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INTRODUCTION


 


Can we humans agree on a set of values which will allow us to confront the numerous threats that we and our planet face – we collectively, given that there are no exceptions for any one group of people or nation from the problems in question?


Or will we continue our disagreements, rivalries, and antipathies, even as we collectively approach what, in the not impossible extreme, might be drastic global threats even to the risk of extinction?


If there is a set of values we can agree on, a universal ethical outlook that can guide us away from the consequences of our historical choices and activities, what is it? How are we to begin overcoming the diversity of attitudes across cultures about – for chief examples – the sources and uses of social and political authority, economic imperatives, justice, religion, discrimination and prejudice, the position of women in society, sex and sexuality, science, evolution, the entangled and often painful legacies of history, and how to deal with the challenge of climate change? Is it hopelessly utopian to work for an end to division, conflict, and disagreement, and instead for all humanity to find common ground to solve the problems faced by our planet and its peoples?


The problem of relativism in ethics – ‘what I think is good you think is bad’ with no apparent way of resolving the contradiction – has long been a familiar one. In the safe realm of theory one solution to it is to ‘live and let live’, accepting irreconcilability. But in the realm of practice, in our inescapably globalized world, that is a luxury which cannot be indulged, because where outlooks collide the result is too often and too literally disastrous, as acts of terrorism and interethnic and interreligious conflicts show.


The phrase used in the previous sentence, ‘our inescapably globalized world’, captures a major part of the problem humanity faces.


Globalization – a word so over-worked that every use of it looks like a cliché – has a long history. Its modern form began in the fifteenth century ce when Portugal’s Prince Henry the Navigator encouraged his country’s sailors to explore, a process that evolved into seeking sea routes to sources of the East’s desirable products, especially spices. Until then these valuable commodities had been transported to Arabia’s shores and laboriously conveyed to the Mediterranean coast by camel. By the end of the sixteenth century, following the lead of Portugal’s seamen, European commercial navies sailing across the equator and round the Cape of Good Hope had effectively made that route redundant. Very soon afterwards they began transporting human cargo – slaves – westward to the New World, bringing back gold and silver, and later sugar, cotton, and tobacco.


As globalization increased almost exclusively in the form of trade and colonization it disseminated Europe’s ideas, faiths, and ways of life across the planet, changing much in the societies encountered. The process was partial and gradual as long as communications were constrained by distance. Full globalization became imminent when rapid and reliable international communications by rail, telegraph, and mail became commonplace, and reached its recent apogee with universal air travel and the internet.


Globalization will only stall or go into reverse if a major planetary catastrophe occurs that disrupts the millions of bonds that have come to wrap the planet round. One possible cause would be pandemic disease, which might diminish globalization’s physical manifestations until means of controlling it are found; the Covid-19 pandemic is a stark warning of what the future may hold. Another is the fact that the internet has turned out to be a platform for so much harmful content, which could result in censorship and control being imposed, diminishing the electronic version of globalization too. Because the world’s interconnectedness is a key to the world’s economy, with few places left that can hope to flourish without the lifelines to other places and people along which economic and cultural exchanges flow, the retreat of globalization will have negative effects along with positive ones. For example, it will reverse the slow and unequal trend towards reducing world poverty, and could exacerbate the problems of inequality and economic injustice that have been major factors in the rise of right-wing populism in the early decades of the twenty-first century.


As the Covid-19 pandemic showed, the planet’s degree of interconnectedness is a risk as well as a benefit. Pandemics aside, interconnectedness promotes economic competition as well as mutual dependency, and because economic success depends on growth and profits, which in turn depend on controlling costs and promoting consumption, the strains on the physical and social fabric of the planet increase. So even in good times, more intensive techniques of production, more technological innovation, more movements of people, bring problems, and too often threats, as well as increases in wealth and knowledge.


