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...it’s a totally disgusting idea, putting a price on nature. You can’t put a price
on the environment. You can’t put a price on what you’re going to leave for you
children’s children...It’s a heritage. It's not an open cattle market. (J. Burgess, J.
Clarkand C. Harrison, Valuing Nature: What Lies Bebind Responses to Contingent
Valuation Surveys?, London, UCL, 1995, p.44)
I discuss the point in detail in J. O'Neill, ‘King Darius and the Environmental
Economist’, in O’Neill and Hayward, eds, Justice, Property and the Environment: Social
and Legal Perspectives (Aldershot, ><m_o:a~_f 1997).

7

Global gﬁ:&bm and the Non-Identity
Problem

Edward Page

I

Substantial evidence exists that continuing release of greenhouse gasses
into the atmosphere will have grave consequences for the long-term
health of the earth’s environment and its human inhabitants. In its most
recent authoritative report, the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate
Change (IPCC) concluded not only that ‘the balance of evidence
suggests discernible human influence on climate change’,! burt also that
the Jong-term impact of global warming, in virtue of the disturbances it
will cause for the functioning of physical systems, will have a considerable
impact on the health of future human populations.? Concern about the
ethical implications of climate change has been manifest in both the
language of the IPCC’s latest assessment and the text of the Framework
Convention on Climate Change (FCCC).? Both emphasise the fact that
climate change policies — in virtue of influencing the distribution of
benefits and, particularly, burdens across generations — raise important
ethical questions. The IPCC observes that climate change issues raises
‘particular questions of equity between generations’,* while article 3.1 of
the FCCC states that ‘the parties should protect the climate system for
the benefit of present and future generations of humankind’.’

A common view to hold in the light of these issues is that to the
extent that a government, institution, or individual acts so as to com-
pound the global warming problem, they act unjustly. And they act
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unjustly at least partly because in so doing they harm, or affect adversely,
the interests, welfare or well-being of those that are not yet born.®
However, it does appear that the extension of various familiar, and well
established, norms of justice which serve us well in thinking about justice
within generations to issues of distribution besween generations is
problematic.” In this paper, I want to explore just one of these problems,
which has been called the Non-Identity Problem.® The Non-Identity
Problem suggests that the claim that persons in the distant future will be
harmed by the present generation’s profligate burning of greenhouse
gasses — on some familiar moral views — is much more difficult to defend
at the theoretical level than it is to believe at the intuitive level. In the
following, I present an analysis of the Non-Identity Problem, and go on
to consider the strengths and weaknesses of some responses to it, using
the expanding scientific and ethical literature on global warming as the
context for the discussion.

i

I begin with an example.” Consider the Tweo Climate Change Policies. A
society faces a choice between two mutually exclusive, and exhaustive,
climate change policies. The first, the Depletion Policy, involves a
continuing commitment to non-renewable, fossil-fuel, energy sources
and associated greenhouse gas emissions; the second, the Conservation
Policy, involves a move towards heavier reliance on renewable energy
sources, and tight restrictions on greenhouse emissions. Adopting the
Conservation Policy, it is known, will limit the damage caused by global
warming significantly. However, because the Conservation Policy will
rely primarily on ‘no regrets’ measures, it would demand only moderare
sacrifices of present and immediate generations. The Depletion Policy
would demand little or no sacrifice of present persons, and, in virtue of
failing to check the increase of anthropogenic (that is, human originat-
ing) greenhouse emissions, would have serious long-term consequences
~ such as the high social and health costs of adapting to higher levels of
global warming."

We suppose that, one or two centuries after the choice has been
made, all of the people who would later live if Depletion is chosen will
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enjoy a much lower quality of life than those who would live if the
Conservation choice is adopted. We also suppose, however, that the
long-term problems associated with choosing Depletion are notso severe
that the persons who will come into existence if this option is chosen will
lead lives which are not worth living — i.e. they will not on balance regret
that they had ever been born.

Suppose, lastly, that at the final meeting of elected representatives
responsible for making the choice, one of those present puts forward the
following argument. ‘Because of the profound influence it will have on
the smallest details of all people’s lives whatever decision we take will
indirectly, if predictably, affect who mates with whom and when, and
thus which individuals will be born in the future. This is because all
persons owe their personal identity to the coming together of a singular
egg and a singular sperm. In fact, after a few generations, and depending
on which policy we choose, completely different sets of people will come
into existence and these sets of people will owe their existence to this prior
choice— thatis, they would not have been born if this choice had not been
made. Now, as we know that the adoption of neither policy will resultin
any of our distant successors leading lives which are not worth living, 1
submit that we will be harming no one in the future by choosing to adopt
the Depletion Policy. We will, on the other hand, benefit many in the
present generation by doing so ~ for even the limited sacrifices Conser-
vation will demand of us will be on balance harmful to us. I urge,
therefore, that we choose the Depletion Policy.’

