general, which is that “no single nation has the 

power…to cause…climate change” (2010b, p. 318).  I demonstrate here that the emissions from 

the U.S. and, independently, China, could have started a minor form of climate change given 

contributory global temperature rise projections of each country through the end of the 21st 

century.  The second claim, that individuals are not morally responsible for the harms 

associated with climate change, has been argued by Walter Sinott-Armstrong in his “It’s Not My 

Fault: Global Warming and Individual Moral Obligations” (2010).  I argue here that according to 

a nonstandard account of individual moral responsibility, Americans, and independently, 

Chinese, could be individually responsible for the harms associated with climate change, again, 

if we take the end of the 21st century as a reference point. 

I want to be perfectly clear here: I agree with Sinott-Armstrong that this second claim is 

at present true, but we need to be skeptical of it if we take the point of view of the projected 

future of 86 years (2100) from now (2014).  This paper, then, by its very nature, is highly 

speculative, as it considers what may happen nine decades from now.  But it paints a picture of 

a future in which Americans and Chinese could very well be individually responsible for the 
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harms caused by climate change, if temperature rise projections made by (some) current 

climate scientists turn out to be correct.   

In the first section, I rehearse an argument Robin Attfield recently gave for 

understanding how the causal responsibility regarding the harms from global climate change 

(GCC) should be understood, along with my analysis of his account.  His understanding of such 

causal responsibility is that of mediated responsibility.  I will then argue for why we should be 

skeptical of the claim that no country could singly have the power to create climate change, 

using this notion of causal responsibility and the aforementioned temperature rise projections 

from climate scientists.  In the second section, I explore a nonstandard account of individual 

moral responsibility, that given by Larry May, which will help us to understand how individual 

Americans and individual Chinese could be responsible for the harms associated with GCC.  The 

results of this section will draw on the results of the first to develop an outline of individual 

moral responsibility for Americans and Chinese at the end of the current century.  

A note before continuing: I take the most recent Intergovernmental Panel on Climate 

Change (IPCC) report from 2013 for granted in its three most basic claims: (1) that the earth is 

warming, (2) that human activity is largely responsible for this climate change,1 and (3) that 

climate change causes many harmful effects like fires in arid areas, heavy precipitation events 

causing damage to human structures, displacement of impoverished coastal populations 

through rising sea levels, and so on.  The IPCC has been and still is considered to be the global 

standard of scientific analysis on GCC, despite recent criticisms of it.   

Another note before continuing: Stephen Gardiner (2006) made a very important point 

about climate change, namely, that it is a severely lagged phenomenon.  One reason for this is 
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that it takes a long time for the effects of climate change to occur – for example, sea level rise 

takes a long time.  Another reason is that the primary greenhouse gas (GHG), CO2, spends a very 

long time in the upper atmosphere.  According to the IPCC, CO2 can spend 5 to 200 years in the 

upper atmosphere.  The fact that CO2 exists for a long time has important implications.  First, 

the impacts of GCC are backloaded.  This means that the climate change and its associated 

harms that are currently being experienced are largely the result of emissions from the past.  

Second, backloading implies that the full effect of current emissions will not be realized until far 

into the future. 

 

First Claim: Can No Country Cause Climate Change, on its Own? 

Attfield appeals to Derek Parfit’s Reasons and Persons (1984) in his discussion of 

mediated responsibilities.  One kind of mediated responsibility occurs when some particular 

action by each individual agent creates no harm on its own, but taken together the agents’ 

actions collectively cause great harm.  As Parfit says of this kind of mediated responsibility 

“Even if an act harms no one, this act may be wrong because it is one of a set of acts that 

together harm people” (1984, p. 70).  Parfit introduces this kind of mediated responsibility in 

his discussion of the many mistakes in moral mathematics that people can make, where the 

mistake in question is in ignoring sets of acts while assuming that “if some act is right or wrong 

because of its effects, the only relevant effects are the effects of this particular act” (1984, p. 

70).  

Parfit considers a case that relates to our topic here, but is importantly different (this is 

called the Bad Old Days case): 
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A thousand torturers have a thousand victims.  At the start of each day, each of the 
victims is already feeling mild pain.  Each of the torturers turns a switch a thousand 
times on some instrument [of his].  Each turning of the switch affects some victim’s pain 
in a way that is imperceptible.  But, after each torturer has turned his switch a thousand 
times, he has inflicted severe pain on his victim (1984, p. 80). 

