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The warnings of climate scientists compel philosophers to expand the scope of moral 

consideration to include the atmospheric commons.  Stewardship of the atmospheric 

commons is necessary to support the conditions for human flourishing.  Peter Singer’s 

One Atmosphere is analyzed to illustrate the taxonomy of nation-states and individuals as 

insufficiently narrow to provide a workable paradigm for an enforceable treaty for collective 

action.  Transcendent organizations, namely publicly traded multinationals, compel nation-

states to act in a non-cooperative self-interested thereby exposing an inadequacy of the 

taxonomy employed by Singer and others.  A revised taxonomy is offered as accommodating 

the three aspects sustainability, namely ethics, ecology, and economics.
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The Atmospheric Doomsday Clock

Atmospheric concentrations of carbon dioxide, and other harmful gases, present 

humankind with the challenge of striking a balanced relationship of both stewardship and 

common use to maintain conditions suitable for human flourishing. Scientific research 

concludes, with a statistical confidence level of 95%, climate change is occurring primarily 

as a result of human activity (Doyle, 2013).  Furthermore, the consequences of climate 

change entail a host of threats to both humans and the larger biosphere of plants and 

animals.  Pollution is no longer a localized external cost to a community, but a global 

concern spanning the entirety of the planet.

However, following awareness of the threat, voluntary pledges for action, by nations, to 

reduce emissions has not resulted in sufficient actions to avert the dire predictions of 

climate scientists.  Subsequently, a substantive and enforceable collective action regime 

remains elusive amongst the diplomatic leaders of the world’s sovereign nations.  Various 

characteristics of present inequalities span considerations of industrialization, wealth, and 

individual lifestyle as symptomatic of assigning duties of action and responsibilities to 

others. The challenge to overcome lies in formulating a workable model of distributive 

justice that entitles a fair and just use of the atmospheric commons superseding other 

ethical considerations.  

Peter Singer characterizes the unique nature of climate change as follows, “there can be 

no clearer illustration of the need for human beings to act globally than the issues raised 

by the impact of human activity on our atmosphere,” (Singer, p. 181).  Singer’s call to 

action is based upon the empirical realities that, unlike many other ethical issues, the 

consequences of inaction and disagreement pose a significantly disruptive and potentially 

existential threat to humankind.  Additionally, the need for both immediate and significant 

1



action introduces a temporal aspect elusive to many other ethical dilemmas.  While it is 

undeniable that the Sun will one day expire, the consequences of climate change present 

a crisis more immediate in scope. Furthermore, human development, particularly the 

burning of fossil fuels and industrialization, serve as the primary causes of increased 

concentrations of atmospheric pollution.  As a result, most of the non-industrialized 

nations remain both impoverished and relatively insignificant contributors to the aggregate 

level of atmospheric emissions.

Recognizing that humankind neither pollutes equally nor has benefitted to the same 

degree from development, climate justice speaks directly to the philosophical debate 

underlying how the material present world of over 7 billion inhabitants achieve the 

necessary collective actions to avert a ‘tragedy of the commons’ that encompasses host 

of undesirable scientific predictions threatening our ability to mitigate and adapt to the 

conditions of a rapidly climate.  While the deontological questions pertaining to what 

principles should guide how humankind interacts with the biosphere, of natural resources, 

plants, and animals, are fundamental to guide our collective actions, the relatively recent 

awareness of the climate change challenge, as well as the dire predictions of insufficient 

action, evidences that the matter is most significantly consequentialist in nature. 

As a result of the need to achieve collective action outcomes, it naturally follows that 

attention is drawn to what public policy solutions the state must enact.  Much of the 

political discourse and philosophical literature focuses on a taxonomy comprised nation-

states and individuals.  Additionally, much of the philosophical literature imports parallel 

frameworks of economic inequality and social justice that emphasizes the non-egalitarian 

distributed realities of wealth, power, and responsibility.
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Unfortunately, the empirical reality that political leaders of nation-states have both 

recognized climate change and yet failed to take substantive action sufficient to avert 

the predicated dire circumstances remains. Following the failure of the United States to 

adopt the Kyoto Protocol, the impasse of achieving agreement for enforceable collective 

action remains.  Disagreement regarding the distribution of emissions rights and the 

burdens proper to the developed nations, as opposed to the ‘not-developed,’ remain salient 

unresolved issues.

Consequentialist Critique

The project here critiques Peter Singer’s consequentialist arguments for climate justice, as 

generally characteristic of the philosophical literature and demonstrative of the inadequacy 

of a current taxonomy that views nation-states as the proper entity for administering 

climate justice duties to individuals.  The assumption that individuals are self-interested 

remains, but nation-states are also, when transcendent organizations are introduced, 

thereby exposing a structural flaw in achieving the necessary ends to avert dire outcomes.  

Singer’s argument is shown to implicitly accept an assumption that nation-states act 

as agents of the collective good and sufficiently govern over a defined territory.  The 

assumption that nation-states are the units associated with development and wealth 

is demonstrated to be erroneous.  Transcendent organizations serve as the foil to the 

traditional taxonomy that overlooks their reach and role in a global economy.  As a result, 

the traditional climate justice taxonomy, comprised of nation-states and individuals, is 

expanded to incorporate transcendent organizations as deserving moral consideration.  

Although beyond the scope of this project, the introduction of transcendent organizations 

serves to suggest options to overcome the current impasse to delivering an enforceable 

climate justice treaty.
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The Global Atmospheric Commons

Singer’s One Atmosphere advances an argument that recognizes the global environment 

as a commons that all must interact and use to sustain existence.  Throughout most of 

human existence, environmental harms were localized, minimal, or beyond our epistemic 

awareness to arouse significant consideration.  However, industrialization, population 

growth, and the division of labor magnified the capabilities of humankind to reshape their 

environment.  However, previous occurrences of externalized pollution, costs of redressing 

harms shifted to those not directly responsible for its cause, was generally localized and 

within the scope of technology or the natural processes of the biosphere to remedy.   While 

the exact tipping point of awareness to global scale harm to the atmosphere is debatable, 

be it the 1970s or the 1990 Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) report, 

ignorance no longer serves as a justifiable point of defense for inaction.  Generally, 

compelling the causal actor to remedy pollution is the prima facia approach to redressing 

externalized harms of pollution.  However, a lack of awareness complicates assignments of 

responsibility in ascertaining the burdens attributable to historical injustices, and thereby 

serves to undermine claims preceding the 1970s.  

