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The Common Good and the Leadership Among Nations
A Roman Catholic Theological Perspective on

Equity and Global Climate Change 
[A] leadership role among nations can only be justified by the possibility and willingness to contribute widely and generously to the common good.

– Pope John Paul II, Sollicitudo rei socialis (1987) 

The Bush Administration could not have been clearer about its reasons for rejecting the Kyoto Convention. According to the president and his aides, the treaty does not serve American interests, and it exempts Third World nations from the first round of staged emissions reductions for greenhouse gases. “We are going to work together, the president said, “but it is what is in the interest of our country first and foremost” that will determine United States policy. National Security Adviser Condoleeza Rice was just as blunt. “We will have to find other ways to deal with the problem,” she said, “Kyoto is dead.”

 Whether the Kyoto Convention conflicts with American interests is a question in need of searching examination. The president’s presumption that it does is open to challenge. But, it is the second part of the administration’s rationale, namely, the objection that the initial exemption of Third World countries, especially giants like China and India, from requirements to reduce their output of greenhouse gases is unacceptable to the United States, because it  unfairly asks of the United States what it is not asking of the populous Third World countries, that I would like to take up this afternoon. For it is clear that the issue of equity in any climate-change regime has to do with the distribution of the burdens of adjustment and/or non-adjustment, between developed and developing nations, and more generally with the relation of affluent countries to poor and developing ones..

For my discussion of equity in climate-change policy, I would like to draw on four principles of contemporary Catholic social teaching which speak to the responsibilities of governments to the environment and to authentic human development. They are: (1) the common good, (2) the right to development, (3) the preferential option for the poor, and (3) solidarity. Because Catholic social teaching has dealt so extensively with development of peoples and the responsibility of developed economies to undeveloped ones, even in the context of environmental crisis, I hope these principles  may prove illuminating for the question of equity in a  regime on global climate change.

The Common Good
Writing ten years ago, in their pastoral statement on the environment, Renewing the Earth, the United States Catholic bishops identified attention to the common good as one of the distinctive marks of a Catholic approach to environmental questions.
  By that they meant not that the idea of the common good was in any way copyrighted by the Catholic church. Rather, the bishops intended to say that as a cardinal principle of Catholic political ethics, it could be expected to guide Catholic advocacy on environment issues.

In the 1963 encyclical Pacem in terris, Pope John XXIII had broadened the traditional notion from its limits within a defined polity (city- or nation-state) to extend to “the universal common good.” This term embraced issues pertaining to “the entire human family” which could not be addressed by normal political means, such as treaties and summit meetings. Such problems included those arising from the greater interdependence of states as well as those affecting the world as a whole. In Renewing the Earth,  the U.S. bishops further specified the common good in ecological terms as “the planetary common good,” that is the good of the earth as a natural system. Quoting Pope John Paul II, they wrote “‘various aspects [of the ecological crisis] demonstrate the need for concerted efforts aimed at establishing duties and obligations that belong to individuals, peoples, states and the international community.’” They continued, again citing the pope, “the state has the task of providing for the defense and preservation of the common good such as the natural and human environment, which cannot be defended simply by market forces.”

 In identifying issues related to the planetary common good as of special concern to Catholics, the bishops were saying that as a universal Church, fundamentally oriented to the unity of the human family, it would be appropriate for Catholics  to take special interest and responsibility for those ecological problems affecting the world as a whole. Global climate change would seem to me to be just such an issue. Insofar as the common good is recognized outside Catholic circles, or is implicit in other kinds of arguments, it may also offer a standard for public assessment of government policy on global warming as well.

For the discussion of global equity, there is one implication of the common good that deserves our attention in the time allowed, namely, the responsibility of public authorities to the (universal) common good.  As the end of all government, in the Catholic tradition, promotion and defense of the common good is understood to be the fundamental responsibility of all public officials. For that reason,  Pope John Paul II, has said, “a leadership role among nations can only be justified by the possibility and willingness to contribute widely and generously to the common good.” 
  Writing in thinly veiled terms, the Holy Father continued:

If a nation were to succumb more or less deliberately to the temptation to close in upon itself and failed to meet its responsibilities following from its superior position in the community of nations, it would fall seriously short of its clear ethical duty.

He concluded, “When the West gives the impression of abandoning itself to forms of growing and selfish isolation . . .then we are up against not only a betrayal of humanity’s legitimate expectation–a betrayal that is a harbinger of unforeseeable consequences–but also a real desertion of moral obligation.”

 While Pope John Paul was writing about the arms race in the 1980s, the principles and the cultural analysis of a pattern of “selfish isolation” leading to a betrayal of humanity’s expectations and a desertion of moral obligation, it  seems to me, still apply  today.  The indifference of the rich nations to the poor re-appears in attitudes toward global climate change, and by no means solely with this administration. The disposition “to contribute widely and generously to the common good” has just not been there in the formulation of U.S. policy..

