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AHHOTALNA

OKOJIOrMYeCKHi BOTIPOC TIPUBJ/IEKaeT BCe OoJTbliiee BHUMaHME B Pa3/MUHbIX 00/1aCTsIX,
OT TOYHBIX HayK /0 MOpPa/ibHOM, COLMaNbHON M MOMUTHYeCKOW (unocoduu, MexxyHa-
DOAHBIX OTHOLIIEHHI U I7100abHBIX UCC/IeI0BaHMI. B 9TOM CTaThe MperpuHsITa MOTbITKA
00CyAUTh HOPMaTHBHYIO OCHOBY /IS pellieHHs! Cepbe3HOU Tpo0/eMbl YXYALIeHHs Co-
CTOSIHUSL OKPY’KatoLLel cpefibl. Y CTaTby [BOSIKast Lie/b: C OIHOM CTOPOHbI, OHA CTPEeMUTCS]
TI0Ka3aTh, UTO pa3paboTKa r1obambHBIX HOPM Jijist G0PBOBI C lerpazialifieil oKpyKarorei
Cpe/ibl BbI3bIBaeT INIyOOKKe CIIOpbI KaK C TeOPETHYECKOM, TaK U € MPaKTUYeCKOM TOUKU
3peHus; C pyroii CTOPOHBL, OHa MbITAeTCsl [IPeozj0/1eTh II0C/IejHUe TIPeIATCTBYS, CO3/aBast
MIPUHLIMIIBI 5KOIOTHUECKO# CIpaBe//IMBOCTH, OCHOBAHHbIE Ha ()yHJaMeHTa/lbHOM Hayy-
HOM OTKPBITHH, COIJIaCHO KOTOPOMY Ue/IoBeUYecKasi )KU3Hb Ha 3eMJie BO3MOXKHA TOBKO
npy coO/rofieHNH OTpe/ie/IeHHbIX eCTeCTBEHHbIX PAaBHOBECHH 3eMITH, TakKX Kak banaHc
MeXX[y KHC/IOPOZIOM U YIJIEKUC/IBIM Fa30M (OCHOBHAsI [0J1s1 IPOAYKLMU KOTOPOTO CBsI3aHa
C ZiesITeNbHOCTRIO vesioBeka). HoBr3Ha 0CHOBHOM CTaTbM OCHOBAHA Ha aHasli3e PUHLIMITOB
100aIbHOM KOIOTHYeCKOM CIIpaBeyIMBOCTH, PETYIUPYIOIIUX AesTebHOCTh YeloBeKa,
B CBeTe OMO/IOTMYeCKHX I'paHHML] 3eMJH, ompefiesieHHbIX Ouonoramu. CoOTBETCTBEHHO,
TIOJXOZI, TIPUHATBIN B 3TOM CTaThe, HarpaB/ieH Ha 00be/MHEHNEe eCTeCTBEHHbIX U CO-
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LJManbHbIX HayK MOCPeJCTBOM MeXJUCLUIIMHAPHOM TOMBITKA CBS3aTh HOPMaTUBHYIO
TEOpPUI0 C HAYYHBIMM JaHHBIMM M3 TOUHBIX Hayk. [locsie KpaTKoro W3yueHusi aHTpOIIO-
JIOTUUECKUX U KYJIBTYPHBIX KOPHell COBPeMeHHOTO JKOJIOTHUeCKOro Kpr3uca B JaHHOU
CTaTbe TIPOBOJIUTCS CPABHUTE/IbHBIN aHA/M3 IBYX Pa3/IMUHBIX MPUHLWIIOB I7I00aIbHOM
5KO/IOTMUeCKOM CripaBe/i/IMBOCTH, T. €. ICTOPUYeCKOTO MPUHLIMIIA «TUIaTUT 3arps3HUTE/Tb»
Y BpEMEHHOTO 3Ta/IMTapHOTO TPUHLIUIA «PaBHast 071t [17ist BeX». Takium 06pa3oM, B CTaThe
PacCMaTpUBAOTCS OCHOBHBIE HEJIOCTATKU 3TUX KOHLIETIIUM, 3asiB/ISIeTCS O TIPUOPUTETE
HAy4HO /I0Ka3aHHOM aKTyaJbHOCTH BOCCTAHOB/IEHUS] PABHOBECHST MEXKY UesioBeveCKon
ZIesTe/TbHOCTBIO ¥ OMOJIOrMUeCKUMHU TpefiesiaMy 3eMITU HaZl TIONUTHYe CKUMU TTPo0ieMamu,
KOTOpbIe CTaBsIT M0/ yTPO3y UX peanu3aluio.
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Abstract