As Parfit says, we would judge that each torturer is acting wrongly.  In the “Bad Old 

Days” case, each torturer is hooked up to a single victim.  We judge that each torturer acts 

wrongly based on an appeal to the total effect of what each torturer does to his respective 

victim.  Each turns a switch a thousand times, and these acts, taken together, inflict severe pain 

on each respective victim.  This is not the kind of agency that is core to the problem of climate 

change, however, for what we are interested in is not individual acts from one individual person 

that together harm one other individual person, but individual acts from many different people 

that together harm many other people; that is, we are interested in what Attfield calls 

mediated responsibilities.  So let us now look at the case of the Harmless Torturers, which 

illustrates this pattern: 

 
In the Bad Old Days, each torturer inflicted severe pain on one victim.  Things have now 
changed.  Each of the thousand torturers presses a button, thereby turning the switch 
once on each of the thousand instruments [where each of the thousand victims is 
hooked up to one instrument].  The victims suffer the same severe pain.  But none of 
the torturers makes any victim’s pain perceptibly worse (Parfit, 1984, p. 80).  
 
As Parfit says about the Harmless Torturers case, each torturer is acting in a way that is  

just as wrong as the torturers acted in the Bad Old Days.  But the problem is that we cannot 

appeal to the effects of what each torturer does individually in explaining this parity in 

wrongness, on the assumption that someone’s pains cannot become imperceptibly worse.  We 

have to admit that each of the Harmless Torturers causes no victim to suffer more.  And so we 

have to appeal to what the torturers do together to explain the wrongness of their actions 
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instead.  In other words, we are switching from assessing an act in terms of its consequences (in 

the Bad Old Days case) to assessing an act in terms of the consequences of a group of persons 

doing the same act (in the Harmless Torturers case).  We are abandoning the view, then, in the 

Harmless Torturers case, that an act can be assessed in terms of just its own consequences.  

This is because the effects of each individual pressing of a button taken singly are 

imperceptible, but when taken together, these pressings have cumulative impact. Attfield then 

reports (2009, p. 228):   

The issue now becomes which are the relevant sets of acts that jointly harm or benefit, 
and how we can know that our act would be a member of such a set, and right or wrong 
as such. Here, Parfit cogently claims that “When some group together harm or benefit 
other people, this group is the smallest group of whom it is true that, if they had all 
acted differently, the other people would not have been harmed, or benefited”….Parfit 
introduces and endorses a more elaborate claim both about ethical wrongness and 
about when agents know enough to be subject to such a claim. It goes like this: 
 
When (1) the outcome would be worse if people suffer more, and (2) each of the 
members of some group could act in a certain way [he should perhaps have said: ‘in a 
certain avoidable way’], and (3) they would cause other people to suffer if enough of 
them act in this way, and (4) they would cause these people to suffer most if they all act 
in this way, and (5) each of them both knows these facts and believes that enough of 
them will act in this way, then (6) each would be acting wrongly if he acts in this way 
(Parfit, 1984, p. 81).  

 
I’ll call this explanation of wrongness the Six Steps Framework, for short.  Attfield then 

applies the Harmless Torturers case to GCC: “importantly for our purposes, it [the Harmless 

Torturers case] seems to fit avoidable contributions to global warming, at least where there is 

no strong ethical justification for them” (2009, p. 229).  So he understands the harms caused by 

GHG emitters to be similar to those caused by the torturers in the Harmless Torturers case, and 

he contends that the wrongness of what GHG emitters do can be similarly explained by the Six 

Steps Framework as above.   
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However, Attfield does not carefully show how he understands the harms caused by 

GHG emitters to be similar to those experienced by the victims in the Harmless Tortures case, 

so let us see what he means to be saying here, in an admittedly simplified fashion.  Each 

emission by each individual emitter of a GHG would be analogous to each pressing of a button.  

The causal mechanism whereby the pressings of the buttons cause the torturing instrument to 

do whatever it does to cause pain in the torturers’ victims is analogous to the mechanism of 

GHGs causing GCC which in turn causes harms associated with GCC, like displacement of 

impoverished peoples in coastal regions due to increasing sea levels.   

