Attachment To:

Community Questions, Global Answers, and the Ethics of Environmental Responsibility.
Lecture Notes – 
Global Frameworks for Environmental Justice:

Searching for Global Responses to Global Problems
By Amos Nascimento, University of Washington
Introduction

This paper introduces current environmental problems as global questions that require global answers. First, it presents two global frameworks that are already attempting to address environmental issues on a global scale: the United Nations Environmental Program (UNEP) and the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC). The second part introduces contemporary issues on ethics, criticizes individualist approaches to ethical dilemmas, and shows the limits of three principles that have been advocated as possible normative criteria for environmental ethics: responsibility, precaution, and sustainability. After reviewing some of the problems of these concepts, especially the ambiguities in the idea of sustainability, the third part proposes a concept of global collective responsibility based on the discourse ethics of Karl-Otto Apel and on Peter French’s definition of collective decision-making. This leads to the conclusion that we need to go beyond mere sustainability and defend collective environmental responsibility as a better concept to involve people in global actions concerning global environmental problems and promote the idea of a global and responsible citizenship.
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The Lecture

1. Global Questions and Environmental Ethics
The recognition that we face an ecological and environmental crisis and the awareness of its global scale led to the emergence of environmental ethics as a new field that now receives growing attention. Recent debates in this field clearly refer to a “global environment” and corresponding global problems that require a global ethics to orient global responses.

How can we address these issues, motivate balanced actions, promote concrete solutions, and respond to environmental problems? The first obstacle is the traditional view of ethics as concerned mainly with individual answers to moral dilemmas. As Robin Attfield states, we now “need to sustain principles of right action and of value” adequate to the scope of problems we face.
  Thus, global problems require global approaches. It is in answer to this challenge that many initiatives have been proposed such as Hans Küng’s global ethics program, Vandana Shiva’s ecofeminism, and Enrique Dussel’s proposal to address global poverty.
  In what follows, I will simply refer to the United Nations Environmental Program (UNEP) and the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) as two instances that attempt to offer a global framework to address the environmental crisis.

The United Nations Environmental Program (UNEP) was created in 1972 as a result of the UN Conference on the Human Environment held in Nairobi, Kenya. As established by the UN General Assembly resolution 2997 (XXVII) of 15 December 1975, the mandate of UNEP “is to coordinate the development of environmental policy consensus by keeping the global environment under review and bringing emerging issues to the attention of governments and the international community for action.”
  One of the results of the work by UNEP was the establishment of the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) in 1988. As an independent body of scientists from around the world who provide reports and assessment on climate change at regular intervals, the IPCC has played a key role in promoting the United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC) in 1992, the Kyoto Protocol in 1997, and the Copenhagen Conference in 2009. Moreover, the IPCC has been instrumental in articulating an interdisciplinary and integrated framework that involves Working Groups dealing with the physical sciences; studies on impacts, adaptation, and vulnerability of natural systems; and proposals for the mitigation of climate change.
The IPCC Report in 2007 is one of the best examples of a global framework that can help us to understand the global environmental crisis, gather the best available scientific information on its impact, and articulate proposals for a global plan with different levels. At the level of the physical sciences, the IPCC model (AR4) centers its attention on changes that affect the energy balance of the earth and measures the average input and output of energy over the globe and over a long time period.
 At the level of impacts, adaptation, and vulnerability, the IPCC Report confirms that “the largest growth in GHG emissions between 1970 and 2004 has come from energy supply, transport, and industry.”
  Moreover, the report also indicates that “conservation” alone is not enough: a 60 to 80% reduction in emissions will be necessary within the next century, which “would come from energy supply and use in industrial processes.”
  Finally, at the level of human interactions with the natural and social systems the AR4 model includes anthropogenic impacts and health effects.
   These dimensions are brought together in an integrated framework that indirectly raises a moral question concerning the “mitigation,” “adaptation,” and reduction of CO2 emissions (by reducing energy consumption), but does not directly consider proposals for global ethics, environmental justice, and global citizenship. In the end, however, any human response to the global environmental crisis will depend on how we conceive of ethics, justice, and citizenship.
The IPCC framework shows the “very likely” anthropogenic causes of the environmental crisis, but it does not address the ethical questions on why and how humans should respond to this crisis. 
  To respond to this global problem we need to consider issues such as the human inability to grasp the extent and impact of our interactions other humans, with different forms of life, and with natural systems. However, adding environmental ethics to this global framework is not trivial. On the one hand, it is difficult to defend global frameworks for action without falling into authoritarian rules, universalism, rigorism, ethnocentrism, insensitivity to differences and abstractions. Philosophers such as Alasdair McIntyre and Bernard Williams have forcefully presented critiques of abstract and universal approaches and questioned the validity of general precepts for individual and limited collective situations.
  Along these lines, many advocate a new set of virtues as the best way to promote just environmental actions by concerned citizens. On the other hand, it is possible to argue that environmental problems cannot be reduced to “particularist” contingencies or dilemmas of individual life or given communities.
  What would then be the normative basis of a “global” environmental ethics that avoids these two extremes? Recent philosophical discussions indicate three principles as central to a global environmental ethics: responsibility, precaution, and sustainability. In what follows, I would like to discuss the theoretical development and applications of these three principles. I will review them and evaluate their reach by considering how they help us to cope with the global environmental issues we face today.