Is there an objection to this line of argument, and, if so, what is
it? Parfit calls the need to answer these questions, the Non-Identity
Problem.'

Take as astarting point for our inquiry into the implications of the
Non-Identity Problem, the influential theory of moral motivation and
reasoning proposed by T.M. Scanlon. According to Scanlon’s
‘contractualist’ view, the source of moral motivation is ‘the desire to be
able to justify one’s actions to others on grounds they could not
reasonably reject’; and an act is wrong onfy if its performance ‘would be
disallowed by any system of rules for the general regulation of behaviour
which no one could reasonably reject as a basis for informed, unforced
general agreement’.”? Scanlon holds, firstly, that for a person to reason-
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ably reject, that is raise a decisive objection to, an act, he must be harmed
by this act; and, secondly, that the complaint based on this harm must
be unanswerable. As Parfit puts it, on the Scanlonian view, ‘an act cannot
be wrong unless it will affect someone in a way that cannot be justified
~ unless there will be some complainant whose complaint cannot be
answered’. 4

Applying Scanlon’s view to the above example, then, would
require that the policy we should adopt is the one in respect of which the
strongest complaint is weakest. Let’s call this the ‘Unanswerable Com-
plaint Principle’. The problem with applying this principle to the
Conservation-Depletion Policy choice is that there appear to be no
particularpeople in the example whom our acts will affect, and will have
a complaint against us, if we choose Depletion, as it appears that no
particular future person’s interests will be jeopardised by this choice.

Let us, for clarification, call all those who will exist in the future
if we choose Depletion, the Depletion People, and all those who later exist
ifwe choose Conservation, the Conservation People. Who would be made
worse off if we chose Depletion — and relative to what alternative? Not
the Depletion People, it seems, for their only alternative to being born
into the polluted future world would be non-existence, and not to have
been born cannot be considered better than leading a life which is worth
living."” Next suppose, as Parfit occasionally invites us to, we imagine
away the identity problem — that is, we assume that the same people will
exist in the future whatever we do.'® In such circumstances, we could
provide a contractualist objection to the Depletion Policy which would
not also apply to the Conservation Policy. This would be that many
future persons will be worse off when they come into existence than they
might otherwise have been, that is, in the one possible future (of
Depletion) they will inherit a world in which vector-borne diseases,
tising sea-levels, and extreme weather events customarily injure and kill
many more of them than in the alternative possible future (of Conserva-
tion). When we re-introduce ourselves to the reality of the precariousness
of human origins, however, this objection — and the complaints which
sustain it — seems to disappear. So the problem is that it is unclear how
contractualism can cope with the problem raised by future people who
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owe their existence to actions which worsen the conditions in which they
live.

Scanlon is aware of this problem, for at one point he asks: ‘Do [the
Depletion] people have reasons to reject principles allowing these actions
to be performed?”’” The answer we give to Scanlon’s question has
implications beyond our views about intergenerational justice. If we
answer ‘no’, and still entertain the strong conviction that the choice of
Depletion would be wrong regardless of the inapplicability of the
‘reasonable rejection’ test, this would seem to undermine Scanlon’s
whole construction. This would be because, as Parfit observes, it is a
major failing that the ‘fundamental principle of Scanlon’s theory draws
adistinction where, on our view, no distinction should be drawn’.'® That
is, while we think it morally irrelevant that the test of reasonable rejection
is not applicable in such cases, Scanlon’s view suggests that it is morally
relevant, and in fact it shows that we would be doing no wrong by
choosing Depletion and thereby worsening the conditions in which
many of our successors will live.

I have focused on the disconcerting questions raised by the Non-
Identity Problem for Scanlon’s view. Such questions should disconcert
many contemporary moral and political philosophers, not least because
Scanlon’s account of moral reasoning is widely influential.’ However,
similar questions will be raised for numerous other complaint-based
moral views when they are extended so as to cover future generations.”
This is because our policymakers appear neither to be harming nor
wronging any particular future people whichever policy they adopt. If it
is wrong to adopt the Depletion Policy, then, this is not because it harms
particular future persons, but because it is a sort of harmless wrong, a
wrong without a victim, or, if you wish, a somewhat rare example of
‘harmless non-wronging wrong-doing’.*! As such, the Non-Identity
Problem presents a stiff challenge for those who subscribe to a common
view about wrong-doing which holds that acts are wrong only if they
harm the interests of some particular person more than any alternative.
This can be called the Person-Affecting View.”* The Person-Affecting
View appears to be one of a mutually exclusive, and exhaustive, pair of
views of morality. The other is the non person-affecting, or Impersonal
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View. This holds that acts can be considered wrong even if they do not
harm any particular persons.”