The Right to Development
The right of poor countries and peoples to development has, nevertheless, been a persistent theme of Catholic social teaching as has the duty of developed countries to offer support to this process. Ordinarily when environmentalists hear the word ‘development’, of course, up go the defenses. Catholic social teaching opposes growth for growth’s sake and accepts the environmental limits to growth. It is critical of what Pope John Paul II calls “super-” or “hyper-development” in consumer societies. The Church’s  conception of integral or authentic development also regards the availability of material goods as only a limited part of the human good which also includes social, cultural and spiritual goods, which are squeezed out of human experience in the excessive commercialization driving advanced consumer societies today.  

In any case, the right of all people to development, understood as access to the means of their own realization as human beings consistent with the integrity of creation, is a pillar of Catholic social thought. Writing in 1991after the fall of communism in eastern Europe, Pope John Paul II wrote, “Just as there is a collective responsibility for avoiding war, so too there is a collective responsibility for promoting development” 
 The poor, he continued,”be they individuals or nations–need to be provided with realistic opportunities. Creating such conditions calls for a concerted worldwide effort to promote development, an effort which also involves sacrificing the positions of income and of power enjoyed by the more developed economies.” Clearly the implications for people in developed societies did not escape the Holy Father.” The campaign he was proposing, he wrote, “may mean making important changes in established life-styles, in order to limit the waste of environmental and human resources, thus enabling every individual to have a sufficient share of those resources.”

 I shall have more to say about sacrifice shortly, but for our discussion the disposition to sacrifice ought to be seen, in part,  as a surrogate for accepting the costs of transition in the interest of equitable development. Acceptance of sacrifice  is not inimical to technological transformation and innovation as ways of undertaking the needed change as we internalize costs; neither is it opposed to new social, legal and economic devices as means to address problems.  Whatever the technical changes, absent the willingness to limit lifestyles and to sacrifice in the interest of a more equitable international economic and ecological order, without the determination to bear a rightful portion of the costs our selves, policy will be found wanting and the dimensions of the problem are likely to grow.

Global climate change introduces some further complications for progress by undeveloped and underdeveloped economies. First, the projected impact of global warming on tropical countries adds weight to the expectations that Third World countries should have special consideration in the adjustment nations make to reduce the impact of human activity on climate change. Since these countries are expected to bear the brunt of the negative impact of global warming in the near and medium-term future, is it not fair that they should be compensated by those whose fossil-fuel-based prosperity diminished life prospects for them? 

Secondly, the Administration has objected that under the Kyoto Convention Third World “giants”, like China and India, will not participate in first-stage reduction requirements.  But, at present China, with a billion two hundred million people, accounts for less than half  the total greenhouse emissions (11%) as compared with those for which  the U.S. with its two hundred eighty million is responsible (25% of the total). Per capita, that means the Chinese, four to five times as populous as the United States, are responsible for only a small fraction of the production of greenhouse gases for which each American is responsible. Likewise with India. Giants in population, China and India are far from monsters when it comes to greenhouse emissions. By both historic and current standards, neither is in the same class as the United States when it comes to greenhouse gas production. So, the notion that first stage reduction targets are unfair to the United States is founded on a confusion that the size of a nation’s population alone is an indicator of its impact on the greenhouse problem. 

Of course,  two factors are missing from that formula: levels of consumption and level of technological development. For as in the formula popularized by the U N D P, environmental impact is a function of population times level of consumption times the level of development. It is generally admitted that were “the giants” in the future to reach the level of material development as the United States, then there would be real danger of ominous, environmental pressures. But, since their economic expansion takes place at the time of advance technological development, given wiser policies, it is possible that economic growth can take place for the vast majority without following the fossil-fuel path followed by the West.  

Even “the giants” are taking huge strides in addressing the problem. A quick yet sound transition to a less polluting mode of development, however, may depend, in part, , on broad cooperation in technological development and technology transfer between developed and developing countries. Cooperation in technological development and through technology transfer would both be instances of how the First World can meet its obligations to the Third World with respect to the goal of reversing or limiting  the effects of global climate-change consistent with attaining improvement in life conditions for the world’s poor. Certainly, socio-economic development in India and China would achieve a marked decrease in poverty for the world. An alternative development path for “the giants” would  mean that development for the vast majority can take place without further harming the atmosphere..  

To summarize: (1) Exemption from stage one reductions is acceptable because of the relatively low level of greenhouse gases for which the Third World and especially “the giants” are responsible to date. (2) Attention needs to be given, up front, to the negative impact of climate change on island states, coastal countries like Bangladesh, and to tropical regions in general because they will bear the greatest change from climatic disruption. (3) Long-term, sustainable development, consistent with reducing and eventually reversing global warming, will require pursuit of an alternate technology path to which the wealthy nations can contribute through cooperation in technological innovation and technology transfer.

