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Introduction

Moral responsibility for environmental harm

Climate change is caused by the accumulated effects of repeated actions by
multiple individuals engaged in various practices emitting different amounts of
greenhouse gases. Meanwhile, UNFCCC and IPCC guidelines, reports and
summaries for policy-makers are primarily addressed to governments, partially
including other main emitters such as big companies and multinational
corporations. In other words, they tend to assign collective responsibility to
nation-states and companies, who, in turn, are in charge of coordinating the
actions of their individual members to reduce GHG emissions.
To complement this top-down approach that leaves individual actions
unaddressed and sustainable individual behavioural changes voluntary, I argue for
a bottom-up individual moral responsibility for climate change that
encompasses lifestyles, passivity and harmful consequences mediated by other
agents. I suggest that the degree of causal responsibility of the agent must be
balanced with her degree of capacity-responsibility determined by the
accessibility of doable alternatives. Then, the more an agent has powers as a
group member, the more she is responsible to design the social structure and the
infrastructures of the group towards sustainability.
Keywords: individual responsibility, environmental ethics, climate change,
mitigation, adaptation.

The milieu (風土) is the environment
that surrounds us, as we perceive it
covered with webs of meanings.
It is both a matrix nurturing, shaping
and guiding us, and the imprint that
we leave by inhabiting it.
(Watsuji 2004, Berque 2000)

What is it? Forward-looking: It connects a past harmful action or omission
(relatively to sustainability) with a future expected action. (Young 2010)

Purpose

Action

Event (direct)

Visit grand’ma

Take the plane
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Reparative action

Climate change

Harm

Climate change is caused by the accumulated effects of actions by multiples
individuals. These actions are parts of lifestyles and practices that are supported by
infrastructures, social structures and socio-cultural norms and expectations. Climate
change has harmful effects on human health and flourishing at different scales all
around the world. It is urgent to tackle climate change because of:
Vulnerability
1. Extreme weather (heat waves, droughts, typhoons),
of the
2. Changes in food supplies and slowness of agriculture adaptation,
poorest
3. Species extinction, among others. (Shue 1995)

Milieu as matrix

What criteria
affect the
capacity to be
responsible?

Capacity

• she is making sense of the world in a relational and participatory way (De Jaegher 2007),
• she is borrowing concepts and ideals from the cultural imaginary (Geertz 1993),
• and she acts guided and constrained by practices rooted in the milieu (Haslanger 2018).
Vary in degree depending on:
• What she can think of: the accessibility of alternatives (within the bowl of
her imaginary) and her state of knowledge (predictability)
• How hard it is for her to act differently: challenging practices, facing social risks.
• Her vulnerabilities and powers (basic needs vs. resource (Jasper 1997)) (Hart 1961)

Under what conditions
is responsibility
properly ascribed?

Basic threshold: The individual should not be exposed to (worse) threats
to her basic needs by doing the environmentally better actions (Shue 1999).

Milieu as imprint

• Regardless of one’s intentions, awareness and knowledge, an individual agent has

significant mediated effects on the milieu by virtue of being a member of a social
structure. (Attfield 2009)
• There are consequences of one’s existence (market analysis), one’s being
somewhere (shame), one’s appearance and social role (body language), and one’s
inaction. (Droz 2019)
Wide-encompassing: Actions, omissions (Cullity 2015),
What are the objects of responsibility ascription?
habits, lifestyles, and one’s very existence.

Agency
Contribution

Vary in degrees depending on the number of interventions by other agents in the
causal chain, regardless of the temporal and spatial distances between the agent and the harm.