2. Three Principles For a Global Environmental Ethics
Recent debates on environmental ethics reveal many proposals for principles, criteria, and approaches to environmental action.  I will focus on three principles that are considered the most relevant for our purposes.

A) Principle of Responsibility

Environmental responsibility is not necessarily a new topic. Hans Jonas was one of the first to propose the principle of responsibility as a way to cope with the ecological problems generated by technological societies. In Das Prinzip Verantwortung [The Imperative of Responsibility], originally published in German in 1979, he revives the earlier ontological ethics of virtue from ancient Greek philosophy, criticizes human interactions with nature for being based solely on techné, observes that ethical principles have not kept up with technological changes and, proposes a new imperative: “Act in such a way that the consequences of your action are compatible with the permanence of genuine human life on Earth.”
  This principle is necessary, he adds, because technology, progress, and utopia have destroyed nature, manipulated history, and submitted humans to scientific experiments. This created an “ethical vacuum” that now makes necessary a new theory oriented towards future life and based on a principle of responsibility.
  
Jonas starts by defining responsibility as ascribed to past actions that require an individual ability or power [Macht].
  As he goes over the juridical and political implications of this conception, he distinguishes between formal substantive, natural, contractual, political, and parental forms of responsibility. He also provides examples of irresponsible acts.
  Out of these differentiations he concludes that the responsibility of politicians and parents represent two paradigmatic cases that can serve as basis for a new ethics, especially because they assume total responsibility for someone’s life in terms of future obligations.
  In a somewhat Darwinian sense, Jonas argues that this responsibility is motivated by the drive for survival, insofar as “the birth of each new child gives humanity the perspective to begin anew in face of mortality.”
  Because the survival of the human species is impeded by egoism, destruction of nature, and catastrophes that lead to global crises, Jonas concludes that what we need is an ontological affirmation of life, existence, and the survival of the human species.
   At this point, however, he is forced to take a detour to consider the complexities of teleology in both human history and natural organic development. He also reviews a series of positions in ethics - from Kant through Hegel to Marx -,
 criticizes their utopian ideas,
  and proposes a new principle: “Opposed to the principle of hope we propose the principle of responsibility, not the principle of fear.”
  
This conclusion is justified by Jonas’ previous two conclusions, now taken as premises: responsibility requires not only a power or capability to guide one’s own actions but also the recognition of an obligation - which is best seen in the paradigmatic examples of those parents who take care of their children and the politicians that assume responsibility for their citizens. Thus, the care for the “life of others” is the ethical basis upon which he places responsibility. However, to arrive to this conclusion he assumes ontological, metaphysical, and conservative claims that may contradict other important ethical principles, such as freedom and human rights. Jonas simply proposes the maintenance of life, without taking into account that ecological problems may also require us to limit or expand the conditions of human life, the distribution of goods, and the flourishing of different values. Moreover, he gives the examples of virtuous parents and politicians without realizing that in a global technological society decision-making is so complex that individuals cannot always take responsibility for their actions alone – thus, parents share the responsibility for their children with schools, hospitals, and other professionals and institutions. Finally, in his conservative approach to society, Jonas fails to address the different levels of social interactions at the global level. These issues prompt us to proceed and consider other candidates in our search for an environmental principle applicable to global ethics.