The threats include anthropogenic – human-caused – climate change, epidemic diseases, malign or harmful uses of technology such as spyware and autonomous weapons systems, competition turning into conflict, and violent reactions by groups whose traditional values are threatened by various forms of modernization. Globalization also raises acute questions about human rights and social and economic justice, given the pressures it exerts in the relentless quest for cheap labour, new markets and natural resources, with consequent enforced juxtaposition of competing or mutually hostile value outlooks. Conflicts force refugees across borders, economic disparities promote migration, with people being both pushed and pulled: pushed by deprivation or conflict at home and pulled by the attraction of wealth and peace elsewhere – an age-old dynamic, but problematic in a more crowded planet.


As the world globalizes and the rate of technological change increases, more conservative outlooks – not least those involving religion and nationalism – work to resist their influence, increasing conflict. The concepts of race, sex, gender, sexuality, educational value, and biology are all foci of difficulty and contestation therefore.


Almost all the problems are not such that they can be solved or even managed within the borders of a single state. Globalization really does mean globalization. By far the most obvious example is anthropogenic climate change. Only a concerted global effort can stop the rise in the planet’s temperatures to levels where many species are tipped into extinction and much of humanity itself is endangered. But global efforts are also needed to deal with pandemic diseases; global agreement is needed to control the development of potentially dangerous technologies, especially weapons technologies; global agreement is needed to solve the problems that cause conflicts, mass migrations, violence, and risks to both national and international stability.


And here therefore is the problem at issue: there is no worldwide set of values that can be invoked to underwrite agreements about what to do and not do in the interests of humanity and the planet in all these respects. This question, therefore – Is a system of universally acceptable values possible? – counts as one of the most important that humankind can ask itself, in the hope of achieving a positive answer.


 


It turns out, on examination, that these different problems do have a single solution, which is not obvious until the explanation for it shows why it is right, at which point, paradoxically, it becomes obvious. To understand this, and more particularly to understand how it can be made to work to humanity’s advantage, we need to see why globalized agreement is necessary to deal with each of the problems. In this book I seek to do this by focusing on the three most pressing challenges that face the world: climate change, troubling aspects of technological development, and deficits of social, economic, and political justice.


The first problem, global warming, is or by now should be familiar. It is possibly the most tractable problem faced by the world among those mentioned, because ways of reducing the rate of warming, mitigating its effects, and adapting to some of its consequences, are known and within reach – provided that humanity as a whole works together, and in such a way as to share the costs and burdens of doing so. The required action bears on production and consumption – which means: on economic activity; therefore, on economies. On the face of it, a straightforward reduction in production and consumption seems to imply a reduction in living standards and quality of life for all, but most markedly in the wealthier countries of the world. This is what has made the political parties who form governments in these countries reluctant to take the kind or at least the degree of action necessary. But the solutions do not have to necessitate a drop in living standards, and indeed had better not involve them, given that raising populations out of poverty itself implies increases in the production and consumption on which living standards depend. Therefore the means and methods of production, and what is consumed, have to be the targets of climate change action: wholesale use of clean renewable energy sources is a key target, sustainable development the imperative. The chief barrier to achieving the goal of keeping the rise in average global temperature to below 2° Celsius is the application of what will be described shortly as the negative corollary of what, as the coiner of it, I have elsewhere called ‘Grayling’s Law’, described later.


The second problem, technology, which in its beneficial aspects is a great boon to humanity – and most of its aspects are indeed beneficial – contains within it the potential to be a source of danger to individuals and society. This appears most acutely in the form of some potential uses of AI (artificial intelligence) – not least, but not exclusively, in weapon systems, already in development. There is much misunderstanding about the kinds of risks that technology can pose; much of the anxiety about AI is misplaced and based on instinctive reactions to what is merely unfamiliar. But the real risks are great, ranging from threats to individual privacy through the undermining of democratic institutions and government to the unleashing of unpredictable escalations in conflicts. Humanity-wide agreement is necessary to guard against misdirection and misuse in technological development, because without it national imperatives against falling behind in technological arms-races will be irresistible.


