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ABSTRACT:

This essay examines attempts to create a population ethic in light of obligations to future generations and the threat unrestrained human growth poses to the biotic community. Rejecting anthropocentric criteria for moral considerability, it shows how Rawlsian and consequentialist models fail to illuminate intergenerational obligations. Using a communitarian model of ethics and broadening the community concept to reflect a holistic valuing of the life process, the essay concludes that obligations to the inter-temporal community of life require us to adopt considered reproductive policies. 

The fact itself, of causing the existence of a human being, is one of the most responsible actions in the range of human life. To undertake this responsibility—to bestow a life which may be either a curse or a blessing—unless the being on whom it is bestowed will have at least the ordinary chances of a desirable existence, is a crime against that being. And in a country, either overpopulated or threatened with being so, to produce children, beyond a very small number…is a serious offense.

What ethical duties do we, members of the morally responsible yet naturally evolved species Homo sapiens, owe to the generations of humans who will dwell upon this Earth after us, the future of our human legacy? Our reproductive, environmental and political decisions today will shape the conditions of our descendants’ lives. Do we owe our future progeny assurances of a quality of life and healthy environment better than that bequeathed to us? 
While populations of most species in the wild are kept in check by predation, disease, and seasonal fluctuations in food supply, human beings have no natural predators. We have eliminated most serious biological threats through advancements in medical technology and improved sanitation. Development of our system of agriculture has enabled us fairly reliable control of food production. As a result, mortality rates have dropped sharply. Growth rates in countries yet to undergo the Demographic Transition have not seen a corresponding decline. The impact our increasing numbers has on the Earth’s environment is deleterious. It lies behind every modern environmental problem we now face and has the potential to degrade the quality of life of all future beings on the planet. As such, I believe human population growth to be one of the most critical moral issues of our time. 
In this essay, I will focus my analysis on evaluating the moral universe
 of the population debate, what Norton calls ‘inter-temporal morality.’
 After a brief introduction to the issue of overpopulation, I will present an overview of three major philosophical traditions (Rawlsian justice, consequentialist, and communitarian theories) to assess their evaluations of present generations’ obligations to our future progeny. I will show that each of these approaches fails to produce a morally satisfactory estimation of our obligation to limit growth in the face of duties to future generations. In light of the impacts overpopulation has on the Earth’s entire system of life, I suggest that we adopt a biocentric ethic expanding upon the anthropocentric communitarian model to properly assess our obligation to protect the future of life on the planet.   

The Too-Successful Species  

Throughout most of human history, members of the species Homo sapiens lived in small, isolated populations which were checked by environmental factors such as limited food supply, varying climatic conditions, and disease. With the advent of agriculture around 8,000 B.C., the total world population is estimated to have been about 5 million people.
 Human populations began to settle in permanent and semi-permanent habitations where food surpluses amassed and enabled populations to grow to approximately 300 million by 1 A.D at an estimated growth rate of 0.0512 percent per year.
 The demands of agriculture-based economies meant that families produced large numbers of children to provide an adequate labor supply. Too, mortality rates remained high, primarily due to susceptibility to disease, so parents had large families in order to ensure that their desired number of offspring would survive to maturity. Birth rates and death rates remained fairly stable throughout the world and the total population only reached 500 million by the year 1650, checked in large measure by widespread mortality during the Black Death which decimated populations across Europe during the 14th Century.

With the advent of modern medicine and improved sanitation systems, mortality rates began a rapid decline and more and more people survived to reach reproductive age. The turn of the 19th Century saw the first billion people in 1802. Then, what took all of human history to reach—a population of one billion—doubled in just 125 years. From 1927 it took just 34 years for world population to reach three billion in 1961. The momentum increased astronomically from there, topping four billion in 1974, five billion in 1987, and rounding six billion in 1999.
 

Doomsday Predictions by Malthus and Ehrlich

The dangers of human population growth in a finite world were slow to be understood. Economist Rev. Thomas Robert Malthus was the first to popularize demographic concerns, although his ideas were met with much skepticism and are still widely criticized today. Malthus published two books titled An Essay on the Principle of Population, the First Essay appearing in 1798 and The Second, much revised work following four years later in 1802. 

The crux of Malthus’ theory was that populations grow exponentially while food supplies can only increase arithmetically. Without large-scale technological improvements in agricultural production which Malthus was unable to foresee, he predicted that humans would face substantial food shortages, dooming us to overrun the Earth’s finite carrying capacity. “The power of population is indefinitely greater than the power in the earth to produce subsistence for man,” he wrote. “This implies a strong and constantly operating check on population from the difficulty of subsistence. This difficulty must fall some where and must necessarily be severely felt by a large portion of mankind.”
  

Malthus’ dire predictions never came to pass and human populations continued to grow at ever-increasing rates. Alarms were sounded once again a century and a half later, and the issue of over-population reached the mainstream public with the 1968 publishing of Paul Ehrlich’s calamitous warning The Population Bomb. Ehrlich echoed many of Malthus’ predictions of impending starvation, and while he recognized technological capacities to “‘stretch’ the carrying capacity of the earth by increasing food production,” he argued dramatically that these measures would only serve as “a stay of execution unless they are accompanied by determined and successful efforts at population control.”
   

Both men have been severely criticized for their doomsday scenarios. During the 1960s and ‘70s, industrialized nations embarked on a massive technology transfer campaign to increase food production and alleviate hunger in developing countries. Working with local extension agents, foreign governments spread Green Revolution technologies including high-yielding varieties of staple crops such as wheat and rice. Although the program succeeded in increasing global food supply, countering Ehrlich’s forecasts of mass starvation, it is widely regarded by environmentalists to be a failure and illuminated the fact that feeding ever-increasing numbers of human beings is only one aspect of the problem. Green Revolution technology both increased local farmers’ dependency on expensive foreign chemical fertilizers and pesticides and encouraged the spread of monoculture, which deteriorates soil quality and increases susceptibility to disease, highlighting an important parallel consequence of the population problem: environmental destruction. 

The Demographic Tragedy
Scientists the world over agree that our changing growth patterns have drastic impacts on the Earth’s natural environment. Everything of environmental consequence, from habitat destruction to waste production, escalates in scale and severity concomitantly with our growth. Our numbers exhaust finite natural resources, degrade ecosystem quality, and over-burden environmental services. The implications of our accelerated growth rate, together with technological development and consumption patterns, lie at the heart of our environmental crisis.
 
Indicators of the inextricable population-environment link abound. Consider, for example, the impact of high-density populations in marginalized communities throughout West Africa, where desertification encroaches on fragile ecosystems as villagers strip sparse vegetation for fuel wood. Worldwide, rainforests are being destroyed at a rate of 214,000 acres a day, an area larger than New York City.
 These lush ecosystems, home to 40-50 percent of the Earth’s biodiversity,
 are quickly shrinking to meet human demands for fuel, housing, livestock grazing, and lumber. Extinction rates have skyrocketed in the last century due to human predation and habitat destruction. Some estimate we are losing as many as 100 species a day.
 Fresh water resources for human consumption and industrial use are predicted to be a major source of conflict in the years to come as aquifers are drained faster than they can be naturally replenished. Over-fishing of the world’s oceans seriously threatens natural stocks. All of the Earth’s environmental services are threatened with overload from our population’s mounting pollution. Energy demands, dependent upon both population size and level of industrialization, are increasing worldwide. Respiratory disease and acid rain are among the consequences of air pollution from energy production, and carbon dioxide emissions from fossil fuel combustion are drastically altering the regulating effect of the Earth’s atmosphere resulting in unprecedented human induced climate change, the effects of which will be calamitous the world over for generations to come. The list goes on.
Human population growth is now a major moral issue. This year, world population reached 6.4 billion and continues to grow at a rate of 1.3 percent each year.
 I present the following analysis on the presumption that there exist finite natural resources on our planet and that pursuing a policy of inaction on the issue of human population growth will result in a continually diminishing quality of life for the whole of the global community.
 Our response to the problem of unrestrained growth, like most environmental issues of our time, does not affect merely current decision makers, but will determine the course of events for all generations to follow. We live in a world shaped by our actions, at a time when the consequences of our decisions will affect all future life on the planet in dire, and perhaps irreversible, ways.