The environmental question is increasingly gaining attention in different fields, from
exact sciences to moral, social and political philosophy, international relations and global
studies. This article seeks to discuss the normative ground to cope with the crucial challenge
of environmental degradation. The aim of the article is twofold: on the one hand, it seeks
to show that the elaboration of global norms to cope with environmental degradation
is deeply controversial according to both theoretical and practical resistances; on the other
hand, it tries to overcome the latter hurdles founding the principles of environmental
justice on the basic scientific finding that human life on Earth is possible only respecting
specific natural equilibria of the Earth such as the balance between oxygen and carbon
dioxide (whose main share of production derived from human activity). The main article’s
novelty relies on the analysis of principles of global environmental justice ruling the human
activity in the light of the biological limits of the Earth defined by biologists. Accordingly,
the approach adopted in this article seeks to bridge natural and social sciences through
the interdisciplinary attempt to connect the normative theory with scientific evidence
from hard sciences. After a brief examination of the anthropological cum cultural roots
of the contemporary ecological crisis, this article carries out a comparative analysis of two
different principles of global environmental justice, i.e. the historical principle “the polluter
pays” and the time-slice egalitarian principle “an equal share to everyone”. Thus, the article
reviews the main shortcomings of these conceptions claiming the priority of the scientific
proven urgency to restore the equilibrium between the human activity and the Earth’s
biological limits over the political problems which jeopardize their realization.

Keywords:
environment, justice, environmental degradation, overexploitation of natural

resources, global environmental justice, historical principles, time-slice egalitarian
principles, ecological equilibrium, balance of nature.

Introduction

In 2020, the 22"August was the Earth Overshoot Day, that is the date when
the humankind has used more from nature than our planet can renew in the entire
year'. After that date, we face the deficit by liquidating stocks of ecological resources
generated in millennia and accumulating waste to the expense of future generations
which are obviously unable to express their will. The overpopulation of the Earth
and the overexploitation of natural resources are the main cause of many issues related
to the Earth’s health from which depends the human life on it. To make it clearer how
the environmental degradation is linked to the human activity it is possible to think
about the carbon dioxide production, which causes global warming and climate change
which, in turn, are the reasons of issues such as floods, desertification, hurricanes

! Tn 2020 there has been a slight improvement in the exploitation of natural sources due

to the less global consumption caused by the pandemic. Indeed, in 2019 the Overshoot Day
was on the 29th of July.
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which, for sure, represent a relevant harm for human life. That is the reason why,
the environmental justice is considered as one of the last frontiers of work in global
justice, and, more generally, in moral, social and political philosophy and international
relations (Singer, 2004). The cruciality of the issue and the interests at stake urge
the elaboration of a comprehensive theory of global environmental justice? which
has not been conceived yet.

Therefore, this article seeks to widen the debate on normative principles of en-
vironmental justice, along with their application at global level, recalling the findings
on the human impact on the Earth’s health coming from exact sciences and taking
into account the role of the main actors responsible for the ecological crisis. To pursue
this aim, the article starts with the analysis of some scientific evidence on the gravity
of the ecological crisis for humankind and its historical and anthropological roots.
Secondly, two different conceptions of principles of environmental justice are analyzed
and critically assessed. The critical review will be carried out vis-a-vis the normative
power of the obligation of humankind to respect the ecological balances of the Earth
which are crucial for its life. This obligation is founded on the scientific findings
on the specific ecological conditions according to which the survival of the humankind
on the Earth is possible and the several serious risks related to their human-driven
alterations (Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change, 2007; Meadows et al., 1972,
2004). In fact, hard natural sciences, such as physics and biology, has widely shown
the growing relevance of this crucial issue which, in turn, is now urgently calling for
normative and ethical solutions from philosophy and social sciences.Finally, the ar-
ticle will draw few suggestions for an equal and sustainable distribution of ecological
assets and, thus, to implement the global environmental justice.

1. The ecological crisis and its anthropological roots

Humanity is facing chronic and unprecedented environmental problems,
and many of them are of human origin. That is also confirmed by the United
States military which, commenting a report on abrupt climate change prepared for
the Pentagon by the Global Business Network (Schwartz, Randall, 2004), have de-
clared that «the issues of adjustment to climate change constitute a far more severe
threat to national and international security than does terrorism itself» (Brennan,
Lo, 2015). Issues related to environmental degradation, such as drought, changing
weather patterns, the expected massive environmental migration, health decline as-
sociated with various forms of pollution, raise crucial questions about environmental
justice (Shrader-Frechette, 2002) which must provide the right means to let humanity
face environmental degradation and climate change properly.