I argued that there are serious problems with the Six Steps Framework, as it is applied to 

GCC in my “On Explaining Individual and Corporate Culpability in the Global Climate Change 

Era” (Smith, 2013).  If my argument is correct, then we do not have good reason to use the 

framework to explain the wrongness of what GHG emitters do.  But I also argued that the 

Harmless Torturers case should not be thrown out altogether; what is right about the analogy 

between the Harmless Torturers case and GCC are two analogous features: one, between the 

imperceptible effects associated with each pressing of a button by each torturer and each 

emission of CO2 by an emitter and two, between the cumulative harmful impacts of all the 

button pressings of the torturers and the cumulative harmful impacts of many people/myriad 

corporations emitting CO2.   

And there is a further feature that we should consider as potentially analogous, that just 

as long as there are enough torturers to press buttons, the tortured will experience pain, it 

seems to also be the case that just as long as there are enough GHG emissions, GCC will occur.  

But this analogy cannot strictly hold, as Jamieson makes clear (2014, p. 181).  The climate 
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system is incredibly complex, which means that the claim “just as long as there are enough GHG 

emissions, GCC will occur,” cannot, as literally stated, be true.  It may be the case that even 

with a certain, high level of GHG emissions, GCC will not occur, as the complexity of the global 

climate system may counteract the presence of a high amount and concentration of GHGs in 

the atmosphere.  Also, as Jamieson points out, some of the CO2 emitted may end up being 

absorbed by the biosphere (as in plants using CO2 in the process of photosynthesis) or end up in 

the oceans.  However, there is something about this threshold point that does hold, and that 

Jamieson seems to miss, which is that a certain amount and concentration of GHGs in the 

atmosphere is necessary for human-induced GCC (as we know it, anyway).  In other words, for 

humans to cause GCC, we have to emit a certain (high) level of GHGs into the atmosphere.  It is 

clearly not sufficient though, as the complexity of the global climate system may counteract the 

presence of the GHGs, and as some of the CO2 emitted will end up not affecting the climate.  So 

the threshold point is this: that if the amount and concentration of GHGs reach a certain point 

in the atmosphere, and the complexity of the climate system does not counteract the presence 

of those GHGs, and enough of those GHGs stay in the atmosphere, then we can expect GCC.  

And if continuing emissions of GHGs are released into the atmosphere past that threshold 

point, and, again, the complexity of the climate system does not counteract the presence of 

those newly released GHGs, and enough of those newly released GHGs stay in the atmosphere, 

then we can expect GCC to get worse. 

I will argue shortly that Americans’ emissions of GHGs, on their own, will have passed a 

threshold point by 2100 (such that Americans’ emissions could have caused a weaker form of 

GCC even without other countries’ emissions), akin to the threshold point passed in the 
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Torturers case.  (And the same claim will be argued with respect to China.)  In other words, 

Americans will form a group of the kind I just mentioned in the quote from Attfield/Parfit (and 

the Chinese form another group).  Americans will form a group such that the claim Parfit made 

will be true, supposing no other countries had emitted GHGs, supposing that the complexity of 

the climate system does not counteract the presence of the GHGs that Americans emit, and 

supposing that enough of the GHGs emitted by Americans stay in the atmosphere: “When some 

group together harms or benefits other people, this group is the smallest group of whom it is 

true that, if they had all acted differently, the other people would not have been harmed…” 

(1984, pps. 71-72).  

Now, for the argument: suppose that by the end of the 21st century, the temperature of 

our planet has risen 4 degrees Celsius overall (from 1890 levels).  This is a projection made by a 

group of climate scientists, Elzen et al. (2005).  According to Elzen et al., the U.S. will have been 

responsible for contributing 12.5%-15% towards the global temperature increase at the end of 

the 21st century, (2005, p. 624, Fig. 9).  Now, 12.5%-15% of 4 degrees is 0.5°C to 0.6°C, or what 

just so happens to be just shy of the global temperature increase at the end of the 20th century 

(again, from 1890 levels).2  And according to another group of climate scientists, namely, the 

MATCH (Modeling and Assessment of Contributions to Climate Change) group, the relative 

contribution of the U.S. towards global temperature increase at the 2100 reference point would 

be 14.4% and the contribution of China would be 19.9% (2010).3  Given a 4°C global 

temperature rise,4 the temperature rise contribution of the U.S. would be 0.58°C and China’s 

would be 0.8°C, which is roughly equivalent to the global temperature increase at the end of 

the 20th century (at 0.65°C to 0.7°C).  Now, where we were at the end of the 20th century was 
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bad; we had already begun experiencing GCC and some of the harms associated with it.  

