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Introduction

One of the greatest threats to modern society is our own degradation of the world’s natural environment. What makes this threat unique from all others, however, is not only the enormity of its impact but that the threat faces us today and tomorrow. Only a portion of the threat from environmental degradation affects our lives today. The great portion of the threat lies many years in the future, after our disastrous policies towards the environment have had time to run the course and reach the inevitable result. As we shall see, taking action to prevent an environmental calamity in the future is the most difficult type of action to take. It is harder to build an ethical justification or political consensus around that action than it is to halt pollution we can see today with our own eyes or repair a portion of the natural world harmed by human action.
The action that we may take on the environment can be broken up into three categories: action for yesterday, action for today, and action for tomorrow. Action for yesterday seeks to repair the damage we have already perpetuated. Action for today is determined to reduce or eliminate environmental pollution that threatens our well-being today. Action for tomorrow, then, is fairly simple to decipher – it seeks to prevent greater harm to the environment in the years to come, to build a healthier environment 20 years from now than we enjoy today, and to ensure our children’s health and well-being is not threatened by the state of the natural world. I argue that the first and second actions are quite different from the third, by virtue of their political palatability as well as how they are ethically justified. I will lay out these differences and discuss how we can move beyond them below.
Action for yesterday

Action for yesterday, as I said above, seeks to repair the damage that we as human beings have already perpetuated on our natural environment. This can be differentiated from action for today only in that action for today seeks to stop an ongoing degradation of our natural world. It is a fine line to be sure, as I will explore to a greater extent further on. For the most part, since there are many cases in which action for yesterday and action for today are similar, this makes sense.


Action for yesterday would encompass a range of public policy that seeks to reverse damages that already exist. One example is the Endangered Species Act in the United States, which gives privileged status to (you guessed it!) endangered species. A workable, if not legal, definition of “endangered species” would be any species that is close to becoming extinct as a result of human action. Sometimes this takes the form of over-hunting or over-fishing, sometimes it stems from the destruction of the species’ natural habitat by human beings. The act gives these species protected status, making it illegal for those animals to be hunted and placing far greater legal limits on actions that could negatively impact the species’ natural environment than would otherwise be the case. But what really is the point of having such a law? We may know what the Endangered Species Act does, but we have yet to establish why it should be considered a good action to take. In doing so, we will establish the reason to take action for yesterday.


The ethical justification for the Endangered Species Act is based upon one commonly-held moral imperative and one utilitarian argument. The moral imperative is that of taking responsibility for one’s actions. I would imagine this is a widely held view throughout liberal society. Taking responsibility for one’s action is not a utilitarian means to an end, it is considered a justifiable end in itself. So long as human action has devastated the natural world or, as in the case of this specific example, placed the continued existence of a particular species in jeopardy, the human community must take responsibility for its actions. Thus, in this view, placing greater protection on endangered species is not a means to a particular end – doing so is alone worthwhile because of the principle underpinning that action.

The other justification for the Endangered Species Act is utilitarian. Perhaps by drawing a few limits on economic growth through environmental regulation today, we can reap greater rewards from the ensuing biodiversity. As many cures and palliatives that enhance human life and well-being are found existing naturally in plants and animals, and others are based upon observance and research of the natural world, could there not be a benefit to all human beings from the preservation of this species? Could we not perhaps improve the human lot in life by restoring a polluted area to its natural beauty that we find so appealing? This argument is not anchored in a concrete moral principle but an objective consideration of the cost and benefit to human beings. Because action for yesterday is driven by a strong moral principle buoyed by an honest utilitarian rationale it is an action society often takes.
Action for today

Action for today is determined to reduce or eliminate environmental pollution that threatens our well-being today. It is different from action for yesterday because it demonstrably affects the health and well-being of human beings this very moment, and because it is ongoing. Cleaning up a polluted area would be an action for yesterday so long as it is being done for a principle rooted in yesterday – namely, responsibility for one’s past actions, or the utilitarian argument that rectifying past actions could yield tangible rewards in the future. In contrast, an action for today is justified entirely in the present. But crucially, action for today is similarly based on both a moral principle and a utilitarian argument. In fact, that characteristic of both action for yesterday and action for today is what differentiates these two actions so basically from action for tomorrow.