The heaviest risks involved in the newer environmental problems fall not upon present actors but upon future generations who will not have participated in the decision to incur the risks; nor, will they, in most cases, enjoy the benefits of the currently wasteful activities involved.
 

The range of voices calling for thoughtful limitation of human population growth includes members as diverse as economists and Deep Ecologists. There are those, like philosopher Garrett Hardin, who go so far as to boldly assert that the “freedom to breed is intolerable.”
 Malthus called for “moral restraint” outside of marriage in an effort to keep our growth in check, while condemning use of contraception or abortion.
 Philosopher Antony Flew captured the lesson we have yet to glean from the predictions of writers like Malthus and Ehrlich. The “uncomfortable yet inescapable” conclusion of Malthus’ work, he wrote, is that “there can be no realistic prospect of any long-term improvement in the human condition without some sort of effective check on population.”
 Even civil rights activist Martin Luther King Jr. gave a plea for attention to the “spontaneous growth [which] is an urgent threat to life on our planet. 

Family planning, to relate population to world resources, is possible, practical and necessary. Unlike plagues of the dark ages or contemporary diseases we do not yet understand, the modern plague of overpopulation is soluble by means we have discovered and with resources we possess. What is lacking is not sufficient knowledge of the solution, but universal consciousness of the gravity of the problem and education of the billions who are its victims.
 

Implicit in this discussion is the fact that Homo sapiens are not the only species affected by our unremitting expansion on this planet. The entire biosphere is influenced by our actions, and impacted in increasingly serious and threatening ways as our numbers compound the effects of our development. However, as traditional ethical models thus far employed to justify inter-temporal population ethics have primarily been anthropocentric in nature, and because the implications for other forms of life will only strengthen the case for considered growth, 
 I will begin my investigation presenting only anthropocentric debates and later suggest the need to abandon this model.   
Inter-temporal Morality

We can no longer afford to view ourselves in isolation geographically or temporally. As we have seen, the long-term effects of overpopulation will affect all humans and their environment far into the future. Leopold advocated for long-range foresight reflecting nature’s timescale, and warned in 1949 that humans have “not learned to think like a mountain. Hence we have dustbowls, and rivers washing the future into the sea.”
 The issue of human population growth demands that we consider the effects of our actions now on an extended timescale. 
It is important to note that the notion of inter-temporal ethics is not merely of theoretical importance, or of unique concern for those with environmental priorities. We all derive hope from a faith in the future of humanity. We dream that our children’s lives will be better than our own. Witness the importance our culture places on bequeathing. Perhaps it is because we are mortal, a recognition that we can amass what we can in our lifetimes, but that our legacy only lives on in that we can leave something behind to those who will follow. We talk nostalgically of leaving not just wealth, but cultural and natural heritage to our children and to our children’s children, as if it is a respected moral act we are proud to do. Surely this suggests our culture values our capacity to offer a legacy, even if for narcissistic reasons, to generations yet unborn. 
How then, are we to evaluate our moral duties to create a population ethic? Do we have obligations to our descendents to limit our procreation, recognizing that leaving them burdened with an over-crowded, degraded world would cause them harm? Do we base our decisions upon the conditions our potential offspring would encounter if they were to exist? Do we owe obligations to merely potential people whose identities are unknown to us and whose existence hinges upon the decisions we now consider? Our response to these questions will vary depending upon our frame of analysis and evaluations of just what sorts of future people we believe we have duties to. 

These questions push the limits of traditional Western models of ethics, which are based upon the rights and freedoms of individuals. In the sections that follow, I will show how both Rawlsian justice and consequentialist models fail to provide an ethical basis for obligations to humans who will live after us in the near and distant future. I conclude, as does Norton, that “if the exclusive concentration on individual preferences, interests, and rights characteristic of theories of utilitarianism and of justice prohibits recognition of felt obligations to distant generations, then those theories are inadequate”
 and will suggest an alternative standard of ethical thinking based upon communitarian ideals.  
Rawlsian Justice 
First, let us examine our relationship to future generations under the framework of environmental justice. Obligations we have under justice theory stem from a desire to create an equitable system or policy in order to distribute responsibility justly throughout a given society. 

A society which adopts an environmental policy does so because the benefits it brings are thought to outweigh the burdens it imposes; but scarce benefits and heavy burdens have to be shared, and it is principles of justice which determine whether a particular way of sharing them is said to be just or unjust.
 

Using the model developed by John Rawls in his influential book A Theory of Justice, modern justice theories aim to equitably and indiscriminately distribute sacrifice and gain. In his model, each rational, self-interested actor adopts a “veil of ignorance” as to their position in society. As no one knows which gender, class, race, age, or nationality they represent, the model presumes to avoid prejudicial preferences based upon self-interest and allow for just decision-making.
 

We can imagine two scenarios which would allow us to arrive at just decisions applying the Rawlsian model in an inter-temporal context. In the first instance, all affected decision makers would belong to the same generation, but would be ignorant as to which generation they represent.
 Decisions could be made, therefore, assessing the costs and benefits of population measures on environmental health and quality of life over several generations. In the second scenario, the decision makers could belong to any generation, but they must consider themselves to represent different generations’ interests, although again they know not to which they belong.

Given either of these two scenarios, we can imagine a variety of potential positions a rational, self-interested actor would be faced with considering. If he or she happened to be a member of the present generation, they may feel that their and their family’s happiness is contingent upon their freedom to have children. Perhaps they would consider a grandparent’s wish to enjoy their offspring’s children in their old age. We can imagine some present-day actors who benefit financially from parenthood, be it through a state welfare system or directly from the children themselves who provide supplemental income once they reach a certain age. Some parents may desire children to distribute household chores or agricultural labor, or to ensure that they will be taken care of in old age.

Now let us consider the vantage point of an actor who represents a near future generation. They too may have any or all of the motivations for wanting children as a self-interested contemporary actor. If a restrictive population policy were enacted before his or her time, a future individual could experience a diminished quality of life lacking siblings to engage with, much like the situation in present-day China. Or, we could imagine a scenario in which nothing has been done to curb either population growth rates or consumptive patterns. In this case, we can imagine the actor representing the future generation will presume to bear the brunt of the costs in terms of environmental degradation and diminished quality of life that an overpopulated world would incur.   

The main dilemma in efforts to assess inter-temporal duties according to Rawlsian justice theory arises when we attempt to equitably distribute burden across non-overlapping generations. According to the Fairness Principle, justice decisions must be weighed so that no one is required to make excessive sacrifices in order to improve the conditions of any other. Thus the question we must pose ourselves is precisely “how much quality of life is one generation required to sacrifice for another?”
 

It is undeniable that present population growth rates and the resultant pace of resource exploitation disproportionately benefit contemporary society. Who, we must ask, will pay the price? The heirs of our human legacy will be required to sacrifice for our lifestyle choices today as environmental damage wrought by present actors diminishes future generations’ quality of life.
 Does justice theory, then, require us to limit our growth now in order to avoid leaving an unfair burden to our descendents? Theorists including John Passmore interpret the Fairness Principle to suggest that the answer is no. Passmore contends that no generation is required to make a heroic sacrifice such as those now required to right environmental wrongs. Because each previous generation contributed in incremental ways to the problems we now face, one generation cannot be expected to saddle all the responsibility. Justice theory requires that the burden of mitigating collective problems must also be shared across generations.
 