Singer argues that climate change compels a dramatic rethinking of ethics that necessitates 

collective action, and implies an expanded scope of moral consideration to include both 

non-humans and the atmospheric commons.  While much of Singer’s efforts are aimed 

at countering the skeptical cost-benefit analysis arguments of Bjorn Lomborg, the paper 

clearly lays out a case for an egalitarian-based approach to distributive climate justice 

and the inadequacy of economic discounting.  Singer’s account illustrates that climate 

justice action is primarily a moral question, and secondly an economic one of evaluating 

alternatives.  Furthermore, the assumed taxonomy of Singer’s analysis arises from his 
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account of the duties and responsibilities that stem from the inequalities between ‘rich’ and 

‘poor’ nations.

Singer’s argument is briefly reconstructed to illustrate the assumptions and arguments 

that characterize much of the consequentialist philosophical literature.  Similarly, 

emissions trading regimes are practical, to Singer, to achieve the necessary collective 

action outcomes. As a result, an expanded taxonomy is offered as a paradigmatic basis to 

overcome the current impasse that stands in the way of collective action. 

Earth… We Have A Problem…

While some may plausibly claim ignorance regarding the specific carbon or methane 

harms of burning fossil fuels prior to the 1990 IPCC report, Singer asserts that the 

depletion of the ozone layer, in the 1970s, as a result of the use of chlorofluorocarbons 

compels awareness that the atmosphere constitutes a global commons to which humankind 

is dependent.  The significance of an atmospheric global commons lies in the fact that the 

well being of all life on Earth is contingent upon climate conditions suitable for existence 

and flourishing.  Furthermore, the contingency of human existence is duly noted as 

capable of both harming and altering the generally reliable conditions and patterns of the 

atmospheric commons.  The contingent nature of humankind on a suitable atmosphere 

and climate patterns, coupled with our ability for alteration, establishes a relationship of 

environmental responsibility for human actions.  Additionally, Singer expands the scope 

of concern, for the atmospheric commons, to include the relationships of plants and non-

human animals as factoring in assessing the health of the atmosphere.  As a result, the 

initial assumption of Singer’s argument is put forth.

Assumption 1: The atmosphere is a global commons that all, human & 
non-humans, must utilize for survival and flourishing.
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The current assessment of our stewardship of this global commons is illustrated in the 

measurements compiled by the Muana Loa Observatory, the climate research station 

tracking atmospheric and weather data since 1958, and recently noted atmospheric 

carbon dioxide levels surpassed 400 parts per million (National Aeronautics and Space 

Administration, 2013).  The ramifications of the 400 parts per million measure is noted by 

Erika Podes, a carbon and water cycle researcher, in a NASA survey of scientists regarding 

the conclusions to draw from the data:

CO2 concentrations haven’t been this high in millions of years. Even 
more alarming is the rate of increase in the last five decades and the fact 
that CO2 stays in the atmosphere for hundreds or thousands of years. 
This milestone is a wake up call that our actions in response to climate 
change need to match the persistent rise in CO2. Climate change is a threat 
to life on Earth and we can no longer afford to be spectators (National 
Aeronautics and Space Administration, 2013).

Podest notes that the issue is not one of a natural cycle of planetary seasonal fluctuation, 

but a rapid increase in a very short span of time threatening not only humanity, but also 

a host of other species within the Earth’s biosphere. Furthermore, the Intergovernmental 

Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) is set to release their 2013 report that establishes, with 

a confidence level exceeding 95% statistical certainty, that the rapid rise in atmospheric 

carbon dioxide is the result of human activity, particularly from the burning of fossil fuels 

since the 1950s.  While Singer’s argument proceeds from an earlier IPCC report, released 

in 2001, he notes that, “not for at least 420,000 years has there been so much carbon 

dioxide and methane in the atmosphere,” therefore the situation remains undesirable and 

a threat to human well being (Singer, p. 182).  Additionally, with an “atmospheric life” 

ranging from, “5 to 200 years,” or entailment period of harmful effects, that follow from 

despoiling the commons magnifies the threat even further (Intergovernmental Panel on 
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Climate Change, 2007).  Thus an immediate cessation of excess emissions does not negate 

harmful conditions or processes already underway.

Epistemically, the predictions of climate scientists may prove inaccurate and there is 

much that we do not understand regarding the intricate workings of the global biosphere, 

however the magnitude of the risks associated with the projections are sufficient that 

political leaders concede the need for action. 

Assumption 2:  The predominant cause of atmospheric pollution stems 
from human activities.

Assumption 3:  Undesirable changes to the climate are the result of 
increased concentrations of atmospheric emissions that exceed the capacity 
of the biosphere to absorb.

Assumption 4:  The consequences of pollution are long and the effects are 
indirect.  

As a result of the aforementioned assumptions, Singer identifies four undesirable 

consequences as sufficient to conclude climate change is worthy of action.  The 

significance of listing consequences particular to humankind enables the argument to 

sidestep consideration of non-humans that flourish as a result of climate change.

Singer’s Human Consequences of Inaction:

1. Enlarged range for natural disasters, such as hurricanes, endangers large 

urban areas never built to withstand such occurrences.

2. Tropical disease becomes more widespread.

3. Increase in food insecurity as a result of greater variability to rain patterns.

4. Sea level rise.
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The stated assumptions and human consequences serve as the grounding for Singer’s 

arguments.  It is noteworthy to emphasize that corrective actions, or inaction, insufficient 

to avert the “consequences of inaction” merit condemnation.

Political Disagreement, Inequality, and the Dispute over Development 

Singer advances the argument for collective action in the context of a world fraught 

with vast economic inequalities and questionable concerns for those less well off.  The 

generalizations of ‘rich’ and ‘poor’ serve Singer’s underlying purpose to reject an initial 

egalitarian solution that all bear an equal duty to act.  Additionally, the third premise 

expands the scope of moral consideration beyond human derived groupings of rich and 

poor nation-states, thereby enabling consideration of harms to non-humans to weigh into 

adjudication.  Furthermore, Singer’s initial two premises illustrate an implicit hierarchical 

taxonomy that relies upon the coercive power of the nation-state to compel actions of the 

constituent individuals.  

