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ABSTRACT What could philosophical or justice perspectives contribute to climate (and other
applied philosophy) policy discussions? This question is important for philosophers on government
policy commuattees. This article identifies two novel concerns about such contexts (which I call ‘con-
tingent selection’ and ‘commuttee deference’) and systematizes some potential methodologies before
arguing for a previously unrecognized methodology that focuses on disciplinary convergence. After
supporting this methodology by providing several justifications, the Appendix explains how to
apply it when evaluating a carbon budget. This methodology and its application are meant to
be of interest to both theorists and practitioners.

1. Introduction

Carbon budgeting is an increasingly common tool in the development of just transitions
and climate policy.! But when would a carbon budget be just (or justified)?? What role
is appropriate for philosophers to play on policy committees addressing such matters?
More practically, what methodology or methodologies could be appropriate for adding
normative evaluation (including, but not limited to, applied ethics, moral philosophy,
and political philosophy) to such complex policy questions?

I think these questions are intrinsically important and interesting, but answering them
can also be motivated for extrinsic reasons: since non-philosophers are uncertain about
what philosophers do and how we decide, having an explicit methodology in the policy
process is especially important.

To level set context, suppose that a philosopher finds herself on a committee tasked
with normatively evaluating and recommending some particular policies in some particu-
lar applied area (e.g. on a climate committee, proposing national carbon budgets). In
some such contexts, her role will be limited by legal and political constraints, but to the
extent that this is not the case, what role should she adopt? Is there a role that would take
advantage of her philosophical competences?

I will introduce two novel challenges that are important for her to consider. The first I
call ‘contingent selection’. The point is that her selection to the committee (for instance,
by some mid-level governmental actor) is subject to all kinds of contingencies. The result
is that, from the point of view of the policy process, her particular philosophical or norma-
tive positions could be objectionably arbitrarily selected from wide variation or, closely relat-
edly, non-representative of the discipline as a whole.>

The second I call ‘committee deference’. Assuming that she finds herself among rela-
tive philosophical naifs, whatever substantive position she puts forward or defends as phil-
osophically respectable, that view is likely to receive deference as philosophically
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respectable. The result is that, regardless of her substantive views, she will command
agreement.

I argue that the two dominant views about her philosophical role implicit in the litera-
ture are open to objections, including on the grounds of these challenges. These positions
hold that her role is to develop and apply the normative position she believes is strongest
(‘the partisan’) or to systematize and apply the normative position she believes to reflect
society (‘the populist’).?

The alternative view I defend is that her role is to act as a representative of the discipline,
by giving some broad range of relevant philosophical positions, together with an indica-
tion of where they converge (or diverge) on the particular policy question at hand (‘the
convergent evaluator’). When playing this role, her own philosophical judgments are less
material or even immaterial.

In Section 2, I introduce these two novel challenges: contingent selection and commit-
tee deference. In Section 3, I critically introduce two standard roles that she might play
(‘the partisan’ and ‘the populist’). In Section 4, I explain and defend the third account
(‘the convergent evaluator’). In Section 5, I consider an objection from the concern that
the philosophers’ views might diverge from the public. In Section 6, I conclude. The
Appendix A includes a carbon budget case study where these arguments are applied based
on the author’s experience with such policy contexts.

2. Two Novel Challenges

Consider a philosopher tasked with contributing to a policy committee. The committee
may have political representatives, representatives of civil society, including some mix of
thinktank and academic experts. They are tasked with (individually) making evaluations
and (jointly) recommending some policy proposal. Let us suppose, as I imagine is most
common, that the philosopher is the lone philosopher (perhaps presented as ‘the ethicist’
or ‘the justice theorist’) — among few others with even a passing familiarity with
philosophy.

I will assume that the selection of a philosopher presumes that there is something the
committee expects the philosopher qua philosopher to add, even if they are unsure exactly
what this is. (If she is just appointed as merely another intelligent committee member,
then it is plausible there is no special role she should adopt. However, in this case, she
would presumably 7oz be ‘the ethicist’ or ‘the justice theorist’).

The committee members are charged with considering and evaluating some candidate
policies and, subsequently, to jointly debate with the ultimate aim of recommending some
policy to a policy-maker. Recommendation in hand, the policy-maker may adopt, adjust,
or reject the committee’s view.

This committee context is susceptible to two challenges that I believe have not been rec-
ognized and which are fraught morally and from the point of view of political theory. They
suggest that the role a philosopher should play on such a committee might be quite differ-
ent from the role a philosopher plays in most of her working life.’

In Section 2.1, Iintroduce the challenge I call ‘contingent selection’, and in Section 2.2,
I introduce the challenge I call ‘committee deference’.
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Normative Methodologies for Public Policy 3

2.1. Challenge 1: Contingent Selection

Committees are appointed with various invited experts. Generally speaking, the
appointers are governmental employees, and they cannot be expected to have expertise
in all (or even any!) of the areas that the experts they invite do. Even when they are familiar
with the relevant domains, they are almost by definition less informed than those they
invite. This is not by itself always a major problem, but it can become one if we can expect
there to be a wide range of positions the expert might adopt which the appointers do not or
cannot distinguish between in the expert’s selection. In short, if selecting an expert, will
the expert’s evaluation be representative of the positions and state of knowledge among
the expert’s community — or at least highly likely to be representative? Alternatively, is
there a wide range of variation among the evaluations that could result — such that it
is unclear or practically inaccessible for the appointer to appreciate ex ante?

I believe that the challenge of contingent selection is far more serious or difficult to address
in the context of normative policy advice than for most scientific types of policy advice. To
illustrate, consider a carbon budgets committee that is looking for a climate scientist. On
fundamental questions of climate change, such as the commitment to a significant anthro-
pogenic role, there is widespread agreement.® In contrast, on fundamental questions of
normative approaches to climate change, there is no similar ‘mainstream’ normative the-
ory with philosophers having comparable distributions among, say, virtue ethicists, deon-
tologists, and consequentialists.” It follows that, in selecting a climate scientist, one is
overwhelmingly more likely to get similar scientific explanations or assessments, since
there is a broadly shared fundamental base, regardless of whether one is antecedently
familiar with that particular scientist’s views. However, when selecting a philosopher, if
one is not very familiar with that philosopher’s particular views, there is significant varia-
tion on both the fundamental questions (e.g. what aspect of the moral world is of crucial
importance: virtues or obligations) and on their policy implications (e.g. consequentialists
might be more inclined to engage in carbon pricing policies whereas virtue ethicists might
be interested in messaging campaigns and developing green norms) which could influ-
ence her evaluation.

One might object that there is an important disanalogy: climate scientists are not experts
in policy evaluation, so if we were to ask them to engage in policy evaluation, they may well
have a similarly broad variation of views. While this is true, it is not a relevant disanalogy
because the question is what competence they bring to the policy committee. The climate
scientist’s role should be to explain, based on current scientific understanding, what var-
ious policy proposals are likely to mean in climatic terms. The normative philosopher’s
role should be to evaluate policy proposals with respect to normative or moral consider-
ations. My claim is that, restricted to their relevant domains, most climate scientists are
not likely to vary greatly from their colleagues on these fundamental questions, whereas
normative theorists do vary greatly in their normative positions.

Of course, not all such selections are as uninformed as this challenge presents; some-
times, committee appointments are made because the appointers want a particular posi-
tion represented — or, indeed, a particular style of thought (e.g. theological as opposed
to secular; consequentialist as opposed to rights-based). While I believe this happens less
than most philosophers would expect, when it occurs it might have the surprising effect of
supporting my subsequent arguments. If a philosopher suspects she is being selected for her
substantive normative position, she has reason to avoid simply applying her position (a la
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4 Kian Mintz-Woo

‘the partisan’) and to provide a less idiosyncratic analysis (a /a ‘the convergent evaluator’).
The point is that she may have reason for wanting to avoid the kind of normative bias that
an appointer might wish to introduce.®

2.2. Challenge 2: Committee Deference

In many committee cases, a philosopher is lucky to find herself included — most policy
committees lack philosophers — so, if she is included, it is not unlikely that she will be
alone. If she is even more lucky, other members of the committee may have taken courses
in ethics or philosophy at some point. Even if members have a keen interest in philosophy,
the specific applied philosophical arguments and positions relevant to the policy matter at
hand are unlikely to be familiar to them — certainly nowhere as clear as to the professional
philosopher working in this area.