The urgency of contemporary environmental decisions impelled by the rapid rate of changes seems to necessitate a moral response that justice theory deems too self-sacrificing.
 Reliance on the self-interest of individuals to distribute risk fairly requires no one to take more than the average share of responsibility for public problems. The Rawlsian model of inter-temporal decision-making leaves no opportunity for recognition of the need for radical action on the part of some in order to improve circumstances for the whole.
 
Some philosophers suggest that justice theory cannot be used to address intergenerational issues at all. Distributive justice is predicated upon the existence of interdependence and reciprocity between the decision makers, which is clearly absent in intergenerational considerations.
 Our interactions with future peoples are one-directional; we impact their lives in ways that they cannot reciprocate
 or hold us accountable for. Thus, it is up to us to decide whether we are accountable to them. Many conclude that because there is no interaction between non-overlapping generations, there is no way to ensure that justice is served. “We naturally and intuitively suppose that we have a duty of justice towards future generations to conserve scarce resources, to preserve rainforests, to ban chemicals which damage the protective ozone layer in the atmosphere, etc,” Gower writes. But because  

members of non-overlapping generations are unable to co-operate with each other in order to secure advantages which can be shared, the effects of one generation’s actions on another cannot be either just or unjust… By adopting environmental policies which enable us to prosper at the expense of future generations we act selfishly and wrongly; but we do not act unjustly.
  

Moreover, justice theory as been rejected on the assumption that while it is used to seek impartial ethical solutions, the theory itself reflects a temporally and culturally-specific view of morality.
 While attempting to transcend prejudicial influences by compelling the observer to adopt the ‘original position’ under the ‘veil of ignorance’, it remains an outgrowth of “the ideals of modern democratic liberalism.”
 

We must either suppose the availability of a moral point of view which transcends boundaries and the particular ways of thinking about justice which are tied to them, or concede that no such ‘objective’ point of view is possible because moral thinking is always historically and geographically specific.

As we have seen, attempts to evaluate intergenerational obligations using a Rawlsian model of justice theory fail to account for the level of sacrifice called for in addressing today’s environmental problems. The unprecedented rate and scale of change we now confront compels us to accept certain inequitable sacrifices in order to ensure protection of the whole. Justice theory fails to allow for such drastic assessment of duty, and thus fails to fully capture the magnitude of the problems we attempt to redress in the creation of a population ethic. Let us turn now to second normative theory, consequentialism.

Consequentialism

As the name implies, consequentialist ethical models work from the assumption that actions are right or wrong dependent upon their resultant effects. One important type of consequentialist theory is utilitarianism, developed by English philosopher Jeremy Bentham. Bentham reasoned that happiness is the only intrinsic good, and therefore our obligation is to maximize pleasure in order to bring about the “greatest good for the greatest number.” This theory calls us to evaluate the consequences of each policy option and, all else being equal, choose those which will bring about the greatest happiness.
 

Bentham’s maxim leads us to difficult conclusions when we expand our moral universe to include intergenerational concerns. Our actions must be evaluated both in terms of their impact and whom they impact upon. Essentially, we must ask ourselves, whose happiness are we endeavoring to maximize? 

Some utilitarians believe our moral duty is to maximize the average good. All other things being equal, we should seek to increase the mean happiness of the society in question. The Average Principle does allow us to include inter-temporal considerations in the attempt to formulate an ethical population policy and the total number of people who exist or will exist is irrelevant, as it is the quality of life that is essential to this framework.
   
But note the significance in this claim. Consider that our aim is to raise the overall average quality of people’s lives in a given society. We might agree that adopting a policy to limit population growth would increase average access to scarce resources and restrict environmental deterioration, thereby increasing overall average happiness. Following the rationale of the Average Principle, however, would also require us to accept a more insidious alternative. We must also acknowledge that the world would be better off without the billions of poor, suffering people whose lives are less happy than average. According to this version of utilitarianism, we would be obligated to kill all those whose lives lower the average level of happiness in order to raise the overall average.
 Clearly this is not an acceptable moral strategy. 
An alternative to the Average Principle requires that we maximize the total quantity of happiness in the world.
 The Hedonistic Total Principle is based not upon the level of happiness each individual experiences, but the total sum of individual happiness. Even though we assume unrestrained human population growth would result in decreased levels of happiness per capita, we can imagine that the loss of individual happiness could be outweighed by the total net increase in happiness given an adequate increase in the total number of people.
 Even if everyone was only marginally happy or living lives which were only just worth living, we could imagine a population large enough for each individual life to increase the overall total happiness.
  

To illustrate this scenario, Derek Parfit gives the example of an individual with a choice between two possible futures. One future, the Century of Ecstasy, would allow the individual to live a life of very high quality for 100 years. The other, the Drab Eternity, would allow him or her to live forever, but live a life that for whatever reason is barely worth living. Just as the idea of many people living lives of marginal quality seems less desirable when compared to a limited population whose individuals enjoy a high quality of life, so does the limited but happier life in this case seem preferable. To accept this is to reject the utilitarian maximum of total happiness because overall total happiness would be higher in the Drab Eternity.

What’s more, consider the obligations we have in light of the Hedonistic Total Principle. In order to produce the greatest good for the greatest number, we are actually required to reproduce. Presuming that it is almost always better to be alive than to never have existed, each additional person born will add at least some happiness to the total we seek to maximize.
 Thus, to fulfill our utilitarian obligation to maximize happiness, we are morally required to produce a large number of minimally happy people, because, as we have seen, total happiness would be greater than that produced by a small number of very happy people.
 This logical result of the Hedonistic Total Principle is called the Repugnant Conclusion and compels us to ask, as Peter Singer does, “Would it really be good to create more pleasure by creating more pleased beings?”

Utilitarian models do not educe acceptable conclusions when we seek to examine the ethical merit of population policies in terms of intergenerational obligations. One of the many reasons we are concerned about overpopulation is the impact our numbers have on the life support systems which sustain life, threatening the very things which make life worth living.
 As the Total Hedonistic Principle requires us to encourage large population growth at the cost of incremental degradation to individual quality of life, it must be rejected.
 
The Potentiality Principle
Recognizing the failures of utilitarian models aiming to maximize average or total happiness, other forms of consequentialism call us instead to consider the effects of our actions on specific individuals. The broadest anthropocentric assessment of moral consideration is based upon the Potentiality Principle. Supporters of this principle, like philosopher R.M. Hare, contend that we owe duties to all present and future people, including those who are merely potential. Potential personhood is defined as one who is not yet a person but who is biologically capable of developing into one and includes people who may never in fact actually exist.
 

Hare accesses the Potentiality Principle by way of the Golden Rule to explain our obligations to future people. He concludes that we have a duty to give life to any potential person we are in a position to produce. We are morally required, by his logic, to reproduce.
 Most people alive today would say, Hare argues, that they are glad their parents met, conceived, and did not terminate the pregnancy that resulted in their lives. He suggests that we extend the Golden Rule and do for our potential children “what we are glad was done to us.”
 The resulting axiom implies that “it is morally wrong, other things being equal, to prevent potential people from becoming actual.”
 

If we were to accept the Potentiality Principle, it would be require us to recognize fetuses and even individual human sperm and eggs as potential people meriting moral consideration. Thus abortion would be immoral, as would contraception and the decision whether to reproduce at all.
 While the debate regarding the morality of abortion continues in some parts of the world, decisions to regulate fertility and plan family size are not generally considered ethically questionable, and the Potentiality Principle must be rejected in this light.
  

