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Abstract
Walter Sinnott-Armstrong argues, on the relationship between individual 
emissions and climate change, that “we cannot claim to know that it is 
morally wrong to drive a gas guzzler just for fun” or engage in other 
inessential emissions-producing individual activities. His concern is not 
uncertainty about the phenomenon of climate change, nor about human 
contribution to it. Rather, on Sinnott-Armstrong’s analysis the claim 
of individual moral responsibility for emissions must be grounded in a 
defensible moral principle, yet no principle withstands scrutiny. I argue that 
the moral significance of individual emissions is obscured by this critique. 
I offer a moral principle, the threshold-contribution principle, capable 
of withstanding Sinnott-Armstrong’s criticisms while also plausibly 
explaining what’s wrong with gas-guzzling joyrides and other gratuitous 
emissions-producing individual acts.   
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1. Introduction
Walter Sinnott-Armstrong has recently argued that, when it comes to the 
relationship between climate change and individual emissions, “we cannot 
claim to know that it is morally wrong to drive a gas guzzler just for fun” 
(2010, p. 343). The problem as he identifies it is not uncertainty over the 
phenomenon of global warming, nor over the fact of human contribution 
to warming, nor over the climate changes precipitated by warming. Neither 
is his conclusion unique to wasteful driving, which he picks as just one 
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illustrating example of inessential yet enjoyable emissions-producing 
activities. The problem on Sinnott-Armstrong’s analysis is that such claims 
on the ethics of individual emissions must be grounded in a defensible moral 
principle, yet no such principle withstands critical scrutiny. Thus our moral 
attention should be directed not to individual emissions but governmental 
policy: “It is better to enjoy your Sunday driving while working to change 
the law so as to make it illegal for you to enjoy your Sunday driving” 
(Sinnott-Armstrong, 2010, p. 344). 

On the need for better governmental policies and the value of individual 
participation in collective activism toward policy changes, I fully agree. 
Yet I think the moral significance of individual emissions- producing 
actions has been obscured by Sinnott-Armstrong’s analysis. In this paper 
I articulate a moral principle concerning individual contributions to moral 
thresholds, a principle which I believe can survive Sinnott-Armstrong’s 
criticisms while explaining what’s wrong with gas-guzzling joyrides and 
other such gratuitous activities. This threshold-contribution principle 
should be appealing especially but not exclusively to those sympathetic 
to act consequentialist moral theories. I suggest characterizing the issue 
of human contribution to climate change as a threshold problem, or more 
precisely, a set of interrelated threshold problems. In this, the climate 
change problem Sinnott-Armstrong identifies shares structural similarities 
with other moral issues, such as those surrounding conventional animal 
agriculture and global trade. So understood, we may see how the threshold-
contribution principle gives moral guidance for individual emissions-
producing acts, and further, how it avoids the criticisms Sinnott-Armstrong 
levels against other principled attempts to identify moral responsibility for 
emissions and climate change.     

2. Global Warming and Wasteful Driving
The present debate is not about the manufactured controversy over 
scientific disagreement over the phenomenon of global climate change, 
nor about collective human causal and moral responsibility for it.1 Sinnott-
Armstrong is happy to grant these points, along with the recognitions 
that climate change will disproportionately harm the poorest globally and 
that major governments (especially the United States) have special moral 
responsibility to work toward serious mitigation and adaptation (2010, pp. 
332-333). Under dispute here is specifically what these grave contemporary 
and future realities mean for individual moral obligations. One might 
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have thought the answer was rather simple. Each of us is responsible for 
our individually produced emissions, which contribute to the collective 
phenomenon of human caused climate change. Thus each of us is morally 
obligated to reduce our individually produced emissions: perhaps entirely, 
perhaps as much as we reasonably can, perhaps to some equitable and 
sustainable level.

But, as Sinnott-Armstrong contends, this analysis is too simple. It’s not 
at all clear that my individual actions that produce emissions should be 
understood as even partially causally and morally responsible for global 
climate change. To focus his discussion, Sinnott-Armstrong invites us to 
consider the example of wasteful driving: not relatively essential trips to 
work or the store but simply afternoon pleasure drives, “where nothing so 
important is gained…All that is gained is pleasure” (2010, p. 333). Focusing 
further, he says, let’s specifically consider pleasure drives in gas-guzzling 
sport utility vehicles –not because other cars are unavailable but simply 
for the attendant feelings of power and excitement. Now SUV joyrides 
produce emissions and emissions cause global warming, yet we cannot 
conclude from this that an individual instance of SUV joyriding contributes 
causally to global warming and climate change, Sinnott-Armstrong argues. 
Far from it:  