Premise 1: Rich nations may be able to adapt to changes at great cost.
Premise 2: Poor nations lack the resources to mitigate, adapt, or migrate.
Premise 3: Consequences for non-human animals and plants will be 
severe.

The role of premise 1 is to ground his assertion that the scope of harms “rich nations” 

are to experience from climate change is does not exceed their capacity to react, and 

implicitly that any excess justifies a duty to assist others.  Those classified as “poor 

nations” contain individuals struggling to meet their subsistence needs, and any 

additional burdens for action is an unrealistic expectation.  The disparity of economic 

wealth and industrialization associated with ‘rich’ nations enables Singer to levy unequal 

burdens for action.  Additionally, the vast disparity of capabilities, from both wealth and 

industrialization, coupled with the overarching global scope of the atmospheric commons, 

8



compels duties of justice that transcend individual nation-states to assist those incapable of 

helping themselves. 

It is from Singer’s citation of the United Nations Conference on Environment and 

Development, also known as the 1992 Earth Summit in Rio de Janiero, that he affirms the 

taxonomy of nation-states as the unit of moral considerability superseding individuals.  

On the basis of equity and in accordance with their common but 
differentiated responsibilities and respective capabilities.”  Developed 
nations should “take the lead in combating climate change and the adverse 
effects thereof.”  The developed nations committed themselves to 1990 
levels of emissions by the year 2000, but this commitment was not legally 
binding (Singer, p. 184).

The Earth Summit citation is noteworthy for asserting an initial position of political 

acceptance that the ‘rich’ are responsible for action disproportionately to ‘poor’ nations.  

Additionally, two enduring principles resulted out of the political negotiations, termed 

here as the “precautionary principle” and the “right to sustainable development,” that both 

encompass the assumptions, stated earlier, and alleviates obligations to those least capable 

of action, characterized as the ‘poor nations’ (Singer, 2010, p. 184).

Precautionary Principle: Call to action to avoid the risk of serious and 

irreversible damage even in the absence of full scientific certainty.

Right to Sustainable Development: economic development is essential for 

addressing climate change.

The precautionary principle encompasses scientific projections, political agreements, and 

philosophical discourse characterized by “Singer’s Human Consequences of Inaction,” 

premise 1 to 3.  As a result, Singer’s argument serves as descriptive the recent history 

of climate science and political negotiations.  Furthermore, Singer’s argument produces 
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premise 4 as representative of the continued efforts of politicians to avert the predications 

of climate scientists.

Premise 4:  If insignificant climate change action is undertaken, then the 
scientific consensus predicts very undesirable consequences of inaction. 

Arguments by Henry Shue and Simon Caney serve as generally supporting the 

precautionary principle and are consistent with Singer’s arguments regarding concern 

or obligation toward the future (Shue, Global Environment, 2010) (Caney, Cosmopolitan 

Justice, Responsibility, and Global Climate Change, 2005).  

In Support of Singer

While Singer does not explicitly focus on articulating the philosophical underpinnings of 

the right to sustainable development, or specifically what sustainability constitutes, Henry 

Shue, and others, affirm that the most impoverished have an overriding right to meet their 

subsistence needs before any expectations to mitigate atmospheric emissions arise (Shue, 

Subsistence Emissions and Luxury Emissions, 1993). 

Some alternative approaches to Singer take issue with the simplicity of dividing nation-

states into just two classifications.  The two class approach is criticized as both conjoining 

economic wealth and industrialization, however expanding the number of nation-state 

classifications offers little to accommodate the structural flaw exposed in the taxonomy 

itself.  However, Baer et al. keenly note that something is amiss within such a broad 

categorization of nation-states as either rich or poor, particularly vast disparities of 

individual wealth within each ‘rich’ or ‘poor’ nation state. (Baer, Athanasiou, Kartha, & 

Kemp-Benedict, 2010).  The significance of Baer et al. is the support it yields to viewing 

the hierarchical taxonomy, concerning nation-states and individuals, as a systematically 

flawed approach to climate justice.  If many individuals within the ‘rich’ nations are 
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not themselves sufficiently well off, then a duty to drastically alter lifestyle encounters 

problems beyond curtailing conspicuous consumption. A working class family may lack 

the means to install solar panels or relocation to curtail transportation use.  However, the 

taxonomy of Singer’s argument is representative of views of a nation-state as akin to a 

container capable of compelling action in the interest of the public good.  The issue here 

is that the taxonomy structure of a ‘container’ nation-state assumes defined borders, filled 

with their constituent self-interested individuals.  Furthermore, the nation-state is assumed 

to act in the interests of the public good.  However, debate regarding the appropriate 

classification of ‘rich’ versus ‘poor’ or expanding classes to the developed, developing, and 

undeveloped is set aside.

The Kyoto Protocol

Noting that voluntary agreement proved insufficient to curtail the pace of greater 

concentrations of atmospheric pollution, negotiations began in 1997, on what would 

become known as the “Kyoto Protocol.”  The lack of a binding agreement amongst nation-

states resulted in no significant progress toward stabilizing or reducing climate emissions.  

As a result, Singer’s argument supports an additional premise that voluntary action is 

insufficient to address the issue.  Therefore, conclusion 1 represents an increasing level 

of frustration to take substantive action, in light of additional confirming evidence of the 

scientific consensus. 

Premise 5:  No voluntary climate action agreements are sufficient to 
curtail emissions.

Conclusion 1:  The scientific consensus predicts the increased likelihood 
of human consequences of inaction.
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Singer notes that the Kyoto Protocol accepts the principle of “emissions trading” as an 

acceptable means of aligning incentives to compel desirable outcomes.  The system of 

implementation of trading emissions rights entails establishing a baseline level of pollution 

that the atmosphere is capable of handling, and then allocating and distributing rights 

to the various nation-states to administer.  The generalized merits of the principle of 

emissions trading is that it provides a practical redistributive mechanism for polluting 

parties to transfer payments to others for their unused allocations.  Theoretically, the rich 

nations then compensate the poor for their overuse, and the transfers promote sustainable 

adaptation and mitigation efforts.