The Potentiality Principle also illuminates another, more complex issue central to this debate. Warren criticizes Hare’s hypothesis, stating that merely potential people are not people, and therefore do not warrant our moral consideration. She presents her position thusly: we do not harm anyone by choosing not to bring them into existence, for if a potential person never becomes an actual person, who is harmed by our decision? “Such entities cannot be acted upon in any way whatever, other than…through the intentional medium of thought.”

Thus emerges one of the fundamental dilemmas in the attempt to formulate a theory of population ethics: Any decision we make today will change the identities of future people.
The Nonidentity Problem
Traditional justification for implementing policies affecting future generations can be understood thusly: “Our descendants would likely be significantly worse off if P were not adopted than if P were adopted” where P is any policy with long-term benefits.
 In 1979, Thomas Schwartz presented a strong criticism of this theory, suggesting that future peoples’ welfare cannot be used to justify policy enactment now.
 Schwartz contended that even though uncontrolled population growth could result in degraded quality of life for our proximate and distant progeny, we are under no obligation to institute measures to prevent this.

The basis for Schwartz’s claim rests upon the Nonidentity Problem. The ‘precariousness’ of existence, as Gregory Kavka calls it, requires us to recognize that any policy we endeavor to enact today for the sake of future people will alter the very people who come to be, as one of the infinite number of factors influencing the conception of each and every individual person.
 Rejecting the Potentiality Principle requires us to acknowledge that if we decide today to limit population growth, we will not harm the merely potential future people whose births we avert. But by this same token, if we decide not to limit population growth and bring large generations into an increasingly degraded world, we do not harm them either, assuming that it is better to exist in deteriorated conditions than never to exist at all.
 According to the Nonidentity Problem, it seems we can neither harm nor benefit any actual future individual, and thus cannot be considered to owe them any obligations at all.

To illustrate, consider the following account based upon Parfit’s Depletion Case.
 Let us imagine a woman who is infected with a curable disease who is planning to have a child. The treatment requires her to take a daily dose of medication which has been proven to cause birth defects when administered to pregnant women. The course of treatment will last for several months, after which she would again be able to conceive without danger. Does she owe obligations to her potential child to wait until she has completed the treatment? 

If the woman chooses to wait, increasing her chances of conceiving a healthy child, her baby will not be better off having avoided the side effects of the medication because this baby would not have existed had she became pregnant during her treatment. Similarly, if she conceives while taking the medication, assuming the handicap does not so impair the child’s life to make it not worth living, the baby born is not worse off than if she had waited. If the woman had waited, this child would not have been born. Most of us would agree, however, that choosing to conceive during the treatment with full knowledge of the consequences would be morally wrong.
 

The Nonidentity Problem is often pinpointed as the paramount problem in population ethics. Some consequentialists argue, however, that there are knowable facts about future people which ought to constrain behaviors of people living in the present.
 Warren and others call us to adopt the Person-Affecting Principle, also know as Person-Regarding Morality, which states that “the only morally significant actions are those which affect persons who actually exist or who will, in fact, exist.”
 Warren thus maintains that our future descendents are not merely potential people and suggests that we owe duties to the individual future people who will, in fact, exist.

The problem with Person-Regarding Morality is that it only allows consideration of specific people whose existence will not be dependent upon the decisions at hand. We can be assured that some children will exist independent of our policy decision. Both Carter and de-Shalit call us to recognize that regardless of our policies and decisions now, we act on the assumption that some future people will exist and be affected by our actions. “I could still harm a future person whose identity I determined as long as long as one of my actions made him or her worse off than he or she would otherwise have been – in other words, as long as that action was not the one which determined his or her identity.”

Carter suggests we circumvent this problem by assuming duties to future people as a whole, instead of unidentifiable individuals. The final dilemma raised in consequentialist discourse pertinent to inter-temporal population ethics that I wish to raise is this issue. Person-Regarding Morality “makes it impossible to talk of having a duty to preserve the human race.” If our only duty is to actual future people, not those whose existence is contingent upon our policy decisions, it does not imply that we have a duty to the future of humanity writ large. But if we were to ignore a duty to continue the species, there would be no actual future persons to owe Person-Regarding obligations to.

Warren writes, “if the human race were suddenly and deliberately to stop reproducing altogether no wrong would have been done to merely potential people, who cannot be wronged, or to people of future generations, since there would not be any.”
 Thus it seems we have no moral obligation to procreate at all, having wronged no actual people. How can we argue that we owe future people obligations but have no obligation to ensure that the species continues? Choosing to consider consequential duties to future society as a whole instead of individual future people seems the only plausible route. But, as we have seen, this is inconsistent with both Person-Regarding Morality and utilitarian codes which seek maximization of individual happiness.
   

As I have shown, attempts to elicit a theory of inter-temporal population ethics under either the Rawlsian justice or consequentialist theories are wrought with conflict and confusion, offering no satisfactory basis for felt obligations we have toward future generations. As such, I suggest we recognize that these ethical standards are inadequate and must be abandoned in an effort to establish a workable population ethic in tune with our most basic values. In the sections that follow, I will present a third model which suggests we do in fact owe obligations to future generations based upon our membership in a transgenerational community.

Transgenerational Communitarianism
The final model for evaluating inter-temporal ethics that I wish to consider avoids pitfalls faced by both Person-Regarding consequentialists and utilitarians who view individuals to be the only morally considerable entities. Furthermore, it circumvents criticisms of the Rawlsian justice model which suggest no reciprocity exists between non-overlapping generations. In his book Why Posterity Matters: Environmental Policies and Future Generations, Avener de-Shalit calls upon us to consider our obligations to future society as members of a transgenerational community. He reasons that our membership in the human community binds us in morally significant ways to both past and future generations.
 

Community membership is a fundamental component of human life. We are a social species, and relationships which extend out from the family into the wider community imbue us with the cultural context with which we understand and define our lives. Sociological and psychological literature abounds detailing the role cultural membership plays in shaping individuals’ identities.
 Community “shapes the way they think, it determines what they think about, and it gives rise to a special language with specific social and historical connotations, which become part of the community and its life.”

Contemporaneous communitarian exchanges take the form of social relationships, which inspire personal development during the course of common daily interactions. We automatically extend our unitary feelings of fraternity based upon these relationships to larger social groups with whom it is impossible to directly interact. We feel a certain affinity with all members of our nation, for instance. These ties stem from both cultural interaction and, more importantly, moral similarity.
 

De-Shalit suggests that opportunities exist for transgenerational relationships when the framework of communitarian justice is applied using these two community characteristics. The first is derived from this fraternal sentimentality we feel towards members of our community, based upon a shared sense of cultural and ideological identity. In obvious ways, our communities connect us geographically, linguistically, and ideologically to generations which came before us as a result of our shared “history of cultural interaction.”
  It is easy for us to accept the significant ways in which our predecessors contributed to our present-day cultures.
 Consider, for example, members of the Christian faith or citizens of the United States of America. Both of these communities are framed by ideologies, memorialized in rituals, customs, and ceremonies which embody the traditions of generations past.
 Community heritage serves to maintain vital identifying characteristics, values and belief systems and, de-Shailt posits, bonds us in morally significant ways to all members of our communities both past and present. “Just as many people think of the past as part of what constitutes their ‘selves,’” de-Shalit writes, “they do and should regard the future as part of their ‘selves.’”
 

These fraternal sentiments stemming from territorial and interpersonal connections, however, fade with distance and time.
 Passmore argues that we love our children, and just as they will love their children, so ought we love our future descendants according to sentimental values.
 De-Shalit contends, however, that obligations to future generations cannot be based on felt emotion alone. Instead, de-Shalit asks us to accept a ‘rational’ model of transgenerational community based on recognition of shared values, or ‘moral similarity.’

