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As an ethical principle, I like to act on behalf of an imaginary grandchild in the 22nd century. I would like her to think that this among her dozens of great-great-great grandparents would be remembered fondly as one who at least tried to stop the incipient disasters.

It looks as if there will be massive changes in climate and biosphere, triggered by the modernisation processes of the 20th-21st centuries. It is not possible to say for certain whether these changes will be, on balance, for good or ill. The judgement depends on the ethical perspective(s) adopted, as well as on observable ‘facts’—themselves often uncertain or disputed.

From our standpoint, it looks as if the prospective changes are likely to bring widespread human misery and disruption of ecosystems, including a severe loss of species. In our common-sense humanistic ethics, this state of affairs is deplorable, and efforts should be made to minimise changes.

But this is not a majority view. In order to implement an effective programme we would need to persuade a significant fraction of our fellow human beings to accept a lot of changes. This is probably unlikely in the time-scale of 50-100 years, since most people have more pressing personal concerns, many of which involved activities that make matters worse.
DOING THE RIGHT THING

What is the right thing to do in these circumstances? What is an effective thing to do? Are we justified in deploying political black arts?

What feels good?  Just doing the best we can, sticking to logical arguments, patient collection of data, civilised discourse—and expecting to fail? That does feel OK in one sense: standing at the Pearly Gates, one can look St Peter in the eye and say, ‘We did our best’. 
But in the judgement of history, would it look so good? We are in some sense batting for posterity. Will we look like heroes in retrospect? Or lily-livered milksops who merely tut-tutted while the planet was torched, when we should have been doing something more resolute? 
What are ‘more resolute’ actions?  ‘Earth First!’ activists lie down in front of bulldozers, and generally tried to halt the march of technical progress; it was not a very successful approach. More subtle and effective is to give up logic for rhetoric and propaganda. That after all is the way the world works, but it feels yucky.
DOING THE WRONG THING

What about trying to find ethical justifications for doing nothing?

· For example, all generations have to live in the world as they find it. No previous generation has actually planned for posterity; they just did what they wanted. So we would be following ‘normal practice’.

· Or: how about adopting the views of contrarians and environmental sceptics? They have evidence too, and we could consciously adopt their standpoint. Especially the ‘economistic’ analysis by Bjørn Lomborg and others, giving climate change a very low rating in terms of return on investment.
· A related plan would be to switch to a defensive strategy, investing heavily in normal economic development and setting aside resources for defence against the effects of climate change, for example dams, flood barriers, drought-adapted agriculture.
· Or we could take refuge in uncertainty, in either the facts or the ethics. It might be actually hubristic to try and second-guess these massive shifts. Any efforts we make might backfire and make things even worse.

· Or taking a very long-term view. There will be another ice-age, and this will cause an equivalent amount of disruption. If this is normal and natural, mankind will have to learn to cope with this kind of thing. In a million years or so biodiversity will recover. Lovelock has such views.
· Or adopt a radically different kind of ontology and ethics. For example, many fundamentalist Christians believe that ‘the End is at Hand’ in quite a different sense, and that the future of the planet is in the hands of the Almighty.
· Or the view that ‘Nature’ undergoes whatever happens without judgement. Most organisms die instantly. A few survive and are themselves consumed sooner or later. Very few ‘die in their beds’. The changes we foresee in the next few centuries will not be cruel or unusual as far as individual organisms are concerned.  Our only concern should be with the future well-being of humanity. 
Any of these would be enough to escape from the annoying feeling of obligation that we ought to be ‘doing more’.