The curse of knowledge is relevant here: it is difficult for a seasoned philosopher to rec-
ognize all that she knows, both theoretically and also about the variety of positions being
discussed and the subtle arguments advanced for and against these. In general, it will be
hard for her to remember or understand how much background information she has that
her fellow committee members lack. When I participated in such a committee, even some
of what philosophers would take to be basic terms of the relevant debates were completely
novel ways of framing the problems for my fellow committee members (for instance, that
emissions are not intrinsically morally valuable — they are instrumentally valuable insofar
as they can help secure improved wellbeing).

There are two flavours of committee deference that I would distinguish: commattee deference
based on representation and commattee deference based on plausibiliry. First, unless the philos-
opher repeatedly caveats her claims as her positions or as contested positions, the commit-
tee will neither know when the views expressed are her own nor know whether they are
contested. The result is that we can expect that the committee will take her claims to be
generally accepted by philosophers. On the one hand, this is a problem because they
may take various controversial positions as uncontroversial. On the other hand, this is a
problem because they may not recognize the distinction between claims that do command
broad acceptance and those that are controversial.

For instance, if a climate ethicist explains and endorses the beneficiary pays principle
without explaining alternative principles (and without labelling her principle as
contested), the committee might reasonably (but incorrectly) assume that climate ethi-
cists broadly accept this principle. Philosophers are not trained to caveat claims in this
way because they are usually talking with specialists who are familiar with the debates
and alternative positions, so this is an issue that is likely to occur unless the philosopher
is especially careful.

Second, the philosopher is trained in making plausible arguments and giving strong
defences. For philosophical naifs, regardless of the substantive position, a philosopher
defending the view she endorses is likely to be highly convincing. Thus, we can expect
the committee to find the philosopher’s views plausible regardless of how plausible they
would appear to another professional philosopher. There are a few reasons for this, but
the main ones are that the committee will not have been exposed to the various positions,
so they will not easily understand the alternatives, and also that weaknesses in those posi-
tions that philosophers are trained to spot will not be as obvious to the committee.
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Normative Methodologies for Public Policy 5

In short, both because the philosopher may be taken by the committee as having repre-
sentative and uncontested views (in the absence of appropriate caveats) and because her
arguments are likely to appear highly plausible to the committee, the committee is likely
to defer to and believe the philosopher’s substantive conclusions are philosophically plau-
sible. The result, I believe, is that the committee can unreasonably come to the conclusion
that the particular normative judgments of the philosopher are ‘what philosophers
believe’, ‘what philosophy demands’, or even ‘what justice or morality demands’, even
when those views are relatively weak or idiosyncratic.

3. Extant Methodologies

In the context of public policy, there is a small but important selection of cases where nor-
mative philosophers have participated in evaluation and recommendation processes’ and,
perhaps even more illuminatingly, also cases where philosophers have reflected upon the
appropriate role for philosophers engaged in these processes.'® While my interest is in cli-
mate policy, almost all of these are in biomedical policy questions. However, the commit-
tee paradigm is broadly comparable regardless of policy area.

With the notable exception of Wolff, few of them explicate a particular procedure that
captures their methodology.'! However, many of them are admirably explicit about what
they take the role of a philosopher in such contexts to be (or not to be). In my reading,
when it comes to evaluating and recommending policies (which I take to be distinctly nor-
mative tasks which require specific value commitments), there are a couple of families of
approaches that surface.

With the key caveat that the following are not intended to be exclusive (and are certainly
not exhaustive), I think it worthwhile to distinguish these approaches depending on the
philosophical role that the philosopher takes on the committee: a proponent of her own
considered judgment (‘the partisan’) (Section 3.1), or a systematizer and proponent of
the values of the society she belongs to or operates within (‘the populist’) (Section 3.2).
In both cases, I also provide a candidate procedure reflecting the role. As I discuss them,
I indicate how challenges, including those noted above, can undermine these roles.

3.1. The Partsan’s Evaluation

The most obvious methodology draws on the philosopher’s own considered philosophical
position. After all, she was invited to the committee — and she would appear to have the
most moral expertise in the group. Her work, it is plausible to claim, is to consider the pol-
icy problem carefully, bring her knowledge of moral theories and principles to bear on it,
and develop a careful, but forthright, position.

Indeed, some philosophers have even taken this role to be unavoidable when it comes to
public policy debates on committees. For instance, Brock, who served on a presidential
ethics committee, suggests that philosophers may end up pressing ‘their own views on
[uncertain] moral questions. [Indeed] they will inevitably do so, even if neither they nor
others construe their role to be provider of the moral truth and of solutions to moral
problems’.'?

A simple version of this view has the philosopher make explicit value judgments and
then advocate for those judgments in the relevant policy process. Momeyer defends this
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6 Kian Mintz-Woo

view, arguing that doing so refutes (by example) the bugbear that philosophy need be
wishy-washy or indeterminate. '’

However, this simple version straightforwardly suffers from the challenges of contin-
gent selection and committee deference. If the philosopher simply advocates her own
position, from the point of view of the policy process, the resulting evaluation will be sen-
sitive to which position she holds, and it is unlikely that she was selected because that was
her specific position — rendering the evaluation subject to significant arbitrary or contin-
gent variation from the point of view of the policy process. Furthermore, the committee
may not understand in which respects her value judgments differ from her interlocutors.
Finally, as she is a trained philosopher, the committee will have trouble pointing out any
gaps or flaws in her position, making her substantive positions seem more plausible than
may be warranted. Thus, unless she is very careful, the committee is likely to defer to
her and treat her position as the philosophical truth or consensus.

One response is to make a more sophisticated version of this view whereby the philoso-
pher explicitly identifies some alternative positions — and explains why she believes her
own position to be superior. Kamm seems to adopt such a sophisticated version. She says
that when there is a philosophical dissensus, and the philosopher knows that his view is
contested, he ‘should present reasons as best he can for what he thinks is correct. So, while
he may be bound to inform about others’ views, he is not their agent’.'* In short, the phi-
losopher should let others know that the view is contested, explain what other philoso-
phers have said, and then give a considered philosophical judgment: ‘the philosopher
should truly philosophize, rather than merely report the views of others’.'®

The good news is that this avoids committee deference based on representation, since
the philosopher is careful and explicit about disagreement, so the committee understands
which positions are idiosyncratic. The bad news is it does not help with contingent selec-
tion or with committee deference based on plausibility. First, her considered philosophi-
cal judgment in an explicitly contested context will vary (and may vary greatly) from those
of her interlocutors. Second, her considered philosophical judgment will likely still be
convincing to the committee, since she will give her arguments for her position and there
is no sophisticated philosophical interlocutor present to challenge them.

Wolff discusses a procedure which we can adjust to conform to this partisan role so I
include his here, with slight modifications:*®

Identify the issue and current state of affairs

Identify the arguments and values*

Consider history and comparisons

Create a profile of possible solutions

Evaluate options with the philosopher’s considered normative judgments*

MBS

(The asterisks indicate steps that vary between the different procedures. In private cor-
respondence, he has told me that these ‘steps’ are not necessarily sequential. I am happy to
leave open whether or to what extent these steps should be considered sequential).

Since my criticisms of the partisan do not hang precisely on the details of this procedure,
I refer the interested reader to his text for more explanation. The key for Wolff’s ‘engaged
political philosophy’ is that investigation into the policy’s circumstances should come
before any theorizing. In particular, before the philosopher begins to evaluate the policies
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Normative Methodologies for Public Policy 7

or employ her theoretical or philosophical frameworks, she deeply engages with the facts
and practicalities in order to be appropriately sensitive to historical successes or failures.

