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Bringing the Climate Ethics Debate Home
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Editor’s note: The following short post argues that we need to develop simple narratives about

the ethical dimensions of climate change to effectively communicate the ethical issues. This is

the first in a series of posts that will explore how to communicate to the public the ethical

dimensions of climate change discussed in ClimateEthics.org.

Bringing the Ethics Debate Home

Much has been written about the ethical implications of climate change and the moral imperatives

for governments to take action to mitigate causes, to aid adaptation to changing conditions, and

to reduce poverty. But most of this rhetoric has been aimed at negotiators or at decision makers

at the national level. The arguments often name and shame, and demand that governments take

particular actions to combat climate change.

Such arguments are necessary but not sufficient to support international action. We often forget

that negotiators rely on domestic public support for their decisions. It will do no good to negotiate

a new agreement in Copenhagen if the agreement cannot be ratified when negotiators take the

agreement back home. Climate change action will require political support at the national, state,

local, and individual level.

Ethics involves issues of fairness, justice, rights, duties, and responsibilities. People discuss what

is right and fair every day, and make judgments about when people should be held responsible for

their actions and what remedies should be made available to people who are injured. By focusing

these discussions on climate change, people can better understand what is at stake and what

actions can be taken both to mitigate climate change and to adapt to its impacts.

Conversations about climate ethics need to take place across scales and engage individual

citizens, local officials, and national decision makers as well as climate negotiators. Right now,

this may be happening most effectively within both environmental groups and faith-based

communities, both of which are accustomed to dealing with questions of personal responsibility

and stewardship for the earth. What we need are narratives that will engage others in

conversation about procedural and distributive ethical issues and the need of poor countries to

develop. These stories should show the real differences that changes in behavior at home, or

transfers of money or technology to distant countries, can make in peoples’ lives. They should

show how action on climate change can make lives better at home and abroad. They should

demonstrate how quality of life can be improved for future generations as well as for those of us

alive today. And they should show how human activities can affect the natural systems on which

we depend and with which we share this planet.

Simple narratives are needed to show how human activities are affecting the global climate, which

in turn is producing adverse impacts on distant people and ecosystems. We need stories about

how families in marginal agricultural areas, coastal environments, or in other areas at risk will be,

and in some cases already are, affected by a changing climate. And we need narratives about

how climate change could change the world for future generations.

Many effective narratives already exist. Dale Jamieson has constructed a clever series of

increasingly complex scenarios involving the theft of a bicycle that demonstrate the difficulties

involved in holding someone responsible for actions separated in space and time from their

impacts. (Jamieson, 2007) The Inuit Circumpolar Council has done a wonderful job of

communicating their story to the world. By appearing at international meetings and through stories

reported in the media, they have shown how their lives have already been impacted by climate

change, and how their traditional practices are threatened by changing conditions. Pictures of the

iconic polar bear have made people more sensitive to changing ecosystems and the threats to

species. Rotary International has produced an effective television advertisement about the

positive impacts of their programs. It begins with an arid cartoon landscape. Then, with the turn of

a spigot, it shows how water flows through the land, turning it green, producing crops, and

feeding people.

These stories need to be extended to other people, other species, other lands, and other times.
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But we need to portray more than the problems that climate change creates. We need to

empower citizens by showing them how they can make a difference in reducing the drivers of

climate change, and how they can help people at home and in distant lands and future times to

deal with the challenges of a changing climate. We need narratives that show there is hope where

there is a will to help. We need to teach citizens about climate ethics so that they will understand

the issues and support action when their negotiators finally bring a climate agreement home.
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dbaker | May 4, 2009 10:28 PM | Reply

heres a story

Dennis Baker

103-66 duncan ave west

penticton bc canada V2A6Z3

cell 250-462-2771

fax 250-493-3463

dennisbaker2003@hotmail.com

RE : The solution to climate change.

( human excrement + nuclear waste = hydrogen )

The USA discharges Trillions of tons of sewage annually, sufficient quantity to sustain

electrical generation requirements of the USA.

Redirecting existing sewage systems to containment facilities would be a considerable

infrastructure modification project.

It is the intense radiation that causes the conversion of organic material into hydrogen,

therefore what some would consider the most dangerous waste because of its radiation

would be the best for this utilization.

I believe the combination of clean water and clean air, will increase the life expectance of

humans.

yours sincerely

Dennis Baker

Netta Manning

District Electoral Officer Penticton

Elections BC

80 Calgary Avenue

Penticton BC

Fax 250-487-4476 DEOPEN@elections.bc.ca

Phone 250-487-4469

25/04/2009

Dennis Baker

103-66 duncan avenue east

penticton bc V2A6Z3

Phone and Fax 250-493-3463

This is a formal complaint of Election rigging by the RCMP. Greater/ corroborative/ illegal

details are available. The 3 days available after release on bail was insufficient to complete

the prerequisites of elections bc to becoming a candidate. The present 9 pm curfew prevents

me from attending election events in Vancouver, keeping this covered up.

This is a copy of what entered the Globe and Mail http://www.theglobeandmail.com/servlet

/story/RTGAM.20090423.WBcampbellblog20090423160612/WBStory/WBcampbellblog

/#commentLatest

You (dennis baker, from penticton, Canada) wrote: Voter turn out is simply a recognition that

citizens feel that voting is a waste of time, as the outcomes are predetermined. I have been a

Candidate in a Federal election and a municipal election, and a provincial election was in order

for me.becoming a candidate€

From: dennis baker (dennisbaker2003@hotmail.com) Sent: April 15, 2009 6:50:49 AM To:

electionsbc@elections.bc.ca What ?where? how much?I am thinking about running as a

candidate.dennis baker--

The response was to be arrested and charged with possession for the purpose of trafficking.

For some alleged drugs in a vehicle that I was a passenger. The owner / driver was not

charged. I was released after 5 days, on 500 cash bail.I am offering every media outlet to

finance the POLYGRAPH which I willing submit to and then expose this to the public.Dennis
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Baker

Posted 25/04/09 at 11:32 AM EDT | Alert an Editor | Link to Comment

I do know the Green Party attempted to have me arrested previously when a candidate in a

Federal Election, so you might find answers with that organization.

Dennis Baker

Howard Silverman | May 7, 2009 11:37 AM | Reply

Thanks for this post, Marilyn.

Simple narratives are crucial, and sometimes i think that "fairness" resonates better than

"ethics."

I've worked with Dale Jamieson to edit and publish an essay version of this paper at:

http://www.peopleandplace.net/perspectives/2009/3/25/the_ethics_of_climate_change

Other essays by Peter Singer and Steve Vanderheiden, with more to come.

LEAVE A COMMENT

Sign in to comment, or comment anonymously.

Name

Email Address

URL

Remember personal info?

Comments (You may use HTML tags for style)

Home

Bringing the Climate Ethics Debate Home - Climate Ethics http://rockblogs.psu.edu/climate/2009/05/bringing-the-climate-ethics-d...

3 of 3 09/02/2010 16:13 PM