A theory which inspires the inception of the present-day philosophical cum cul-
tural-historical analysis of the human impact on environment and boosts the research
about environmental justice is Lynn White’s work (1967). In his lecture, which later
became an article published in the journal “Science”, titled The historical roots of our

2 Hitherto, the focus of academia has been put on the area of international environmental
justice which can be misleading since it may lead to the interpretation of the environmental
justice just as a matter of internal affair of the state or of the relation between nations rather
than a global topic which involves every individual as inhabitant of this planet (Singer, 2004).
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Ecological Crisis, White argued that the Judeo-Christian tradition ought to be consid-
ered the philosophical and cultural source of the modern environmental crisis. White
asserts that Judeo-Christian anthropocentric belief has inspired the human dominion
towards nature and the consequent humankind’s overexploitation, and destruction,
of the environment. The structure of White’s theory can be simply sum up as follow:
Christianity led to anthropocentrism that is the cause of environmentally damaging
behaviour therefore the origin of the environmental crisis ought to be found in Christian
ethics®. Even though White’s theory can be considered totalizing — since it makes
areductive interpretation of the Judeo-christian ethics and demonstrates an excessive
simplification of the relation between humanity and nature, which has been affected
by different sundry and complex factors (Moncrief, 1970) — for sure his work can
be assessed as a valid effort which raised the attention towards the environmental
crisis and underlined the human responsibility for the environmental degradation.

The last three decades of studies on environmental ethics have been mostly
spent analyzing and clarifying the evaluative thesis (of non-anthropocentrism) along
with the psycho-behavioural thesis (of non-anthropocentrism) (Brennan, Lo, 2015).
The first theory claims that natural non-human things have intrinsic value regardless
of any use they have for the others while the second one can be considered a prosecu-
tion and implementation of the first one. Indeed, it advocates that people who believe
in the evaluative thesis are more likely to behave in respect of the environment (i.e.
behave in beneficial ways, or at least not in harmful ways, towards the environment)
than those who do not. Assuming that the psycho-behavioural thesis is true, it can
be useful to provide a rationale for both the diagnosis and solution of environmental
problems and to give practical justification to the disciplines of environmental ethics
and justice themselves (Brennan, Lo, 2015). Therefore, these theses can be extremely
useful to drive a sustainable pattern of human behaviour toward the environment
and to inspire a comprehensive theory of global environmental justice.

However, these theories seem to collide with the recent orthodox economic
paradigm, affecting human choices on consumption and production. According to that
paradigm, non-human things acquire value according to their scarcity and, therefore,
to the one assigned to them by humans. This apparent contrast is underlined by the para-
dox of the value or diamond-water paradox* which questions why water is cheaper
than diamonds even though it is much more indispensable for the human life. This
paradox points out the assumption that natural non-human things have intrinsic value
but, in socioeconomic exchanges, what is more important is the subjective value as-
signed to them by humans. Therefore, the evaluative thesis and the mainstream eco-

3 Other three important theories, i.e. ecofeminism, deep ecology, and new animism,
seem to share with White's theory the view of anthropocentrism as the hearth of the problem
of environmental destructiveness (Brennan, Lo, 2015).

* The diamond-water paradox relies on the observation that articles or goods critical
to life (such as water) are very cheap, whereas others which have no bearing on human exis-
tence (such as diamonds) are very expensive. As Smith (1776) argues, even though life cannot
exist without water and can easily exist without diamonds, diamonds are, pound for pound,
vastly more valuable than water. From the economic point of view, this paradox is explained
by the law of supply and demand and the marginal-utility theory (The editors of Encyclopedia
Britannica, 2018).
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nomic theory, the capitalist theory, just give a different interpretation of the conception
of value. The first one gives more importance to basic natural non-human things, which
are intrinsically essential for human life, while the second one to the relative scarcity
of natural non-human things. However, the latter consideration is becoming obsolete
since the Ecological Footprint, i.e. the index which measures the impact of human
society on the environment, has clearly proved that those natural non-human things
essential for the human life, as the atmospheric capacity to absorb gases, water, field,
cleaned air, are getting scarce in absolute terms. A wise proverb from native Americans
eloquently sums up the human attitude toward the attribution of value to natural things:
«When the last tree is cut down, the last fish eaten, and the last stream poisoned, human-
ity will realize that it is impossible to eat money» (Simpson, Speake, 2008). Indeed,
even though facts and figures (see figures 1 and 2) show that humanity is overexploiting
natural resources with all the related negative consequences, basic natural non-human
things are considered still abundant resources with a relatively low value.