But the key for our purposes here is that, like all versions of the partisan’s evaluation,
this partisan procedure takes the philosopher’s own normative position and judgments as

primary.

3.2.  The Populist’s Evaluation

Many theorists are concerned about the partisan’s evaluation; some of these are
concerned because they are sceptical that the philosopher qua philosopher has better
values or more reliable access to substantive moral truths. For instance, some!” say that
‘expertise about an ethical view’ does not imply ‘expertise in ethics’ while others'®
ask — when there is disagreement about a philosopher’s normative claims (when is there
not?) — ‘How does he know what is right?’

One response to these concerns is to endorse a democratic instinct: if the philosopher’s
philosophical judgments are not inherently more reliable than anyone else’s, then we
should consider everyone’s, or at least some subset of commonly accepted normative
positions. A methodology of this type would draw on the values of society.'® The associ-
ated role, then, of the philosopher is to aggregate, clarify, and systematize these values
using her philosophical skillset. With a normative position built out of or reflective of this
systematization of societal values, the philosopher can then apply this to the policy ques-
tion in hand. This populist role, naturally, avoids the concerns associated with taking
the normative position that the philosopher herself finds most plausible.

Key exemplars of this type of analysis could include Mary Warnock, who was certainly
(albeit not exclusively!) sensitive to the normative positions of the public at large. Mary
Warnock was an early pioneer philosopher in taking a role in a commission to recommend
public policy. Of course, she did not take ‘public outrage ... as a reliable guide to what is
wrong, or, critically, what makes for good law’.?° But she thought that ‘public philosophy’
needs to be at least sensitive to what is politically or democratically acceptable. So, while
her view may well have been hybrid, at least one prominent source of values in the policy
process for her was society.?’

If the philosopher were to adopt this populist role, the result would mostly avoid the
challenges noted in Section 2. First, in terms of contingent selection, we can expect that
a philosopher who is responding to societal values will not make an evaluation that varies
greatly from other philosophers. While the ways that one philosopher might systematize
societal values could differ from another, the difference between the two is more
constrained compared to the difference between fundamentally different moral frame-
works. Second, in terms of committee deference, the philosopher is not relying on (or is
relying much less on) substantive arguments for the particular normative judgments being
rendered. Instead, they are representing the judgments that they think reflect the public.

Wolff’s view is closest to that of a populist (he thinks that our policy judgments should
surface and then reflect the deep values in society), so we can construct a populist’s pro-
cedure that is very similar to Wolff’s ‘engaged political philosophy’,?? while being explic-
itly sensitive to society:

1. Identify the issue and current state of affairs
2. Identify the arguments and values*
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8 Kian Mintz-Woo

3. Determine the relevant values of society or the public, perhaps trying to render
these values more systematic or coherent*

4. Create a profile of possible solutions

5. Evaluate options with reference to societal values*

Again, regardless of the specific procedure, the key to a populist’s analysis is a primary
appeal to soczetal value judgments.

I believe a dilemma can be offered to the populist: either the relevant value judgments
are some implicit or sophisticated deep (a la Wolff and Walzer) values, for example, those
implied by founding documents or historical commitments (in which case the specific
implicit or historical source of those values needs to be determined and defended) or
the relevant value judgments are those expressed or revealed by the current populace
(in which case, as below, I think two objections could be offered).??

I think there are two different objections to this populist role for the philosopher. The
first is very familiar from the literature: it threatens an objectionable conventionalism with
respect to normative conclusions. As O’Neill puts it, results of ‘public opinion polls ...
cannot settle ethical or policy questions, and can make at best a limited contribution to
public policy formation’.?* Kamm points out that this method is ‘suspect since it might
lead to the refusal to recommend rights for blacks or women in racist or sexist societies’.>’
In short, the views of society are not thought to be dispositive with respect to normative
conclusions.

The second objection is that this role is unfit for a philosopher. Given that a populist’s
evaluation relies on gathering and understanding the values of society, it is not clear that
a philosopher is especially well placed to engage in them. It may well be that philosophers
are good at systematizing views, but the other key step in this role is determining which
values are endorsed in society. It seems that understanding societal values is better done
by social scientists like sociologists and psychologists. If moral philosophers are arguably
less well equipped to take on these empirical matters, adopting a populist’s role may not
behove our committee philosopher either.?®

4. The Convergent Evaluation

What do philosophers add to a policy discussion? A key contribution, I believe, is under-
standing what inferences validly follow from normative starting points. Not only do phi-
losophers endorse (or consider) various normative positions, but they work out in subtle
detail the wmplications of and what follows from those positions more carefully and
completely than non-philosophers (a natural formulation of this is that they produce argu-
ments). Thus, a philosopher who is up-to-date on the developments or applications of a
normative position is likely to have a far broader and deeper understanding of the strengths
and weaknesses of that position as well as how it is relevant for practical applications.?’
They will, for instance, be able to construct or recall counterexamples to versions of that
position and have various strategies for avoiding or responding to those counterexamples.

Note that none of this guarantees that such a philosopher will robustly know whether
that position is true. After all, similarly situated philosophers in any given debate may dis-
agree with her and will defend contrasting positions. These philosophers may agree, for
instance, that certain counterexamples apply, but disagree about how damaging they
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Normative Methodologies for Public Policy 9

are. Or they may think that alternative positions cohere better with other intuitions or with
other theoretical commitments. Even when all of these philosophers are acting in good
faith and honestly attempting to discern the best reasons for particular positions, there will
inevitably be some disagreement.

In order to avoid succumbing to the challenges of contingent selection and committee
deference, a philosopher who accepts the picture I have painted here can adopt a role that
relies on the contributions of philosophers as a community by conveying relevant philo-
sophical arguments and inferences. In short, she can act as a conduit for the discipline, laying
out the various potentially relevant normative positions and explaining how they would
bear on the question at hand. She would 7oz advocate for her own position (although per-
haps she could mention which it is). Note that this role avoids contingent selection prob-
lems in two ways: (1) since she would not advocate her own view, but give it equal billing
with others, it is less important or unimportant what her particular normative position is;
and (2) since all philosophers attempting to give an overview of the current positions and
their relevance would be mapping the same — or at least similar — normative terrain, there
would be limited variation or contingent evaluation.

This would also avoid committee deference, because the goal is not to convince the
committee of any substantive positions, but to convey the various normative arguments
that support particular policy options. So even though she could potentially convince
the committee if she were to try to argue for a particular position as correct, she holds
her fire and refrains, allowing them to get a sense of the complexity of the philosophical
debate. This avoids committee deference based on plausibility.

In order to avoid committee deference based on representation, the philosopher’s eval-
uation relies on a key step: explicitly indicating where, and to what extent, there is norma-
tive argumentative convergence on specific policies. In particular, proposals that
command support from different normative positions would be indicated as more robust,
with greater robustness showing more philosophical justification for a particular policy. In
this manner, in the place of simple ‘morality (or justice) supports this policy’ messages,
there are more informative — and subtle — messages like ‘this policy is supportable from
a variety of normative positions’ (or no positions, or a few positions), together with an
explanation of which positions support that policy, which don’t, and what the arguments
are from those positions to those normative policy judgments. Note that, in contrast to the
populist, the goal is not to ‘count votes’ or even to construct some generally unified
picture — the normative positions in play may be in tension or even inconsistent — it is to
consider the range of arguments.?® So what is important is the relevance and validity of
arguments, not the number of their adherents.