The point is not that harms do not occur from global warming. I have 
already admitted that they do. The point is also not that my exhaust is 
overkill, like poisoning someone who is already dying from poison…And 
the point is not that the harm I cause is imperceptible…Instead, the point is 
simply that my individual joy ride does not cause global warming, climate 
change, or any of their resulting harms, at least directly. [Sinnott-Armstrong 
2010, p. 336, emphasis added] 

To be clear, in the imagined case Walter’s SUV is not emission-free nor 
burning some special fuel. It emits the same gases other cars do. While they 
are not the only sources of emissions (we cannot forget airplanes, power-
plants, other industry, etc.2) automobile emissions taken collectively are 
an undeniably significant causal contributor to global warming. Sinnott-
Armstrong does not deny this; indeed, he cites governmental restrictions 
on auto emissions as an example of worthwhile policy change. His claim 
is that this individual joyride has no causal role in climate change: not just 
a very small role, not just a role that’s very hard to perceive, but no causal 
role at all.     

For this claim he offers two interrelated arguments. The first argument 
is that an individual joyride is neither necessary nor sufficient for global 
warming. After all, he notes, “global warming will still occur even if I do 
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not drive just for fun. Moreover, even if I do drive a gas guzzler just for fun 
for a long time, global warming will not occur unless lots of other people 
also expel greenhouse gases” (2010, p. 334). Generally speaking, he says, 
an act which is neither necessary nor sufficient for production of some 
harm is not properly identified as a cause of that harm. Sinnott-Armstrong 
recognizes exceptions to this general rule, however: that is, cases in which 
an act is properly understood as a cause of harm, though it is neither 
necessary nor sufficient for that harm. As one such case, we are invited to 
imagine a macabre scenario in which he (Walter) joins five people pushing 
a car off a cliff with someone locked inside, where by hypothesis this only 
requires three people pushing. 

Notice that the car-pushing scenario is structurally similar to a 
hypothetical scenario offered by Derek Parfit in his analysis of “mistakes in 
moral mathematics” in Reasons and Persons. Parfit imagines joining three 
other people in a rescue of 100 trapped miners: by hypothesis four people 
are needed to lift the miners to safety, and also by hypothesis, a fifth person 
is waiting to join the rescue effort if he (Derek) were to go elsewhere. In 
this case, Parfit argues, his “share of the total” would not be 20 lives saved, 
but rather nothing, since the four other rescuers would have succeeded 
without him. “When some group together harm or benefit other people, 
this group is the smallest group of whom it is true that, if they had all acted 
differently, the other people would not have been harmed, or benefited.” 
(1984, p.71).  Likewise the smallest relevant group in Sinnott-Armstrong’s 
car-pushing scenario is four people. Walter’s pushing is neither necessary 
nor sufficient to harm the passenger - yet Sinnott-Armstrong allows that 
his pushing is still part of the cause of the harm. Why? He explains that 
despite the lack of necessity of sufficiency, Walter’s act had a causal role 
because i) he intended to cause the harm and ii) the act was unusual (2010, 
p. 335). But neither of these conditions is met by the joyrider, he says, who 
intends no harm and whose SUV-bound gas-guzzling afternoon jaunt is 
“not unusual.” So the joyride is not a cause of global warming, Sinnott-
Armstrong concludes, because it fails to meet the necessity or sufficiency 
conditions or his proposed criteria for exceptional cases.

I will turn to Sinnott-Armstrong’s second argument against wasteful 
driving causing global warming presently, but let’s stay with this argument 
a bit longer. Intentionality and unusualness are offered as two conditions 
for proper attribution of causal responsibility in the absence of necessity 
and sufficiency. “When I intend a harm to occur,” Sinnott-Armstrong 
explains, “my intention provides a reason to pick my act out of all the 
other background circumstances and identify it as a cause” (2010, p. 335). 
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To illustrate his point, consider a variation on the car-pushing scenario. 
Imagine that Walter joins five people pushing the car, but does so without 
realizing quite what’s happening; perhaps he fails to see the passenger 
inside, is deep in conversation with another pusher, and so starts pushing 
in an absent-minded, distracted way. We may say he intends to push but 
does not intend to harm the passenger. In that case, as I understand the 
proposed analysis, Walter would not be part of the cause of the harm to the 
passenger.