But there are other, currently less visible, technological developments that will raise acute ethical questions: for a prime example, medical technologies. Advances in neuroscience already offer the possibility of brain-monitoring ‘lie detector’ capabilities; enhanced surgical and medical control of emotion, behaviour, and memory; invasion of privacy by recording the content of neural circuit activation; and more. Advances in genetic engineering and stem cell research offer the possibility of modifying and enhancing human beings from womb to old age. Such enhancement will be more available to the rich than the poor; a Brave New World-type diversification in the human lineage could inevitably result. Conquering the deficits of ageing raises questions about very long-lived and healthy populations and their economic and social impact, the latter illustrated by such questions as – for just one example – what social decisions will be required if women can continue to have babies when aged 80 or 100, and choose to do so: will having offspring have to be rationed?


The third problem, justice and rights, on the face of it looks like a miscellany: homosexuality, and sexuality in general; gender inequality; faith and secularity; the lingering effects of historical wrongs such as genocides and slavery; law, rights, and liberty; economic justice. But there are themes that connect all these disparate-seeming topics, and addressing them is crucial to global peace, because each of them is a familiar and frequent trigger for discord. Of the three problems, this seems at once the least urgent and most intractable, and perhaps for that reason it is relatively neglected in thinking about how to manage the world’s problems. But in fact it is the divisions and oppositions in this category that underlie the inability to reach a world-united front in dealing properly with the other problems. This is because these divisions underlie the reluctance to be left behind in economic and military competitions, and as a result obstruct international cooperation. It is to this category of justice that efforts to achieve the UN’s Sustainable Development Goals belong; these goals are fundamentally about justice for everyone in humankind, and their achievement requires overcoming the sources of division at issue.


The sources of division and difficulty in the world have two principal roots. One is a law of action which, as mentioned earlier, I call ‘Grayling’s Law’:


Anything that CAN be done WILL be done if it brings advantage or profit to those who can do it.


This means that development of autonomous weapons systems, genetic engineering of foetuses, technologies that reduce civil liberties, will be developed, whether by public or private agencies seeing the utility and profit in doing so, or that dare not risk being left behind in the arms race of technological innovation. They will happen therefore, despite every effort to prevent or outlaw them.


And there is a corollary, every bit as negative, which is:


What CAN be done will NOT be done if it brings costs, economic or otherwise, to those who can stop it


– such as controlling climate change caused by human activity, eradicating tropical diseases in poor regions of the world, introducing systems of democracy and civil liberties that deny concentration of power in the hands of partisan economic or ideological interests.


In effect, this double-edged Law is a law of self-interest. Self-interest is rational when proportional to other concerns, and governed by principle; when it is short-term and knows that others might be harmed by it, it has other names – in descending order of acceptability: self-interest, short-termism, selfishness, callousness, greed.


The second root of the world’s difficulties is ideology: political, social, moral, and religious ideologies, commitments to ways of thinking and acting that govern whole populations, or influential groups within them, in ways that can be distorting and limiting, even dangerous. The historical sources of division lie in conflicts of ideology as much as, if not indeed more than, in competition for wealth and power. Often enough, these sources of division exist in service to one another.


If there is to be a chance of finding ways to generate universal agreement on how global problems can be confronted – at least managed, if not solved – the underlying question of values has to be addressed. This is the hard part, all the harder for being confronted by the massive challenge of what is implied in the two parts of the self-interest ‘Law’ and the fundamental ideological differences that separate states and cultures. The solution to global problems has to be sought here. But even in the most conciliatory spirit of seeking compromises that might allow a global solution to the globe’s problems, there are certain sticking-points which add to the difficulty. Here a challenge to make tough choices about what is right cannot be dodged, and a principled case for them has to be made, in the hope of persuading those whose traditions and beliefs make them unwilling to accept, or perhaps in their own view incapable of accepting, that case.


This means that the problems themselves have to be properly understood. Generalizations about climate change, inequality, and technology are insufficient for identifying where the value-questions really bite. Accordingly, I examine what is at stake in each of the areas of challenge so that questions of these essential kinds can be answered: ‘What is really at stake here? What do we most care about as regards what might happen, and what might we have to do or cease doing to stop that happening? What do we need in the way of assurance that our fear of X will not be realized if we do the Y that seems to be necessary to prevent/promote Z?’