Excursus: Technology, Markets, and Sacrifice
Talk of sacrifice is notoriously unfashionable. By some accounts, Jimmy Carter lost the presidency two decades ago for endorsing such an idea to the American people. Catholic social teaching, with its religious grounding, is unembarrassed by such appeals, but is also hard-headed in recognizing responsible adjustment to a global climate regime can take place in many ways: by technological innovation, by regulation and taxation, and other forms of  public policy.  All the same,  attention must be given to dealing not only with the perceived and “projected” sacrifices individuals, groups and institutions think they will have to make, but also with the very real sacrifices that will need to be made when gaming and gimmicks prove insufficient.   

The U.S. position on climate change, whether during the Clinton administration or now under President George W. Bush, seems to prefer market-based solutions, particularly carbon-trading programs, to the direct reduction of emissions. To the degree that such programs are advanced, any notion of sacrifice or “belt-tightening” is perilously ignored. 

I would like to submit that however much we do by way of technological innovation and market transfers, I doubt whether real sacrifice can be avoided. With a long-term, global problem  as complicated as climate change, one cannot buy one’s way out. However clever the economics and however ingenious the market mechanisms, hard decisions on climate change are unavoidable.  Some real sacrifice of lifestyles and technological preferences will be in order.  And if not now, still more difficult cuts will have to be made in the future.

Even more, I would like to argue, morality itself demands the United States make some conscious sacrifice for the sake of the planetary common good. For one, moral integrity requires that the United States accept responsibility for its enormous role in contributing to global warming. It is as simple as this: Adults take out their own garbage.  Likewise, moral accountability before the world community demands that we in the United States take direct responsibility for cleaning up the global nest we have so amply soiled. 

These arguments, I know, appealing to ideas like integrity and accountability, derive from reflection on our own moral agency. They appeal to our understanding of ourselves as responsible actors in a world of responsible actors.  But they help explain, I think, some of the worldwide discontent over U.S. indifference to the convention on global climate change. This is not the 1860s when wealthy young men bought their way out of the draft. We can’t trade our way out of our responsibility to reduce emissions, and we should not think we can.. We must contribute directly to that end through reduction of emissions from  U.S. sources.. 

Practically speaking, with the effects of greenhouse emissions expected to accelerate decades into the future, with emissions so much greater in the 1990s than previously anticipated, how can we realistically expect that trading will solve the problem.? Deliberate, direct cuts in greenhouse emissions will inevitably prove unavoidable. Let’s be adults and make intelligent sacrifices. Technology can help; even markets have a role. But, let us not be spoiled children who believe we can lead our lives without sacrifice and indulge themselves without limit. Let us get on with structuring a responsible policy, beginning with efforts at compliance with the existing international agreements.. 

The Preferential Option for the Poor
 The common good, even the right to development, may be seen as secular principles. We may disagree with them, but various formulations of them may be held by secular as well as religious theorists.  The “preferential option for the poor”, by contrast, is  clearly a religiously-based  principle. 

Whereas Rawls theory of justice, e.g., abstracts from real world circumstances to articulate an important conception of justice to which ‘any rational person’ might subscribe, the option for the poor draws on religious and historical  experience to establish a preference for the poor in the elaboration of just public policy. The religious experience is the emphasis of the prophets and the gospel on doing justice for the poor. The historical experience is the repeated failure of society, even Christian societies, to do justice for the poor. The option for the poor is, if you will, a kind of generalized disposition of affirmative action for poor peoples. It is an orientation, rather than a hard principle, that encourages assigning priority in the formation of public policy to remedying the situation of  the poor.

In the case of global climate change, the preferential option for the poor would favor policies that attempt to mitigate greenhouse gases even as they assist the poor to develop. In addition, preference for the poor  would entail  attending to preventing and to remedying the expected destructive impact of global warming on poor regions of the world. Accordingly, it would cut against notions of the primacy of national interest, narrowly conceived, in favor of humanity, and particularly that portion of humanity most in need..

Solidarity
          Finally, there is the principle of solidarity.  As I noted in the beginning, Catholic social teaching is rooted in a vision of humanity as one family under God in which the goods of creation, insofar as they are at human disposal, are intended by the Creator for the good of all. Solidarity consists in the practical affirmation of the unity of the human family by working for the good of all people. With respect to climate change, solidarity entails: (1) the exercise of a sense of global responsibility which, as far as possible subordinates national and corporate interests to the planetary common good now and in the future; (2) the support and improvement of international and transnational mechanisms for addressing the problem of global warming, such as the Kyoto Convention; (3) as a matter of equity, it leads policymakers to attend to preventing and remedying the  costs of climate change for poor countries, and (4) it urges the exploration of programs of abatement consistent with further socio-economic development of poor nations including the so-called “giants.”   
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