Perhaps, however, the unusualness condition is intended to cover cases 
like this variation on the car-pushing scenario. The condition of unusual 
action seems rather peculiar: why does being usual undermine being 
causally responsible? Sinnott-Armstrong clarifies that by “unusual” action 
he means that most people would not act that way. In circumstances where 
one’s act is neither necessary nor sufficient for a particular harm, the fact 
that most people would perform that act undermines causal responsibility 
in at least two ways. First, we are invited to consider the analogous case 
of matches. According to Sinnott-Armstrong we do not ascribe causal 
responsibility for a match lighting to the oxygen, but to friction, since the 
oxygen is usually present. (While he does not use this language, one might 
describe the friction as the proximate cause and the presence of oxygen as 
a remote cause of the match lighting.) Second, he argues, in moral cases we 
have a special efficacy-based reason not to ascribe causation to usual acts. 
Here I quote the argument at length: 

Labeling an act a cause of harm and, on this basis, holding its agent 
responsible for that harm by blaming the agent or condemning his act is 
normally counterproductive when that agent is acting no worse than most 
other people. If people who are doing no worse than average are condemned, 
then people who are doing much worse than average will suspect that they 
will still be subject to condemnation even if they start doing better and 
even if they improve enough to bring themselves up to the average. We 
should distribute blame (and praise) so as to give incentives for the worst 
offenders to get better. The most efficient and effective way of doing this 
is to reserve our condemnation for those who are well below average. This 
means that we should not hold people responsible for harms by calling their 
acts causes of harms when their acts are not at all unusual, assuming that 
they did not intend the harm. [2010, 335]

I must admit I find this line of reasoning rather problematic. For one 
thing, it elides any distinction to be made between holding someone 
causally responsible, holding the person morally responsible, blaming 
him or her, and public condemnation. It is clear that Sinnott-Armstrong 
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regards the identification of an act as a cause of harm as the basis on 
which the agent will be held responsible, and that the way he or she will 
be held responsible is by blaming him or her or condemning the act. Note 
that as stated, the causal label, the holding responsible, the blaming and 
condemning are collectively characterized as counterproductive. Yet there 
are useful distinctions to be made between these steps that have not been 
addressed here.  

Further, this argument assumes without citation a fairly complicated 
social-psychology of agent response to the collective distribution of praise 
and blame. Moral condemnation may come in varying strength, so that the 
prospect of significantly reduced condemnation may in fact motivate worst 
offenders to improve their behavior. Further still, the argument assumes 
that our guiding priority for distributing moral blame and attributing causal 
responsibility should be to encourage worst offenders to improve their 
behavior. This goal certainly may be among our moral priorities, but should 
we take it to be the central or most important one? It seems me that much 
will depend here on particular features varying across cases. In some cases, 
harm may be reduced more significantly by improving behavior on behalf 
of “the average” and attempting to instigate the “worst offenders” may be 
wasted effort. 

One thing I find worrisome about the unusualness argument is its single-
minded priority of incentives for those most contributing to harm and neglect 
of those most experiencing that harm. I take this to be especially salient to 
the issue of anthropogenic global climate change. As Sinnott-Armstrong 
recognizes (2010, p. 332), the global distribution of harms and benefits of 
emissions is enormously imbalanced.3 It seems perverse to deny present and 
future victims of climate change even a basic acknowledgement of partial 
causal responsibility by those who enjoy individual emissions-producing 
activities like joyriding, on the grounds that this acknowledgement will fail 
to incentivize better behavior by the most privileged. 

Finally, by what measure are gas-guzzling SUV joyrides properly 
characterized as “not unusual”? Certainly in the early twenty-first century 
there are places where SUV ownership is fairly common and places where 
it is quite rare; certainly there are places where SUV joyriding is rather 
frequent and places where it’s incredibly atypical. Gas-guzzling SUV 
joyrides are “not unusual” only assuming a very narrow reference class 
limited to the global rich. One might argue that many SUV joyriders do not 
see their actions as unusual compared to local folks, folks like them; yet 
the atmospheric effects of our emissions are not limited to those nearby but 
decidedly global, and globally such rides are uncommon indeed.           
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Let us now turn to the second argument on individual responsibility, 
individual emissions, and climate change: 

[T]he harms of global warming result from the massive quantities of 
greenhouse gases in the atmosphere. Greenhouse gases (such as carbon 
dioxide and water vapor) are perfectly fine in small quantities. They help 
plants grow. The problem emerges only when there is too much of them. 
But my joy ride by itself does not cause the massive quantities that are 
harmful. [2010, p. 335]

Here Sinnott-Armstrong offers the contrasting case of cyanide poured 
into a river then drunk by someone downstream who subsequently becomes 
ill and ides. In the causal chain of global warming, “no particular molecules 
from my car cause global warming in the direct way that particular molecules 
of the poison do cause the drinker’s death” (2010, p. 335). An SUV joyride 
is not like pouring cyanide upstream in a river, he suggests, but more like 
pouring a quart of water upstream in a river already flooding.