While the role I endorse is rarely explicitly defended as a specific position, several phi-
losophers say things that are broadly indicative of it. For instance, Yarborough writes that
“There is broad consensus that if it is appropriate to present oneself as an expert, that
expertise is revealed largely, some say exclusively, in presenting the various sides of an
issue, citing relevant literature and summarizing the views to be found in that literature’.%’
Warnock says a key part of the philosopher’s role on a policy committee is ‘above all to
consider the moral arguments on each side, such as they are, and to set them out with clar-
ity’.>° However, Brownlee makes claims that lie perhaps closest to the view here, asking
whether ‘weight should be given to any modest consensus amongst moral and political
philosophers ... it sometimes may be appropriate to lean on the assumption that what
... 1s widely believed or agreed upon with that [normative] community should carry weight
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10 Kian Mintz-Woo

in the public assessment of any one philosopher’s practical recommendations’.>! I differ
in some subtle ways, but one important one is that I believe it is not just important to con-
vey when there is a (modest) consensus, but also when there is dissensus — and, most
importantly, why in terms of the arguments and inferences underpinning these
conclusions.

4.1. Explicating the Convergent Evaluation Procedure

With this motivation, it is worth providing a candidate procedure for what I call a ‘conver-
gent evaluation’ for a philosopher playing the ‘conduit role’:

1. Identify the issue and current state of affairs

2. Determine the relevant arguments and normative positions espoused by
philosophers*

3. Create a profile of possible solutions

4. Determine the level of convergence (and divergence) on those solutions generated
by those arguments*

5. Evaluate policy options with reference to the level of convergence (and divergence)
among philosophical positions*

Let me expand. In the case of carbon budgets, an example of a morally relevant issue is
how to distribute emissions allowances (say, at a sectoral or regional level) given a national
budget. With an identified morally relevant issue, we can consider an option that could be
explicitly or implicitly adopted. An example of an option is that emissions should be dis-
tributed equally per capita. Another example could be that emissions should be distrib-
uted with sensitivity to the regional needs of private or public activities.

The second step requires sufficient understanding of the extant moral arguments and
literature that one has a sense of the normative positions that have been developed
and can evaluate the assumptions being made on that basis. Obviously, it is not necessary
that one has comprehensive knowledge of the literature, but the more of the literature one
is aware of, the closer one gets to being able to summarize it accurately. In this context, I
would take standard first-order normative views (e.g. utilitarianism, Kantian deontology,
Aristotelian virtue ethics) to all be distinct normative positions — but one might also take
mid-level principles®® (e.g. the beneficiary pays principle or the polluter pays principle)
or approaches to justice® (e.g. sufficientarianism, utilitarianism, or egalitarianism) to be
distinct normative positions. Roughly speaking, I am taking the fact that a normative posi-
tion or claim is defended in the (somewhat nebulous) mainstream published literature to
make that position worthy of consideration. The process of summarizing will inevitably
mean that some nuance and complexity will be lost, but the goal is to convey some of
the influential or mainstream positions together with an indication of whether or to what
extent arguments from those positions support various options. An important practical
issue is that there may be trade-offs between comprehensiveness and accessibility; one
may want to entice and engage the committee — but one should avoid going deep into
the conceptual weeds and boring them (in the Appendix A, I indicate how I have tried
to do this in practice).

Finally, in order to consider these policies, a convergent evaluation involves reporting
levels of convergence. There are a variety of ways this could be done, but in the simple
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Normative Methodologies for Public Policy 11

system I used, I employed the following terms. When a key moral assumption could be
supported by some philosophical positions, that assumption can be thought of as ‘philo-
sophically plausible’, with more support from different positions indicating greater ‘phil-
osophical robustness’. When it is outside of most or all of the range of positions, that
assumption can be thought of as ‘philosophically objectionable’ or ‘questionable’. These
terms seem to me concise and transparent, but one might prefer more fine-grained cate-
gories or different terminology. What is important is that those unacquainted with the
philosophical literature or the field get a sense of how philosophers view the justification
of the morally relevant assumptions being made. The resultant convergent evaluation is
intended to be the philosophical contribution to the committee recommendation process;
my claim is zoz that it is meant to be solely determinative.

4.2. Why Adopr a Convergent Evaluation?

This subsection lays out a variety of justifications for adopting this convergent evaluator
role in the policy committee context.

The first justification is to develop a methodology that draws on specifically philosoph-
ical skills and knowledge. As noted above, the populist’s evaluation seems to require
expertise with empirically aggregating societal attitudes — not clearly a role for philoso-
phers. The convergent evaluation draws on what I take to be the contribution that philos-
ophers are best placed to make: the capacity to draw subtle, but valid, inferences from
normative positions and relevant facts to practical conclusions. Normative philosophers
are generally both better acquainted than non-philosophers with the relevant theories
and especially well trained in carefully drawing valid inferences. At the very least, one
can justify the convergent evaluation conditionally: supposing one believed philosophers
do have some special competence to contribute, here is a candidate methodology that
reflects that belief.>* However, I would say something stronger. Individually, philosophers
are trained to make valid inferences, so it is important what philosophers think about the
link between normative positions and practical conclusions. With respect to a committee,
philosophers are qualified to explicate and convey the various arguments and conclusions
drawn by the philosophical community.

That leads to a second, more theoretical, justification: it is reasonable to assign a higher
credence to an assumption supported by a variety of normative positions. This is for the
familiar reason that, insofar as we are subject to normative or moral uncertainty, indepen-
dent valid arguments for a conclusion make that conclusion more robust. That is not to
say they guarantee truth; one might be able to support a moral conclusion with a variety
of valid arguments, none of which are sound. But they do increase the likelihood of
truth.? In that respect, reporting on convergence should increase the committee’s cre-
dence in the appropriate morally relevant assumptions — even if, as Wikler notes, these
positions are often mutually incompatible.>® More colloquially, Kamm points out that,
in a committee report with a variety of normative reasons supporting the same conclu-
sions, there is ‘a significant chance that among the various reasons in the report, a correct
argument for the bottom line is present’.>’

A third justification for a convergent evaluation is purely pragmatic in the context of a
committee. Members of a committee may well have different normative commitments
or intuitions. Wolff writes that, on policy committees, ‘whether a moral view is correct,
or right, or persuasive, takes second place to whether it is widely shared, or at least widely
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accepted in the sense of enough people being prepared to live with it’.>® Similarly, as
Hirose writes of a (medical) policy committee, ‘theoretical debate sometimes arises in
ethics committees, divides the committee members, paralyzes the committee, and pre-
vents the committee from arriving at a consensus about the ethical recommendations’.>°
I agree with Hirose that this practical challenge can be more easily addressed when a claim
is supportable from more than one normative position. As a pragmatic matter, this helps
motivate a convergent evaluation in spaces where policy recommendations are at issue
among groups with heterogeneous normative views.

A fourth justification is procedural. Given that, on a committee, one plays the role of the
philosopher (or ethicist or justice theorist), I believe that there are procedural justice rea-
sons for that role to try to be reflective of philosophers. A convergent evaluation is a meth-
odology for conveying a disciplinary conversation as opposed to a particular partisan’s
view. Similarly, I presume that a biodiversity expert on a committee is trying to convey
what biologists and ecologists have discovered about biodiversity, not what zkat expert
has found out about biodiversity. Furthermore, one might think that this role is procedur-
ally important in the context of such an interdisciplinary committee: to some extent, one
represents the discipline. This is true both in the sense that one should channel the views
of the discipline, but also in the sense that this is a rare chance to expose others who may be
unfamiliar with philosophy to a sense of the richness of the debates that occur within it
(there is discussion of the value of such exposure).*® In this manner, convergent evalua-
tions also possess didactic virtues.