The intractability of the Non-Identity Problem might best be
explained by the way it tempts the proponent of the person-affecting
view into subscribing to three mutually inconsistent claims. These are (1)
adopting the Depletion Policy is wrong because it harms future persons
(the Intergenerational Harms Claim); (2) an act harms somebody only if
it makes a particular person worse off than they would have been had the
act not been performed (the No Worse off Claim); and (3) the adoption
of the Depletion Policy is a remote, but necessary, condition of the
Depletion People coming into existence and leading lives which are
worth living (the Identity Dependence Claim).

If we are inclined rowards the Person-Affecting view, then, we
appear t be caught in the horns of a powerful #ilemma. The trilemma
suggests that we must revise the Intergenerational Harms Claim — thus
abandoning our intuitive commitment to a harm-based approach to
intergenerational justice — or revise the No Worse Off Claim ~ thus
abandoning the person-affecting view in favour of the alternative view
that acts, such as choosing the Depletion Policy, can be wrong even if
they harm no one.”

Sureenough, both of the above options have been canvassed in the
recent literature on the Non-Identity Problem. Canvassing the former
revision, Heyd endorses a view he calls wolitionism, which holds that
moral obligations can be owed only to persons whose identities are
beyond the reach of the Non-Identity Problem. But because persons
whose identities do not depend on present decisions will almost invari-
ably belong to our own generation, Heyd believes that we have no moral
obligations to most future individuals.” We do, on Heyd’s view, possess
significant obligations to our contemporaries, and We also have various
prudential reasons to act so as not to lower future quality of life in virtue
of certain ‘empirical constraints’ — such as the desire to save for our
nearest descendants, and the desire to transcend our time-frame by
involving ourselves with projects which will survive our death.?® But we
would, on Heyd’s view, have no direct duties to the Depletion People not
to choose the Depletion option. Heyd’s response to the trilemma, then,
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is to drop the Intergenerational Harms Claim and retain the No Worse
Off and Identity Dependence claims.

Parfit, on the contrary, canvasses the alternative revision. He
thinks that our initial intuition that adopting the Depletion Policy
would be wrong is correct, and in this sense he thinks the Non-Identity
Problem ought to make no difference to our evaluation of the wrongness
of this choice.”” However, Parfit thinks that we need impersonal princi-
ples, which recall are not restricted to tracking concerns about the
harming or wronging of particular persons, to explain this evaluation at
the theoretical level. He offers the following smpersonal principle which
he calls the ‘Same Number Quality Claim’, or Q, as a stab in this
direction. QQ states that, ‘if in either of two outcomes the same number
of people would ever live, it would be bad if those who live are worse off,
or have a lower quality of life, than those who would have lived.”?

Q, though, cannot explain what would be wrong with choices
which lead to different numbers of persons existing than their alterna-
tives. It would not, for example, explain why choosing Depletion would
be wrong if different numbers of people would exist in the future under
Depletion than under Conservation. Given such Different Number
Choices,” the proponent of impersonal principles appears forced to
abandon — or at the very least supplement ~ the comparative principle,
Q. Suppose, as scems natural, that we appeal to a straight-forward, utility
maximisation strategy, when faced by Different Number Choices. The
problem then would be that such an approach could as well imply that
the choice of Conservation would be the morally wrong one to make.
Putting aside problems associated with making interpersonal compari-
sons of well-being, suppose that so many more people would live in the
future Depletion world than in the future Conservation world that the
Depletion People, although much poorer on average, had a greater
combined utility. In such a scenario, the total utility-maximiser would
appear, counter-intuitively, to view the adoption of the Depletion Policy
to be morally preferable to the adoption of the Conservation Policy.®
Although I have not the space to demonstrate this, there are also various
problems awaiting those who attempt to fall back an average utility-
maximising strategy.”!
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To conclude this section, in one way or another both Heyd’s and
Parfit’s approaches seem unsatisfactory. Heyd’s view invites the charge
that it is repugnant, or at the very least entails counter-intuitive revisions
at the practical level. Parfit’s view, on the other hand, is at best an
incomplete approximation to a theory of intergenerational justice, and
would appear to suggest extensive revisions to principles of justice within
generations. These worries suggest that, even if Heyd’s or Parfit’s views
prove satisfactory ultimately, we have reason to canvass further views.