It is true that emissions are not inherently harmful and true that one 
joyride in a really inefficient SUV does not emit a quantity of gases that 
would be harmful on its own. Indeed, we can recognize that in some 
contexts the emissions of a particular Sunday afternoon drive could have 
positive environmental effects; in such contexts it would be wrong to 
identify that drive as (even partially) causally responsible for harm. Does 
this show that similar drives in our actual context (even partially) cause 
no harm? I am skeptical: a variation on Sinnott-Armstrong’s cyanide 
story may illustrate why. Just as greenhouse gases can be fine and even 
environmentally beneficial in sufficiently small amounts, the same is true 
of cyanide. After all, it is naturally occurring and safe in sufficiently small 
quantities.  A single molecule does not cause the drinker’s death on its own. 
The contrast between emissions and cyanide is a difference of degree, then, 
not a difference in kind. 

Further response to this second argument may be drawn from Parfit’s 
discussion of mistakes in moral mathematics. Even in cases where a single 
act by itself does not cause a harm, Parfit argues, “this act may be wrong 
because it is one of a set of acts that together harm other people” (1984, 
p.70). Now, automotive greenhouse gas emissions in our contemporary 
context fit the description of a “set of acts” that together harm other people. 
So on a Parfitian analysis, one joyride may be a part of just such a set of 
collectively harmful acts.  

I return to Sinnott-Armstrong’s analogy of the quart of water poured 
into an already flooding river in Section 4. But at this point let us recall the 
larger point of Sinnott-Armstrong’s arguments on individual responsibility 
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for climate change. Direct causal responsibility may not be necessary for 
moral obligation, but it is a plausible basis for a moral principle, which 
Sinnott-Armstrong identifies as the harm principle: “We have a moral 
obligation not to perform an act that causes harm to others” (2010, p. 
334). The two arguments rehearsed and criticized above are intended to 
block application of this principle to wasteful driving by denying causal 
attribution of harm. Here I think Sinnott-Armstrong is right to address 
the harm principle in detail, as it is both intuitively plausible and likely 
underlies many environmentalists’ moral opposition to emissions-
producing activities like SUV joyrides. Yet there are alternatives to this 
principle as articulated, only some of which Sinnott-Armstrong has argued 
against. In the next section I offer the threshold-contribution principle 
as a plausible principle not entirely equivalent to those principles which 
Sinnott-Armstrong considers and rejects.

           

3. A Probabilistic Account of Threshold Issues
I think it is fruitful to recognize the discussion of wasteful driving and 
climate change rehearsed here is structurally similar to individual causal 
impotence objections frequently raised against consequentialist arguments 
for ethical vegetarianism or consumer ethics. Having identified some 
particular agricultural or labor practice as morally better than others, 
many of us take ourselves to have a moral obligation to support the better 
practice. Now “support” can be understood in many ways, but a common 
interpretation is that for some good practice X, supporting X means 
contributing to bringing about X. Moral commitments to vegetarianism, 
fair trade, and other practices are often grounded this way: specifically in 
a moral evaluation of an individual act as right to the extent that it aids in 
undermining worse practices and supporting better ones, and wrong to the 
extent that it supports worse and undermines better ones. 

Attempts to justify individual dietary and consumer acts in this way have 
met with criticism similar to Sinnott-Armstrong’s analysis of individual 
emissions and climate change: namely, the fact that individual purchases 
rarely if ever really seem to yield positive (or negative) effects on the good 
(or bad) agricultural or labor practices we seek to change. This problem 
is raised by Regan (1980) and others against Singer’s (1980) utilitarian 
defense of ethical vegetarianism.4 Such critics argue that while utilitarians 
may oppose and condemn contemporary animal uses, their theoretical 
basis doesn’t warrant individual changes. This problem is not unique to 
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vegetarianism but extends to anywhere a lag exists between individual 
actions taken and effects actually registered. 

For his part, Singer responds to the charge of causal impotence against 
utilitarian vegetarianism by appeal to the notion of thresholds. With the 
poultry industry as his example, Singer offers this argument:

[B]ut there must be some point at which the number of vegetarians 
makes a difference to the size of the poultry industry. There must be a 
series of thresholds, hidden by the market system of distribution, which 
determine how many factory farms will be in existence. In this case one 
more person becoming a vegetarian will make no difference at all, unless 
that individual, added to the others who are already vegetarians, reduces 
demand below the threshold level at which a new factory farm would have 
started… [1980, p. 335]

Singer thus concludes, “[a]s long as I have no idea whether or not 
my own decision to go vegetarian is the decision that takes the demand 
for chickens below the threshold the strength of this reason for being a 
vegetarian is unaffected” (1980, p. 336). 