Either humanity makes some choices and accepts the challenge of living them out, or the choices will be made for us by circumstances, too late for us to have any say in the matter. That is the simple, inescapable, and dangerous reality that faces us now.


 


A final thought: it is not impossible that the saddest sentiment expressible in any language – ‘it’s too late’ – is already true. These pages might be written in an aftermath already here but as yet unrecognized. One can think of many examples in history of irreversible change having happened before anyone understood that it had happened, let alone before the passing of opportunities to prevent or mitigate its consequences, or guide them in more positive directions. Yet to act as if one thinks so is defeatist. One must strive to the last moment and the last ounce of strength, mindful of those who, all too probably, will inherit from us increased burdens with diminished resources because of what we and those who came before us have done.
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CONFRONTING THE DANGER OF A WARMING WORLD


 


Global warming is happening, its effects are already being felt, the harm to humanity, other species, and the planet is increasing, and too much of it is already irreversible. The further dangers that threaten if the global temperature rises above 2° Celsius are devastating – and if the all too real possibility of an increase to 4° Celsius happens by 2100, the result will be that many of today’s children will be faced with a literally catastrophic situation, with hundreds of millions of starving and desperate refugees fleeing from extensive regions of our planet made uninhabitable by floods, droughts, pestilence, storms, and fire, and therefore with conflict escalating as settled populations, themselves already struggling with economic and social difficulties, contend with migrant populations numbering in the millions and tens of millions, entering their territory in a frantic quest for food and shelter.


This apocalyptic vision is not fiction. It is, in sober fact, a real possibility. The world is facing an extreme emergency. Its governments and far too many of its people are behaving as if they are blind to this fact, despite the increasingly frightened chorus of concern from science and climate groups, despite the careful and detailed analyses regularly published by the UN’s International Panel on Climate Change (IPCC), and despite the periodic international summits at which governments agree to act, but which so far have had woefully insufficient effect – as illustrated by the fact that in the decade following the Kyoto Protocol’s adoption in 1997 global greenhouse gas emissions rose faster than in the decade preceding it.1


In order to focus minds, discussion of the dramatic warming trend in the planet’s climate should concentrate on potential worst-case scenarios, that is, on the far too great possibility that it will cause severe harm to humanity along with other species and the environment generally. Focusing on the potential worst-case harms identifies the efforts required to prevent them happening, or at least to mitigate them or to prepare to adapt wherever mitigation is unfeasible. ‘Should’ implies that even if it is not certain that the most harmful effects will occur – if it is ‘merely’ possible that they might occur – the risks are so great that efforts to prevent or mitigate them, or at least to prepare to adapt, are essential.


This is the rational strategy. It is not rational merely to hope that warming will be restrained. It is not rational to bank on the chance of less severe outcomes. The evidence is that humanity’s efforts to moderate climate warming are, so far, very unpromising. Competition, rivalry, ignorance both genuine and wilful, and the malign effects of the self-interest Law are all already and in fact actively against the survival of humanity and the planet. To put matters bluntly: collective suicide is currently and actually in progress; the intervention required to prevent or moderate it is beyond urgent.


It should by now be common knowledge that average global temperatures have risen markedly since the beginning of the industrial era because human activity has added to the burden of CO2e (‘carbon dioxide equivalent’ – mainly carbon dioxide but with other ingredients present) in the earth’s atmosphere, the increase spiking upwards most sharply since the middle of the twentieth century, and even more so again since 1990. The chief culprit is the burning of fossil fuels for energy to power industry and transport, and to heat and light homes and businesses. The ‘fossils’ in fossil fuels are the remains of plants and marine animals fossilized over hundreds of millions of years, trees and other plants turning into coal and marine animals turning into oil and gas.2 Plants and animals capture and store energy from the sun; burning their fossilized remains releases ancient solar energy. The remains are non-renewable and finite in quantity, so they are a diminishing resource. That is a problem in itself, but of course the immediate and far more serious problem is that burning fossils causes an excess of CO2e in the atmosphere, creating a greenhouse – a hothouse – effect, with the result that what on the face of it look like ‘modest’ rises in average global temperature of 2° Celsius and above threaten highly significant adverse changes to sea levels and weather patterns – and therefore the viability of the earth’s current flora and fauna, including humans.