Singer accepts emissions trading in principle, but takes issue with the equitable distribution 

of rights to pollute.  The Kyoto Protocol’s varied emission reduction targets assigned to 

developed nations is assailed as arbitrary, and therefore impermissible.

These targets were arrived at through negotiations with government leaders, 
and they were not based on any general principles of fairness, nor much 
else that can be defended on any terms other than the need to get agreement 
(Singer, p. 185).

As a result of the arbitrary nature of the emissions targets, Singer shifts attention to 

climate justice and the concerns of equitable distribution.  However, in transition to focus 

on the philosophical arguments for climate justice, Singer dispels the notion that voluntary 

action is suitable to achieve the needed ends.  The Kyoto Protocol aspired to achieve a 

binding agreement, but the failure of both the United States and Australia to adopt the 

measure ultimately doomed the effort.  

Singer quickly notes the inadequacy of voluntary measures to redress situations of injustice 

by noting there is no basis for optimism, “How likely is it that the rich nations would 

spend the money in this manner?  Their past record is not encouraging,” (Singer, p. 185).  
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If the material fact that many people remain in persistent conditions of abject poverty 

illustrates that affluent nations are unlikely to act in the interests of fellow humans, then 

it is unlikely that the ‘wealthy’ nation-states will voluntarily act in the interests of the 

atmosphere.  The implied conclusion is to assert a priority of claims, that the apathy 

concerning fellow humans is unlikely to be trumped by concerns for the atmospheric 

commons.  Furthermore, this implied maneuver serves to support a conclusion that the 

ethical concerns and consideration of humanity is primary, thus genocide is not to be a 

solution under consideration.

Singer thereby dismisses voluntary action as an impermissible basis to achieve justice, 

therefore a binding treaty is needed to compel action.  Furthermore, the argument for 

binding action is amplified when the undesirable predictions of climate scientists is 

entered into the discussion.  The undesirable predictions are to occur in the not so distant 

future.

Premise 6:  If voluntary action is inadequate to address other concerns 
of global inequalities and injustice, then voluntary action is similarly 
inadequate to address the global inequalities pertaining to climate justice.

Premise 7:  The record of voluntary action is inadequate in addressing 
global inequalities and injustice.

Conclusion 2:  Voluntary action is an inadequate method to address global 
inequalities and injustice.

Atmospheric Instrumental Valuation

While much of Singer’s argument is aimed at rebuffing the economics based skepticism 

of Bjorn Lomborg, a priority of claims emerges.  An intrinsic value of humankind is 

argued as a priority claim over the value neutral view of economics. Generally, justice 

follows from principles to guide public policy that is aimed at delivering specific 
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consequences.  Singer’s argument dismisses the priority of economics, in favor of a view 

that cost-benefit analysis delivers an absurd conclusion that neglects a non-quantifiable 

value to an atmospheric commons suitable to humankind.  However, Singer’s acceptance 

of an emissions trading regime is aimed at capturing the externalized costs of pollution.  

If the costs of externalized pollution are quantified into economics, then it follows 

that an incentive system emerges to support compel reduced use of the atmospheric 

commons.  Additionally, Singer appeals to marginal utility to underscore that the cost to 

the wealthy is relatively less burdensome than the less well off.  Furthermore, consideration 

is offered to the disparate local climates of the tropics and the Arctic. Therefore, to 

address the inequality of wealth and local climates, Singer endorses emissions trading as 

effectively capable of accommodating the practical reality that some must pollute more 

than others as a result of external conditions.   

As the material conditions of every nation-state, and individual, are not identical, the 

method of reducing aggregate emissions is similarly not the same.  However, if pricing 

pollution is simply the necessary adjustment to evaluating alternatives, then the economic 

practice of discounting future benefits may result in decisions that opt for continued 

pollution.  The shortcoming of economic and financial modeling lies in the fact that they 

are value neutral, and rely upon government to ensure societal values are upheld through 

coercive measures.  Singer’s approach implicitly supports a view that individuals are 

self-interested and nation-states must act in a coercive manner to uphold the public good.  

Joseph DesJardins characterizes this paradigmatic approach as follows, “This regulation 

and compliance framework mirrors a long tradition in ethics that assumes that ethical 

responsibilities conflict with self-interest.  To be ethical, one must forgo self-interest; if one 

is pursuing self-interest, one is less than ethically praiseworthy,” (DesJardins, 2006).
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Singer, in response to Lomborg’s discounting the future value of the atmospheric 

commons, notes that economic modeling without values delivers absurdities.  Employing 

Lomborg’s methodology, Singer illustrates the flaw in economic modeling.

Assume that unchecked global warming will lead to rising sea levels, 
flooding valuable land in 40 years’ time.  With an annual discount rate of 
5 percent, it is worth spending only $14.20 to prevent flooding that will 
permanently inundate land worth $100 (Singer, p. 186). 

Beyond illustrating a fundamental problem in the use of economic modeling, Singer draws 

attention to the isolated nature of forecasting, “our investments may increase over time… 

but the price we are prepared to pay to save human lives, or endangered species, may go 

up just as much.”  As a result, ethical values must precede economics if it is to be useful 

in delivering guidance of weighing alternatives.  Singer explicitly endorses the primacy of 

ethical values to economics by noting much of what it cannot price.
 
An ethical, not an economic, justification would be needed for discounting 
suffering and death, or the extinction of species, simply because these 
losses will not occur for 40 years.  No such justification has been offered 
(Singer, p. 186).

As a result, the argument supports the conclusions 3 and 4.  However, the philosophical 

project to ascertain an intrinsic value of the atmosphere is left unanswered yet is 

compatible with a virtue ethical approach.  Singer’s argument values the atmospheric 

commons instrumentally, specifically because of the contingent nature of humankind 

on the well being of the atmosphere.  Many environmental ethicists take issue with this 

type of instrumental treatment, particularly those with deontological views, however it is 

the fact that Singer is focused on the practical outcomes necessary to avert the “Human 

Consequences of Inaction,” asserted earlier, that makes the argument effective.  The 
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deontological debate regarding the moral standing of the atmosphere is unhampered, so 

long as humankind achieves the necessary outcomes to continue the discussion.