Conclusion

Reparative actions

Individuals, within the limits described above, are responsible to take reparative
actions, that is, to change their lifestyles and habits.
• Isolated individual actions: Recycling, reducing energy consumption, avoiding
taking the planes, etc.
• Responsible consumption choices: Boycot products coming from distant areas,
boycot products coming from deforestation, buy local, eat less bovine meat,
etc.
... but it doesn’t stop here!
• Collective actions: Take part in (or launch) activities in the local milieu aiming
at reducing collective local emissions.
• Political actions: Support and vote (if available) for policy-makers and policies
that aim at designing a low-carbon society; get engaged and share solutions on
social media, pressure the government to join and respect international
climate change agreements, etc. (Parkin 2010)
• Institutional actions: Help create institutions that support low-carbon practices
(“just institutions” (Tan 2015)), etc.
Importantly, behaving ethically is not a one-time deed, but a continuous selfreflective and critical process that also involves our relationships with others and
with the milieu.
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(domino-effect)

Climate Change: Harm and Urgency

The individual leaves direct and mediated imprints on the milieu
(locally, on distant milieus, and globally). (Droz 2018)

What are we
responsible to do?

Moral responsibility

Consequences

The individual is shaped by the milieu as a matrix because

Constraints

Who is causally
responsible for what?

Causation

Phenomenology of the agent

Top-down approaches on climate change action are undeniably needed, as
they compile scientific research and advices (IPCC) and coordinate efforts globally
(UNFCCC), but they can be successful only if they are complemented with
bottom-up movements. My forward-looking and wide-encompassing account of
individual moral responsibility that varies in degrees and is sensitive to the
vulnerabilities and basic needs of each individual aims at guiding each of us to
take our own individual responsibility for climate change.
Bibliography
Robin Attfileld, 2009, “Mediated Responsibilities, Global Warming and the Scope of Ethics”, in Journal of Social Philosophy, 40.2., 225-236.
Augustin Berque, 2000, Ecoumène : Introduction à l'étude des milieux humains, BELIN, Paris.
Garret Cullity, 2015, “Acts, omissions, emissions”, in Climate Change and Justice, ed. Moss, Cambridge University Press, 148-164.
Laÿna Droz, 2018, “Watsuji’s Idea of Self and the Problem of Spatial Distance in Environmental Ethics”, European Journal of Japanese Philosophy 3., 145-168.
Laÿna Droz, 2019, “What ethical responsibilities emerge from our relation with the milieu?” In: Human and Nature, Arto Mutanen and Mervi Friman (ed.), Finnish Society for Practice
Based Inquiry and Häme University of Applied Sciences, Forthcoming.
De Jaegher H, and Di Paolo E, 2007, “Participatory Sense-Making: An enactive approach to social cognition”. In: Phenomenology and the Cognitive Sciences, 6(4), 485-507.
Clifford Geertz, 1993, The interpretation of cultures: selected essays. Fontana Press, 87-125.
H.L.A. Hart, 1961, The Concept of Law, Oxford University Press, see 194-197.
Sally Haslanger, 2018, What is a Social Practice. In: The Royale Institute of Philosophy Supplement, 82, 231-247.
James M. Jasper, 1997, The Art of Moral Protest, The University of Chicago Press.
Sara Parkin, 2010, The Positive Deviant, Earthscan.
Henry Shue, 1995, “Avoiding Necessity: Global Warming, International Fairness, and Alternative Energy”, in Theory and Practice, NOMOS XXXVII, ed. Shapiro and Wagner DeCew, NYU
Press, 239-64.
Henry Shue, 1999, “Global Environment and International Inequality”, in International Affairs, vol. 75, no. 3, Wiley, 531-45.
Kok-Chor Tan, 2015, “Individual duties of climate justice under non-ideal conditions”, in Climate Change and Justice, ed. Moss, Cambridge Un. P., 129-147.
Watsuji Tetsuro, 2004, Fuudo, ningengakuteki koosatsu, Iwanami Bunko, Tokyo.
Iris Marion Young, 2010, Responsibility for Justice, see Chapter 4.
Source pictures: www.artandstick.be/custom.php5?ref=3730362c31 and www.dreamstime.com/vector-drawing-outline-empty-bird-nest-branch-black-isolated-white-background-bird-house-family-symbol-vector-image141213007

Credits: Laÿna Droz © Presented on June

27th

www.postersession.com

2019, at Kyoto University, Japan. Contact: layna.droz@protonmail.com