For the first time in the planet’s history the change in the global climate, and the effects this is having, are the result of the activities of a single, numerous, highly active, and highly destructive species: human beings. There have been mass extinctions before – five so far, in each of which around 75–95 per cent of species vanished. The first occurred 450 million years ago, the latest (barring the one currently in process) happened 66 million years ago – this being the Cretaceous–Paleogene extinction in which all non-avian dinosaur species were annihilated. Such wholesale extinctions meant that the planet’s ecological systems had to start over, acting upon and in turn being shaped by new species arising. With the single exception of the Cretaceous–Paleogene extinction, which was caused by a major meteor impact, these extinction events were the result of climate change – specifically, climate change caused by greenhouse gases.


The worst was the Permian–Triassic or ‘Great Dying’ event of 250 million years ago, which annihilated more than 80 per cent of marine and 70 per cent of terrestrial life. Greenhouse gases were a major cause. Ocean warming caused a massive release of methane by destabilizing the stores of solid methane hydrates on the ocean floor; methane is a potent and fast-acting greenhouse gas, and it is found not only in oceans but in the vast regions of permafrost in earth’s northern hemisphere, which, as it thaws in response to temperature rises, threatens to release its currently trapped methane. Humanity is currently releasing greenhouse gases into the atmosphere at a rate ten times faster than happened in the ‘Great Dying’.


Research based on ice cores takes our knowledge of climate history back 800,000 years. There is now about 35 per cent more carbon in the atmosphere than at any point in that stretch of time, and it is hypothesized that this applies for any point in a much longer stretch – as much as the last 15 million years.


There is a chilling fact about the rate at which greenhouse gases are entering the atmosphere. The sharp rise in their presence there has, as noted, a definite and recognizable starting point: industrialization in the nineteenth century. The uptake of effective new technologies tends to be rapid; the printing press in the fifteenth century and the mobile phone at the end of the twentieth century are cases in point. Steam power, factory production, electricity generation, and automotive transport mushroomed with increasing speed in the century following the end of the Napoleonic Wars, the energy resources powering them being coal and, later, oil also – fossil fuels whose burning pumped CO2 into the sky in huge and ever-increasing volumes, and continues to do so at ever-greater rates. In total, 85 per cent of the greenhouse gas now in the atmosphere has been emitted since the end of the Second World War. The chilling fact is that over half the volume of gases thus pumped into the sky has been emitted since 1990.


The greenhouse effect of CO2e emissions has been known for a long time. The relationship between the atmosphere and global temperature was first discussed by Joseph Fourier in his Mémoire sur les températures du globe terrestre in 1824. At the end of the nineteenth century the Swedish physicist Svante Arrhenius (his 1903 Nobel Prize was, however, awarded for chemistry) worked out that earth’s surface temperature would rise between 5° and 6° Celsius if the amount of CO2 then present in the atmosphere were doubled. His colleague Arvid Högbom calculated that in the 1890s carbon emissions from industrial processes equalled that from all natural sources. But it was not until the 1950s that systematic monitoring of atmospheric carbon dioxide levels began, at the instigation of geologist and oceanographer Roger Revelle and his colleagues at the Scripps Institution of Oceanography in San Diego. They sited their measuring instruments at the Mauna Loa Observatory in Hawaii and in Antarctica so that greenhouse gas quantities could be determined in places least affected by local conditions of emission. Revelle reported the findings to Congress; the first use of the expression ‘global warming’, together with an outline of its effects on weather and the risks it posed of desertification and sea level rises, appeared in a newspaper article, published in November 1957, about the work done by Revelle and his colleagues.3