B) Precautionary Principle

The history of the “precautionary principle” - in its ecological or environmental sense - can be traced back to ancient metaphysical views, especially the ethical virtue of “prudence” - the practical wisdom defined in ancient Greek philosophy as phronesis.
  This virtue could be understood either as an instinct that tells us to refrain from what can be dangerous or as principle of judgment that guides a person in her choices concerning the pursuit of her good life.
   Thus, a person of virtue would check the situation, cautiously deliberate on what to choose and what to avoid, and even opt for suffering or humiliation for the sake of a greater good.
In its more recent applications, the precautionary principle is a fruit of the 19th century.
  This principle became more relevant in the 20th century, as Rachel Carson’s Silent Spring, the study for the Club of Rome published in 1972 on The Limits to Growth, and a growing number of publications insisted on the need of precautionary measures. However, in political and legal terns, this principle has been applied more consistently in Europe.
   Avoidance of “harm” by individual actions has been a central category in ethical theories, but in discussions of the precautionary principle this idea was expanded as to be interpreted more radically as a “threat” or “risk” to the life of whole communities – human or biotic. This strategy shifts the focus of the discussion, as precaution is now considered almost in an epistemic sense, as it claims that our knowledge about environmental variables is limited, uncertain, or unwarranted, so that it may affect the life of collectivities.

A result of this assumption was the requirement – incorporated in European environmental law – that any new initiative needs to provide a previous independent environmental assessment before being implemented.
  The precautionary approach was adopted in strong versions in supranational environmental policies as well. One example is the London Declaration on the Protection of the North Sea, in 1987, which authorized precautionary action regarding toxic substances “when there is reason to assume that certain damage or harmful effects on the living resources of the sea are likely to be caused by such substances, even if there is no scientific evidence to prove a causal link between emissions and effects.”
  Weaker formulations can be seen in UN resolutions and in documents in the Americas.
  Finally, there is the juridical argument for the precautionary principle, which emerged out of the German Vorsorgeprinzip and was included in the framework of the European Union. According to this principle, whenever the definition of “sustainable” is contentious, policies should be conservative and opt for a preventive action, instead of waiting for scientific certainty on environmental issues. The loose combination of these – ethical, teleological, epistemic, political, and legal – elements characterizes current versions of the precautionary principle. In their definition of what corresponds to the “core” of this principle Carol Raffensberger and Joel Trickner affirm:
In its simplest formulation, the precautionary principle has a dual trigger: If there is a potential for harm in any activity and if there is uncertainty about the magnitude of the impacts or causality, then anticipatory action should be taken to avoid harm.
 
This definition clearly includes ethical, teleological, and epistemic elements, but its status is still problematic. Commenting on this definition, Stephen Gardiner presents a detailed analysis of the precautionary principle.
  He differentiates versions of precaution and defends a “Core Precautionary Principle” that addresses some difficulties related to epistemic conditions, realistic outcomes, and tames the “worst case scenarios” according to given situations.
  In fact, the UN Framework Convention on Climate Change and the IPCC recognized the importance of anticipatory measures, the problems regarding scientific certainty, and the need to motivate right actions. Consequently, the Kyoto Protocol adopts the same kind of language and is cautionary in its very wording and final recommendations.
However, despite its sophistication, the precautionary principle can still be criticized in many fronts. One argument is that it simply shifts the burden of proof and requires new evidence about the lack of risks, although it cannot provide evidence to support its own case. Another critique applies the same criterion used by the defenders of the precautionary principle against them: if the argument is centered on the premise that there are limits to certainty, no one is entitled to demand certainty about anything either. Similarly, Cass Susstein criticizes the precautionary principle for being vague and innocuous, thus resulting in paralysis: when in doubt, just do nothing!
  Finally, one could also argue that the precautionary principle is so dependent on counterfactual assumptions that it cannot serve as guidance for actions regarding current environmental problems. For such problems, precaution is simply too late. This problem may explain the success of another principle that has gained more attention: the principle of sustainability.