It

Recall the question which Scanlon raises but does not answer, namely,
do the Depletion People have reasonable grounds to reject principles
allowing the Depletion Policy to be chosen? In the remainder of the
paper I'will sketch two alternative approaches to answering this question.
The first trades on an ambiguity in Scanlon’s question over whether, in
order for a (future) individual to have a complaint against an action, he
would have to be at the very least rendered worse off alf things considered
by the action. Here it is argued that the person-affecting view can be
interpreted as holding thata person can be harmed only if they have been
made worse off in ar least one respect, then there might be grounds for the
Depletion People to complain about the actions of the Depletion option.
The second focuses on a different ambiguity arising from Scanlon’s
question. It exists since Scanlon’s talk of ‘future people’ might be
stretched to include human collectivities, in addition to individual
human beings, within the class of (potential) complainants.

The first of these two additional approaches to the Non-Identity
Problem is in essence an intermediate position between the extremes
which Parfit and Heyd represent — that is between pure impersonalism
and pure person-affectingness. The Specific Rights Approach, as I will call
it, denies the claim that choosing Depletion will not harm any particular
future person. It does so by focusing on a different dimension of the furure
person who will be harmed by adopting depletion. Rather than focusing
ona person’s welfare as grounding various rights claims, it focuses on the
way in which certain specific interests are the basis of rights claims —
interests which are not simply reducible to a single more general all things
consideredinterest. Examples of these specific interests might include the
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interest in having promises made to one kept, in avoiding physical injury,
or in not being deceived, or in breathing clean air.®?

One attraction of the idea of specific, as opposed to all-things-
considered {or welfare), interests is the following. Take as our starting
point the influential intevest-theory of rights> Here, a person has a right
only if an aspect of his well-being is a sufficient reason for holding some
other person to be underaduty to him®*—as Raz putsit, ‘rights are always
towhat s in the interest of the right-holder’.* The merit of making space
in such a theory for specific rights and interests is that the possession of
certain rights appear to be in one’s interests in some respects but not in
others. As Raz writes, ‘One may have a right to some valuable property
which may make one a target for criminals or for temptation. It may be

i

in one
one’s interest 77 some respect one can have a right to it.”*

One might illustrate these comments with an example. Suppose
Smith, who is a member of a religious sect which regards blood
transfusions as both unholy and immoral, requires a transfusion in order
to save his life. Although he is lying unconscious after a road accident, the
medical authorities are aware of his views, and decide to proceed with the
transfusion regardless. Although Smith is livid when he regains con-
sciousness, claming that the operation ought to have been delayed in
order for his permission to be sought, let us suppose that sometime after
the transfusion he predictably comes to feel grateful for his continued
existence, and accepts that the transfusion was @/l things consideredin his
interests. Raz’s comments show that it is plausible to say that Smith had
at least one of his rights violated by the medical authorities — namely, the
right to be consulted — even if the actions which led to this right being
violated rendered Smith no worse off in the process all things considered.

Now turn to the case of Jones. Jones is a dweller of 21st century
Britain, and who was born with a mild handicap as a result of his mother’s
long-term exposure to heat exhaustion (a necessary condition of which,

s overall interest not to have it, but as having the property is on

we suppose, was anthropogenically induced global warming). As we have
seen, it seems implausible to suggest that Jones’s interests have been set
back all things considered by his being born handicapped. Had the
anthropogenic warming not occurred, he would never have been born,
and his handicap, we suppose, is not of a severity which calls into
question the fact of whether he will, on balance, lead a life which is worth
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living. However, asin the case of Smith, Raz’s view suggests that this need
not be an insurmountable obstacle to our claiming thatat least oneof his
rights had been violated by the various human acts or decisions which
brought about the warming, specifically, the right not to be conceived
with a serious, but not devastating, handicap as a result of the environ-
mentally profligate actions of descendants. And this is the case despite
Jones predictably, if indirectly, owing his existence to these actions.

Cases such as these suggest that we should abandon the view that
actions cannot be wrong if their net effects are to render no particular
person worse off than they would otherwise have been all things consid-
ered ¥ This need not, however, entail abandoning the mnmmo?mmmmn&mm
view altogether, because this view is opaque. It might, for example, refer
to the view that ‘an act cannot be wrong i any respect if it is not worse
for people than any alternative in any respect’ or that ‘an act cannot be
wrong in any respect if it is not worse for people than any alternative all
things considered »* The Specific Rights Approach holds that a right-
based objection to Non-Identity Problem cases can survive our subscrip-
tion to the former but not the latter interpretation; and that the latter
implausibly assumes that all moral requirements pick out, or only serve
to protect, their owners’ all things considered interests.