Conclusion 3: The value of the atmospheric commons outweighs strategies 
of risk management through economic discounting.

Conclusion 4: Ethical reasoning must be expanded to accommodate 
indirect harms and responsibilities of polluting activities.

Conclusion 5: The consequences of both inaction and insignificant action 
are too harmful to ignore.

However, Singer’s consequentialist argument for collective action fails to answer how 

practical alternatives should be adjudicated.  While the response is effective at responding 

to the skeptical Lomborg, it offers little guidance beyond asserting that discounting 

the costs of prevention against future permanent loss are problematic.  Singer’s aim is 

to establish the hierarchical relationship of ethical values over economics, yet leaves 

unanswered the economic dilemma of allocating resources amongst various options.  

Therefore, the following is offered as implicit to Singer’s argument, and justifies the 

instrumental valuation of the atmospheric commons. 

Premise 8:  If the atmosphere is a limitless resource, then moral 
consideration is unnecessary.

Premise 9:  Descriptive scientific data demonstrates that the atmosphere is 
not a limitless resource.

While it would be invalid to conclude expanding full moral consideration as following 

from premises 8 and 9, a slight revision appears more fitting than attempting to grant full 

moral status.

Premise 10:  All other human values are contingent upon a stable and 
suitable atmosphere.
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Premise 11:  If the atmosphere is unsuitable or unstable, then the 
contingent values of humankind are irrelevant.

Conclusion 6: Collective action is necessary to achieve a sustainable 
balance with the atmospheric commons. 

The above conclusion is consistent with a virtue ethics approach warranting the 

instrumental use of the atmosphere.  Furthermore, the conclusion stands on the fact that 

substantive action and outcomes are the measure of what actions are deemed the “good.”  

Thus, a “good” action is one that is viewed as instrumental to the results of avoiding the 

undesirable outcomes, and thus the “good” action is partially dependent upon time.

Distributing Emissions Rights

Advancing to consider just how to move from the unsustainable present towards a system 

of justice meriting praise and condemnation of actions, a baseline capacity for polluting 

emissions must be established.  Singer rationalizes that no good reason justifies unequal 

use of the atmospheric commons, and an egalitarian per capita calculation is accepted.  

Then, the position is altered, to accommodate an objection of current population growth 

rates, by accepting that a projection is acceptable for the calculation and distribution of 

emissions rights to nation-states. 

The disparity in the current polluting emissions of developed nations starkly contrasts the 

levels of the undeveloped, or even the developing.  At the time of Singer’s paper, he notes 

that an egalitarian emissions allocations produces an outcome in which the worst off are 

free to increase emissions as they develop, while the rich nations must significantly curtail 

their polluting activities or purchase any excess rights from the poor nations.

India would be able to increase its carbon emissions to more than three 
times what they now are… The United States, on the other hand, would 
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have to reduce its emissions to no more than one-fifth of present levels 
(Singer, p. 191).

The initial per capita distribution appears unproblematic, however it is the allocation to 

nation-states that introduces a host of problems.  Whether the classifications entails two 

classifications, or more, of nation-states, the result is that international trade challenges 

these static divisions.  If the right to sustainable development is maintained, then many 

nation-states are unburdened from immediate action.  Singer implicitly accepts that his 

future projection response to the population objection is adequate to address emissions 

arising from the production and consumption of various goods or services.

However, Singer’s response remains problematic due to his reliance upon the taxonomy 

of individuals and nation-states as the units of moral consideration.  The argument is 

persuasive if the nation-states are relatively economically self-contained and individual 

migration is merely a trivial or marginal case.  The rebalancing of allocations due to 

migration is plausible for Singer, however the issue of containment, both territorially and 

economically, remains.

Breakdown of the Traditional Taxonomy

Under the traditional taxonomy of climate justice, nation-states operate as the collective 

action agents of a territory and the individuals within.  The coercive power of nation-state 

institutions endorses such an assumption.  Under a liberal view of political philosophy, 

the nation-state is agent of collective action.  It follows that the actions of the nation-state 

are “good” if it both operates in the public interest and upholds individual rights.  If the 

nation-state is to act in the interests of territorial boundaries, then the “good” is for the 

constituents within.  However, just as Singer noted that an expansion of ethical scope is 
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needed to account for the consideration of the atmospheric commons, so to is there a need 

to reconsider the nation-state as a territorial bound container.

Singer offers, “giving everyone an equal share of a common resource like the capacity of 

the atmosphere to absorb our emissions is, I have argued, a fair starting point, a position 

that should prevail unless there are good reasons for moving from it,” and proceeds to 

defend rejecting emissions allocations distributed by economic activity and measures 

of efficiency.  However, international trade decouples the location of production from 

subsequent consumption.  

International trade illustrates that per capita distribution is too general to be of practical 

merit, yet Singer’s response rests upon observing that, “the vast majority of goods and 

services that the United States produces – 89 percent of them – are consumed in the 

United States,” (Singer, p. 192).  The reasoning follows that if a rich nation pollutes beyond 

its per capita allocation its economic activity is irrelevant.

However, international trade and economic geography present a very distinct problem for 

Singer that he fails to fully consider.  In an equitable world of per capita emissions, it is 

implied that the needs of individuals is satisfied from the national allocation, implying 

that generally all goods and services are produced within territorial boundaries. It follows 

that under Singer’s view, either all production activities must be distributed to serve only 

the nation-state or the emissions of manufacturing for export are simply the cost of trade. 

Therefore, an airliner produced in the United States, and exported for use elsewhere, must 

be determined to be of sufficient benefit, economic or otherwise, to outweigh the cost of 

using emission rights that would normally be for use within the nation-state.   

Singer’s response further fails to account for the fact that a factory in a rich nation-state, 

charged with a dramatic reduction of emissions, may simply relocate elsewhere.  Polluting 

19



emissions from a factory are not reduced if relocation merely moves the location of the 

same pollution.  The offshoring of industrial operations is no trivial objection, in the way 

that a single individual migrating is.  Furthermore, if economic geography, or clustering 

of production, is not adequately considered, then redistribution of industry may result in 

a systemic increase of emissions due to increased need for transportation of unfinished 

products along a supply chain.  Additionally, just as Singer conceded that inhabitants of 

a cold climate require additional greater atmospheric emissions to keep warm, natural 

resource endowments are similarly not equally distributed.