As rational individuals, de-Shalit reasons, we can recognize the vital role community membership plays in nurturing our individual well-being.
 Of primary importance is the sense of belonging fostered in communities when individual members share fundamental moral ideologies. Furthermore, he contends that an essential characteristic shared by rational individuals is the ability to pursue goals and promote far-reaching ideals which extend beyond the personal self both geographically and temporally. For example, many individuals are genuinely concerned about the ‘state of the world’
 or poverty abatement in far off countries which they will never see. De-Shalit suggests these broad ideological commitments form an essential part of our identities and induce a state of self-transcendence, examined by Ernest Partridge:

[As] a result of the psychodevelopmental source of the self and the fundamental dynamics of social experience, well functioning human beings identify with, and seek to further, the well-being, preservation and endurance of communities, locations, causes, artifacts, institutions, ideals and so on, that are outside the selves and that they hope will flourish beyond their lifetimes.
 

We make voluntary commitments to societies which share our fundamental moral ideals. Miller writes, “The promise of overall community…is that it allows people to regard themselves as active subjects shaping the world according to their will.”
 This rational commitment to morally similar universes, with the aim of forwarding individual psychological happiness, is the basis of our obligations within the transgenerational community. The ability for self-transcendence expands individual conceptions of personal identity into the future.
 “One is less interested in whether the fulfillment [of personal endeavors to forward certain ideological goals] takes place during one’s lifetime, than whether it takes place at all.”
 It is on this basis that de-Shalit suggests we owe obligations to future generations of humanity. Accepting moral similarity as a characteristic we seek to preserve in our own self-interest, we preserve our cultural identities as members of the transgenerational human community as well. Norton contends that these transgenrational obligations are the very basis for passing on our valued cultural legacies: 
Obligations are viewed holistically, organically—they are owed to the future, just as we are indebted to our forefathers, not individually but collectively, for our cultural heritage… If we act as individualists and do not value the systemic context of the human values we pass on to the next generation…we will have contributed nothing to their culture…Context gives meaning to all experience; consequently, it is a shared context that allows shared meanings—what we call culture—to survive across generations.”

Thus, de-Shalit argues, communitarian justice obligates us to recognize our personal interdependence as the basis for our duties to future generations,

I assume, then, that if and when one admits the existence of a community, and if one acknowledges that the community constitutes one’s identity, then it is absurd at the same time to deny any obligation to the community and its members. If one acknowledges the importance of the community, then one wishes the community to be sustained, and even to flourish.

Remote Future Generations

Under the communitarian model we have positive obligations to proximate future generations, such as passing on a clean environment with adequate resources. However, these obligations, de-Shalit argues, fall away when we consider our obligations to people in the distant future as our ability to predict moral similarity fades.
 Despite the fact that there are characteristics we can assume distant future generations will share with us, such as our biological needs for food and water,
 many philosophers contend that is impossible to predict the circumstances our remote descendents will encounter, and thus reciprocity that underlies our obligations disappears.

Are we satisfied with an environmental ethic which reveals obligations in the short-term, with full knowledge that the impacts of environmental damages will affect generations far into the future? Can we hold ourselves responsible for unknowable future effects of our decisions? Will people living in near and distant future generations not simply adapt to the conditions we force upon them? Are we imposing culturally and temporally biased contemporary values on future people, enshrining our way of life instead of relinquishing to the processes of biological and cultural evolution?
 
Debates rage over our ability to estimate the Earth’s carrying capacity, and many argue that unforeseeable technological solutions will continue to become available in the future to offset environmental damages caused by increases in population growth. Norton describes Passmore’s assessment: “Since we cannot predict what future consumers will want or need, nor what new resources may become available to them through advancing technology, it is senseless to act to protect resources they may neither want nor need.”
 
Technological optimists, including Ehrlich’s outspoken critic economist Julian Simon, place their faith in the ingenuity of the human mind and argue that science will continue to improve with succeeding generations, enabling us to overcome resource scarcity and mitigate environmental damage through technological advances. Simon, one of the most ardent opponents of neo-Malthusian growth theories, posed a strong counter-argument to Ehrlich’s work in his book The Ultimate Resource. Humans, he argued, are the Earth’s most valuable resource. By increasing our numbers we increase our mental resource base, which in turn enables us to increase our material resource base. Based upon the limitless potential of human inventiveness, he argues that the Earth’s resources indeed not be considered finite.
 What Simon fails to address are the limitations of environmental services – the Earth’s capacity to absorb the byproducts of our production and consumption. Hardin and others contend that the environmental problems associated with population growth can only be temporarily alleviated, but cannot be solved through technological solutions.
 It remains unclear whether technology will provide an acceptable solution to increasing population pressures.

Scientists recognize limits of their knowledge,
 and while ‘scientific uncertainty’ has been used much of late to stall crucial environmental legislation, ecology has taught us enough about the Earth’s workings to make reasonable sound assessments of the future effects of our destructive actions. “We could not justify causing harm to future generations by pointing out that we do not know for certain that our environmentally damaging activities will harm them,” Carter writes. “If it is highly likely, but not certain, that our actions will harm then, then we ought not to put them at risk.”
   

Even postmodernists contend that uncertainty about future circumstances and acknowledgments of contemporary biases do not excuse inaction on inter-temporal effects of present-day environmental degradation. Gower writes,

The generation to which we belong has some understanding, albeit conjectural, partial and uncertain in many respects, of the effects that our environmental policies will have upon future generations. On the assumption that those policies remain unchanged and that other relevant factors will vary in certain ways, we can make predictions about the circumstances in which the lives of future generations will be lived. We can anticipate the levels of ultra-violet radiation reaching the earth’s surface which will result from our use of chemicals which harm the earth’s protective ozone layer; we can anticipate rises in the sea-level as a result of the production of ‘greenhouse gases’ and the consequent ‘global warming’…No doubt some of these predictions are less reliable than others, and in every case our confidence depends upon how far into the future our anticipations extend. But though our understanding of the effects of our policies is incomplete…we are not thereby absolved from considering the justice of our policies in so far as they affect future generations.
  
Uncertainty about future circumstances does not excuse inaction on any environmental issue. Too much political inaction has been justified by ‘insufficient scientific evidence’ in the face of real threats. These biases result from political and economic models promoting short-term thinking. Uncertainty about future conditions cannot be used to justify moral inaction either. Our foresight, knowledge of historical precedence, and scientific knowledge equip us with enough information to reasonably predict the outcomes of our decisions today while acknowledging the possibility of unforeseeable technological advancements and cultural changes. I believe, as Norton critiques Passmore’s argument, that ethical systems which ignore our responsibility to the whole of life reflect short-sighted anthropocentric prejudices and fall sort as “little more than an application of the individualistic bias of contemporary ethics... Passmore’s argument assumes individualism—that causing the deterioration of an environmental system can never be a moral issue—the argument will justifiably be rejected by environmentalists as unpersuasive and question-begging.”
 
Communitarianism, like many other models which suggest we owe duties to proximate future generations, fails when we consider our obligations to people in the distant future. De-Shalit contends that our ability to assume moral similarity, and thus our communitarian connections, fade when we contemplate the remote future.  However, I believe de-Shalit offers us an important framework from which to consider inter-temporal obligations. As I have illustrated, we can predict the long-term consequences of overpopulation as it exacerbates environmental problems which endanger all future life on this planet. It is therefore essential that we recognize responsibility for the enduring cost of our growth and seek an ethical model which acknowledges the fact that our actions now do have predictable implications. For

just as we attribute individual responsibility for the more immediately foreseeable consequences of action, so it can be argued that there is a more general and indefinitely relayed generational liability for predictable consequences of the use, or misuse, of the environment and its resources.
 
 I believe we must rationally assess our connections to the long-term health and functioning of the biosphere as a whole in order to properly asses our obligations if we aim to create a viable population ethic. In the sections that follow, I will outline a framework built upon the communitarian model which will allow us to interpret our duties to future generations such that they extend beyond traditional anthropocentric considerations. 