The dates of past Earth Overshoot Days, as calculated with the National
Footprint and Biocapacity Accounts 2019 Edition, are:

December 29, 1970
December 20, 1971
December 10, 1972
November 26, 1973
November 27, 1974
November 30, 1975
November 16, 1976
November 11, 1977
November 7, 1978
October 29, 1979
November 4, 1980
November 11, 1981
November 15, 1982
November 14, 1983
November 6, 1984
November 4, 1985
October 30, 1986

October 23, 1987
October 15, 1988
October 11, 1989
October 11, 1990
October 10, 1991
October 12, 1992
October 12, 1993
October 10, 1994
October 4, 1995
October 2, 1996
September 29, 1997
September 29, 1998
September 29, 1999
September 23, 2000
September 22,2001
September 19, 2002
September 9, 2003

September 1, 2004
August 25, 2005
August 19, 2006
August 14, 2007
August 14, 2008
August 18, 2009
August 7, 2010
August 4, 2011
August 4, 2012
August 3, 2013
August4, 2014
August 5, 2015
August 5, 2016
August 1, 2017
July 29,2018
July 29, 2019
August 22, 2020

Figure 1 — The human overexploitation of natural resources by year. Source: Earth
Overshoot Day/Global Footprint Network (https://www.overshootday.org/)

Therefore, a theory of global environmental justice, along with the main para-
digm on which the economic systems ought to be founded, must be based on the mea-
sure of the intrinsic value of natural non-human things and, thus, on the evaluative
and psycho-behavioural theories.
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Figure 2 — Trends in atmospheric carbon dioxide. Source: NOAA
Earth System Research Laboratory (https://www.esrl.noaa.gov/)

However, a noteworthy shortcoming related to the psycho-behavioural thesis
is the problematic assumption that if people believe they have a moral duty to respect
nature or believe that natural things are intrinsically valuable, then they really will
act in more environmental-friendly ways (Brennan, Lo, 2015). Differently to White’s
theory, the psycho-behavioural thesis has not been empirically tested by social scien-
tists therefore it needs interdisciplinary studies, as this article®, to be proved. So far,
regarding the human attitude toward the environment, it is possible to state that the sci-
entific data shows that humanity has a consistent responsibility for the environmental
degradation and the current socio-economic system urges a drastic change which
can be prompted by a theory of global environmental justice, along with a revision
of the current mainstream economic paradigm.

The environmental issue has been progressively growing over the time ac-
cording to the worsening of the Earth’s health. As Singer (2004) argued «there is no

> This article tries to make a partial contribution to investigate the origins of human
environmental pathologies and to understand the extent to which belief systems and world-
views, as the socioeconomic ones, drive attitudes and behaviour. Indeed, adopting social
science methods and empirical facts along with an interdisciplinary approach, this work also
examines the human attitude toward the environment, above all in relation to the preservation
of the natural conditions which allow the human life in this planet.
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greater reason in favor of global action than the damaging impact of human activi-
ties on our environment» — a fact which has repeatedly underlined and empirically
proved by the findings of hard natural sciences. Accordingly, a theory of global en-
vironmental justice must rely on all the current and potential environmental damages
caused by humanity and the urgency to restore the balance between human activity
and the environmental equilibria of the Earth.

The expert of environmental justice, David Schlosberg (2007), speaks about
ecological justice® going beyond the simply equitable distribution of environmen-
tal goods and bads, which, by the way, remains present and central in the debate.
According to this scholar, the distributional paradigm is almost always tied with
recognition (Fraser, Honneth, 2003; Taylor, 1992; Young, 1990), political participa-
tion and/or capabilities (Nussbaum, 2011; Sen, 1984) in addition to equity questions.
Furthermore, environmental justice movements showed the possibility of employ-
ing a variety of notions of environmental justice simultaneously in a comprehensive
political context (Schlosberg, 2007). Distribution, recognition, capabilities, and par-
ticipation in environmental decision-making, are conceived as dimensions of environ-
mental justice which cannot be pursued in isolation. In addition, Schlosberg argues
that environmental justice concerns not only individuals but also collectivities, i. e.
social groups and ecological systems. In this sense, he elaborates a broad, integrated,
multifaceted sketch of a theory of environmental justice that can be applied to both
relations regarding environmental risks in human populations and relations between
human communities and non-human nature. Indeed, he argues that individual organ-
isms and natural systems are entitled to a fair share of essential goods, to recognition
as part of an extended community, to the development and enjoyment of capabilities
for flourishing, and to some measure of inclusion in political processes, such as human
proxies for nonhuman nature. Therefore, environmental justice prompts the human
species to organize their activity within the constraints imposed by natural systems,
which have the same, unless even more, rights to access to the goods essential for
their survival (which is essential for the survival of the human species itself).

