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Abstract 

 

Actions performed in the present can profoundly influence the lives of future people. This fact 

raises two important questions: can future people be wronged, and if so, do present people have 

strong reasons to refrain from wronging them? This paper presents and defends a contractualist 

account of morality, and therefore a contractualist answer to the two questions raised. I argue 

that future people can be wronged and that each of us do have strong reasons to refrain from 

wronging them, in virtue of the fact that they belong to the moral relationship. I do this by 

describing the moral relationship, gesturing toward its intrinsic value, and arguing that its scope 

extends beyond proximal strangers to include both distant strangers and future people. Before 

considering the implications of this position for public policy, I respond to two prominent 

objections. The first objection utilizes the non-identity problem to challenge my claim that future 

people can be wronged. The second objection denies that the moral relationship is a salient 

source of obligation, therefore challenging my claim that present people have strong reasons to 

refrain from wronging future people. In response, I argue that the first objection misunderstands 

contractualist morality, and that the second objection fails to recognize our capacity to feel 

genuine concern for distant strangers and future people.   
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Introduction 

 

Every day, we make choices that will affect the lives of future people. Some choices will have a 

small effect, like the decision to buy single-use plastic. Other choices will have a large effect, 

like the decision to collectively subsidize fossil fuel production. Whether small or large, our 

choices have an impact. This fact raises two important questions. First, can present actions 

wrong people who will exist in the distant future? Second, if future people can be wronged, do 

we have strong reasons to refrain from wronging them?  

 

In answering these questions, one must articulate and defend an account of wrongness. Such an 

account will a) define wrongness, b) explain its reason-giving force, and c) determine its scope. 

In other words, it will describe what makes an action wrong, explain why the wrongness of an 

action gives one decisive reason not to perform it, and determine which class of beings can be 

wronged. Understanding these dimensions of morality is crucial if one wants to answer the 

questions raised earlier. Without knowing what wrongness is, why it matters, or which class of 

beings it applies to, one cannot determine whether future people can be wronged, or whether we 

have strong reasons to refrain from wronging them. 

 

In this paper, I will articulate and defend a contractualist account of wrongness, and therefore a 

contractualist answer to the two questions raised. This account holds a) that an action is wrong if 

it would be disallowed by a principle that no one could reasonably reject, b) that we should 

refrain from wronging others because doing so violates a valuable form of relationship, and c) 

that this relationship includes those who are dead, those who are living, and those who are not 
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yet born. From this account of wrongness, it follows that future people can be wronged by 

actions performed in the present, and that present people do have strong reasons to refrain from 

wronging them. If this contractualist account of wrongness is correct, then these answers are 

correct as well.  

 

The account I offer draws heavily from T.M. Scanlon’s What We Owe to Each Other. As such, 

much of what I present will be a direct exposition of his views. The one exception to this 

approach involves my formulation of morality’s scope, which seeks to expand upon and 

substantiate Scanlon’s claims on the topic. He holds that future people constitute points of view 

relative to which the question of justifiability makes sense, and that we have reason to value the 

justifiability of our actions to them. However, he does little to defend his position. The primary 

aim of this paper is to clarify these points, and to explain in greater detail why justifiability 

makes sense with regard to future people and why we have reason to value the justifiability of 

our actions to them. I will do this by describing the nature of our moral relationship to others, 

and by gesturing toward the intrinsic value of standing in relations of mutual recognition with 

them. With its scope substantiated in this way, contractualism offers a compelling account of 

wrongness. As such, it proposes plausible answers to whether future people can be wronged, and 

whether present people have strong reasons to refrain from wronging them.   

 

My articulation and defence of contractualism will proceed as follows. First, I will present 

Scanlon’s account of wrongness, including its definition, an explanation of its reason-giving 

force, and a description of its scope. I will then seek to clarify and substantiate his claims 

concerning scope. This will unfold in several steps. First, I will describe the nature of our moral 
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relationship to others and gesture toward its intrinsic value. Second, I will argue that the moral 

relationship extends to distant strangers, giving us strong reason not to wrong them. Third, I will 

argue that the moral relationship extends to future people, giving us equally strong reason not to 

wrong them. Fourth, I will address two prominent objections to the view I have presented. The 

first objection utilizes the non-identity problem to challenge the claim that future people can be 

wronged at all. The second objection challenges the claim that we have reason to refrain from 

wronging future people, arguing that our moral relationship to them lacks reason-giving force. 

Having substantiated and defended the contractualist position concerning the scope of morality, 

and having therefore strengthened the claim that future people can be wronged and that we have 

reason not to wrong them, I will consider the implications of this position for current debates in 

public policy.          