Furthermore, Singer’s maneuver to assert that voluntary action is evidenced by a history 

of inadequate outcomes, so too is the practice of economic autarky1.   Globalization may 

have resulted in conditions of injustice for various peoples, but its record of promoting 

interdependence and peace through trade is much harder to assail.

Seemingly the defense to the egalitarian based per capita distribution is to either dispute 

the need for complex industrial products or reject anything that a local territory is unable 

to provide.  However, relocating factories to poorer nation-states may result in advancing 

objectives of social and economic justice, yet the primary concern here is reducing 

emissions and the avoidance of undesirable outcomes.  

Additionally, Singer overlooks a fundamental fact of economic history, following the 

Second World War the United States not only financed the rebuilding of the war ravaged 

European nations, but also served as the marketplace to purchase their products (Frieden, 

2006).  The purchase of exported European products is pivotal, due to the fact that the 

domestic citizens had little to no ability to consume the industrial output until many years 

later.  In addition, Singer correctly notes that the goods of the United States may consume 

1 The practice of import substitution, particularly practiced by Axis powers between 
World War I and World War II.
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most of goods and services produced, but is also the marketplace for the production 

of many other nations.  Additionally, the rapid development of the ‘Four Asian Tiger’ 

economies of Southeast Asia is traced to the investment of foreign capital and exports to 

the markets of the United States, and not to their own domestic consumption (Investopedia 

US, 2013).  Therefore, where a product is made and where it is sold, and consumed, are 

very significant matters.  

The fact remains that the challenge of addressing climate change is primarily a matter of 

securing a sustainable relationship of use with the atmospheric commons.  Additionally, 

the fact that action now is less disruptive and costly than undertaking future actions, to 

avoid the predicted undesirable outcomes, coupled with the long tail effects of current 

polluting activities necessitates a view toward climate justice that is consequentialist in 

nature.  As a result, disregarding the realities of industrial clustering, international trade, or 

distribution of natural resources and interjecting concerns for economic justice only serve 

as obstructions that characterize the current impasse and the failure of the Kyoto Protocol.  

Singer’s approach is best viewed as descriptive of the issue through the current impasse 

and resulted from the failure to achieve an enforceable treaty. 

Lastly, the association of wealth and industrialization may correlate with many nation-

states, but it is erroneous to assert such a connection.  Organizations are the units of 

economic activity to which wealth and employment follow.  If a nation-state’s territory 

encompasses the activities of an organization, then the nation-state appears best suited to 

compel action in support of a collective good.  However, if organizations transcend borders 

and span the jurisdictional scope of multiple nation-states, then the traditional taxonomy 

is fatally flawed.  The traditional approach for collective action is persuasive if individuals 

are self-interested and the nation-state employs coercive power for the public good, yet the 
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rewards for non-cooperation amongst nation-states in attracting organizations that exposes 

the fundamental flaw requiring a reevaluation of the climate justice taxonomy.

 

Transcendent Organizations

Economic prosperity within a territorial space is not attributable to the government of a 

nation-state.  Economic wealth and industrialization follow from organizations, generally 

as private enterprise and corporations.  While there are instances of organizational units 

owned by governments, these represent marginal cases.  While most organizations operate 

within the jurisdictional borders of a single nation-state, publicly traded multinational 

corporations exhibit the transcendental nature that fatally undermines the traditional 

taxonomy of nation-state and individuals.  As the primary units of generating economic 

wealth and employment, organizations wield substantial power to influence decision-

making, both on the individual and nation-state level.  The capability of organizations 

to exploit disparities of taxation rates and regulatory burdens, also known as regulatory 

arbitrage, is the basis to challenge the supremacy of the nation-state in advancing the 

public good over a territorial space. 

However, a climate justice taxonomy that assumes organizations are sufficiently contained 

by the territorial borders of nation-states is to ignore empirical reality.  Organizations are 

capable of exploiting the jurisdictional limits of nation-states through both subdivision and 

relocation. The transcendental organization, an organization that operates across multiple 

nation-states and frequently a publicly traded corporation, commands sufficient influence 

to compel non-cooperative, self-interested, behavior amongst nation-states.  The reward for 

non-cooperative behavior undermines the revenues of one nation-state for the benefit of 

another, yet it is the transcendental organization benefitting from reduced regulatory costs.  
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The concentrated prize of significant employment or tax revenues is generally sufficient 

temptation for nation-states to accommodate and maintain non-alignment of regulation 

for transcendent organizations.  A New York Times article illustrates several of the 

characteristics of a transcendental organization in the business practices of the technology 

firm Apple. 

The advantages of Luxembourg are simple, say Apple executives. The 
country has promised to tax the payments collected by Apple and 
numerous other tech corporations at low rates if they route transactions 
through Luxembourg. Taxes that would have otherwise gone to the 
governments of Britain, France, the United States and dozens of other 
nations go to Luxembourg instead, at discounted rates.
…
The Irish government offered Apple tax breaks in exchange for jobs.
…
But the bigger advantage was that the arrangement allowed Apple to 
send royalties on patents developed in California to Ireland. The transfer 
was internal, and simply moved funds from one part of the company to a 
subsidiary overseas. But as a result, some profits were taxed at the Irish rate 
of approximately 12.5 percent, rather than at the American statutory rate of 
35 percent (Duhigg & Kocieniewski, 2012).

While the Luxembourg example illustrates regulatory arbitrage, it is the case of Ireland 

that evidences both the unique capabilities of transcendent organizations and the self-

interest of a nation-state. If special treatment results from seeking to attract employment 

or revenues to support public services, then it follows that nation-states are motivated 

to the “good” of accommodating transcendent organizations.  Therefore, any climate 

justice allocation regime that omits the special nature of organizations and leaves room 

for increased emissions from the less developed, as a result of their right to sustainable 

development, is bound to encounter resistance from the most developed nation-states.  

Wage disparity and vast supplies of workers compel many organizations to relocate 
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operations, however the rich and developed nation-state is unlikely to accept a collective 

action treaty that provides additional incentives for offshoring. 