2. Two principles of global environmental justice: a comparative analysis

White’s theory which looks at the anthropocentrism as the main cause
of the recent environmental crisis helps to understand the behavioural model behind
the human responsibility for the ecological crisis while evaluative and psycho-behav-
ioural (of non-anthropocentrism) theses contend the need to attribute more importance
to the intrinsic value of natural non-human things and claim to behave according
to their ecological use. Moreover, other experts of environmental justice, as Singer
and Schlosberg, underline the urgency of a global action to make the Earth’s health
recover and to ensure the fair distribution of the environmental goods and bads along
with people’s political inclusion, capabilities and recognition. Therefore, the argu-
ments so far analyzed represent a solid theoretical framework to discuss principles
of global environmental justice.

¢ Schlosberg builds from the discourse of the environmental justice movement to ex-

tend justice to our relations with the natural world — in his own terminology, he moves from
environmental to ecological justice (Schlosberg, 2007).
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Since our atmosphere has a limit related to the quantity of greenhouse gases
it can absorb without suffering damage, Singer (2004) argues that «total global
emissions must fall within this limit». Therefore, human being must take the limit
of the atmosphere as the main constraint to the pollution the humanity can afford
to produce. Indeed, as human activity has caused changes in the Earth’s climate that
increase the likelihood of threats to human interests’, Peter Singer (2004) and Simon
Caney (2005) hypothesize, to some extent and with different views, the option to make
the polluters pay for the environmental degradation in order to tackle the effects
of the ecological crisis, such as global warming and climate change.

Even though both Singer and Caney agree on basing their arguments on the sci-
entific evidence that human societies have contributed to the ecological crisis and its
harmful effects on the Earth’s health (Singer, 2004), they have different approaches
of environmental justice in response to the environmental issues. Indeed, they diverge
in the interpretation and application of the founding principles of environmental justice,
such as the Polluter Pays principle.

Analyzing principles which are based on fair distribution, Singer resumes
the distinction sketched out by Robert Nozick (1984) between “historical” principles
and “time-slice” principles. An historical principle looks not only at the present situ-
ation, but also to the past events which have led to this situation, to establish whether
a given distribution of goods is just or unjust. If the parties have been entitled by a fair
and originally justifiable acquisition for what they have, the present distribution can
be considered just. Otherwise, rectification and compensation are necessary to ensure
a just distribution. By contrast, a time-slice principle focuses merely on the present
situation and argues that a just distribution must fulfill some principles of fairness,
regardless of any preceding occurrences which have determined how the current
situation came about.

An example of historical principle is the Polluter Pays or You Broke It, Now You
Fix it principle. In order to explain this principle, it is necessary to discuss briefly its his-
torical starting points and the main concepts related to the use of resources and the prop-
erty. According to John Locke’s work Second Treatise on Civil Government, “the Earth
and all that is therein is given to men for the support and comfort of their being” so that
the Earth “belongs to mankind in common” (Locke, 1980). Therefore, it is possible
to consider the environment, and specifically the atmosphere, as a common good that
lets the human life therein and for which humankind is responsible. However, in human
society, parts of the Earth and natural resources can become private property. Indeed,
the mix between our labour and the land and its products make possible the legitimate
appropriation of what is held in common as long as “there is enough and as good left
in common for the others” (Locke, 1980). Therefore, people are allowed to acquire
resources and parts of the Earth but this acquisition must not violate the same rights
by the others and it must not harm people’s opportunity to enjoy a common good
as the atmosphere. Indeed, the use of a common good cannot be infinitive and careless
as the “tragedy of the commons” (Hardin, 1968) clearly demonstrates. Another example
by Singer clarifies better the importance of the sustainable usage of an essential good:

7 “With increasing evidence of global warming, coastal communities come under threat
from rising sea levels, droughts become more frequent leading to food shortages, and diseases,
such as malaria and cholera, become more widespread” (Caney, 2005).
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“Imagine that we live in a village in which everyone puts their wastes down
a giant sink. No one quite knows what happens to the wastes after they go down
the sink <...> Some people consume a lot, and so have a lot of waste, while others,
with more limited means, have barely any, but the capacity of the sink to dispose
of our wastes seems so limitless that no one worries about the difference. As long
as the situation continues, it is reasonable to believe that, in putting waste down the sink,
we are leaving “enough and as good” for others, because no matter how much we put
down it, others can also put as much as they want, without the sink overflowing. <...>
If the sink is, or appear to be, of limitless capacity, it would justify allowing every-
one to put what they want down the sink <...> Now imagine that conditions change,
so that the sink’s capacity to carry away out wastes is used up to the full, and there
is already some unpleasant seepage that seems to be the result of the sink’s being
used too much. This seepage causes occasional problems. <...> Several respected
figures in the village warn that unless usage of the sink is cut down, all the village
water supplies will be polluted. At this point, when we continue to throw our usual
wastes down the sink we are no longer leaving “enough and as good” for the others,
and hence our right to unchecked waste disposal becomes questionable. For the sink
belongs to us all in common, and by using it without restriction now, we are depriving
others of their right to use the sink in the same way without bringing about results none
of us wants. <...> The use of the sink is a limited resource that needs to be shared
in some equitable way” (Singer, 2004).