In the spirit of Singer’s insight, I want to articulate here a distinctly 
probabilistic approach to the threshold issue applicable to Sinnott-
Armstrong’s challenge on emissions and global climate change. To this end, 
let us consider an individual consumer act (i) that may or may not reach 
some relevant threshold (t) that effects some concrete morally positive 
change in production and thereby promotes the good in a tangible way. The 
basic idea, then, is that the individual act in question should be performed 
just in case, and all other things being equal,

p(t|i)  >  p(t)         
[ positive threshold ]

that is, when the probability the threshold is reached is increased given 
the performance of the act. The operative conception of probability here is 
rational subjective probability, such that p(t|i) is a measure of how likely 
we should reasonably expect it to be, given all the evidence available to us, 
that the threshold will be reached given that the act is performed. Along 
these lines, p(t) expresses how likely we reasonably should expect it be that 
the threshold will be reached otherwise.

The threshold-contribution principle applied just as straightforwardly 
for morally negative thresholds, that is, a level t at which some moral harm 
is brought about. In this case an individual action i should be performed 
just in case, and all other things being equal,

p(t|i)  <  p(t)         
[ negative threshold ]
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We can also apply a variation on the threshold-contribution principle 
to comparative moral evaluation of the different potential actions. So 
in choosing between the performance of two individual acts, i1 and i2, 
concerning some morally positive threshold t, then all other things being 
equal and given the evidence available to us, we should perform whichever 
action makes reaching the positive threshold more probable than would the 
other. So, for example, we should perform i1 over i2 just in case p(t|i1 ) >  
p(t|i2). Likewise, concerning some morally negative threshold t, we should 
perform i1 over i2 just in case p(t|i1 ) <  p(t|i2).   

Now one might have thought an individual act should be performed if 
doing so will reach the desired threshold, or if one should reasonably expect 
(given the evidence) that doing so will reach the threshold. While they 
might be sufficient conditions for action, however, as necessary conditions 
they fail to account for a wide range of cases. Consider, for example, many 
everyday prudential actions in automotive care: changing brake pads, 
tires, windshield wipers, and so on. We do these things not because each 
automotive safety precaution will avoid an accident or even because we 
reasonably expect each precaution will do so. Rather, precautions should be 
taken because they increase the rational subjective probability of avoiding 
accidents. Turning from prudential to moral reasoning, we may consider 
reckless and negligent actions of all sorts. It’s no moral defense of merrily 
tossing televisions off a high hotel balcony into an atrium below to insist 
after the fact that no one was hurt; what makes such actions morally wrong 
is that they increase the rational subjective probability of such injury or 
damage. Or consider dining out, ordering a vegetarian option on the basis 
of one’s concern for animal welfare under conventional contemporary 
agriculture. On the threshold-contribution principle I should choose a 
vegetarian option not because I know this meal will cause the restaurant to 
buy less meat from the wholesaler, improving particular animals’ welfare 
(I will rarely if ever actually know that) but because the evidence available 
to me suggests that ordering this way improves the odds of that positive 
outcome. The basic idea of the threshold-contribution principle, then, is 
that an act is right (all other things being equal and given the evidence 
available to the actor) because it makes reaching the desired threshold more 
likely. As long as p(t|i) > p(t), we have moral reason in favor of performing 
the individual action, or analogously for negative thresholds, moral reason 
in favor of refraining from performing the individual action, all other things 
being equal. 

To be clear, the threshold-contribution principle is offered as one 
principle to be weighed with others: the ceteris paribus clause of the 
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principle allows that given countervailing moral considerations, all other 
things sometimes may not be equal. Furthermore, the principle is built 
to accommodate uncertain cases, in which we have evidence of varying 
strength about how individual actions contribute to collective effects, 
though we may not know for sure. I take it that many real-world moral 
problems are like this. By contrast, in both Sinnott-Armstrong’s car-pushing 
scenario and Parfit’s miner-rescue scenario, the actor knows just what will 
happen if he joins in and what will happen if he refrains. So the threshold-
contribution principle will be neutral toward Derek assisting with the 
rescue, since by hypothesis the probability of the morally positive threshold 
(one hundred lives saved) being reached in this case is 1, regardless of 
Derek’s action, as a fifth rescuer would join instead. Likewise, the principle 
would not identify Walter joining in pushing the car as wrong because as 
the case is constructed the probability of the morally negative threshold 
(the passenger’s fate) being reached is already 1. In a more epistemically 
realistic version of the car-pushing scenario, however, the principle would 
give a different answer. Perhaps Walter has pretty good evidence that the 
four men pushing the car are all fully prepared to push it off the cliff: still, 
he cannot discount the possibility that one or more of them may change 
his mind, or the possibility that Walter joining the effort may bolster each 
man’s confidence to continue their cruel act, or the possibility that Walter 
could by other means persuade or force them to stop. Given the evidence 
available to Walter in real-world scenarios, the probability of the terrible 
cliff-threshold being reached without his assistance is something short of 1, 
and that probability should be expected to increase were he to help push. As 
such, the threshold-contribution principle would clearly identify Walter’s 
pushing as morally wrong.              