Additionally, assigning responsibility and desserts to organizations is particularly complex 

as a result of the capability to organize, divide, and relocate without any actual movement, 

but merely maneuvers of legal framing.  If governing organizations were simple, then 

instituting a “Polluter Pays Principle” would be an effective means to counter the costs 

of externalization from polluting activities.  However, the fact that pollution is frequently 

an indirect harm, while the economic benefits are direct, illustrates the challenge of 

overcoming incentives for non-cooperation amongst nation-states. 

The nation-state container similarly fails when the actions to influence public policy 

increasingly correspond with the interests of particular organizations. The World Trade 

Organization (WTO) case of the United States and Boeing Corp. versus the European 

Union and Airbus are illustrative of anti-competitive collusion amongst nation-states and 

organizations (Drew & Clark, 2012).  A full explication of the case is beyond the scope 

of this project, yet it illustrates the level of importance that large organizations play in 

the economic health of a nation-state.  Furthermore the case illustrates that nation-states 

are quite willing to accommodate the interests of large organizations.  If the largest 

organizations can compel accommodation by the most powerful nation-states, then it 

follows that the hierarchical relationship of the traditional taxonomy is fatally flawed. 

As large organizations increasingly engage in rent-seeking2  activities, a game theoretical 

Nash-equilibrium  emerges to characterize the new competitive field beyond the 

marketplace merits of goods or services. The problematic ramifications of widespread 

2  Activities that seek to gain influence via government action (e.g. no bid contracts, 
campaign contributions, or legislation specifically benefitting a particular firm).

24



rent-seeking is illustrated by the firm that abstains from attempting to influence the 

political or regulatory arena, then finds itself at a competitive disadvantage and potentially 

under the existential threat of takeover or buyout.  Therefore the resulting paradox is a 

scenario that, in reasoned isolation, the right action is to abstain from rent-seeking, yet the 

present reality is that large firms are each already in the default situation of rent-seeking.  

As a result, the saying, “no good deed goes unpunished,” illustrates the reality of the 

globalized pursuit of profits.  

In summary, the impasse resulting from the Kyoto Protocol serves as evidence that the 

latent issue is not so much classifications of rich vs. poor, developed vs. undeveloped 

vs. developing, but one of an erroneous assumption that either wealth or development is 

properly conjoined to a nation-state government.  If the constituent units of economic 

activity are organizations, then reconsideration is merited.  If transcendent organizations 

are reducing nation-states to self-interested parties, then special consideration is needed.  

If transcendent organizations are capturing profits, not from the merits of their product 

or service, but from regulatory arbitrage and rent seeking, then special consideration is 

needed.  

If organizations are capable of maneuvers that amount to a stateless organization, then 

the container of the nation-state is fundamentally shattered.  Senator Carl Levin noted 

that Apple’s use of tax havens constituted, “Apple successfully sought the holy grail of tax 

avoidance. It has created offshore entities holding tens of billions of dollars while claiming 

to be tax resident nowhere” (Schwartz & Duhigg, 2013).

A Revised Taxonomy

Individuals are largely self-interested.  Nation-states are self-interested in relation to each 

other.  However, the behavior and influence of transcendental organizations compels 
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serious reservations regarding the likelihood that nearly all of the 200+ nation-states of the 

world are to maintain a cooperative regime.

The revised climate justice taxonomy is illustrated to reflect non-containment of 

transcendent organizations (see Figure 1).  Additionally, multinational assets represent an 

acknowledgement that nation-states are positioned to exert authority over many aspects of 

a transcendent organization, yet it is only a partial and local jurisdiction.

Figure 1: Revised Climate Justice Taxonomy

 

Both the atmospheric commons as well as non-human plants and animals are positioned 

within the taxonomy yet represent moral considerations that require stewardship.  The 

natural sciences are necessary for the monitoring of consequences as to the well being of 

the atmospheric commons, or more specifically to monitoring the conditions for human 

flourishing. Additionally, the classification of non-human animals and plants aids in the 

ecological processes that also affect the atmospheric balance.  While there are distinct 
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epistemic limitations on the two aforementioned classes, harms to either class serve as 

barometers to the desired ends of collective action.   

The advantage of this revised taxonomy is that it is easily expanded at either the nation-

state or individual levels to accommodate further distinctions.  The classification of 

“Multinational Assets” accommodates local jurisdiction of fixed assets by nation-states 

(i.e. local pollution controls for a factory).  Classifying “Transcendent Organizations” at 

the same level of nation-states illustrates the need for overarching rules to minimize the 

advantages of rent-seeking and regulatory arbitrage.

Global Governance

One possible means to incorporate transcendent organizations and counter the incentive 

for non-cooperation amongst nation-states is the expansion of global governance.  

Currently the WTO serves the role of adjudicating trade disputes amongst nation-

states, but expanding the jurisdictional scope would permit actions against particular 

transcendent organizations directly.  Nation-states colluding with organizations are 

capable of hindering or obstructing complaints, however expanding global governance 

enables parties to directly petition grievances.  Expanding the scope of the WTO enables 

adjudication of penalties for inadequate progress towards specific nation-state reductions.  

Additionally, global governance is also capable of serving as a clearinghouse for allocating 

resources to peoples that may find it is too late for mitigation.  Low lying island nations, 

such as the Maldives, are likely to succumb to rising sea levels and necessarily must 

migrate.  Singer’s approach sought to compel rich nations to purchase excess emissions 

rights from poor nations, but spoke little of a nation-states seemingly doomed to collapse.  

For a country like the Maldives, all material wealth of the land and natural resources 

is reduced to zero as it becomes unsuitable for human habitation.  A body of global 
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governance supersedes individual nation-states and is positioned to disburse compensation 

to assist the migration of peoples elsewhere.  Thus as a nation-state government slowly 

implodes from gradual desertion, compensation is less apt to be compromised by the 

remnants of the failing state.

Best Practices Promotion

Recognizing that many products and processes of human development are to remain 

in use, the expanded taxonomy compels an additional variable to a population-based 

allocation of emissions rights.  The per capita distribution is maintained, however it 

is supplemented by accommodating emissions allocated for economic activity.  The 

distribution of economic activity emissions rights is not equally disbursed, but considers 

the clustering of industry and the natural resources intrinsic to a territorial space.  The 

benefit of this economic approach is the anticipation that some industries may reduce 

emissions significantly through technology, while others are unlikely to benefit from 

dramatic advances.  The focus becomes promoting sustainable processes and practices 

where they can be applied and recognizes that international trade will continues.