A fifth justification is that a convergent evaluation is intersubjectively verifiable, or at
least more so than a partisan’s evaluation. Suppose I say that a particular carbon budget
is appropriate because it satisfies some kind of sufficiency threshold of distributive justice
that I endorse. If a partisan who adopts a different shape of justice — for example, a
prioritarian one — is considering my evaluation, they will likely judge my recommenda-
tions and my conclusions incorrect (supposing that they think that, from a prioritarian
perspective, the recommended carbon budget is inferior to another). Contrast this with
convergent evaluators. Suppose I report that a particular carbon budget is distributionally
just from a sufficientarian normative position (and, say, also from an egalitarian one). A
prioritarian can agree that the budget is just from those normative positions, while
disagreeing, as a first-order normative matter, about whether sufficientarianism, egalitar-
ianism, or prioritarianism is the appropriate shape of justice. In short, first-order intersub-
jective normative agreement is unnecessary for intersubjective verifiability, which
convergent evaluation allows for.

A sixth justification comes from political philosophy and political theory. There are a
variety of ways of expressing the idea, but the Rawlsian pursuit of ‘overlapping consensus’
is a relevant precedent.*! For Rawls, different citizens might have different ‘comprehen-
sive normative doctrines’ with different associated theories of justice. But they can still
agree on basic principles for society, as long as those basic principles can be supported
with reference to a variety of doctrines. The claim I would make is similar, but perhaps
more limited: policies that can be justified from a variety of normative perspectives are
both likely to be viewed as, and plausibly be, more politically legitimate, than those that
are only supportable from one.** Note that to the extent that convergent evaluation con-
fers greater acceptability, unlike with Wolff’s or Warnock’s suggestions, it does #ot do so
by reflecting or explicitly considering public or social sentiment. In short, I believe that
the convergence in a convergent evaluation can reflect a greater diversity of values for
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Normative Methodologies for Public Policy 13

those considering the evaluation — although there is no guarantee that it will reflect the
values of any given reader! — and it is a procedure that could lend legitimacy to these rec-
ommendations in procedural justice terms.

Finally, while all of these justifications have different normative starting points and
commitments, they all converge on supporting a convergent evaluation compared to a
partisan’s evaluation. Convergent evaluation says that, when a particular normative con-
clusion is supportable from a variety of normative positions, that makes it philosophically
robust. So it is conceptually satisfying that a convergent evaluation of these different nor-
mative justifications itself helps justify convergent evaluations. In other words, there is
metatheoretical self-recommendation for the methodology, or we could say that the meth-
odology can be seen as metaconsistent. I take this to also recommend the methodology.

5. An Objection: What If Philosophers’ Positions Are Radical?

An objection that could be raised to a convergent evaluation appeals to the (sometimes)
radical views that philosophers have. For instance, in environmental ethics, there is a very
strong consensus from a variety of normative starting points that meat-eating is very diffi-
cult to defend and perhaps morally impermissible.* In climate ethics, regardless of sub-
stantive normative positions, there is a strong consensus that morality and justice
demand much more stringent policies than are observed in most wealthy countries. These
positions may well be outside the mainstream, both socially and politically. Would I
defend convergent evaluation procedures even in cases where philosophers converge on
radical views?

The answer is yes, but let me split my responses between practical and theoretical
considerations.

First, practically speaking, a committee is often given some set of issues and some policy
options to consider. In such cases, the fact that philosophers would endorse outcomes that
are stronger than the available policy options is not objectionable. Among the constrained
set of options, the one that is closest to the philosophically most justifiable one could be
considered subject to the strongest philosophical support.** That even stronger policies
would be philosophically recommendable is neither concerning nor practically relevant.

Second, even if philosophers held a radical view — suppose that the vast majority of nor-
mative views converge on the claim that eating meat is morally impermissible — that does
not straightforwardly imply that policy coercing citizens to avoid a morally impermissible
action is morally obligatory, or even permissible. For instance, although lying is morally
wrong, that does not imply that states can morally enforce truth-telling.*> We might think
that there are moral values (autonomy and liberty) that tell against instructing, let alone
forcing, the public to never engage in vicious behaviour.

Third, theoretically speaking, it strikes me as entirely appropriate that a philosophical
expert could convey a radical view on the basis of philosophical diversity of arguments
supporting that view. But it is important to remember that a (joint) committee policy
should reflect a variety of considerations — what is philosophically justifiable according
to the (individual’s) philosophical evaluation need not be dispositive. That is why I noted
the distinction between the individual’s evaluation and the committee recommendation.

Consider a potential analogy. A biodiversity expert might be called on to provide the
scientific perspective of her field on whether to build some particular energy source in a
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city. She might say that refraining from building it would have very positive benefits for
biodiversity. But from the purely scientific point of view, perhaps tearing down the whole
city to let wildlife develop would be the best outcome for biodiversity. Of course this is not
something that is going to be done or recommended, but it is compatible with biodiversity
being the value she is there to represent. This does not seem objectionable, even if her role
would have more radical implications if all actions were on the table. After all, her individ-
ual evaluation is not an all-things-considered recommendation, nor should it
necessarily be.

Fourth, theoretically speaking, I think this is not a bug, but a feature. I believe it
extremely important that the methodology does not always or necessarily conform to soci-
etal or political expectations but is capable of delivering radical verdicts. Individual eval-
uation verdicts are subject to discussion and compromise, but if their independence is
relinquished before evaluation, then that taints the evaluation.

Finally, trying to frame the evaluation in ways that will be acceptable to committee
members and the policy process is not the special competence of the philosopher. If the
goal is developing an evaluation that would convince others and pass through the policy
process, then a social psychologist or a political scientist could be better placed than a
philosopher.*®

More importantly, if the philosopher is trying to include various questions of feasibility
before she even begins her evaluation, then her evaluation is subject to the challenges
noted above. First, the specific way that she adjusts her evaluation in order to conform
to others’ views will represent judgment calls that are likely to vary greatly depending on
who is appointed, making a version of contingent selection relevant here. Second, and
potentially even more troubling, the value judgments about how to adjust her evaluation
will be purposefully opaque to the committee; they will not know which part of her evalu-
ation is what she thinks is philosophically justifiable and which part is adjusted to be more
acceptable to others. This risks making committee deference even more of an issue, since
it could be unclear which parts of the philosopher’s evaluation are generated by philosoph-
ical considerations and which are generated by attempts to make those judgments politi-
cally amenable. If there is the risk that a committee will take views that are aimed at
political acceptability to be required by morality or justice, that seems to me seriously pro-
cedurally objectionable.

6. Conclusion

Increasingly, various versions of public philosophy?’ are being developed and
experimented with — but these advances also require more systematization about how
public philosophy is to be done. I would suggest that this is an especially important issue
in instances where social legitimacy and procedural justice are demanded — perhaps the
apex of which involves public policy.

This article is an attempt to explicate a role (‘the convergent evaluator’) and contrast it
with what I take to be the two main alternatives (‘the partisan’ and ‘the populist’). It does
so by drawing attention to two challenges that threaten to arise in the context of policy
committees, challenges that have not been discussed in the philosophical literature.

This is also meant to instigate discussion about how philosophers can contribute to
public life, but in a more methodologically explicit and sophisticated manner.
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Non-philosophers have little idea about what philosophers do or how we come to our posi-
tions (as opposed to empirical disciplines which usually appeal to data and some other
humanities disciplines where the goal is to deeply understand a text or historical event).
It is therefore worthwhile to be able to present or at least point to explicit methodologies
and procedures to answer these concerns. I hope that developing explicit
methodologies allows philosophers to contribute to public policy debates more confi-
dently and constructively.

Kian Mintz-Woo, Philosophy and Sustainability Institute, University College Cork, Cork,
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NOTES

1 Itis worth noting that carbon budgeting, i.e. considering only the quantity of carbon emissions as opposed to
their timing, is sensible because of some chemical quirks for carbon dioxide. Most pollutants, including other
greenhouse gases like methane, are much more sensitive to timing of emissions than total quantity. The ethics
of such ‘flow’ pollutants (like methane), as opposed to ‘stock’ pollutants (like carbon dioxide), is relatively
unexplored in the climate ethics literature and deserves careful consideration.