Obviously, this example is a representation of the issues linked to the ecological
crisis caused by the pollution. Indeed, the sink can be easily replaced by the atmo-
sphere into which humankind pour its waste gases. As already mentioned, accord-
ing to scientific evidence, the capacity of the atmosphere to absorb gases without
harmful consequences is limited so its use cannot be justified saying that people
are leaving “enough and as good” for the others. Thus, atmosphere is a finite com-
mon resource and a shortage of such an important resource should push humanity
to find a way to allocate equally and justly this ecological asset on which different
parties have competing claims. Indeed, in line with unequal usage of resources proved
by the Ecological Footprint analysis, the average US citizen uses more than fifteen
times as much of the global atmospheric sink as the average Indian (Singer, 2004).
It’s clear that humanity is overexploiting the atmospheric capacity to absorb emissions
and an unfair distribution of the usage of it persists, and even progressively worsens,
since people living in developed countries pollute much more than the poorest ones
depriving them of the opportunity to develop along the same path experienced by rich
countries. According to Locke’s assumption, this unequal appropriation of a finite re-
source as atmosphere cannot be justified since the ‘rich’ use the capacity of the global
atmospheric sink at the expense of others, and even of themselves, as the negative
consequences of pollution are pervasive. Accordingly, people living in the richest
countries are averagely the worst polluters and, in compliance to the Polluter Pays
principle, they must reduce their production of gases and compensate the worst off for
using more, over the time, than their fair share of the finite capacity of the atmosphere.
Furthermore, according to the same principle, people living in developed nations® must

8 Since it is almost impossible to trace back the share of individual responsibility for
the pollution, we are obliged to base this evaluation on nation-based research. A measure
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rectify and compensate for their past wrongful appropriation of the use of atmosphere
on which their current prosperity is based. The other definition of the same principle,
You Broke It, Now You Fix it, clearly describes an apparently just way humanity must
cope with the harm related to the ecological crisis. In fact, “if we believe that people
should contribute to fixing something in proportion to their responsibility for break-
ing it, then the developed nations owe it to the rest of the world to fix the problem
with the atmosphere” (Singer, 2004). By the way, even though this argument sounds
intuitively just, it hides some limitations. Indeed, regarding the Polluter Pays principle,
Singer does not give proper importance to the fact that as the community was not
aware about the finiteness of the sink, in the same way humankind had not been com-
pletely aware about the limit of the atmosphere’s capacity to absorb gases in the past
centuries. Moreover, he is approximate in the practical assessment of the individual
responsibilities and the related fair compensation.

Caney provides a different interpretation of the Polluter Pays principle, underly-
ing its critical points and going to some extent beyond it. In order to efficiently restrict
Caney’s argumentation to pursue the aim of this article, the following discussion will
focus on two crucial questions of environmental justice to improve the interpretation
of the Polluter Pays principle: “Who is the polluter?” and “What if someone did
not know that performing a certain activity (such as burning fossil fuels) was harm-
ful?” (Caney, 2005).

As for the theoretical aspects related to the Polluter Pays principle, Caney
makes a distinction between individuals and groups since pollution is caused both
by individual and collective actions. Indeed, people pollute as individual and as part
of a class. For instance, “If an industrial plant releases a high level of carbon di-
oxide into the air, we cannot pick out specific individual costs that result from that
particular actor and that particular action” (Caney, 2005). According to Caney’s
argument, the “macro-version”, which establishes an indirect link between actions
of groups and a certain level of pollution, seems to represent a more valid interpre-
tation of Polluter Pays principle than the micro-version, which establishes a direct
link between agent’s actions and pollution suffered by the others. This is because
Caney believes that individual responsibilities for global warming cannot be precisely
assessed since it is impossible to “trace specific burdens back to earlier individual
acts” (Caney, 2005) but this problem can be solved since the groups’ actions in-
clude this increase in individual global warming. However, public policies and ac-
tions to tackle pollution and global warming must be directed to both individuals
and groups to be more effective.

In response to the first question, Caney identifies the polluters in four categories,
each of which are responsible for global warming to different extent: Individuals,
economic corporations, States and global and international regimes and institu-
tions (Caney, 2005).

 Individuals pollute as far as they use electricity for heating, cooking, lighting,
televisions, and computers and they drive cars and take different kinds of transport

of the world carbon emissions from 1950 to 1986 found out that United States, with about
5 percent of the world’s population at that time, was responsible for 30 percent of the cumula-
tive emissions, whereas India, with 17 percent of the world’s population, was responsible for
less than 2 percent of the emissions (Hayes, Smith, 1993).
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to travel. For this reason, it is reasonable to argue that everyone should ideally pay
for the compensation of his or her share of atmosphere.