Revelle died in 1991. It is in the years since then that CO2e emissions have doubled over the preceding period of increase. At this rate average global temperature will rise by 4° Celsius by the last year of the twenty-first century. The result will be to make great tracts of North and South America, Africa, and Asia south of latitude 60° (the line of latitude that runs immediately south of the Shetland Islands, Greenland, and Siberia) uninhabitable or almost wholly so. It is already the case that the survival of existing plant and animal species requires that they move 1,000 metres a year towards the poles to keep within the habitable conditions to which they are adapted. Losses of habitats and declines in numbers of many species have already reached emergency levels. When the Paris Agreement on climate change was signed by 195 countries in April 2016, the threshold of a CO2e atmospheric concentration of 400 ppm (parts per million) – which scientists and activists had for decades been arguing was the upper limit of tolerability – had already been passed. It is now, at time of writing, in excess of 411 ppm; in April 2021 a measurement at Mauna Loa registered a frightening 420 ppm.4


It is not merely possible but necessary to bring imagination to bear on the practical meaning of climate change. It has been remarked that one of the factors promoting populism in a number of Western democracies in the first and especially second decades of the twentieth century was immigration. Immigration is a phenomenon of both push and pull; migrants are pushed from their homelands by hardships, and they are pulled by the attractions of wealthy peaceful countries where opportunities for themselves and their children are greater. The hardships that push them are caused by conflicts, by repeated extreme weather events causing droughts or floods which destabilize water and food resources, and by the tension between rising populations and subsistence levels of poverty, all the factors typically operating jointly. Climate change will dramatically intensify both the push and the pull factors – and, in fact, is already doing so. Europe experienced a shock when a million refugees fled from the brutal conflict in Syria and sought asylum in European Union states. But this is small beer in comparison to what climate change will do. Consider Bangladesh, a country of 163 million people. On current warming trends, it is predicted that by 2050 up to 20 million of its people will be flooded out by rising sea levels. In 2016 more than that number were displaced by extreme weather events worldwide, most of the displacement being temporary; but in the low-lying delta regions of Bangladesh which will be lost under water, the effect will be permanent.


According to a World Bank estimate, what threatens Bangladesh will be repeated in many places on all continents, risking permanent displacement of 140 million people. That estimate is at the very low end of projections. The United Nations predicts 200 million climate refugees on optimistic assumptions, a billion refugees if worst fears are realized.5 It is wise to take pessimistic projections seriously, because in working to undershoot them by as much as possible one can thereby mitigate and adapt far better to what current projections admit is already on the way: more frequent and more devastating storms, hurricanes, tornadoes, and monsoons; the drowning of some islands and coastal cities or their repeated serious flooding; heatwaves that kill people; droughts and desertification; the spread of disease-bearing insects such as mosquitoes and ticks into regions currently free of them; mushrooming populations of rats and other vermin; increasing frequency and spread of epidemic diseases, malaria, and dengue fever; interruptions in power supplies; interruptions in production and delivery of food together with outright shortages; problems with fresh water supply; damage to roads, railways, and airports; rising social and political tensions attending these stresses; and civil and international conflicts as a result.


This apocalyptic vision is not an overstatement. Disrupted weather patterns that tip the balance into drought and flood do it in easily predictable ways, because we have examples of them already. In prolonged dry spells heatwaves can be fatal for humans, water supplies are put at risk, and dust storms occur that damage topsoil and harm agriculture with resulting loss of both crops and livestock. The knock-on effect on food supplies and, in their turn, on social stability, is serious – just imagine if the supermarkets in your town had empty shelves and no prospect of restocking; how long would it be before hungry people started breaking into other people’s houses in the hopes of finding hoarded tins of food? When extreme wet weather, unusually high tides, and rising sea levels cause flooding the immediate danger is that people will drown, be stranded, or be displaced as refugees; but they add further risks such as contamination of water supplies by fouling them with soil and debris and pushing sewage back out of pipes and lavatories, salinating the soil so that it becomes useless to agriculture, and leaving behind increased mould, waterborne diseases, and breeding opportunities for mosquitoes. Rising sea levels put at risk a number of highly populous cities: Dhaka, Miami, Mumbai, Sydney, Rio de Janeiro, New York, Los Angeles, Hong Kong, Shanghai, and many more. Whole regions – among them the Ganges and Nile deltas, most of Florida, the Maldives, and a number of Pacific islands – are at risk of disappearing under the sea.