2 There is the further question of whether carbon budgets are justified at all, i.e. whether they are the appropriate
policy tool for structuring or planning mitigation; Tank, “Against the Budget.” I would set this question aside
as beyond the scope of this article, but it is worth making a few quick points in defence of carbon budgets. The
main, negative, point is that a highly differentiated approach based on subsistence and luxury emissions as
Tank envisions requires too much information to be practically applicable in a policy context. Not only would
it obviously require thresholds for subsistence and luxury emissions (which would be even more complex and
politically contentious than carbon budgets already are), but it would require national or international agree-
ment on which countries are beyond subsistence and luxury limits. Another, more positive, point is that even
supposing we did find such thresholds, we would still be engaged in carbon budgets; we would just have dif-
ferent budgets that were associated with different goals (subsistence and luxury). This would not undermine
carbon budgets, but simply generate a more complex and fine-grained set of budgets.

3 Note that ‘position’ is to be construed very widely and, importantly, to include edge cases like moral
particularism, whereby there are no principles or general rules (virtue ethics is sometimes also taken to be
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anti-theoretical in this sense, but it counts as a position on this wide reading). It is meant to be a neutral term
which encompasses a range of normative commitments.

Naturally, the roles discussed here are ideal types and not necessarily exclusive; in actual circumstances,
hybrids of these roles could be constructed. However, I think this is a reasonable simplification since it seems
likely that the philosopher will take some role as especially salient and would therefore conduct her methodo-
logical practice accordingly. Additionally, ‘populist’ is sometimes used to refer to some thicker (and perhaps
more objectionable) political views. The name here merely reflects the adoption of political judgments with
reference to public views and is not meant to indicate these thicker political uses of the term.

Perhaps this role is not completely disjoint from a philosopher’s general working duties. In particular, I suspect
that the role reflected in the philosophers’ evaluation is quite similar to the role some of us think we should have
when teaching; namely, to give a fair hearing to a variety of positions but not to proselytize our own philosoph-
ical positions. In my view, this analysis suggests a clear reason: the partisan and her attendant adversarial role
are appropriate when there are a variety of similarly expert interlocutors who are mutually engaged in truth-
seeking. To put the point somewhat polemically, my position is that truth-seeking is not the direct purpose
of a lecture or a policy committee.

Cook et al., “Consensus.”

Bourget and Chalmers, “What”; Bourget and Chalmers, “Philosophers.”

Kamm, “Some Points,” 147, expresses a similar concern.

Key examples discussed by Archard, “Mary Warnock”; Brody, “Introduction”; Hirose, Ethics of Pandemics;
Toulmin, “Tyranny”; Weisbard, “Role”; Weisbard and Arras, “Commissioning Morality”; Wikler,
“Introduction.”

Archard, “Philosophical Advice”; Brock, “Truth”; Kamm, “Philosopher”; Warnock, “Moral Thinking”;
Wikler, “Bioethics”; Wolff, “Method”; Wolff, Public Policy.

Wolff, “Method.”

Brock, “Truth”, 790 (emphasis added); Wikler, “Introduction.”

Momeyer, “Philosophers,” 398.

Kamm, “Philosopher,” 357.

Ibid., 358.

Wolff, “Method,” 17-21.

Fletcher, “Bioethics,” 317.

Kamm, “Philosopher,” 357.

It is possible that the populist’s evaluation appeals to some suitably informed or systematized (hypothetical)
version of societal values; cf. Archard, “Moral Philosophers.” One potential way of getting evidence about
what members of society would decide were they to be suitably informed is to take a representative sample,
inform them and let them deliberate, and see what they conclude. This is the goal of the type of mini-public
we sometimes call ‘citizens’ assemblies’ and it has been argued that they provide normatively relevant evidence
about how citizens in general would decide, were they to be similarly informed and allowed to deliberate
together; cf. Mintz-Woo, “Carbon Pricing.” I take this to be a version of the populist’s appeal.

Archard, “Mary Warnock,” 754.

Also cf. Miller, “Distributive Justice”; Walzer, Spheres.

Wolff, “Method.”

This dilemma is structurally similar to the debate in American legal systems about whether to interpret the
Constitution in terms of its evolving use and application or to attempt to limit interpretation to strict intention
of original authors. My concerns about philosophers not being trained social scientists is not dissimilar to the
concern that judges are not trained historians.

O’Neill, “Applied Ethics,” 220.

Kamm, “Philosopher,” 373.

It is open for defenders of the populist role to reply that philosophical skills in systematizing or surfacing deep
values outweigh the importance of a social scientist’s skills in empirically understanding societal values. While
I am sceptical of this claim, even if it were granted arguendo I believe objectionable conventionalism is still a
decisive response to adopting the populist role.

Hannon and Nguyen, “Understanding.”

Thanks to a reviewer for flagging the similarity of this methodology to the ethical matrix methodology;
cf. Mepham, “Ethical Analysis”; Mepham, “Framework.” Ethical matrices have rows of stakeholders and col-
umns of values or normative positions, trying to systematically determine how different choices affect
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stakeholders. While this methodology likely has similar motivations to convergent evaluation, there are some
important differences.

First, on the input side, an ethical matrix presumes a particular set of values. Mepham, “Framework,” takes
Beauchamp and Childress’s (Principles) principlism as a neutral source of values. Obviously, there are a variety
of first-order reasons to object, whether because one takes a different moral theory to be more appropriately
neutral (Greene, Moral Tribes) or because one finds principlism indeterminate or underspecified (Wikler,
“Bioethics,” 239). As a methodological criticism, however, I would point out that the relevant set of values
is underdetermined by the methodology. In contrast, the role of a disciplinary conduit supports the appeal
to normative positions taken to be philosophically plausible for the convergent evaluator.

Second, on the output side, I believe the ethical matrix methodology has two challenges. If the cells do not
encode substantive philosophical or normative analysis (cf. ‘the Matrix is in principle ethically neutral, i.e., it is
an analytical tool’; Mepham, “Framework,” 169, emphasis his), then simply adopting the value does not suf-
fice to know what to do. That is because the values may conflict. Hence, someone who adopts the conflicting
values just knows that and for whom they conflict. In contrast, the convergent evaluation explains what nor-
mative positions under consideration imply for the policy question at hand — if you adopt the normative posi-
tion, the evaluation provides practical judgments.

Most importantly, insofar as the cells give information about morally relevant implications, they do not
make it transparent sow outcomes relate to the given values. Assuming that there is some substantive philo-
sophical work that goes into linking these values to the implications (if not, it does not seem helpful to have
philosophers filling in the ethical matrices), the reasoning is suppressed in the matrix. In contrast, convergent
evaluation surfaces and explicates the relevant moral reasoning. For these reasons, I find convergent evalua-
tion more justifiable than the ethical matrix methodology.

Yarborough, “Reluctant,” 348-9.

Warnock, “Moral Thinking,” 513.

Brownlee, “Normative Principles,” 232-3.

Mintz-Woo, “Compensation Duties.”

Zimm et al., “Justice Considerations.”

Note that this methodology supports the view that philosophers have special competences — without relying on
the controversial claim that expertise with moral theory implies expertise in moral judgment simpliciter.
Technically speaking, there are a couple of background assumptions here: I am assuming that the variety of
normative positions at issue are all potentially true (i.e. have greater than zero probability) and that they are
probabilistically independent (i.e. if utilitarianism supports a conclusion, consequentialism’s supporting the
same conclusion should not increase one’s credence in that conclusion since utilitarianism and consequential-
ism are not probabilistically independent).

Wikler, “Bioethics,” 245.

Kamm, “Philosopher,” 352. Also cf. Toulmin, “Tyranny.”

Wolff, Public Policy, 4.

Hirose, Ethics of Pandemics, 9.

Olasov, “Public.”

Rawls, Theory of Fustice.

Of course, while I believe that this is generally true, it need not be universally true. Consider a case where a
supermajority has some particular normative position and the rest of the people have a variety of normative
positions, but the latter positions all converge on a particular policy. While this policy might be supportable
from a variety of normative positions, it is still only supported by a (small) minority.