According to the 2007 IPCC 4th report, an observed trend during the latter part of the 20th 

century (generally, since 1960) had been (likely) observed for all of the following: warm 

spells/heat waves, heavy precipitation events, frequency of precipitation increases over most 

areas, area affected by droughts increases (in many regions since 1970), intense tropical 

cyclone activity increases (in some areas since 1970), increased incidence of high sea level 

(excludes tsunamis).5   

 So, an increase of somewhere between 0.6°C to 0.8°C is a threshold point such that it 

can cause climate change, given the data about temperature rise from 1890 to 2000 and the 

evidence about harms just mentioned.   Thus, by 2100, even if no other countries had emitted 

GHGs, (or, even supposing that other countries had emitted GHGs, but had been able to fully 

sequester them),6 America’s emissions (and, independently, China’s emissions) could have 

started a climate change all on their own.   

Now, it may be objected that there are too many conditions that have to be met in 

order for a threshold to be reached, and so therefore it will likely not be reached.  Recall that 

the amount and concentration of GHGs need to reach a certain point in the atmosphere, that 

enough of those GHGs need to stay in the atmosphere, and that the complexity of the global 

climate system will not counteract the presence of those GHGs.  Admittedly, a lot must happen 

(and not happen) for the threshold to be reached, but it already had been reached by the end 

of the 20th century.  So it is not a stretch to see another threshold point pass, namely the point 

at which either America or China emits enough such that each of them could have caused a 

minor CC all on their own. 
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Second Claim: Investigating a Nonstandard Account of Individual Responsibility 

Consider behavior that warrants blame or guilt, like the kind of case where one agent 

causes an identifiable, intentional harm to another, as in someone stealing a television set from 

another person.  Here, we should blame that agent and that agent should feel guilty.  Jamieson 

argued persuasively that this straightforward account of blame and guilt cannot apply to those 

who cause the harms associated with GCC, on the basis of the following argument:  

(1) Our present values evolved relatively recently. 
(2)These values include an account of responsibility that presupposes that harms and 
their causes are individual, that they are easy to identify, and that they are localized 
(recall the television set theft). 
(3) GCC fits none of these criteria of responsibility (partly because causes of GCC and 
effects of GCC are diffused in space and time, as Gardiner made clear (2006)). 
(4) Hence, a new value system is needed for handling GCC. (2010a)  
 
Given Jamieson’s conclusion, we need another way of understanding how individuals 

are responsible for the harms associated with GCC.  Drawing on work by Karl Jaspers and the 

later Sartre, Larry May argues that there are other morally faulty types of behavior than those 

warranting blame or guilt, including behavior that warrants shame and taint (1992).  These 

types are what he deems less severely accusatory than being morally guilty or blameworthy, 

but they do imply some form of moral responsibility.  

May argues that shame or taint involves two central features. First, it arises from a 

shared sense of solidarity. It is because one identifies with others in one’s group that one is 

likely to feel shame over the harms committed by one’s group. Second, it is not mere 

membership that produces the guilt, but the belief that one did nothing to prevent the harm, or 

at least to indicate disapproval of said harm (if nothing was possible to prevent it).  Because of 

these failures, one doesn’t disassociate oneself from the harms that the group causes.  In these 
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ways, one is held morally responsible. Now, it is not as if the collective, itself, feels shame, on 

this account – that seems implausible.  Rather, it is that each of the members of the group, qua 

that group, feels shame.   

To illustrate this account and to explain its origin, Jaspers sought to give an account of 

why German citizens living in Germany at the time of WWII and even those living there after 

should feel shame or taint regarding what the Nazis did to the Jews during WWII, if the German 

citizens in question condoned what the Nazis did (whether during the time the atrocities 

occurred, or even after the time that they occurred).  The typical German citizen at the time 

could not have stopped the harms perpetrated by the Nazis (and a fortriori, neither could a  

future German have stopped them), but unless the typical German citizen indicated disapproval 

of such harms, then feeling shame or taint is appropriate, or so Jaspers argued. 

Now, those who play leadership roles have more responsibility than those who do not 

assume such roles for inaction to prevent the harm, as they are in better positions to have the 

resources to prevent the harm.  They should feel stronger shame or taint if they did nothing to 

prevent the harm, even if they were not responsible for perpetrating it.  There were Germans in 

leadership roles during WWII in such a position. 