4. Climate Change Thresholds
Climate scientists widely agree that human activities have had a 
“discernable” (Oreskes & Conway 2010, p. 205) influence on global 
climate; given the protracted nature of the phenomenon, this effect will 
be registered by future generations even if we ceased emissions from this 
day forward (Gardiner 2011, pp. 32-35). In a real sense, then, climate 
change is happening and will happen regardless of whether Walter takes 
his gas-guzzling joyride. Yet it would be profoundly misleading to describe 
human contribution to climate change as an all-or-nothing affair. When I 
characterize global climate change as a threshold issue, I do not mean to 
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suggest that it is a single threshold (“human influence on climate change, 
or none”) that our individual emissions contribute to crossing. It would 
be more fruitful, rather, to envision a series of interrelated thresholds, like 
several rungs on a climatological ladder. Understood this way, we may 
better appreciate the bounded yet nonzero potential threshold effects of our 
individual emissions-producing activities.

One single emissions-producing act such as an afternoon drive may 
not produce enough emissions to cross a climatologically negative 
threshold entirely on its own; likewise refraining from one such act 
and doing something else may not reduce emissions enough to achieve 
a climatologically positive threshold entirely on its own.5 Even if we 
consider collectively all emissions-producing actions that individuals can 
perform or refrain from performing within existing global, national, and 
local institutional structures, the climatologically negative and especially 
the climatologically positive thresholds we could cross together would 
be limited.6 Yet with these restrictions in mind, we might appreciate 
the potential of individual actions to contribute to crossing morally and 
climatologically significant thresholds.   

When Walter contemplates going for a gas-guzzling joyride, what 
does he know? By hypothesis he knows this drive is not important: it is 
“not necessary to cure depression or calm aggressive impulses,” (Sinnott-
Armstrong 2010, p. 333), but just one source of pleasure among many. The 
emissions produced during this drive are a clear case of luxury emissions, 
to use Henry Shue’s language (1993). Walter also knows that, taken 
together, automotive emissions significantly causally contribute to climate 
change. He knows that while one drive on its own may not cross any 
climatologically negative or positive threshold, still there is some quantity 
of total automotive emissions produced or withheld from being produced 
that would cross some negative and positive thresholds, respectively. 
Finally, and crucially, he knows that in contemplating this gas-guzzling 
joyride he is not the only person with the freedom to decide whether or 
not to perform an emissions-producing action. Things would be different 
if everybody else’s actions were predetermined and known to Walter and 
if he had perfect understanding of climate change: then he would know 
exactly which climatologically significant threshold would be crossed or 
not, regardless of his own individual action. But in reality, the best he can 
do is to predict others’ actions based on the evidence available to him with 
a healthy appreciation for the fallibility of these predictions.

Given all of this, what moral guidance does Walter receive from the 
threshold-contribution principle articulated in the previous section? Recall 
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that on this principle, all other things being equal, Walter’s act is morally 
right just in case it makes it more likely (given the evidence available to 
him) that a positive threshold will be crossed and/or less likely that that a 
negative threshold will be crossed; his act is morally wrong just in case it 
makes it more likely that a negative threshold will be crossed and/or less 
likely that a positive threshold will be crossed. (What matters here is not 
that Walter crosses these thresholds, but that they are crossed.) To put the 
point in rational subjective probabilistic terms, as long as p(t|i) > p(t), for 
individual action (or inaction) i and positive threshold t, there is a moral 
reason in favor of that action or inaction. In case of the contemplated joyride, 
I would argue that the threshold-contribution principle recommends against 
this and similar such inessential individual emissions-producing actions. 
By taking a gas-guzzling Sunday drive, Walter will be increasing the 
rational subjective probability that one or more climatologically negative 
threshold(s) will be crossed.