C) Sustainability Principle

Even more successfully than the idea of precaution, the concepts of sustainable development and sustainability have been used by environmentalists for some decades already as a criterion for scientific, political, environmental, social, legal and communitarian actions. The key definition of sustainability, registered in the Brundtland Report to the United Nations in 1987, argued that development and growth were compatible with ecological demands, provided that such development be “sustainable.” Moreover, the document states that “sustainable development meets the needs of the present without compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own needs.”
   Because this document adds a counterfactual argument about future situations and generations, but neglects other environmental aspects, a later UNEP report, Caring for the Earth, adds that sustainable development aims at “improving the quality of life while living within the carrying capacity of supporting ecosystems.”
  Nevertheless, “sustainable development” still seems to be a contradiction in terms.

The above problems lead to an emphasis on sustainability. The strong principle behind sustainability seems to be the idea of human survival and maintenance of current conditions. It does not necessarily make room, for example, for restoration, revision, or reparation. It means that humans are entitled, for instance, to kill other species to provide for food or even to generate riches that aim at maintaining or warranting the survival of future generations. This counterfactual argument opens the door to other claims for justice and solidarity for those who cannot speak for themselves, so that the possibility of arguing for poverty alleviation, animal rights, ecological systems, biotic communities, and natural entities would be justifiable.
  This leads to new differentiated and precise concepts such as social sustainability, intergenerational sustainability, and environmental sustainability.

Social sustainability includes the care for human needs - and thus the addressing of problems such as hunger, poverty, violence, and quality of life that have been included in the framework for climate change as well.
  The concept of intergenerational sustainability includes the discussion about population growth and future generations, which brings the risk of affirming problematic Malthusian plans of population control, but at the same time includes the realist proviso that there are not enough natural resources to maintain the present standard of life indefinitely. As alternative, Robert Goodland proposes the idea of environmental sustainability, which means that it is the support systems that sustain global life that should be maintained indefinitely, as they provide the conditions for humans and other species to survive.
  This definition of sustainability gives priority to broader categories, such as animals’ needs, environmental concerns, and different ecologies. Thus, the concept of sustainability gains a different meaning, being used to stress the survival of the human being along and with different species. Thereby the criterion is not merely an economic balance anymore, but rather the moral commitment of humans to maintain plural forms of life and their environment, because these forms of life form an ecological community.

Beyond mere “sustainable development,” the different concepts of sustainability attempt to be more inclusive, but some of them have been criticized for being “weak” and overtly “economistic.” Thus, Bryan Norton follows Brian Barry and proposes strong sustainability as an integrative, plural, pragmatic, and normative concept that includes both the “values” of welfare and fairness in relation to different generations as well as the “facts” referring to natural “stuff” and ecologies. 
 As his main criterion, Norton argues that “a community will have fallen into unsustainability if the successors of its members, who carry on in their place, face a narrowed and poorer range of options than they do.”
  This concept deserves a more detailed analysis. However, instead of getting into further details, we can conclude with a simple criticism. The criterion proposed by Norton seems valid only ex post factum, which may be too late. As Jennifer Welchman argues, unless we address global issues of poverty, justice, and equity today, there is little likelihood that we will ever be able to promote sustainability in the future.
  Moreover, many times, instead of maintaining or sustaining, certain situations require a reduction, restoration, or corrective measure for specific communities while allowing the development of others. Therefore, sustainability cannot be limited to the maintenance of the status quo, but needs to address issues of environmental justice and equality as well.