Halting the dumping of carcinogenic toxins into an area where they might enter the public water supply is an action for today. So, too, is halting or reducing the level of micro-particles pumped out of factories, or removing waste treatment facilities from nearby areas of human population. In each of these cases, the welfare of human beings is directly at risk. The dumping of toxins has, in a number of cases, been shown in a court of law to cause birth defects or increase cancer rates among families that live close to the area being polluted, or drink the water that comes in contact with those toxic chemicals. The most noted and famed case would be the case of Erin Brockovich, the muckraking crusader portrayed in film by Julia Roberts. Micro-particles – essentially, dust, smoot, etc. – are a leading cause of asthma, especially among children. Waste treatment facilities have equally negative effects on the health of people who live nearby, and no doubt reduce their ‘well-being’ through noise pollution from trucks and that signature smell.

As I said, each of the above is an action for today. And, just as action for yesterday was justified by principle as well as utilitarian argument, so is action for today. The moral principle is ensuring the well-being and continued existence of fellow human beings. Now, unfortunately, this isn’t always considered a moral imperative. Preserving human life and human welfare could be judged against some other means to and end and found to be a less effective. Moreover, this principle hasn’t always even existed. The whole of human history confirms this point – for thousands of years of our existence, human lives were tossed away more carelessly than one cares to consider. Nevertheless, the preservation of human life and well-being is a moral principle. There may be a utilitarian argument for preserving a particular human being’s life, but the argument for doing so for all of humanity is simply that we should. It is a moral principle but not a moral imperative, in that it is “good” but not “necessary.”

As well as being justified by this moral principle, action for today can be justified on utilitarian grounds. In this case, the utilitarian argument weighs the various different meanings of the term “human well-being.” Specifically, the question is most often between action to remove an environmental danger to human health on one hand, and the economy and jobs on the other. Closing a particular factory or power plant that emits micro-particles probably would improve the health of nearby populations and decrease the incidence of asthma among children who breathe the polluted air. At what cost, though, to the economy or other measures of human well-being, would that action come? Would those children be without electricity to live by if the power plant that served their community shut down? Would their parents be out of a job? It is possible that disposing of toxic chemicals properly would impose such costs on a firm that it might have to cut jobs to make ends meet. Would the child affected be better off with cancer or a life in poverty?


Obviously, the utilitarian argument in the last case above would fall in favor of the kid not having cancer. But that isn’t necessarily the case with jobs or the economy. Many times, in fact, communities choose slight danger to their physical health (or the physical health of others nearby, sympathy extending only so far) over the loss of their livelihoods. But in other cases, the dangers are so great that the, say, waste treatment facility shuts down. What is clear, though, is that these actions fall under the broad category of action for today. And it is equally clear that action for today takes place because it is justified both on moral and utilitarian grounds, just as action for yesterday is. This is a particularly important observation because, as I will explain below, the same is not true for action for tomorrow.
Action for tomorrow

Action for tomorrow seeks to prevent greater harm to the environment in the years to come, to build a healthier environment 20 years from now than we enjoy today, and to ensure our children and heir’s health and well-being is not threatened by the state of the natural world. It is different from both action for yesterday and action for today for two main reasons. First, it is an action that takes place today for some goal in the future. This may seem an obvious point. But it is essential. Since the effect of the action takes place much further in the future than is the case for either of the other two categories, the quantitative evaluation of options required for a utilitarian analysis becomes that much more difficult. Second, the same inability to predict the future that confuses the utilitarian rationale dilutes the moral principle at stake. Together, these differences make action for tomorrow much harder for society’s to agree upon and implement through public policy.


To look more specifically at action for tomorrow, we must look at examples in this category. The most often cited example would be action to stop or slow global warming, or global climate change. Global warming is caused by humanity’s use of fossil fuels and the resulting pollution – coal and gas power plants, automobile exhaust, etc. By moving to alternate sources of energy, or creating new automobiles powered by cleaner fuels or an entirely different sort of power, we could take action to stop or slow global warming. The problem, though, is that it is much more difficult to take this action than it is for actions in our other two categories, perhaps because it is harder to justify.