DeGerazia, “Moral Philosophy,” 50, writes concisely that rejecting anthropocentrism is a ‘modest moral claim
... yet full implementation ... would change the world’.

Benjamin, “Philosophical Integrity.”

Momeyer, “Philosophers.”

In support of my point, it is worth noting that Kamm, “Philosopher,” 371, reports that Brock’s (“Truth”)
second-guessing of the consequences of his corrections to committee colleagues was mistaken; even after
Brock explained what he took to be flaws in their views, they retained their commitment to their original con-
clusions. This lends credence to my position: philosophers are not experts with respect to the political conse-
quences of their argumentation, at least in committee contexts.

Mclntyre et al., Companion.

Mintz-Woo, Irish Carbon Budgets.

Dooley ez al., “Ethical Choices”; Hirose, Ethics of Pandemics; Zimm et al., “Justice Considerations.”
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50 Zimm et al., “Justice Considerations.”

51 Mintz-Woo, “Compensation Duties.”

52 Fleurbaey ez al., “Sustainable Development.”

53 The policy principle of ‘contraction and convergence’, whereby different countries evolve their emissions
closer to some roughly equal per capita emissions, is a way of implementing a version of global
emissions equality.

54 This involves some simplification — since there are distributional justice approaches to intergenerational and
intertemporal provision — but I think the simplification is justified by the utility of a conceptual map for those
who are unfamiliar with these debates.

55 Gardiner, “Climate Targets.”

56 Caney, “Struggle”, 9f; Caney, “Governance”; Jamieson, Reason, 227f; McKinnon, Future Fustice, 4f;
Moellendorf, Moral Challenge, 23ff.

57 Caney, “Human Rights,” 538.

58 Steel ez al., “Collapse.”

59 Also cf. McKinnon, Future Fustice; Steel et al., “Civilization.”

60 Among the few exceptions, two stand out. First, Bovens, “Lockean Defense,” argues that if emissions are such
that ‘enough and as good’ (emissions capacities) are left for others (the ‘Lockean proviso’), then it is not a
problem for some to profitably or productively emit. However, the existing, and plausibly historical, carbon
budgets are sufficiently limited that the Lockean proviso suggested is not met. When some are emitting in
our current circumstances, that does not leave comfortable space in carbon budgets for others. Second, Meyer
and Sanklecha, “Legitimate Expectations,” argue that when governments have policies that generate legiti-
mately expectations on behalf of citizens (i.e. that those policies will continue), the fact that citizens build their
lives around those expectations can be enough to justify strong constraints on changing these policies (also
cf. Meyer and Sanklecha, “Individual Expectations”). This ‘legitimate expectations’ theory could be read as
justifying continuing policies that facilitate current (high) emissions. However, as Culp, “Comment,” points
out, it is not clear that current emissions are compatible with justice, especially with intergenerational justice,
so they may not get the initial benefit of the doubt. Regardless, Meyer and Sanklecha do not explicitly defend
grandfathering on the basis of this legitimate expectations theory.

61 Schulan er al., “Distributive Justice,” 6.

62 Moellendorf, Moral Challenge.

63 While many moral philosophers, especially utilitarians, think we should include non-human sentient animals
in the scope of justice, this is almost unheard of in climate policy. This may be another, small, way in which
Ireland’s assumptions are favourable to Ireland: the harms to non-humans from climate change may be orders
of magnitude of the harms to humans, such that a justifiable carbon budget would be more limited than if only
anthropocentric harms were considered.

64 Singer, One World.
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Appendix A

Convergent Evaluation Applied to Carbon Budgets

Having provided an explanation of the convergent evaluation procedure and some moti-
vations for adopting it, in this Appendix A, I turn to applying it in the case of carbon bud-
gets. This section can be seen as both helping illustrate the methodology and as a case
study of how it has been used in an actual policy process, drawing from the author’s expe-
riences working on Irish carbon budget methodology as part of an expert working group
(for context, the group was around a dozen people, the author was the only philosopher,
and various parts of civil society including thinktanks were represented alongside a hand-
ful of academics). I begin with the issues (Section A.1) and continue with evaluating with
respect to convergence (Section A.2).

In the normative evaluation I performed for a carbon budget policy committee, we had
a simple model for burden-sharing. The model determined, based on, inzer alia, the Paris
Agreement limits, what the limits would be for Ireland. Identifying the key morally rele-
vant values that underpinned these policy options required moderately sophisticated
understanding of the simple model together with several discussions with relevant stake-
holders and experts.
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A.1. Identifying the Issues

How does one determine which issues are morally relevant and drive the evaluation of pol-
icy options? Here, there is no algorithmic answer; one needs to be both sufficiently familiar
with the models or formulae involved and their moral salience to make a judgment. I also
think it worth iterating on initial sets of issues, in the sense that presenting, tentatively,
some set of issues one takes to be morally relevant can elicit helpful feedback.

Once a set of morally relevant issues have been identified, another problem may arise.
In any given policy context, it may well turn out that some issues have not been discussed
or recognized in the philosophical literature. This may be because philosophers think the
answer obvious or because the issue has been overlooked. These should, of course, be
explicitly noted, but it may be inaccurate to say they are philosophically robust or that they
are philosophically non-robust.

Of the issues that are both morally relevant and discussed by philosophers, these can be
the most useful and informative places to engage in a convergent evaluation. For some
philosophers, it might be necessary to check whether, or how much, philosophers have
discussed the assumptions in question — but ideally a philosopher in the relevant role will
already have a good general understanding of the relevant debates and literatures.

For those interested specifically in the ethics of carbon budgets, I will explain the mor-
ally relevant issues I identified in the carbon budget policy committee I took part in.*®

The first morally relevant issue was about the (global) temperature limit. This will gen-
erally be a key initial assumption in carbon budgets since it sets a global constraint on what
is allowed. Sometimes, the limit will be strict (it cannot be breached); more often, some
overshoot is allowed with some form of sinks reducing the emissions in the system (sinks
can be artificial or natural). Besides the limit, the choice of whether the limit is strict or is
the long-run equilibrium or the temperature by a specific date is also a morally relevant
issue.

The second morally relevant issue was the carbon budget reference year. Relative to
what baseline year is a carbon budget to be measured? Beyond the obvious moral ques-
tions (which or how many historical emissions are grandfathered in), there are also some
relevant practical issues involved: which years have the most robust data? Are there exog-
enous or endogenous shocks that might make some years highly unrepresentative? Are
there other peer countries with similar reference years, making for transparent compari-
sons? However, one less obvious point is that a more stringent target and a later (higher
emission) reference year might give the same carbon budget as a less stringent target
and an earlier (lower emission) reference year, so in at least one important respect this
can be seen as an accounting assumption.

The third, and perhaps most vexed, morally relevant issue was which ‘equity principle’
to adopt. This requires some translation: in policy contexts, terms like ‘equity principles’
and ‘fairness’ are often used, but they are rather imprecise and subjective compared to the
way philosophers usually approach distributional questions.*’ In this part of the report, I
tried to explain to non-philosophers some of the important debates in this space. More
specifically, I distinguished between what I call ‘justice-focused climate ethicists’ and
‘principle-focused climate ethicists’. This is not a sharp distinction, but I thought it didac-
tically prudent to roughly divide up two debates which often happen independently. On
the justice side, we have theories of distributional justice with (typically) a scope of justice,
a metric (or currency) of justice, and a shape (or pattern) of justice.’® I explained that the
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scope indicates who the theory applies to; the metric is the (morally relevant) quantity sub-
ject to the distribution; and the pattern indicates how the metric is ideally distributed. To
give examples, I indicated that the scope could be national or cosmopolitan, the metric
could be consumption or welfare, and the shape could be egalitarian, sufficientarian, util-
itarian, or prioritarian. On the principles side, we have mid-level principles that have
emerged from the climate ethics literature, with the dominant three (not necessarily exclu-
sively) being the polluter pays principle (PPP), the beneficiary pays principle (BPP), and
the ability to pay principle (APP).>!