The upshot of the above line of argument is that some future
persons’ interests, and the rights they ground, confer obligations upon
their predecessors not only to refrain from harming these interests once
they have come into existence, but in addition to refrain from adopting
courses of action which result in bringing persons into the world whose
specific interests will thereby be unavoidably harmed. Suppose that
included amongst these specific interests is the interest in having access
to (i.e. in order to breathe) clean air. If it could be shown that the
adoption of the Depletion Policy (as seems plausible®) will result, many
decades later, in much of the earth’s atmosphere being contaminated,
and this compromises the ability of various obligation-bearing institu-
tions to protect the rights grounded in these interests, then there would
appear to be some (though not necessarily a decisive) objection to the
Depletion Policy. The adoption of the Depletion Policy would be
objectionable here because it resulted in many persons coming into
existence with specific rights which could not have been fulfilled or
?QRQ&. If, on the other hand, the Conservation Policy had been
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chosen, let’s suppose, widespread air pollution would have been averted
and no (or at least far fewer) people would have been brought into
existence bearing rights which could nothave been fulfilled. It would not
matter on this view that the Depletion and Conservation People will be
different individuals; and it would make no moral difference that the
Depletion and Conservation peoples’ identities were tied to the Deple-
tion and Conservation Policies’ prior adoption. The Specific Rights
Approach, then, responds to the trilemma by revising the No Worse Off
Claim in order to retain the Intergenerational Flarms and Identty
Dependence claims.

One problem with this approach is that it does not seem able to
provide a consistent objection to the Depletion Policy. Suppose that it
could be predicted that the Depletion Policy, although lowering the
quality of life for future generations relative to the alternative, would not
result in any future persons being subject to great poverty, and we
suppose to specific interests violations. Then there would seem to be no
specific interest-based objection to this choice. But in that case, there
would be many hypothetical cases which could be constructed such that
our intuitions still point to the choice of Depletion being wrong, but
where it would not be considered wrong on the Specific Rights Ap-
proach. Indeed, variations on the case of Jones might constitute one such
set of cases, for it might be doubted that people have rights norto be born
handicapped, as opposed to rights 7oz to born into a world where one
cannot breath clean air.*

A different problem arises when we adopt the perspective of the
potential recipient of these specific rights. Consider again the case of
Jones. Parfit suggests that the main defectina rights-based objection to
Depletion in the Jones case would be that we might expect Jones, or
indeed any other person in a similar position, to be grateful ~ rather than
resentful — that he had been born. So long as the Depletion People lead
lives worth living, and do not therefore regret their existence, Parfit
surmises, we can assume that they would waive any claims they might
possess which require us not to choose the Depletion Policy on their
behalf! And if we can predict that future persons would waive their
rights not to be born rather than be born with rights that could not
possibly be fulfilled, then there would be no—or possibly reduced —force
to a specific-rights based objection to the earlier acts. Perhaps a response
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to this objection might be found in the thought that these specific rights
are inalienable in some sense — that is they cannot be waived by their
owners — but more needs to be said here about this suggestion.

Finally, suppose we grant the basic premise of the approach — that
some rights protect interests which are not in their holders’ all things
considered interest to have respected. Many of the goods which we are
concerned to preserve for posterity are public goods. Public goods, such
as (the access to) clean air, are goods whose benefits are distributed
throughout a society such that they are ‘not subject to voluntary control
by anyone other than each potential beneficiary controlling his share of
the benetits’.* However, on the interest-theory of rights, it is problem-
atic to argue that individuals possess rights to public goods such as clean
air. This is because the interest-theory does not generate rights to all
interests which individuals possess, rather only those which are suffi-
ciently important to hold others under a duty to protect those interests.
Butitseems unlikely that the interest of single individual in a public good
is important — and weighty — enough to make it the case thar all other
members of society are under a duty to do something about this interest.
Indeed, Raz himselfis skeptical about the idea of an individual possessing
aright to a public good, and suggests that separate individuals’ interests
in such goods are best thought of as grounding coflective rights.®® So it
seems that the idea of the specific rights (or interests) of individuals will
need to be supplemented by some appeal to the specific rights (or
interests) of collectivities if we are to make sense of the idea of rights to
environmental public goods such as clean air. In short, the Specific
Rights Approach seems unlikely to provide a full solution to the Non-
Identity Problem.