* Economic corporations are responsible for global warming to the extent that
they produce greenhouse gas emissions consuming fossil fuels and bringing about
deforestation. According to the Carbon Majors Report (Griffin, 2017), 100 compa-
nies have been responsible for 71 % of global industrial emissions and 25 corporate
and state-owned entities have accounted for 50% of the world's greenhouse gas
emissions since 1988.

 States are considered the main unit of analysis since the bulk of environmental
research is carried out at national level or, as for the international and global level,
keeping the State as the main agent.

* Global and international regimes and institutions establish patterns of develop-
ment and make an impact on the relations between individuals, corporations and States.
In this way, they affect their decisions and activities which determine the distribution
of the usage of the atmosphere and worsen or improve the causes of the ecological
crisis.

Concerning the second question, the Polluter Pays principle lacks to evalu-
ate the case in which polluters could not have known that certain activities were
harmful. However, the advances in science have allowed always more accurate
evaluations of the harm created by pollution caused by specific human activities.
Therefore, it might be said that this problem is more related to far past pollution
than to the recent era. This is the line of Peter Singer who believes that the objection
of ignorance is inapplicable for post-1990° emissions since it has been known for
a considerable period that fossil-fuel consumption and deforestation cause global
climate change (Singer, 2004). According to this view, the greenhouse emission that
took place before 1990 should be left unaddressed or attributed to developed countries.
Moreover, ignorance may not be considered an excuse in favor of a stricter standard
of liability to prevail, as far as developed countries reaped the benefits of their early
industrialization. Nevertheless, nowadays, the progress in technology makes certain
activities more elaborate and complex to be evaluated and there is still slight uncer-
tainty about the level of danger of some substances. For instance, there is a controversy
about the sustainability of electric vehicles since, according to a 2012-Norwegian
study (Owano, 2012), their life cycle and electricity fuel produced by fossil-burning
factories may make electric cars more harmful than conventional vehicles. The issue
of indeterminacy of the dangerousness of specific human activities cannot be un-
derestimated but it can be balanced by the compensation of those activities which
are proved to be polluting. However, the problem of greenhouse emissions produced
in a time when people were still unaware about their harm for the atmosphere remains
unsolved. Thus, Caney maintains that “an unqualified Polluter Pays principle is un-
fair on those people who were high emitters of greenhouse emissions but who were
excusably ignorant of the effects of what they were doing” (Caney, 2005). Another
counterargument, which can provide a response to this objection, is the supposition
that before 1990 there were reasons to suppose that greenhouse gases were harmful
so that they should have adopted a cautious approach and their responsibility is linked

9 In 1990 the intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change published its first report clearly
identifying the hazards associated with emissions (Houghton, et al., 1990; IPCC, 2001).
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with their lack of wise foresight. The objection of ignorance can be rejected only
accepting that ignorance is not a justification for environmental harmful activities
and resting on the cautious principle.

Moreover, Caney points out that even though Polluter Pays principle is intui-
tively just and acceptable in theory, its exact and efficient implementation is ques-
tionable in practice. His view of global environmental justice rest on three main
arguments: (a) we can only permissibly emit greenhouse gases within a certain
range, (b) we must compensate other if we exceed this range, and (c) the most ad-
vantaged states have a duty to create global institutions to discourage non-compli-
ance (Caney, 2005). For Caney, polluters must be held accountable and they must
be forced to comply. Furthermore, Caney agree with Singer on the fact that different
countries must be treated differently since they are differently responsible for climate
change. Indeed, poor States are permitted higher emissions than the global rich coun-
tries because the least advantaged States must not shoulder the burden of the reparation
of the environmental degradation for which they are less responsible.