After introducing these two debates, I noted that the equity principles that have arisen
(especially in the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change’s Fifth Assessment Report,
ARS5) in the climate policy context map imprecisely on parts of these debates. The equity
principles in the third working group of the IPCC AR5 are: responsibility, capacity or
ability to pay, equality, and a right to development.”> Responsibility is close to PPP and
capacity is a version of APP, but equality could refer to any of a set of distributional justice
theories (albeit without a specified metric of justice) and a right to development is harder
to pinpoint, but I believe is best justified by some type of sufficientarian theory of distribu-
tional justice.

However, looking at the two climate ethics debates (justice-focused and principle-
focused) yields a larger space of normative positions as well as clarity on the ways that jux-
taposing an ‘equality’ equity principle with a ‘responsibility’ equity principle is somewhat
awkward (since they answer to different kinds of assumptions and framing devices). I indi-
cated this by explaining that theories of distributional justice are (generally!) forward-
looking whereas several of the climate ethics justice principles are (generally!)
backward-looking (i.e. PPP and BPP, albeit not APP).>* This is because distributional
theories of justice give ideal shapes of justice for some metric of justice — but usually do
not tell us how to get to these ideal distributions or make them dependent on historical
facts about how actual distributions arose. In contrast, PPP and BPP are completely sen-
sitive to the causal and historical sources of emissions and resources therefrom.

Again, one guiding goal was to organize rather complex debates, making them legible to
audiences that were unfamiliar with these discussions. Another goal was to help translate
between audiences, linking the IPCC ‘equity principles’ to philosophical discussions,
showing that the equity principles are not very systematic and, moreover, do not come
close to exhausting the theoretical normative space.

Having identified some key morally relevant issues in the carbon budgets recommenda-
tions we were developing (i.e. temperature limit, reference year, and ‘equity principle’),
we can now turn to how these can be evaluated depending on the level of convergence
evidenced in the philosophical literature.

A.2.  Evaluating Policy Options with Reference to Philosophical Literature

The first issue was about the (global) temperature limit. Here, there were legal require-
ments that the carbon budgeting process had to be ‘consistent’ with the Paris Agreement
limits; that is, the ‘goal of limiting global temperature increase to well below 2 degrees Cel-
sius, while pursuing efforts to limit the increase to 1.5 degrees’. It was straightforward to
point out that many climate ethicists, whether explicitly or implicitly, have supported the
Paris Agreement temperature goals. The committee followed a standard interpretation of
this: that a carbon budget provides at least 66% likelihood of remaining below 2°C with an
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approximately 50% likelihood of remaining below 1.5°C. This is meant to reflect the plain
textual meaning of committing to keeping temperature rises below 2°C and pursuing
efforts to keep temperatures to 1.5°C adopted in the Paris Agreement. Obviously, these
estimated probabilities do not mean that those temperature commitments will certainly
be achieved, but they do represent keeping the bulk of probabilities within the committed
range.

The majority of prominent philosophers tend to endorse the Paris Agreement’s temper-
ature limits, although some suggest that those limits are insufficiently stringent, especially
the philosophers who focus on the attendant likelihoods.

On the critical side, Stephen Gardiner suggests that if we were discussing a student’s
progress (say, from the perspective of a parent), we would find those kinds of probabilities
unsatisfying or even worrying.”> Analogously, he thinks, a 66% likelihood of keeping tem-
peratures below a threshold is not a satisfactory level of risk, writing that ‘Accepting a 33—
50% chance of failure hardly seems a robust commitment to protecting the future’.
(Instead, he suggests that we should insist on probabilities like 95% of keeping tempera-
tures below a target).

However, Gardiner is more critical than most moral philosophers in this discussion.
Many other philosophers adopt, often with caveats, the Paris temperature limit.”® These
philosophers approvingly cite the Paris Agreement’s temperature limits as having norma-
tive force, partly due to the fact that so many states have made commitments to them,
although (a) often these philosophers indicate that these are minimal, not optimal, since
greater mitigation would be morally superior, and (b) they rarely discuss the probabilities
attached to the targets.

Some philosophers also point out that higher limits are morally objectionable.>” For
instance, Steel et al. point out that there is overwhelming moral reason to pursue mitiga-
tion in order to avoid pathways that could lead to 4°C by the end of the century.’® Their
reasoning is that 4°C can reasonably be construed as incompatible with stable societal
functioning, and all people who can expect to live (close) to the end of the century have
an overwhelming interest in avoiding societal collapse (since all reasonable conceptions
of the good life rely on social stability). They conclude that it is in the interests of many
currently living people to avoid pathways compatible with these temperatures, justifying
mitigation efforts that lessen the likelihood of such pathways.>’

Overall, my convergent evaluation is that Paris-aligned temperature targets are philosoph-
ically robust, as they are consistent with a variety of professed moral philosophy positions,
even if they do not necessarily command unanimity.

The second issue was the carbon budget reference year. In principle, the target relative
to 2018 could be recalculated to other years, so this is partially an accounting point. But
there is an important transparency issue, which is that most country reductions are relative
to earlier years, so intercomparability is easier when adopting the same reference years.

The relevant philosophical consideration here is that later reference years (implicitly)
grandfather in earlier distributions of emissions as well as adopt baselines that favour
recent high-emitting countries, since considering the burden from a relatively high-
emission economy is different from a low-emission economy.

There is almost unanimous opposition in the philosophical literature to
grandfathering.°® Summarizing the literature, Schulan er al. explain that it is ‘typically
rejected as unjust’ and that, ‘Generally speaking, philosophers do not defend
grandfathering’.®! The reason for this is twofold: (1) with respect to wealthy and
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high-emitting countries, it seems to compound the distributional injustices and reward
historical lack of ambition; (2) with respect to poorer and low-emitting countries, it
retards development and penalizes them for historical circumstances.®® These are general
claims, but they tend to characterize the impacts of adopting such a principle.

Overall, if a late date, whether 2015 or 2018, practically implies substantial
grandfathering, that date lies well outside the climate ethics consensus. Climate ethicists
tend to use baseline years like 1990. Overall, my convergent evaluation was that the option
of dates well after 1990 as reference years is philosophically objectionable or questionable.

The third issue is what principle of equity or distributional justice approach we adopt. In
the context of (global) carbon budgets, the scope of justice is straightforward: the scope of
justice is all humans or all countries (sometimes considered as single aggregated units,
sometimes as sets of citizens).®>

The metric of justice adopted is emissions (or emissions allowances), aggregated into a
global carbon budget. Note that this is not a standard metric of justice, since emissions are
not in themselves morally valuable: emissions are valuable insofar as they conduce to
increased consumption, welfare, or satisfaction of human needs. However, this issue
can be set aside since the targets adopted in the Paris Agreement are meant to be respon-
sive to some level of threat to one or more of these actually morally important things. That
allows us to treat emissions as the metric.

This leaves only the pattern of justice: what distribution of emissions does justice allow
for? Ireland adopts an egalitarian pattern, with emissions reductions relative to popula-
tion. The main contention of this subsection is that, while egalitarianism is an influential ®*
distributional pattern, it is only one among many — and several, if not all, of the other pat-
terns would increase the responsibility of Ireland. For instance, if we adopted
sufficientarian or utilitarian/prioritarian patterns globally or were sensitive to PPP or
APP, any of these additional normative considerations would tend to increase the relative
stringency for Ireland.

For these reasons, overall, my convergent evaluation found egalitarian patterns philo-
sophically plausible in distributional justice terms, but egalitarian distributions are not espe-
cially sensitive to need or efficiency, so should be thought of as conservative assumptions
(in the sense that egalitarian patterns are favourable patterns for Ireland relative to other
common patterns). In other words, such a pattern is philosophically plausible, but not
robust.
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