The Error of Anthropocentric Philosophy

We have for too long lived as if human beings were the only creatures of value in this world. I suggest we have an urgent call to heed – a call to redefine our moral paradigm in light of evolutionary and ecological understandings of the continuing, and inherently valuable, process of life on Earth. Working from a biocentric ontological framework, it becomes readily apparent that we owe certain duties to life writ large, the future of humanity inclusive. 

Let us consider for a moment a future population living in an area with severely limited resources. There is not enough food to ensure that none of the members suffers from malnutrition, and some of the population dies of starvation. There is not enough land for each family to have its own home base and overcrowding threatens to provoke violence. Crowded conditions harbor infectious diseases that could spread quickly and threaten the entire community. Medical treatment is virtually non-existent. The environment in the area is taxed because of the demands of the population, and water supplies are rapidly becoming degraded. How would we expect a government managing such an area to react?

Let’s imagine that this future population will live in a refugee camp in a war-torn nation. Migration policies might be loosened so as to alleviate pressure and allow citizens to settle in neighboring countries. Other nations might embark on humanitarian relief efforts to provide medical supplies and food aid to stave off immediate dangers. We could expect massive international campaigns calling for relief donations.    

Now, imagine that this future population lives in a small patch of forest, surrounded on all sides by suburban development, and that the population is of the species Cervus elaphus. Would we expect the same outcry for aid to help overpopulating deer?      

Time and time again, conservation managers will openly defend policies requiring large culls of deer and other species in order to protect limited resources and ensure the survival of the species under their care. Population thinning is endorsed within the conservation community with ecological justification. Yet we would be appalled by a policy suggesting that we cull individuals in order to manage the species of greatest threat to healthy functioning ecosystems, Homo sapiens. I do not wish to imply that we take the conservation managers’ route and apply it to human beings in order to protect fragile ecosystems. As I will discuss below, I believe the taking of any life requires serious justification, regardless of the species under discussion. I raise the issue, however, in order illustrate the anthropocentric biases so ingrained in our current models of thought. It is my assertion that attempts to reveal a foundation for population ethics based solely on evaluations of obligations to future generations of human beings falls short of the holism I believe to be integral to environmental ethics discourse. If we accept that we have moral obligations to species and systems other than human beings, debating our moral duties to potential future people simply serves as a distraction from the objectives at hand.  
In the section that follows I will present a brief description of the historical development of anthropocentric ethics, illustrating their legacy of dominance within our culture and showing that both scientific and philosophic evolution necessitate a redefinition of our moral universe.
Historical Development of Man’s Elevated Place 

In 1967 historian Lynn White Jr. published an influential article entitled “The Historical Roots of our Ecological Crisis.” He argued that the current ethical paradigm positioning Homo sapiens above all other life forms on the planet stems from the Genesis creation myth. Our theory of superiority and domination over nature emerged primarily from the Christian view that humans were created in God’s image and are the only creatures on Earth to possess immortal souls.
 

Many early Greek philosophers held democratic stances on our relationship with other animals.
 Pythagoras viewed nature as logically organized patterns, and saw a profound order and harmony in the universe.
 Aristotle, too, saw reasoned purpose in the natural world, but argued that “the ultimate purpose of the less rational is to serve the needs of the more rational.”
 It was this Aristotelian thinking which was adopted by early Christian theologians.
 

The domination of Christian ideology continued throughout the Renaissance and the Enlightenment periods and inspired the thinking of influential philosophers and scientists from Nicholas Copernicus through to Immanuel Kant. Francis Bacon reasoned that through improved scientific understanding of the natural world, humans could increase their divine role of dominance and control over the Earth and its creatures: 

[If ] a man endeavor to establish and extend the power and dominion of the human race itself over the universe, his ambition…is without doubt both a more wholesome and a more noble thing…Now the empire of man over things depends wholly on the arts and sciences. For we cannot command nature except by obeying her…Only let the human race recover that right over nature which belongs to it by divine bequest, and let power be given it; the exercise thereof will be governed by sound reason and true religion.
 

In the 17th Century, French philosopher René Descartes offered his widely influential dualistic ontology severing the rational consciousness of the mind from the materialistic forms of matter. Consciousness, he held, is the faculty of paramount importance unique to human beings. All other animals are mere machine, functioning with divinely designed precision akin to a meticulously engineered clock, but completely lacking autonomy, consciousness, and even the ability to feel pain.
 

It seems reasonable, since art copies nature, and men can make various automata which move without thought, that nature should produce its own automata, much more splendid than artificial ones. These natural automata are the animals. This is especially likely since we have no reason to believe that thought always accompanies the disposition of organs which we find in animals. It is much more wonderful that a mind should be found in every human body than that one should be lacking in every animal.
  

Kant, too, argued that because we are self-conscious and autonomous, endowed with the capacity for reason, humans are above other animals and to be viewed as ends in themselves. On the other hand, plants and animals exist with the purpose of serving a hierarchal chain of needs culminating with human ends.
 

What are these…natural kingdoms, good for? For man, in reference to the manifold use of which his Understanding teaches him to make all these creatures. He is the ultimate purpose of creation here on earth, because he is the only being upon it who can form a concept of purposes, and who can by his Reason make out of an aggregate of purposively formed things a system of purposes.
 

The paradigm of human pre-eminence has served to shape our modern ethical perspectives and laid the foundation of Western legal systems. But fissures did slowly emerge. The work of evolutionist Charles Darwin did more than any other to call the divine placement of mankind into question.

Interestingly, it was reading Malthus’ An Essay on the Principle of Population that lead both Darwin and his counterpart Alfred Russel Wallace to devise the theory of evolution which effectively removed human beings from their exalted place above the natural order.
 Malthus compared the growth patterns of plants and animals to those found in human populations in a way that illuminated Darwin’s view of the biological basis for our evolutionary connection to other species. 

In taking a view of animated nature, we cannot fail to be struck with a prodigious power of increase in plants and animals…Elevated as man is above all other animals by his intellectual faculties, it is not to e supposed that the physical laws to which he is subjected should be essentially different from those which are observed to prevail in other parts of animated nature: …all animals, according to the known laws by which they are produced, must have a capacity of increasing in a geometrical progression.

This passage from Malthus’ 1824 A Summary View of the Principle of Population illustrates the ideas that propelled Darwin’s theory and sparked the notion that took so long to achieve acceptance in both the scientific community and the general public after the publishing of Darwin’s The Decent of Man. Although humans have intellectual capacities beyond other animals, Homo sapiens are products of and subject to the same natural process which spawned all life on the Earth. “Man in his arrogance thinks himself a great work, worthy of the interposition of a deity,” Darwin wrote in his 1838 notebook. “More humble and, I believe, true to consider him created from animals.”
 

Darwin’s The Decent of Man offered sufficient scientific evidence to shake even the most ardent scientific believers in the Christian creation myth. With the literal truth of Genesis undermined, previously held justifications of humans’ divine positioning also began to fall away.
 Many turned to rely on the distinction highlighted by Kant that continues to persuade today: that human autonomy and consciousness are adequate foundations for granting Homo sapiens unique moral consideration denied all other forms of life. 

The legacy of this history of anthropocentric domination pervades all facets of our modern Western legal and ethical systems, and, as White suggested, is a significant factor in shaping our modern environmental crisis. It is time to redefine our ethical paradigm. 