What makes individual, gratuitous emissions-producing acts morally 
wrong is not limited to the direct effects of those actions but also includes 
their indirect effects. Specifically, our actions can be contagious: by 
performing one gratuitous emissions-producing action, I may thereby make 
other emissions-producing actions more likely than they would otherwise 
have been. My indirect effects may include role-modeling effects on others’ 
behavior (both constructive role-modeling of good acts and destructive 
role-modeling of bad ones), but also cascading effects on my own future 
behavior too. The fact that I treat myself to an inessential SUV joyride this 
Sunday may make it harder to resist taking similar joyrides next Sunday, 
and so on. In this way an individual act may increase the probability of an 
established pattern of behavior that further increases the probability of one 
or more climatologically negative thresholds being reached.      

Recall Sinnott-Armstrong’s image of individual emissions as a quart of 
water poured into an already flooding river. To the extent that this metaphor 
invites the reaction that the quart makes no difference since the flood will 
happen anyway, it’s thereby misleading in the sense discussed above of 
global climate change as an all-or-nothing, single-threshold affair. A little 
reflection, however, reminds us that a flooding river isn’t always a single 
threshold disaster either. Even as the initial threshold of overrunning its 
banks is quite significant, the further issue of just how much (how high 
and far) the river floods the surrounding area is significant too. Another 
quart of water won’t affect the crossing of the already-met initial threshold 
(overrunning the riverbank), yet still its small contribution makes more 
likely the crossing of additional thresholds (overcoming the first row 
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of sandbags, or damaging the basements of buildings even further from 
the river, and so on). In this way the analogy with individual emissions 
works, though perhaps not as Sinnott-Armstrong intends. While the fact 
of anthropogenic global climate change in the coming decades is clear, the 
extent of this contribution and its effects still can be affected for better or 
worse; our further individual emissions-producing activities increase the 
likelihood of crossing these additional thresholds of climate change.      

At this point it is natural to consider whether Sinnott-Armstrong’s 
criticisms of other moral principles that recommend against wasteful 
driving properly extend to the threshold-contribution principle as well. 
On my assessment, those candidates closest to the threshold-contribution 
principle among those Sinnott-Armstrong entertains the risk principle and 
the contribution principle, respectively defined as follows:

The risk principle: We have a moral obligation not to increase the risk 
of harms to other people.   

The contribution principle: We have a moral obligation not to make 
problems worse.  (2010, p. 337)       

According to Sinnott-Armstrong, neither of these principles actually 
yields the desired result for climate change and individual moral 
responsibility for emissions. The main problem with the first, he argues, is 
that an individual instance of wasteful driving doesn’t make the problem of 
climate change worse: “there is no individual person or animal who will be 
worse off if I drive than if I do not drive my gas-guzzler just for fun” (2010, 
p. 337). Likewise, the risk principle holds in some cases–Sinnott-Armstrong 
grants that drunk driving is morally wrong “because it risks harm to others, 
even if the drunk driver gets home safely without hurting anyone” (2010, p. 
337)–but wasteful driving is not one of them. The difference, he argues, is 
that the victims of particular drunk drivers are easily identifiable while any 
such victims of my wasteful driving are not. Furthermore, he says, if the 
risk principle were true it would be too strong, “unbelievably restrictive” 
(2010, p. 337). Anything we do that emits even tiny amounts of greenhouse 
gases (like exercising or boiling water) would seem to increase the risk 
of harm to other people and thus violate the principle. This absurdity, he 
concludes, gives us further reason to reject the risk principle.       

Initially these criticisms of the contribution and risk principles may 
seem to extend successfully to my threshold-contribution principle, 
but I think we should resist that assumption. Recall that the threshold-
contribution principle asks us to refrain not only from actions that actually, 
concretely end up making a problem worse, but actions that increase the 
rational subjective probability of making a problem worse. Even if Sinnott-



18

PersPectives: international Postgraduate Journal of PhilosoPhy

Armstrong is right that Walter’s joyride ends up making no individual 
creature worse off (though how this can be known and asserted certainly 
is far from clear), nevertheless given the evidence available to him as he 
contemplates his action, taking the joyride and producing its attendant 
emissions increases the chances that some such harmful outcome comes 
to pass. 

Does the alleged disanalogy between wasteful and drunk driving hold 
for the threshold-contribution principle as Sinnott-Armstrong suggests for 
the risk principle? It is true that individual actions increasing the rational 
subjective probability of climatologically negative thresholds crossed often 
fail to have easily identifiable victims. But consider the example of drunk 
driving again. While victims of drunk driving are fairly easily identifiable 
when it causes harm (e.g., when there is actually an accident), Sinnott-
Armstrong agrees that drunk driving is not morally wrong only when it 
causes harm. This means that drunk driving is wrong even when it has no 
easily identifiable victim: it seems ad hoc to insist that drunk driving is 
always wrong because it sometimes has an easily identifiable victim which 
makes it importantly disanalogous to wasteful driving. These considerations, 
I suggest, should make us doubt the weight of moral disanalogy drawn 
between drunk and wasteful driving on the moral relevance of easily 
identifiable victims.      

