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By providing an explicit estimate of the harms caused by the personal greenhouse gas emissions of average Americans, Nolt (2011) hopes to undermine a common tendency to downplay such emissions and their impacts on global climate change.  He estimates that an average American would be responsible for one two-billionth of the suffering or death of two billion people (over the next thousand years). He treats this as equivalent to being responsible for the suffering or death of one person.  The one two-billionth figure is Nolt’s rough estimate of the average American’s share of the total greenhouse gases contributing to anthropogenic climate change by 2040 (for an individual born in 1960).  He suggests that a current average American could be responsible for the suffering or death of even more future people if, for example, more than two billion future people suffer or are killed due to anthropogenic climate change.

But is responsibility for one two-billionth of the suffering or death of two billion people always morally equivalent to responsibility for the suffering or death of one person?  Suppose you are given a choice by an evil genius: you can either (i) give a dose of a powerful poison to one person, killing him, or (ii) you can instead divide the dose among two billion people, thus giving each one two-billionth of a dose, and presumably causing no or at most minimal harm to any of the individuals involved. If we reason in a fashion akin to Nolt, it seems we could treat the two options as morally equivalent – after all in the latter case, there would be two billion people each being given one two-billionth of a lethal dose.  But surely it is far worse, morally, to kill a person with the poison rather than spreading it across two billion people, such that there would be almost no harm (or indeed, no damage at all) to anyone.

Nolt is too quick to treat the average American as being responsible for the suffering or death of a future person.  The average American’s emissions are more akin to a diluted poison – the emissions are dispersed through the atmosphere (ultimately); it is not as if a current American’s emissions are being directly hosed into the lungs of some future person.
   The real problem, of course, comes in there being hundreds of millions of individual average Americans producing similar emissions (let alone all of the other humans and their emissions).  It is in conjunction with the emissions of others that our emissions cause harm.  

Consider Nolt’s average American, one born in 1960.  Suppose she decides at this moment – in 2010 – to completely cut almost all of her emissions.  Notice that she would already, at age 50, be responsible for more than half of a death or severe suffering to some future person (whatever this amounts to) on Nolt’s model.  But now imagine she tries to live with no emissions (save those required for bare survival).  For the vast majority of Americans, it would be extremely difficult to attempt to do this.  For example, could they keep their jobs? Notice that almost all jobs would be dependent, even if indirectly, on a fossil-fuel driven economy.  Would many ordinary Americans actually know how to live with minimal emissions and have a reasonable opportunity to do so?  

Of course, many Americans consume in excessive ways that do not contribute to their well-being, and they could actually improve their lives while also making significant cuts in emissions.
  But to truly attempt to live with near zero-emissions would be too much for most Americans, and we could expect much suffering and potentially premature death (especially if they can no longer afford decent healthcare coverage).  For our average American, this suffering could well be equivalent to, or worse than that which would be imposed on some future person(s) by her emissions, even if we accept Nolt’s estimate. 
   In other words, it is not clear that she’d be making the world better in doing so – rather, she might simply be transferring suffering or premature death from future persons to herself.  More importantly, we should keep in mind that it is misleading to think of the average American’s emissions as causing the suffering or death of a future person.  Rather, we would have a current American causing herself significant suffering or premature death in order to prevent her one two-billionth of the suffering and deaths of two billion people.  This is akin to one person taking a full dose of poison rather than distributing it across two billion.  

This is not to take current Americans off the hook for the harms being caused to future generations by their emissions.  Rather – and it is a familiar point – current Americans would do best to think in terms of political and social action that would help to reduce the emissions of all (or at least many) Americans, or indeed, people across the world.  Reducing one’s personal emissions should be part of this, but it should not be one’s sole focus if one truly wishes to help address the issue.
  Better that most Americans reduce their emissions significantly than having isolated individuals attempting to radically curb their personal emissions while others continue as usual.   I suspect Nolt would agree with the need for socially-focused actions, but I worry that his calculation of harms associated with emissions is misleading in the way noted above.  It may also encourage individuals to attempt to address their personal emissions (to keep their own hands clean), while taking little action to influence the broader community.

Still, what might be a viable way forward for those concerned about their own personal emissions and impacts on global climate change?  One plausible option would be having fewer children than they would otherwise have planned.  Or, to follow Nolt’s approach more closely, they could have one child fewer than the average American couple.  By choosing not to have a child, a couple not only prevents that child’s potential emissions, but they stop a line of potential future individuals that would have started with that child.  To provide a rough estimate of the impacts as Nolt has done, we could suppose that each child would reproduce and have a child of his own for every generation.  By not having a child, a couple would thus prevent the existence of a line of forty future people (one per generation, for forty generations) and their associated emissions.
  This would have a far greater impact than major cutbacks in personal emissions during the course of a lifetime.

Beyond preventing the emissions of forty future people, we might reason, optimistically, that by having one fewer child than otherwise planned, that a current American couple would effectively prevent the harm that they would have caused to future people.  After all, the couple would ensure that many more future people are prevented from coming into existence than they would have harmed by their own personal emissions (if we were to accept Nolt’s estimate).  

Less optimistically, it is perhaps implausible to hold that the future people whose existence the couple would prevent would have been among those who would have suffered the worst impacts of our emissions.  It is commonly acknowledged that the severest impacts of global climate change will tend to be felt (in the first instance) in currently developing nations – while the offspring prevented from existing by average Americans now would have been born into a nation better able to adapt, and less likely to have been among those most severely harmed.  

Nonetheless, with respect to those emissions over which individuals have immediate responsibility in their personal lives, the couple would at least remain responsible for preventing a line of future individuals and their associated emissions.  This would certainly be among their best options.
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� The poison analogy is not perfect.  In the case of climate change we know (or should know) that billions of other people are also creating emissions, and that our joint impacts could be devastating; these harmful impacts arise from climate change, and not the emissions directly (unlike a simple poison); and there is not an evil genius forcing people to produce emissions.  On the other hand, some emissions are required for survival, and current Americans live under conditions where it is extremely difficult to dramatically reduce one’s emissions.  We will return to this point shortly.  For more on attributing responsibility to individuals for greenhouse gas emissions, see Attfield (2009).


� See, for example, Gambrel and Cafaro (2010).


� Suffering comes in degrees, and deaths can be more or less premature.  As such, there is a haziness in comparing the suffering of potential future people with the suffering of current Americans who would attempt to radically curb their emissions.


� For a clear statement of the dangers of focusing only on one’s personal emissions, see Johnson (2003).


� Might a couple’s not having a child encourage other people to have one?  This seems unlikely, as it is not an obvious tragedy of the commons scenario; at the very least, evidence of such a relationship would be required.  And even if such a relationship were to exist, the other couple would presumably bear greater responsibility for their decision to have an additional child than the original couple.