Ethical Holism

An environmental ethic should be predicated upon preservation of the valued whole and the conditions which create and sustain life. In seeking to construct an environmental ethic, our aim is to deduce principles of universal relevance, not simply reflecting a temporally-bound slice of existence disconnected from our evolutionary past and with no relevance for the life which will follow us. An ethic established with these objectives, seeking broadest applicability in light of our understanding of ecological principles, must emerge from an essential respect of all life and the processes and systems which engender it. It must go beyond sentience as a criterion for moral worth, which is as arbitrary and prejudicial as the specieism its subscribers accuse traditional anthropocentric ethics of. Too, it must extend beyond life as the necessary and sufficient condition obliging our consideration. This ethic, in fact, begins with life, and encompasses all which supports the emergence and continuance of the life processes on our planet. 

Shifting the paradigm of our ethical thinking from one which emphasizes the rights of individual humans as supreme to one that recognizes our obligations to the whole of life would shift our moral thinking in radical and profoundly important ways. If we are willing to commit ourselves to this fundamental realignment of ideals, adopting population policies with the aim of limiting our growth would come to be seen as a welcomed necessity.  

Life as Community
In 1949, Wisconsin forester and ecologist Aldo Leopold’s A Sand County Almanac was published, issuing an unprecedented expansion of our ecological worldview and calling for an equal extension of our ethical sensibilities. In his influential essay, “The Land Ethic,” Leopold called upon us to reassess our position of dominion over nature and to instead embrace a role as members of the holistic, interdependent community of life. “A land ethic,” Leopold wrote, “changes the role of Homo sapiens from conqueror of the land-community to plain member and citizen of it. It implies respect for his fellow-members, and also respect for the community as such.”
  
Environmental ethicists from Leopold to Paul Taylor have appealed for redefinition of our conceptual understanding of humanity’s place in the biosphere, recognizing ecological wisdom of the interdependent relationships that serve to engender and sustain the community of life. “All ethics so far evolved rest upon a single premise: that the individual is a member of a community of interdependent parts,” Leopold wrote. “The land ethic simply enlarges the boundaries of the community to include soils, waters, plants, and animals, or collectively: the land.”
 Just as de-Shalit broadens our understanding of community to include both past and future generations of human beings,
 I suggest we extend it further still, recognizing our place as members of the community of life. 

De-Shalit’s logic justifying a communitarian foundation for intergenerational ethics is equally compelling when considered in light of our broadened concept of community. 
Consider first the communal characteristics we share with all life yet evolved on the planet. De-Shalit highlights the importance of common “history of cultural interaction.”
 Life has evolved through millions of years of biological interaction essential to the healthy functioning of the interdependent biotic community. Each life form relies on specific niche relationships between predator and prey, nutrient cycles sustained through the interaction of decomposers and decaying life, and the self-regulating function of the Earth’s atmosphere in controlling global climate. Community members share a ‘common property’ of language, literature, sports, and media, etc.
 The atmosphere, hydrosphere, and biosphere itself are the common property of the biotic community. 
More important, however, is the moral similarity de-Shalit uses to justify non-overlapping generational ethics. As we have seen, traditional anthropocentric communitarian obligations fall away in the long run because of conceptual limitations. De-Shalit suggests it is impossible to conceive of ourselves as bound to distant future generations in a community relationship as we have no way to predict what future human beings will deem valuable, and “a genuine community,” he writes, “…is one in which the members regard the ideas of the community as constitutive of their identities.”
 
Norton suggests that we transcend the debate over obligations to individuals present or future heeding the Axiom of Future Value, which states that, “the continuance and thriving of the human species (and its evolutionary successors) is a good thing, and every generation is obliged to do what is necessary to perpetuate that good.”
  I believe we can assume the continued flourishing of humanity to be a valued moral good which all generations of human beings will readily embrace, suggesting that we can presume a degree of moral similarity connecting us to future generations. What’s more, however, I propose that we recognize the continuation of life on Earth to be a fundamental moral maxim which we can predict will be shared by all generations of human beings to come. 
A communitarian ethic predicated upon rational commitment to the holistic continuity of life provides sufficient moral grounding for self-transcendent communitarian identification and the resultant moral obligations. Biocentric holism is “the moral thread that links past, present, and future individuals in a common culture…Continuity in that land context gives shared meaning to cultures as they unfold through time.”
 Considered from this perspective, holistic communitarianism obligates all humans to promote the continuation of life on Earth.
De-Shalit himself appreciates the biocentric model of ethics as “one of the most important ‘innovations’ of moral and political thought in the last two decades.” He dismisses it, however, conceding that justifications for holistic moral value are too hard to defend, and ultimately distracting from goals of environmental protection.
 In the search for a comprehensive moral guide, I do not believe we should be satisfied with insufficient ethical models because a push forward demands a radical departure from our traditional modes of thought and behavior. The anthropocentric ethical paradigm is deeply entrenched but must be challenged if we hope to uncover a viable ethic which will meet the long-term needs of life on the planet. What less, I ask, are we endeavoring to achieve? “The lesson of ecology is that one cannot care for the future of the human race without caring for the future of its context.”
  

Call to Considered Growth 

We return at last to our original question: Are prescribed limits to human population growth ethically defensible? Do obligations to future generations require us to regulate human population growth? 
As we have seen, our obligations to future generations extend from our relationship to them as part of the inter-temporal community. Rejecting anthropocentric criteria for moral considerability, we broadened the intergenerational community to reflect a holistic perspective that reveals life and the processes that engender it as our community. As we saw at the outset of this essay, human overpopulation threatens the health of life on Earth, both in the present and the foreseeable future. Thus, our obligations to the inter-temporal community of life bound us to adopt considered reproduction policies.
Recognizing that continuation of the community is valuable, it is obvious that some people must have children. But, due to the finite nature of our Earth and its resources, we must recognize that the Earth does have a limited carrying capacity, that quality of life will suffer at the hands of unchecked growth, and thus, some people must not reproduce. We must also recognize that reproductive stagnation would also be detrimental to the inter-temporal community. The process is intrinsically valuable, continuation of that process requires reproduction, but reproduction beyond a certain limit endangers its ability to continue. Thus we have an obligation to posterity writ large to adopt a policy of responsible procreation. 

Foundation of Intrinsic Value

There are several criticisms which I foresee could be levied against my position, and I wish to speak briefly to a few of them here. Firstly, I wish to clarify that my position should not be mistaken for veiled anthropocentricism.
It is my contention that we have moral obligations to the community of life, acknowledging that life and the processes which engender it are intrinsically valuable. As human beings emerged from and now both shape and are shaped by this process, acting in order to ensure its continuance is undoubtedly in our best interest as a species. But I suggest that the value of life exists irregardless of our ability to asses its value. It has, after all, not been valued for much of human history. As Rolston writes, 

Something from a world beyond the human mind, beyond human experience, is received into our mind, our experience, and the value of that something does not always arise with our evaluation of it…Life and mind appear (through evolution) where they did not before exist, and with them levels of value emerge that did not before exist. A comprehensive environmental ethics reallocates value across the whole continuum. Value increases in the emergent climax but is continuously present in the composing precedents. The system is value-able, able to produce value. Human evaluators are among its products (Rolston 1998, pg. 510).

Uncertainty

As we saw above, most inter-temporal ethical models are called into question because of the precariousness of existence and the unpredictability inherent in the life process, suggesting that we cannot envisage nor value specific entities which will emerge through the course of evolutionary progress. Acceptance of a Darwinian model of evolution compels us to recognize that change is inherent in the system. Life is constantly in flux and we cannot purport to predict what new forms of life will come to be or what conditions they will require for survival. Nor can we predict what will constitute a healthy ecosystem in the long-run. Yet recognition that the continuation of life is a fundamental moral axiom, we recognize obligations not to knowingly endanger its course.
 The best we can do is to assess our decisions given “a dynamic, contextual criterion of health. There must be, according to environmentalists, a forward-looking but ecologically formulated standard by which to judge the future effects of current activities.”