v

The drawbacks associated with the approaches considered above might
not necessarily show that a solution to the Non-Identity Problem is out
of reach. At first glance, at least, it might suggest rather that approaches
to the Non-Identity Problem which take an individualistic form are
implausible. But this is not quite right. What the Non-Identity Problem
renders implausible, I think, are objections to Depletion which focus on
the rights and interests of particular persons as central to the moral
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wrongness of choosing Depletion over Conservation. As a new piece of
terminology, call all similar accounts of morality — which rest on the
rights and interests (or more generally moral status) of particular value
bearing entities — token-affecting accounss. The Non-Identity Problem
appears to undermine any account which takes the relevant, value
bearing, roken to be a particular person. But rather than implying that
we ought to abandon a token-affecting approach altogether, this result
might rather suggest that we ought to appeal to the interests or rights of
a different token if we are to formulate an objection to the Depletion
Policy’s adoption (or at least it does not at this stage rule our this
possibility). The main candidate for this substitution is, I think, the
token of ‘particular human collectivity’, however there are other possi-
bilities. Fach substitution would of course have to be evaluated on its
own merits — most obviously in terms of the way it makes sense of our
convictions about cases such as Conservation-Depletion example.

Consider figure 1, which attempts to explore diagrammatically
the intricacies of the ftoken-affecting view — consider particularly the
position I call the Wide Token-Affecting View. The proponent of this
last view canvasses a view different from those proposed by Heyd and
Parfit. The revised view is compatible with the claim that the Non-
Identity Problem blocks a person-affecting account of the wrongness of
choosing Depletion, but instead claims that Depletion is objectionable
in virtue of harming the interests of future collectivities.*

So whereas the Specific Rights Approach revises the dimensionby
which we claim future persons are harmed — made worse off — by our
prodigious choice of Depletion, the Group Affecting Approach (as we
might call it) revises the identity of the wvictim of this choice. This
approach suggests that we can reconcile all three of the claims identified
earlier by revising the Intergenerational Harms and No Worse Off claims
by focusing on the way in which future collectivities are harmed — made
worse off by — Depletion rather than particular persons. Moreover,
because this strategy is agnostic on the issue of whether the No Worse Off
Claim should be cashed out in terms of ‘all things considered” or “specific’
interests (of groups or individuals) it is worth emphasising that it is
compatible, indeed complementary, to the Specific Rights Approach.

Consider the way in which climate change is expected to alter the
cultural and social fabric of certain nations. There is possibly no better
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example of this than the way in which global warming will cause
significant mean sea-level rises in the coming decades and centuries. In
its latest assessment, the IPCC concluded that there will be an increase
in global mean surface sea-levels of around half a meter on 1990 levels by
the year 2100.% Moreover, it predicts that this will have serious conse-
quences for many nations in the future, but in particular for nations
whichare entirely, or have regions which are, low lying. Indeed, these sea-
level increases are expected to inundate much of the world’s lowlands,
damage coastal cropland, and displace millions of persons from low-
lying and coastal communities.* Just some of the lowlying nations that
the IPCC thinks are in danger are the north-east coastal nations of Latin
America, Bangladesh, Egypt and Holland.

But consider, even more worryingly, the small island states of the
South Pacific. The IPCC singles out these nations for special attention
because of the especially grave, and largely adverse, effects that sea-level
rises will have on these states — culminating in the worst case scenario in
complete disappearance. Here, the combined effect of warming and sea-
level rises is expected to reduce soil fertility, push agriculture inland, and
thereby exacerbate soil erosion. It will be massively expensive to under-
take even moderate mitigation responses for all these effects, and even if
the resources could be found (from international humanitarian assise-
ance, for example) the costs to the community in terms of maintaining
access to traditional ways of life, and adapting to new ways of living,
would be profound. These are all projections which the IPCC make with
some confidence.”

With these observations in mind, consider the case of The Dis-
placed Islanders. Suppose world-wide policies of Conservation are not
implemented, and that the IPCC’s best estimate of global sea level rise
of a half a meter by the year 2100 is proved accutate. Towards the end
of the 21st century, the elder statesmen of the Pacific island state of
Globalwarmiahave assembled to assess the damage which global warm-
ing has caused their small community. In line with the IPCC’s projec-
tions, their island has been all but submerged by the Pacific Ocean, and
their agricultural industry had been destroyed by a combination of soil
erosion and infertility. Because of the lack of employment prospects and
general social upheaval, moreover, the indigenous population has been
cut to a small percentage of its twentieth century level. Finally, because
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(1) Can an act be wrong if it does not affect any
particular value bearing zoken for the worse?