 Though this story of Germans, Jews, and WWII is quite illustrative of how May’s account 

of shame and taint works, May intended for this account to be applicable to other scenarios as 

well.  I will shortly argue that May’s account can be applied to Americans (and Chinese) in terms 

of their countries’ emissions (independently) contributing to a sufficient extent to the harms 

associated with GCC, that is, sufficient in the sense of surpassing the threshold point.  In other 

words, what the earlier argument showed was that even if no other countries had emitted 
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GHGs, both America and (independently) China could have created a minor form of CC, all on 

their own.  Given this, then their contribution to the harms associated with GCC (at the 2100 

reference point) will be sufficiently identifiable.  (This is not to say that it could be said, of some 

particular harm, that it was caused by China’s emissions, for example.  This is not possible to 

say, given the science of GCC.  Rather, it is to say that the contribution to the harms is 

identifiable, in the sense of reaching a threshold point.)   

If Americans and Chinese at the end of this century continue the present trend of not 

doing anything substantial to prevent or mitigate their emissions contributions to the 

individually imperceptible but cumulatively harmful impacts of GCC or even much to indicate 

their disapproval of these harms,7 then the individual American and the individual Chinese will 

have done little to disassociate themselves from the rest of America and China in these 

respects.  Each American and each Chinese (who is around at that time and who continues such 

trends) should then feel shame, qua being an American, or qua being Chinese, for what 

America, for what China will have done by 2100.8   

But those Americans and those Chinese who play leadership roles will have more 

responsibility for the inaction.  And so America’s elected representatives and China’s leaders 

will have more responsibility than the ordinary citizen, though the ordinary citizen is not 

absolved of responsibility. 

On May’s view, shame is not based on the narrow idea of simply what someone does or 

fails to do, but on what we choose to be, and what attitudes we wish to express.  On May’s 

account applied to the GCC case, Americans (around in 2100) will need to reassess their 

attitudes towards these harms that America will have caused (in the contributory sense, as 
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above).  And so will the Chinese need to reassess their attitudes.  To avoid shame or taint, they 

will need to change who they are in the face of their countries’ harms by indicating disapproval 

of them.  However, it is surely not the case that all of the harms experienced in 2100 are 

possible to prevent at that point.  It’s not possible for those in 2100 to prevent past emissions 

which have contributed to the harms associated with the state of GCC in 2100, given what 

Gardiner taught us about GCC.  But Americans and Chinese can have an appropriate attitude 

towards such harms which is disassociating from them, through an attitude of disapproval of 

the practices that caused them.  And Americans and Chinese should do what they can in 2100 

to prevent future harms, that is, harms that will occur after 2100.  They will need to curb their 

use of fossil fuels, for example.   

To conclude, Americans and Chinese (around in 2100) will not be morally blameworthy 

or morally guilty for the harms in question, and so it must be remembered that their shame or 

taint does not fall under the same condemnatory moral category as guilt.  But they will be 

responsible for the harms, in a less severely accusatory sense, should they choose to stay on 

the course of today’s status quo. 

 

 

   
 

 

 

                                                           
1
 According to the 2013 IPCC 5

th
 report, “it is extremely likely that human influence has been the dominant cause 

of the observed warming since the mid-20
th

 century.” 
2
 According to the 2007 IPCC 4

th
 report, the global average temperature rose by 0.65°C to 0.7°C between 1890 and 

2000. 
3
 This projection is based on the ECOFYS model with IPCC B2 emissions projections regarding CO2 emissions 

(excluding LUCF, or Land Use Change and Forestry), starting year 1900, ending year 2100 (MATCH, 2010).   
4
 In personal communication, Niklas Hohne, a participant in the MATCH group, mentioned that the 4 degree 

temperature rise is what the MATCH group used in their calculations. 
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5
 The reader may question why I have not used the most recent IPCC report from 2013 as evidence here.  The 

reason is because that report identifies the harms associated with GCC up through 2012.  But there were already 
harms even by the end of the twentieth century, sufficient to demonstrate a threshold point relative to such 
harms.  And since the IPCC report from 2007 displays those harms through the end of the twentieth century, I 
chose to rehearse the evidence from the 2007 report. 
6
 For example, as in Carbon Capture and Sequestration. 
7 China released 2,259,856,000 metric tons of carbon into the air in 2010; America released 1,481,608,000 metric 
tons.  For perspective, Spain emitted 73,541,000 tons (CDIAC, 2013). 
8
 I do not mean to suggest though that the harms people experience as a result of GCC are like the harms the Jews 

experienced during WWII, however.  Though both are bad, they are bad in clearly different ways.   
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