Finally, would application of the threshold-contribution principle to 
individual emissions be overly restrictive, as Sinnott-Armstrong contends 
for the risk principle? As I see it, the threshold-contribution principle 
allows a workable distinction between exercising and boiling water for 
cooking or purification on the one hand and gas-guzzling joyrides and 
other inessential individual emissions-producing activities on the other. 
The relevant distinction here is not between significant and insignificant 
risks or increases in risk,7 but between important and unimportant 
activities. The ceteris paribus clause of the principle allows for distinctions 
of this sort: we are not morally obliged to refrain from boiling water – 
for purification, to cook, not just to idly watch the bubbles roll – because 
then all others things are not equal. Now the distinction between important 
and unimportant activities is not always clear to be sure, and I will not 
pretend to offer a general analysis of the distinction here. But recall that 
Sinnott-Armstrong’s project proceeds from the assumption of this very 
distinction; he attends to wasteful driving specifically because he takes it 
to be paradigmatic of emissions-producing acts in which nothing important 
is gained. The drive has no purpose but pleasure, and pleasure can be had 
in other ways. To the extent that Sinnott-Armstrong’s project presumes a 
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workable distinction between important and unimportant activities, then, 
using the threshold-contribution principle to identify what makes just such 
emissions-producing activities morally wrong should be able to draw upon 
that workable distinction too.

5. Conclusions
I think we have good reason to be skeptical toward Sinnott-Armstrong’s 

denial of individual moral obligation to reduce emissions.8 Specifically, I 
have questioned the basis of his unusualness condition for proper attribution 
of causal responsibility, as well as its alleged inapplicability to gas-guzzling 
Sunday afternoon joyrides and other individual inessential emissions-
producing activities of the global rich. I also have challenged the intended 
contrast between greenhouse gases and cyanide and the comparison of our 
individual emissions with a quart of water added to an already flooded river. 
Furthermore, through my threshold-contribution principle I have offered an 
explanation of what makes wasteful driving and other inessential emitting 
activities in the face of global climate change morally wrong – attributions 
of direct causal responsibility notwithstanding. We have a moral obligation 
not to take the gas-guzzling joyrides Sinnott-Armstrong describes, because 
(all other things being equal, given the evidence available to us) doing 
so makes crossing climatologically negative thresholds more likely and 
crossing climatologically positive thresholds less likely.          

When it comes to moral evaluation and response to global climate 
change, some may argue that we should attend to institutional structural 
change rather than worrying about individual emission-producing acts. 
This is surely the implication of Sinnott-Armstrong’s closing remark that 
“It is better to enjoy your Sunday driving while working to change the 
law so as to make it illegal for you to enjoy your Sunday driving” (2010, 
344). The idea is that SUV joy-riding Walter should join others working 
for social change where lasting progress can be made. Along similar lines, 
others may urge that multinational corporations and powerful governments 
should be properly identified as the agents morally responsible for working 
to adapt and mitigate global climate change, not individual joy-riders. Both 
arguments contain key insights. Moral responsibility for global warming 
and accompanying climate change should be shouldered not by individual 
people alone but powerful governmental and industrial bodies too; further, 
we shouldn’t retreat to our individual actions as moral substitute for assisting 
in collective action for systematic change. Yet both arguments also invite 
false dilemmas. Individual action is no substitute for social activism toward 
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better structures; neither does the need for activism make our individual 
emissions morally irrelevant. 
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(Endnotes)
1 For further discussion of these issues, see Oreskes 2005, Oreskes & Conway 

2010, and Gardiner 2011. 
2 Hartzell 2011 emphasizes that corporations and states, not just individuals 

separately or collectively, should be recognized as bearing responsibility for 
emissions as well.  

3 See also Shue 1993, Shue 2010, and Gardiner 2011 on the unequal distribution 
of harms and benefits of emissions as a global justice issue. 

4 For various versions of the individual causal impotence objection, see Regan 
1980, Chariter 2006, and Garrett 2007. For various responses to the objection, 
see Singer 1980, Matheny 2002, and Almassi 2011.

5 See, however, Hiller 2011 for a careful critical discussion of the effects of 
ordinary individual actions.

6 See Aufrecht 2011 for an adept analysis of emissions and climate change as a 
structural problem.

7 See Parfit 1984, pp.74-75, for its adept discussion of the irrationality of 
dismissing “tiny” chances. 

8 For further critical engagement with Sinnott-Armstrong on individual 
responsibility for climate change, see Nolt 2011, Nolt 2012, and Schinkel 
2011.