"

No. Yes.
The Token-Affecting View The Non Token-Affecting View

|

(Q2) Can an act be wrong if it does not affecr
any particular person for the worse?

N\
Mo. Yes.
The Person-Affecting (Narrow The Wide Token-Affecting View
Token-Affecting) View _
v
(Q3) What alternative carriers of value
do acrions have to affect for them ro be

judged right or wrong?

Particular Non-Human Individual  Particular Human Collective Entities
Entities (e.g. the biosphere) (e.g. nations or generations)

The Individual Token-Affecting View — The Group Token-Affecting View

Figure 1. The Token-Affecting View

of the combined impact of population displacement and other impacrs,
many cultural practices — practices which had been handed down
through the generations — have been abandoned. The community, the
elders agreed, was on the verge of collapse.

Let us put aside the economic, social and health impacts of climate
change on existing islanders, and in particular the important issues of
international justice which this case raises. Has the island community
itselfbeen harmed by — has it a complaint against — previous generations’
failure to implement climate change policies to prevent the worst effects
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of global warming? On the Group Affecting View, it has. Here, despite
the fact that no particular individual will exist in the future where
Depletion is adopted who would have existed had it not been, various
collectivities and associations will, and are thus candidates for complaint-
bearing status. Indeed, even if the community of Globalwarmia ceased
to exist following a catastrophic increase in sea levels, this would not
mean that we could simply assume that it had never existed. Rather, it
would be because the nation had been destroyed primarily as a result, we
are supposing, of the impact of climate change on its viability. The idea,
then, is that the interests of the collectivities which constitute
Globalwarmia — including, but not merely, the political community
itself — generate certain requirements which we can say were violated as
a consequence of adopting the Depletion Policy.*

Suppose that the community was, prior to the sea-level rise, a
traditional community dedicated to preserving a rich cultural and
linguistic heritage. Assume, however, that the preservation of the native
language is nota necessary condition of the survival of the Globalwarmian
community as such.” As the warming, and consequent sea level rises,
would result in the impoverishment of the Islanders’ linguistic and
cultural heritage (most of the population bar the Elders, let’s suppose,
have fled to the mainland and now need to speak a different language in
order to get by) the interests of the Islanders as @ collectivity might be
thought to have been harmed by this— the group, collectively, at the very
least had its right of access to an integral and undamaged cultural
language undermined.

Note that we are not proposing — as is suggested esewhere by
Kymlicka ~ that the adoption of Depletion type policies would be wrong
in virtue of undermining the needs of specific individuals to have access
to a flourishing cultural structure, in order that they are in a position to
pursue their own conceptions of the good. Kymlicka argues that persons
belonging to disadvantaged minority cultures can, from the liberal point
of view, be afforded additional rights and resources to compensate for
their damaged needs. He claims that commonality — namely a shared
language, history, and membership in a cultural community — does not
constrain individuality: ‘membership in a cultural structure is what
enables individual freedom, what enables meaningful choices about how
to lead one’s life.””
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Rather, the claim here is that the communities which future
people belong to are deserving of concern and respect i their own right.
And if present actions have the result either that these communities die
out altogether, or are damaged in the sense that various communal
practices are undermined, they are morally objectionable at least in this
one important respect.” Thus, despite the fact that no future individual
islander will be harmed by the Depletion Policy’s adoption — they all lead
lives which are at least worth living and owe their existence to it — the
Islanders as a collectivity are harmed. Here we appear to have the basis of
an objection to Depletionist policies which survives the Non-Identity
Problem, and is framed within token-affecting terms. Itisimportant here
to note that the Group Affecting Approach is still atomistic ~ or non-
holistic — in the sense Masaya Kobayashi uses the term, as it is particular
(or individual) groups which possess interests in (and thus rights to)
maintaining an undamaged heritage of cultural goods, such as viable
linguistic structures. The value of cultural preservation, here, is notowed
‘to the world’ abstracted from the way it connects to the flourishing, and
continued survival, of human communities. Indeed, groups — together
with their individual members — can equally be thoughtof as atoms of
the whole which Kobayashi seeks to exploit as a basis for a solution of the
Non-Identity Problem.>

Furthermore, because it is framed in token-affecting terms, the
Group-Affecting View is reconcilable with Scanlon’s contractualist view.
Recall that contractualism is the view that the fundamental moral motive
is ‘the desire to be able to justify one’s actions to others on grounds that
they could not reasonably reject’™ and an act is wrong only if its
performance ‘would be disallowed by any system of rules for the general
regulation of behaviour which no one could reasonably reject as a basis
for informed, unforced general agreement’ > As noted earlier, if inter-
preted as a person-affecting doctrine, contractualism seems an
unpromising approach to the Non-Identity Problem. This is because the
Depletion People, taken person by person, do not seem to have a
legitimate complaint against the Depletion Policy’s adoption.