3. Collective Responsibility
The three principles we have reviewed advance important ideas that have been partially implemented. They seem to move beyond an individualistic or atomist framework - which underpins altruism, heroic virtue, and economic freedom -, but still have shortcomings that require further justification. In view of these limitations, I propose that we consider the principle of collective responsibility as a way of approaching the global challenges of environmental ethics while avoiding the problems of other environmental principles. To defend this idea, I will focus on Peter French’s definition of “collective decision-making” and Karl-Otto Apel’s proposal of a discourse ethics and a “principle of co-responsibility.”
A) Peter French on collective responsibility

French’s point of departure is the argument for the responsibility of corporations, which was expanded in the book Collective and Corporate Responsibility. 
 His views are also connected to the traditional debate on freedom and responsibility, as shown in a book he edited in 1991, The Spectrum of Responsibility.
  In subsequent publications, he continued to question the atomism that orients the debates on responsibility and proposed a shift to collective entities and collective moral responsibility.
  One of his main goals is to ascribe “intentionality” to collectives, such as corporations and organizations, in the same way we would consider the intentionality and actions of an individual. Moreover, he states that corporations provide us with concrete documental evidence of their intentionality.
The essay “The Corporation as a Moral Person” provides a good but overlooked connection to our discussion on environmental ethics. In this article, French reviewed Tom Wicker’s blaming of Gulf Oil Corporation as the major company responsible for the oil crisis in the 1970s. In French’s analysis, corporations are intentional entities similar to communities, which are not reducible to the intentional actions of individual persons.
  After classifying types of responsibility, French follows John Austin’s speech acts theory and adds that “responsibility relationships are created in a multitude of ways, e.g. though promises, contracts, compacts, hiring” and other forms of agreement.
  This communicative link provided by Austin seems to provide a good justification of responsibility as our “ability to answer.” Indeed, French defines the Corporate Internal Decision Structure (CID structure) of corporations according to their communicative organization, which includes memos or reports and not only establishes organizational relationships, authority, and responsibilities, but also subordinates individual inputs to dialogue and peer review: you always respond to someone! After a series of case studies – on tribes, the medical profession, the McDonnell-Douglas Corporation, and the Mount Erebus accident in the Antarctic – French proposes the Extended Principle of Accountability (EPA) and the Principle of Responsive Adjustment (PRA) as a way of ascribing responsibility to specific intentional actions.
   It is in light of this empirical communicative structure that corporations are capable of intentional action, thus being responsible to the moral community.
French develops his position in other publications, but we can limit our analysis to this important article. Although he briefly mentions the “ability to respond” as related to the concept of responsibility, he ends up emphasizing this ability as power and control, leaving out the ethical aspect of communication. He rightly insists on the need to overcome the emphasis on methodical individualism, but does not spell out a strong principle that could fulfill this task and provide a more robust definition of collective responsibility. This is where Karl-Otto Apel’s discourse ethics can be helpful.

B) Karl-Otto Apel’s ethics of co-responsibility

Karl-Otto Apel’s philosophy combines classic German philosophy with the linguistic approach of contemporary philosophy. Bringing together these two perspectives, he defines transcendental hermeneutics, transcendental pragmatics, and transcendental semiotics as three branches of his philosophical program.
   Based on this triple axis, he criticizes solipsism and defines the intersubjective interaction of real human beings projected towards the future in an “ideal unlimited community of communication” as an a priori condition for science and ethics.
   The critique of solipsism is similar to French’s, but the difference is that Apel explores the ethical dimension of community. Based on these premises he develops his “discourse ethics,” includes environmental questions, and proposes a principle of co-responsibility.

One of the first steps taken by Apel is a critique of Hans Jonas and his views on responsibility.
  Beyond the tradition concept of responsibility, Apel wants to establish a principle through which individuals overcome solipsism, recognize others as equals, and engage in discussions that enable them to criticize society for not having accomplished the universalization of ethical and democratic ideals. Therefore, he accepts Jürgen Habermas’ formulation of communicative reason and discourse ethics, especially the Universalization Principle (U), which demands the consideration of all affected persons as part of an ongoing discussion.
   At the same time, Apel says that (U) serves only as a principle to test our claims - i.e., to check if we did not forget anybody out of the discussion -, but does not necessarily works as a principle to motivate action. Is this a matter of intentionality? Apel does not think so. For him, we need a principle for action [Handlungsprinzip (Uh)], which enables us to consider the rational probability of actually applying any other principles with success.
   In many situations, he adds, it would be irresponsible – especially when others depend on our action – to act according to the maxims of universalization in a context that is very adverse to it, as e.g. where human interaction is oriented by means of strategic actions. One needs to think on the consequences of one’s actions. Thus, Apel reminds us of the tension between an ethics of conviction [Gesinnungsethik] and the ethics of responsibility [Verantwortungsethik]
 and postulates a third possibility: a supplementary principle [Ergänzungsprinzip E] that requires communication among the members of a community, who recognize each other as co-subjects engaged in communicative practices in order to decide the right course of action.