While humans face the additional problems of air pollution and disease proliferation arising from these developments, other species face the results of ocean acidification, deforestation, thawing of polar ice and permafrost, and associated destruction of habitats; and most non-human species apart from the likes of rats and cockroaches are not very adaptable. Consider the polar bear, as the North Pole ice cap melts, or the gorilla, as its forest home shrinks around it before the rapid encroachment of humans seeking land to grow food as current land becomes inhospitable to agriculture. The gorilla’s fate will be sealed if heat and desertification drive people further into the already-dwindled highlands that are the gorilla’s home.


In the face of threats to humankind, some will regard the loss of many animal and plant species as a side show. To think so is a bad mistake. The planet is a single organism, an interconnected system forming a single ecology. Human activity distorts it, and is in the process of breaking it completely: a million animal species – 20 per cent of the total – and 40 per cent of the world’s plant species are now close to extinction.6 Biodiversity matters because it maintains the system of interdependencies that link the chain of life all the way up from bacteria to plant and animal life to the composition of the air in the earth’s atmosphere. But attention is often sharpened by considering what the world stands to lose, and soon, as the mayhem continues. There are only 3,000 tigers left in the wild. Warming in the Himalayas is driving the precarious population of snow leopards higher and into more isolated pockets. Images of polar bears struggling across breaking ice floes are already familiar; less so is the fact that almost all the world’s coral reefs are set to vanish when, as will soon and unstoppably happen, the global average temperature nears the 2° Celsius point. Note that these examples are of the edge places, the ones already crumbling in the rising heat: polar regions, jungle and mountain habitats, the sea. The dark mischief of warming is encroaching from these liminal zones towards us in our cities and homes.7


We can see satellite images of shrinking ice caps, and television footage of the increasing number and severity – and earlier onset – of wildfires ravaging Australia and California. Such examples are educative: seeing is believing, it is said. But one should pause for a moment to reflect on the serious dereliction by governments and people everywhere: these harms were predicted decades ago, science showed that carbon dioxide persists in the atmosphere for very long periods and that although warming might be slowed a little if drastic measures are taken, it will inexorably continue for a very long time yet – the rate and quantity with which humankind has burned fossil fuels has set in motion changes that will continue to unfold for thousands of years.8 We have let this happen. We have done a very stupid thing.


The Paris Agreement specified 2° Celsius as the upper ceiling, the aim being to limit the temperature rise to 1.5° Celsius if possible, and ‘as soon as possible’.9 These figures are benchmarked against pre-industrial atmospheric concentrations of CO2e. The plan agreed was for a series of increasingly ambitious five-year action steps to be carried out by countries. Plans for these ‘nationally determined contributions’ were to be submitted by 2020. The slow progress made by that date prompted US President Biden’s climate envoy, John Kerry, to call on the twenty countries that between them produce over 80 per cent of global emissions to act immediately to cut them to zero.10 This would help to realize the best hopes for mitigating the effects of warming. But note what, on this best hope, those effects would still nevertheless be: continuing degradation of habitats, continuing loss of species, continuing shrinking of ice sheets and vanishing of coral reefs, and continuing increases in the number and severity of extreme weather events, including lengthy heatwaves not just in already hot countries but in what have usually been temperate ones, causing thousands of extra deaths every summer.11