Objections

1) How is this any different than the World Trade Organization (WTO)?  The WTO 

currently adjudicates trade disputes amongst nation-states, what does this approach offer 

that is different, other than a call to incorporate climate change?

The WTO serves as a basis to illustrate that a focused global governance model is 

capable of effective action.  Liberal states and non-liberal states are apart of the WTO, 

and each accepts that they must abide by its decisions to gain, and retain, access to 

markets.  Organizations based within a WTO nation-state gain access to sell goods and 
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services to foreign markets, while the nation-state gains the derivative tax revenues.  

However, the current structure of the WTO operates as though nation-states are the parties 

responsible for the actions of organizations within their territory, as a result disputes 

are settled amongst nation-states.  Broadening the focus to recognize the transcendent 

nature of organizations enables a global governing body to take direct action against an 

organization, and not simply the governing nation-state.  The benefit of this approach 

is the anticipation that nation-states are self-interested towards others and collude with 

organizations.  Many instances of legislation written to accommodate a particular 

organization serve to preserve the prosperity of a local group, but externalize harms to 

distant lands and peoples.  Global governance provides a path to advance complaints 

without the prospect of corroborating nation-states protecting the offending party. 

Additionally, infusing the dimensions of climate justice into the realm of commerce 

has the added benefit of curtailing some of the harms associated with globalization.  

Externalization of costs will still occur, particularly regarding harms that exceed the 

current body of knowledge to detect, yet a significant step forward would be achieved in 

countering the special capabilities of organizations.  Singer similarly envisioned a role for 

a global body, however his view pertained to an objection regarding payments to corrupt 

nation-state regimes. 

The sale of quota could be managed by an international authority 
answerable to the United Nations.  That authority could hold the money it 
receives in trust until the country has a government able to make a credible 
claim that the money will be used to benefit the people as a whole (Singer, 
Pg. 196).

Policing multinational organizations thereby falls under the dual jurisdiction of local 

nation-state governments and global governance.  The magnified power and resources 

of organizations is thereby directed toward pursuit of the good, whereas the current 
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assessment of globalization is more ambiguous for accommodating and rewarding the 

pursuit of externalization amid an absence of values.  A similar paradigm is illustrated 

in the BASEL international banking accords that aim to regulate only the largest 

multinational institutions.

2) Don’t individual shareholders own corporations?  If organizations are owned and 

comprised of individuals, then it would follow that the nation-state is best positioned to 

enact regulations that constrain organizations.

A generalized account of organizational ontology, particularly the publicly traded multi-

national corporation, is sufficient to justify inclusion into the revised climate justice 

taxonomy. The commonly held view that shareholders are owners of a corporation fails on 

multiple accounts of what would otherwise characterize ownership. Stephen Bainbridge 

concisely dismantles misconceptions that shareholders are owners by highlighting several 

key deficiencies.

Shareholders lack most of the incidents of ownership, which we might 
define as the rights to possess, use, and manage corporate assets, and the 
rights to corporate income and assets. For example, shareholders have no 
right to use or possess corporate property (Bainbridge, 2006).

At issue is the notion of responsibility, if corporations are merely a collection of 

individuals operating within the jurisdictional confines of the nation-state, then the state 

is sufficient to enforce both laws and morality.  However, Philip Pettit effectively argues 

that the notion of corporate agency necessitates a correspondent responsibility that 

justifies holding organizations responsible when no constituent member, or members, is 

identified as responsible.  Pettit’s argument is surmised as viewing liability for corporate 

malfeasance should not be shielded merely due to an expansive division of labor, or 

that, “no incorporated agency without incorporated responsibility, and this, even when 
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individual responsibility is diminished,” (Pettit, 2007). As a result, organizational interests 

are not necessarily reflective of the constituent members.

Conclusion

International trade and industrial clustering illustrate a key fundamental shortcoming of 

any social or economic justice solution that fails to incorporate the material reality of 

the unequal distribution of natural resources.  While the right to sustainable development 

is generally accepted to alleviate those least well off from specific duties regarding 

atmospheric emissions, the principle is so broad that it is of little use without further 

explication.  The very fact that sustainable development is not explicitly detailed supports 

a position that organizations may redefine the range of products and services so as to be a 

key force in achieving the necessary collective action desired.  

Organizations are a key party to the climate justice taxonomy, and while many may fit 

within the traditional territorial container of a nation-state, transcendental organizations 

require an expanded approach that counters the incentives for regulatory non-cooperation 

amongst nation-state actors.  Thus the revised taxonomy incorporates a tripartite 

approach that balances and recognizes, “a more adequate model of sustainable business 

must recognize the complex web of connections between government, business, and 

individuals,” (DesJardins, 2006).  

Substantive action addressing climate change must encompass the ethical concerns of 

social welfare, the ecological stewardship of the atmospheric commons, and the economic 

activities that deliver the benefits of efficient utilization of limited natural resources. 

Addressing climate justice amongst classifications of nation-states remains elusive, as 

noted by the failure of the recent Warsaw Climate Conference, also known as the 19th 

Conference of the Parties, to fully fund a “loss and damage” mechanism to finance 
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mitigation within the less developed nation-states (Shah, 2013).  The revised taxonomy 

addresses the aspect of overlooking transcendental organizations, but does not address the 

lack of political will to transfer wealth to the least well off to address climate change.  As 

developed nations realize that achieving collective action necessitates ensuring that the less 

developed do not follow a similar path of development, then cross classification is more apt 

to result.

Climate justice arguments that exclude economic activity, as merely conjoined to the 

classification of ‘rich’ or ‘developed’ to focus narrowly on the welfare of humankind, 

commit a serious oversight that is unlikely to be found pragmatically useful in practice.  

The revised taxonomy addresses a fundamental flaw overlooking the unique role of 

transcendent organizations, and provides a philosophical basis for prescriptive progress 

towards collective action and sustainable atmospheric stewardship.
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