Scanlon’s construction does not appear to be formally tied to the
idea that the complaints it considers must be restricted to those arising
from harms, orwrongs, done to particular persons.”® Indeed, I suspect that
if the contractualist approach is in the final analysis to offer a coherent




124 Global warming and the non-identity problem

orientation to intergenerational issues, it will take on a mixed, or
pluralist, form. That is, it will appeal to both person-affecting and
impersonal-principles. However, putting aside impersonal principles at
this point, it seems that contractualism could be bolstered somewhar if
it made room for unanswerable complaints of certain human (and
possibly non-human) groups. The view which I have been exploring,
then, suggests that we should revise Scanlon’s account of moral reasoning
to read that ‘an act is wrong only if it affects some particular individual
or group in a way that cannot be justified’. We might call this the Wide
Unanswerable Complaint principle.>

[ have space only to mention one significant problem with the
Group Affecting Approach. Suppose that a course of action which we
think will harm a certain future group’s interests would also be a
necessary condition either of that group’s coming into existence or its
continued survival. In such cases it might be that the approach will be
plagued by a new group-affecting version of the Non-Identiry Problem.
Take, as an historical example of what I mean, the enforced transporta-
tion of West African peoples to North America in previous centuries.”
Suppose that a present-day African American individual suggests that he
had been harmed — and deserves compensation — in virtue of being born
into a community which had been created by the enslavement of his
ancestors. The Non-Identity Problem suggests that he was not harmed
by the slavers’ activities as he owed his existence, in part, to their actions
(as all of us do, T suspect). Suppose next that the complaint had been
made on behalf of the present-day African American community. The
enslavement again appears to have been a necessary condition of the
existence of the present-day African American community. If this grave
injustice — or series of injustices — had never occurred there would be no
African American community in quite the same sense as there is today.
There would no doubt be some Africans who had emigrated to the
United States, for example, but it is unlikely that there would be the rich
diversity of African American linguistic and cultural heritage that there
is today. This new version of the Non-Identity Problem suggests thata
representative of this present-day community could not argue that his
community had been harmed by the original enslavement.”® If parallel
cases can be constructed in the Depletion-Conservation example, then,
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various group based objections to choosing Depletion might similarly
fall away.

These and other worries suggest that the Wide Unanswerable
Complaint Principle would certainly stand in need of supplementation
~perhaps with both specific-rights and impersonal principles. Questions
would then be raised as to how these different principles would stand in
relation to one another. For example, would token-affecting principles
have (lexical) priority over impersonal principles in our pluralist theory?
~orwould the principles be weighted differently? Such important issues
are beyond the scope of this chapter.” My aims have been more modest.
I hope to have sketched zwo relatively neglected lines of thought which
might be appealed to in order to solve the Non-Identity Problem in an
important range of cases.
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Holistic Self and Future Generations:
A Revolutionary Solution to the

Non-Identity Problem

Masaya Kobayashi

1. Great Riddles from within the Utilitarian Tradition
$1. The Radical Attack Against Atomistic Reasons and Persons

In Chapter 2, it was made clear that there are essential limits derived from
atomistic construction in Western theories on future generations at the
first three stages of development, and in particular, in contemporarily
contractual theories including that of Rawls. The problem of atomism
was later illuminated from the other important tradition, utilitarianism,
at the fourth stage by Derck Parfit. The title of Reasons and Persons
signifies the subjects of his masterpiece: ‘reason’ to do with morality and
rationality, and ‘person’ in terms of our identity or unity over time, as
distinct from others. In concordance, the first three Parts are named,
‘Self-Defeating Theories’, ‘Rationality and Time’, ‘Personal Identity’,
and the last part concerns the present subject, ‘Future Generations’.

In this chapter, the discussion is concentrated upon Patfit’s
arguments, including that of the well-known ‘Non-Identity Problem’:
the purpose is to propose a revolutionary solution to this problem from
an Eastern holistic perspective.

Although most articles referring to Parfit’s work on ‘Future
Generations’ discuss merely the fourth part, it is necessary to describe the
outline of the other three parts briefly in order to explicate the whole