First of all, an obvious point that was stated above but cannot be emphasized enough: the end result of action for tomorrow takes place tomorrow. Lacking the ability to accurately foresee the future, we can only base our predictions and expectations for tomorrow on educated guesses. And only tomorrow will demonstrate how educated our guesses truly were. Our lack of pristine foresight means that the danger itself could not exist. While it is possible to demonstrate the effects of action for yesterday and action for today (to varying degrees, depending on the particular situation) it is nearly impossible to do so for global warming. We can present a child with cancer and argue persuasively that the cancer is a result of an instance of environmental degradation; with global warming, we not only struggle to predict the exact effects, we cannot ever present “a child with cancer” – real and tangible proof of its negative effect on human beings. This rids any utilitarian argument we might attempt to make of sound basis in observation. We cannot always measure objectively, but in this case we cannot measure at all. We cannot weigh the costs and benefits when we know neither.


So, where action for today and yesterday each had a utilitarian rationale, action for tomorrow has none. At best, it has a weak rationale grounded more in suspicion than fact. And action for tomorrow is similarly lacking a strong moral principle. Here too we run into the problem of the future. We could try to justify action against global climate change with the “you break it, you buy it” rule of taking responsibility for one’s actions that we used in the first category. But there is still debate over whether global climate change is even taking place, and still more over whether human beings have caused it. Without agreement on that assumption, neither the culpability of nor the threat to the human race has been established – thus there is no moral justification on either of our two accounts. We are left with a situation where a moral and utilitarian base exist to justify action for both yesterday and today, but neither currently justify action for tomorrow.
Creating moral justification

The lack of justification either on a moral or utilitarian basis does not mean that action will not be taken. But it could explain why communities, nations and the world as a whole are so much quicker to act to save lives today or repair past damages than they are to face the threat of global warming. If humanity is to act more decisively on this issue, there must be some sort of justification for doing so. Perhaps there is a moral impulse to protect one’s children, but without evidence that they are truly in danger, the impulse is weak. How, then, can we ensure that humanity will act to face the threat of global climate change I am convinced exists? Perhaps ‘green spirituality’ has the answer.


‘Green spirituality,’ also known in its more narrow form of ‘green Christianity,’ is an attempt to provide spiritual and theological justification for pro-environmental policies. Professor Mark Wallace, a professor of Religion at Swarthmore College, has been developing green spirituality. He defines it as a belief system wherein “nature is an integrated whole, and when I live in harmony with my surroundings I live in harmony with myself and rekindle the spark of God that is within me and all other beings.” If we currently lack a moral reason to undertake action for tomorrow, green spirituality provides it. As Wallace says, “the moral rule that results from this biotic kinship is variously formulated as the ‘duty of noninterference’ or the ‘principle of minimum impact.’(all emphasis mine)”  Consider the words I have chosen to emphasize: “moral rule,” “duty,” “principle.” Religion and spirituality is the motivating factor behind many people’s involvement with politics, and the justification for many a public policy. Perhaps this is truer in the United States than elsewhere, but then the inability of society to deal with global warming and environmentally unsustainable practices there is more pronounced.


Green spirituality could be the spark that creates change. If this particular branch of theological thought becomes more common, we could see a new moral principle arise. It would hold that environmentally friendly policies are an inherent good. If this belief spread to enough people, it could create the moral imperative necessary to take all three actions. Perhaps we will act on climate change anyway; my point is merely that we will face difficulty doing so and the spread of green spirituality could make it easier. After all, to quote again from Wallace, “To see oneself as a blessed recipient of the Spirit’s daily bread is to feel motivated to enter the political fray and work toward healthy earth-centered living.”
 If green spirituality were more widespread, I believe one would see people take action not just for yesterday and today, but for tomorrow as well. 
� All quotes from: Wallace, Mark. “The Earthen Spirit: How ‘green spirituality’ can inform the environmental movement.” Retrieved 1/12/05 from http://www.swarthmore.edu/bulletin/index.php?id=328