Now some may criticize this arguing that humans, as part of the evolutionary outgrowth of the life process, are a natural part of the system and thus are under no more obligation to protect the system from our “natural” behaviors than another other species. Perhaps we should expect other species to now adapt in ways necessitated by the changes humans have inflicted upon their habitats? The justification for our responsibility rests upon our evolved capacity for reason, foresight and our ability to consciously predict and evaluate the consequences of our decisions. As Carter said, “moral discourse presupposes responsibility”
 and we have a responsibility to consider the effects of our unmitigated growth on the continuation of the development of life on Earth. As Soper writes, 

We may be similarly placed to other animals in respect of certain basic needs of survival, but we are very unlike them in respect of our capacity consciously to choose our forms of consumption in the light of ecological restraint. For us, unlike the other creatures, living in harmony with nature involves rethinking our flourishing in the light of current and likely future resources.

We must heed our responsibilities as the only cogent species capable of forethought and reasoned appraisal of the consequences of our actions in light of our communitarian obligations to life as a whole.
Competing Values

Ethical models of respect for life have been criticized for falling to address relative comparison of competing values.
 I contend that the recognition of the life process as the basis of inherent value is entirely compatible with comparative valuations. Starting from the assumption that all life has inherent value does not preclude us from acknowledging additional value on top of this basic fundamental value. We may consider, for example, that the qualities of the human consciousness are faculties that we value over and above a basic respect for all life. It is not within the scope of this paper to address how competing values ought to be evaluated, but I merely wish here to suggest that a holistic ethics does not rule out comparative assessments of value. 
Individual Freedom versus Responsibility to the Whole

Any public policy which compels individuals to sacrifice for the common good requires a degree of sacrifice of individual liberty and autonomy.
 Kant suggested that individual autonomy is a basic moral principle and that it is wrong to deprive people of their choice in how to live.
 Many philosophers suggest that reproductive freedom is an essential component of individual liberty, and that women, in particular, have a right to control their reproductive lives.
 It is vitally important, however, that we recognize the cumulative effects of individual decisions. As Norton writes, “Individual actions take on normative aspects, mainly insofar as they represent larger trends destabilizing ecological systems.”
   
John Stuart Mill’s Harm Principle outlined the criteria for political interceding in the domain of personal and autonomous decision making normally regarded as the right of individual citizens. He asserted that individuals must relinquish personal freedom when the consequences of their actions will bring harm to other people. 

The only purpose for which power can be rightfully exercised over any member of a civilized community, against his will, is to prevent harm to others. His own good, either physical or moral, is not a sufficient warrant.
 

Mill’s Harm Principle specifically addressed the issue of reproduction in overcrowded nations, suggesting that reproductive freedoms, traditionally held to be private matters, become public issues concerning society as a whole when that society will bear the cost of an additional life.
  As I have shown, overpopulation now threatens to degrade the quality of life of all the Earth’s inhabitants. The severity of the situation warrants application of the Harm Principle compelling us to forgo certain individual liberties. 

While a holistic communitarian ethic requires us to adopt policies of considered growth, I do not believe we can assess individual-level responsibilities under this framework. It calls upon each of us to voluntarily consider our personal responsibilities in ensuring the continuation of the community of life. 
We must beware, too, of imposing collective responsibility. A policy of considered growth must not suggest that obligations to future generations ought be imposed upon all members of the present generation universally. As Soper writes,

For the ‘human species’ to be obliged to the future… is for it also to be obliged to the present: to all those of its members who are currently denied the means of survival, let alone the means of self-realisation or ‘flourishing’ which, it is assumed, on this argument, are included within the ‘legacy’ that each generation has a duty to bequeath.

A rift has emerged on the population issue in international negotiations, reflecting the priorities of nations on either side of the demographic divide. On one side sit the industrialized, developed nations of the global north whose populations have undergone the Demographic Transition (a process whereby growth rates decrease to replacement rate levels in response to improved educational and economic opportunities for women and an overall economic shift which causes children to lose their status as a labor source and become instead a financial burden). Developed countries have an average growth rate of 0.1 percent per year, account for just 1.2 billion people worldwide,
 and are wont to blame environmental problems on the devastating population growth rates which persist in less developed countries. 

On the other side are representatives of the global south, where almost 99 percent of all population growth is occurring. Annual increases in some African nations remain as high as 3.5 percent.
 While developing country leaders recognize the dire need their populations have for the drop in birth rates associated with the Demographic Transition, they insist that it is the disproportionate resource use and polluting lifestyles of the affluent nations that lie at the heart of environmental problems.       

It is essential that we not ignore this second component of our modern environmental crisis. The model of material success and individual happiness being spread to the less-developed countries as a result of globalization and cultural homogenization is a complementary threat to the future of life.
 These simultaneous and overlapping problems will continue to be linked as future generations look to raise their standards of living. “The moral dilemmas derive from the very fact that the harm caused to future persons is the byproduct of a genuine, albeit sometimes mistaken, desire to improve (in terms of a certain ideology) the standard of living of contemporaries.”
 
We must focus our efforts to improve women’s educational opportunities and provide universal access to information and contraceptives necessary for reproductive choice. We must redress the persistent poverty which inhibits less developed nations’ abilities to meet the needs of present generations. Equally important, however, is the need for education about the consequences of overpopulation and unrestrained consumption. We cannot simply aim to decrease birth rates following the Western model of development which provoked transition in affluent nations. While it is not within the scope of this paper to address methodologies of achieving meaningful sustainable development, it is important nonetheless to acknowledge that misguided population programs may have consequences that are significantly detrimental to the holistic community in the long run.    

If we have any hope of redressing environmental degradation, surely both these paradigms of incessant growth must be reassessed.
Conclusion

We cannot predict the needs of future people given unforeseeable technological progress impelled by resource scarcity. Nor can we assume obligations to future individuals whose existence itself hinges on the decisions we make today. But I suggest that we do have an opportunity to offer our descendants a fertile cultural, natural and ethical heritage to serve as the hallmark of our species’ lineage, 
 recognizing certain moral principles common to all humanity.
I have shown that Rawlsian justice fails to account for felt obligations to future generations because it denies any one generation’s ability to sacrifice to serve the needs of humanity as a whole. As such, it refuses the responsibility necessitated by the circumstances of our present environmental crisis. As Norton writes, “Contextualism understands moral obligations to land systems in a historical context and emphasizes that, given our knowledge of ecological fragility and our powerful technological capabilities to alter those systems, a generation such as ours has special obligations.”
 Too, we have seen that utilitarian discussions regarding future value compel us to accept unsatisfactory conclusions, requiring that we maximize human happiness by increasing the number of happy humans. Person-Regarding Morality, seeking to determine our duties to specific future humans, leaves us doubting the very existence of the individuals we seek to consider and under no obligation to promote the continuation of the species as a whole. 
I contend therefore, that the time has come to abandon anthropocentric models of ethics and consider our obligations to the future in terms of holistic communitarian interdependencies. As a social species, we have developed collective bonds which tie us to an extended community beyond our immediate families. Cultural and moral evolution has enabled us to widen our moral universe, recognizing common ideologies which serve to shape our very identities. At the same time, ecological science has illuminated the interdependent relationships which sustain life on Earth, in which humans play an essential part. As Leopold implored, it is time we extend our moral consideration to all species and systems, collectively ‘the land.’  

Our obligations to future generations stem from our sense of common community, predicated upon our shared commitment to the Axiom of Future Value. Recognizing the impact human overpopulation has on the continuity of life on planet Earth, we are obligated to ensure the continuance of life is not undermined by our species’ incessant growth. We our obligated by our duties to future life as a whole to adopt considered population polices which encourage individuals to make informed reproductive choices in light of environmental consequences both now and in years to come. As de-Shalit says, “Although some people die and others are born, the same community remains, and the essence of that community is continuity and succession.”
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