Within the framework of his theory of reciprocal co-responsibility, Apel explores the tasks of a global environmental ethics.
  The important point is that the decision to participate in the ongoing debate in a community of communication about the social, scientific, or political situation is not anymore a matter of convenient private choice or individualism, but of collective co-responsibility [Mit-Verantwortung] of global citizens. Contemporary problems are of such magnitude that no person can or should address them individually, as we can neither abstract from other persons nor deny that it is unavoidable to recognize our interdependence. Thus, Apel’s definition of collective co-responsibility accounts for the intuitive definition of responsibility as “ability to respond” because he defines this concept within the framework of a theory of communication. This can be connected to the discussion of environmental questions, as discourse ethics provides us with a flexible framework for a global ethics that requires our collective response to global questions.

4. Conclusion
Global environmental problems require global and comprehensive answers. Although I do not claim to have established definite answers, I do hope to have provided a general framework that helps us to articulate a series of positions that seem to be at odds with each other or only loosely related. I hope to have shown the promises and problems of three relevant principles in environmental ethics: responsibility, precaution, and sustainability. However, these principles are still open to a series of objections and problems. After reviewing these positions, I turned to discussions on collective responsibility, and presented two authors - Peter French and Karl-Otto Apel - who turned to the philosophy of ordinary language, criticize methodical individualism, advocate complex principles of collective responsibility, and relate these principles to environmental issues and problems.

The principles of collective responsibility advocated by French and Apel are complex, and could not be discussed in much detail. However, we were able to see how French derived the Extended Principle of Accountability (EPA) and the Principle of Responsive Adjustment (PRA) out of his considerations, while Apel derived the Universalization Principle (U), a Principle to Motivate Action (Uh), and a Supplementary Principle (E) that allows and requires the definition of strategies for collective action. Even within the limited scope of this paper, it becomes clear that there are many parallels in their positions. In regards to the original intuition that responsibility is the “ability to answer,” French initially adopts Austin’s speech-acts theory, but he progressively leaves this perspective unattended. Apel, on the other hand, uses the speech acts theory to insist on the impossibility of talking about ethics and responsibility without first acknowledging the foundational role of everyday language and communication in human endeavors. Thus, he provides us with stronger reasons to affirm that it is possible to conceive of collective responsibility as a process of responding to others in a context of open and democratic interpersonal communication. However, while he does include the interaction and communication among humans in a global scale, he fails to address issues related to the interaction between humans and other species or ecosystems. Therefore, this dimension still needs to be worked out.
French and Apel provide us with materials to work on the development of a normative framework for environmental justice based on a principle of collective responsibility. The structures and examples they provide establish connections with a series of contemporary global issues and are directly related to the contemporary global challenges related to the environment. The most important task for a future project would be to see if the ethical framework based on their views could provide ethical answers to the questions that arise as a result of the work developed by UNEP and the IPCC.
We need to see ourselves as citizens that participate in a larger community, in which members not only perceive, recognize, and interact with each order, but also look for collective answers to their questions and concerns in their relationship with other humans, the environment, different species, and ecosystems. I believed that global ethical answers to environmental issues can be developed in dialogue and with the involvement of many constituencies, thus opening the opportunity for collaboration in the pursuit of a global principle and normative framework. This framework could guide us in two possible directions: (1) to help us to be sensitive to the interpellation of all those peoples, species, forms of life, and natural resources that are impacted by the current global environmental problems; and (2) to motivate us propose adequate answers to them. A good way of articulating the environment, ethics, and co-responsibility is to affirm that communication is an absolute necessary condition – though not fully a sufficient condition – to provide global responses to global questions.
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