Such is the promise of the best hope of 2° Celsius or less. But the world is actually on course for 3° Celsius or more. Central America and the Caribbean are set for long droughts; northern Africa for droughts lasting five years or more; Spain, Italy, and Greece for permanent drought. Wildfires will burn anything between twice and six times the area they destroy at present, depending on region; double around the Mediterranean, sixfold in the United States. All the worst-case outcomes described above will occur – by 2100, note; but after that the climate will still keep on warming, the consequences will keep on getting worse. The extreme example of planetary warming is Venus, a dead planet thought to be once rather similar to earth but killed by a runaway greenhouse effect a billion years ago.12


It should at this point be mentioned that the ‘worst case’ envisioned in the foregoing is a rise of 4° Celsius by the end of the century. It has now to be admitted that this is not actually the absolute worst-case scenario, given that if we do nothing at all to deal with carbon emissions, and simply carry on as we have been doing for the last three decades, global temperature will rise twice as much as that: by 8° Celsius!13 The effects of this are unthinkable. Most of the planet would be too hot to live in, little of it would sustain agriculture, tropical diseases would infest what are currently the polar regions, 70 per cent of today’s biggest cities would be under water – and so on. Even the gloomiest of prognosticators think, fortunately, that we will not be there by 2100. But the too-likely 4° Celsius rise is not that much less bad from the point of view of the damage done and difficulties caused – the difference is like that between dying in agony and dying in extreme agony.


The question to be asked is, how has humanity allowed itself to get to this point, a quarter of the way to 2100 with the problem of CO2e emissions not fully addressed? The answer has several parts, the most obvious being application of the negative corollary of the self-interest Law, that what can be done will not be done if it brings costs or disadvantage to those who can stop it. The ‘those’ in this case are governments and major businesses reluctant to fall behind in competition with rivals. But it is not simply a matter of foot-dragging and reluctance. There have been active and conscious efforts at denial, distortion, distraction, and delay, an unforgivable jumble of activities by both public and private agencies, leaving to future generations the task of suffering the consequences and, if they can, cleaning up the consequences of present scrambles for profit and advantage. Bluntly, this is unforgivable.


The most eloquent account of the deniers’ and distracters’ efforts has been given by climate scientist Michael E. Mann, himself the subject of their attacks.14 In his book The New Climate War he points out that the fossil fuel industry has long been aware of the ‘potentially catastrophic’ effects of carbon dioxide release from burning coal and oil; an ExxonMobil scientist called James F. Black warned his company of the risks – the words ‘potentially catastrophic’ are his – in the 1970s, and said that unless something were done within a decade from then the harm would be irreversible. The response of the fossil fuel industry to the warnings of their own experts was not to act on them but to suppress them, and – even worse – to rebut them and act to forestall efforts to control CO2e emissions.


A principal technique of those who wish to escape accountability for the effects of what they do, whether in the form of regulation, legal action, adverse publicity, loss of revenues, or anything else untoward from their point of view, is to deflect attention from those effects and themselves. Mann cites the example of the US gun lobby’s ‘Guns Don’t Kill People, People Kill People’ slogan, dating back to the period immediately after the First World War, in the Prohibition era of gang warfare in which machine guns were a weapon of choice for criminals. The infamous Second Amendment to the US Constitution, which accords a ‘right to bear arms’ – Supreme Court decisions as to whether this is a right of militias or individuals have oscillated back and forth – was adopted at a time, namely the year 1791, when ‘arms’ were muzzle-loading muskets and flintlock pistols, weapons with which it would be impossible to commit mass shootings and school massacres. The brilliant success of the gun lobby in today still being able to place hundreds of thousands of guns, among them high-powered automatic weapons, into hands many of which are unfit to be anywhere near them, is testament to the efficacy of the techniques Mann describes. More than 100 people a day die at the muzzle of a gun in the US at time of writing, four an hour. In 2017 there were 11,000 gun deaths in the US; in the UK in the same year there were 33, equivalent to 198 such deaths if scaled proportionally to account for the difference in population. The gun lobby’s success in shifting all responsibility to individuals while bearing none themselves makes Mann’s point with stark clarity.
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