Beside the Polluter Pays principle and Caney’s arguments of environmental
justice, it is worth to discuss a time-slice principle of egalitarianism by Singer
which refers only to the current situation and can enrich the theory of a global
environmental justice, that is the egalitarian principle of an equal share for every-
one (Singer, 2004). Indeed, according to this principle everyone should have equal
right to part of the atmospheric capacity to absorb gases and, therefore, none have
a greater claim to part of it than the others. To this end, it is necessary to understand
what total level of carbon dioxide emissions is acceptable. Considering emissions
at the global level, to stabilize them at their present level the allocation per person
should be about 3,67 tons per year (Singer, 2004). If we compare the basic equi-
table entitlement with the actual per capita emissions of key countries it is evident
the unfair distribution of the common resource of the atmospheric capacity to ab-
sorb emissions. Data from the World Bank show that in 2014 Qatar carbon dioxide
emissions were 45,4 per person, United States emissions were 16 tons per person
per year, Australia had 15,4 tons per capita and Italy had 5,3 tons per person while
Ethiopia, Madagascar, Mali, Niger, Rwanda, South Sudan accounted for 0,1 tons
per capita'. If we have a look to regional emissions per capita, the inequality gets
even more evident. North America accounted for 16,4 tons per person, European
Union for 6,4 tons per person while South Asia had 1,5 tons per capita and Sub-
Saharan Africa 0,8 tons per person. This means that according to the equal distribu-
tion of annual carbon dioxide emissions North American and European countries
must reduce consistently their emissions to fall within the threshold while South
Asian, and even more, Sub-Saharan African countries are allowed to increase their
emissions as long as they do not overcome the limit. Therefore, the environmental
egalitarian principle seems to represent a just, acceptable principle to cope with
the ecological crisis since it provides solid normative ground to elaborate poli-
cies and actions to tackle the current unequal distribution of a common resource
as the atmospheric capacity to absorb emissions, and it constitutes a valid effort for
the stabilization of the carbon emissions.

"Data from Carbon Dioxide Information Analysis Center, Environmental Sciences
Division, Oak Ridge National Laboratory, Tennessee, United States (World Bank, 2014).
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Conclusion

Over the past 50 years, humans have changed ecosystems more rapidly and ex-
tensively than in any comparable period in human history, largely to meet rapidly
growing demands for food, fresh water, timber, fiber, and fuel. This has resulted
in a substantial and largely irreversible loss in the diversity of life on Earth (Millennium
Ecosystem Assessment Board, 2005). Experts of environmental justice, along with
the majority of the scientific community, underline the urgency of a global action
to make the Earth’s health recover and to ensure the fair distribution of the environmen-
tal goods and bads along with people’s political inclusion, capabilities and recognition.
This article has stressed the point that the ecological crisis can jeopardize the survival
of the human species on this planet and, thus, urges to be tackled collectively and to be
put at the core of the global political agenda. The current debate on the principles
of global environmental justice relies mainly on the work of Peter Singer and Simon
Caney, which are considered the pioneers in the field of normative theories of envi-
ronmental justice, however a comprehensive theory of global environmental justice
has not been yet conceived and there are many aspects of the topic not yet explored.
This article has tried to tackle one of them, i. e. the justification of a theory of global
environmental justice ruling human behaviour in the light of the priority of the obliga-
tion to respect the Earth’s biological equilibria which, evidence from exact science says,
are crucial for the life of the human being on this planet. After the analysis of the his-
torical and anthropological causes of the ecological crisis and the critical assessment
of the elements of environmental justice sketched out by the above-mentioned authors,
the findings of this article can be summed up in the following three points (all of them
drawn on the urgency of a drastic reduction of the human impact on the Earth’s
health): (a) since anthropocentrism is one of the anthropological reason of the human
responsibility for the ecological crisis the evaluative and psycho-behavioural (of non-
anthropocentrism) theses offer an alternative behavioural model which, attributing
the appropriate importance to the intrinsic value of natural non-human things, can
make humankind cope with the ecological crisis; (b) any conceptions of environmental
justice ought to rest on the solid assumption that the global distribution of resources,
such as the atmosphere, and the related burdens and benefits, ought to be established
within the ecological limits drawn by the hard sciences; (c) a comprehensive theory
of global environmental justice ought to combine the equal and sustainable distribution
of the scarce ecological assets (an equal share for everyone) the with fair compensa-
tion for past unequal use of them (polluter pays principle) taking into consideration
the practical feasibility of the normative principles outlined.

These elements of a theory of global environmental justice can help to envi-
sion political recommendations and to conceive sustainable patterns of behaviour
and development to cope with the most relevant issues related to the environmental
degradation. Accordingly, further investigations ought to be directed toward the as-
sessment of the benefit and burden related to the distribution of the ecological assets,
such as the atmosphere, in relation to the biological limits which humankind must not
overcome. Another line of research is represented by the analysis of the best practi-
cal application of the normative principles of global environmental justice and their
potential to resolve the ecological crisis. Moreover, the points sketched out by this
article and, more generally, the debate on a theory of global environmental justice, can
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also help to raise awareness about this crucial issue and inspire virtuous individual
attitudes and actions which can foster the recovering of Earth’s health. In fact, even
though regions in the world differ in endowments availability and natural resources
management, and each culture has its own approach toward the environment, the harm
generated by the ecological crisis affects the whole humanity. The gravity of this
crucial issue has been widely underlined by the studies coming from hard sciences,
now it is the time for social scientists from all over the world to learn from these les-
sons and develop and foster social pattern of sustainable behaviour along with clear
normative norms of environmental justice.
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