 

Scanlon’s Contractualism 

 

According to Scanlon, an action is wrong if it would be disallowed by a principle that no one 

could reasonably reject.1 One such principle, the principle of mutual aid, states that we should 

prevent others from suffering serious harm if we can do so without great cost to ourselves. Since 

no one could reasonably reject this principle, any action disallowed by it possesses the property 

of wrongness. Imagine that you witness a bicycle accident while commuting to work. Nobody 

else is there to help, but you continue driving because stopping would be inconvenient. Failing to 

assist the cyclist is wrong—your actions are disallowed by the principle of mutual aid, which is a 

principle that no one could reasonably reject.   

 
1 Scanlon, T.M. What We Owe to Each Other, pg. 4   
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Understood as such, what gives wrongness its reason-giving force? Why should the fact that an 

action is wrong trump other considerations, such as convenience, familial obligation, or the 

requirements of one’s job? Imagine a young man born into a criminal family. Despite his 

parents’ dangerous occupation, he was well-loved and had a happy childhood. Eventually he is 

brought into the family business and tasked with vandalizing a rival family’s neighbourhood. 

This would involve smashing windows, burning buildings, and general acts of violence. Clearly 

this sort of behaviour could be reasonably rejected, most notably by innocent store clerks and 

bystanders. His actions, therefore, would be wrong. However, the young man feels an obligation 

to his family, a desire to protect them and live up to their expectations. He is pulled in two 

directions. On the one hand he feels the pull of familial obligation, on the other, the pull of 

morality. The fact that an action is wrong is supposed to give one a decisive reason not to 

perform it, meaning that morality must take priority over familial obligation in cases where they 

conflict. Wrongness, then, has uniquely strong reason-giving force.  

 

The extraordinary reason-giving force of wrongness demands an explanation. What, exactly, 

grants wrongness its priority over competing considerations? According to Scanlon, this priority 

is best explained by the fact that we have reason to live with others on justifiable terms.2 This 

reason, which I will call the source reason, explains morality’s special importance. The young 

man from the previous example should reject the task assigned to him because he has reason to 

live with others on justifiable terms. The source reason has two distinct aspects. First, we have 

reason to live with others in this way because they are rational beings, capable of understanding 

 
2 Ibid. pg. 162  
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and responding to reasons, and therefore of living self-directed lives. Rational beings, it is 

thought, simply deserve to be treated in a manner that is justifiable to them. Second, we have 

reason to live with others on justifiable terms because living in this way is intrinsically appealing 

and valuable. Scanlon describes this as standing in relations of mutual recognition with others.3 

By living with others on justifiable terms and realizing relations of mutual recognition, one 

engages in a valuable form of relationship.  

 

So, an action is wrong if it would be disallowed by a principle that no one could reasonably 

reject, and we have reason to refrain from performing such actions because doing so would 

violate a valuable form of relationship. But who, exactly, belongs to this moral relationship? This 

is a question of morality’s scope—which beings can be wronged, which beings cannot, and why. 

Scanlon’s account of the scope of morality has two aspects. First, it holds that “the class of 

beings whom it is possible to wrong include at least all those beings who are of a kind that is 

normally capable of judgement-sensitive attitudes.”4 These are attitudes that one can adopt, 

revise, or abandon upon rational reflection, such as beliefs or intentions. Human beings are a 

prime example, and perhaps the only instance, of beings capable of such attitudes. Second, it 

holds that “any actual human being…whether existing now or only at some past or future time, 

constitutes a point of view relative to which the question of justifiability makes sense, and we 

have reason to value the justifiability of our actions to these people…”5 Since this paper is 

concerned with future people, I will focus on the second aspect of morality’s scope.  

 

 
3 Ibid. 
4 Ibid. Pg. 186 
5 Ibid. 
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Scanlon claims that it is possible to wrong all those who will actually exist, but he does little to 

defend or substantiate this assertion. Rather, he simply observes that “contractualism offers no 

reason for saying that people who do not now exist but will exist in the future have no moral 

claim on us.”6 In light of the enormous challenges facing future people, and the power that 

present people have to exacerbate or mitigate these challenges, I believe that clarifying the nature 

of our moral relationship to them is extremely important. If it is possible to explain why future 

people can be wronged and why we have reason to value the justifiability of our actions to them, 

then perhaps our moral obligations will become salient, and our actions more effective. The 

remainder of this paper will focus on Scanlon’s claims concerning the scope of morality, and 

seek to substantiate and defend them against criticism. However, prior to arguing that future 

people belong to the moral relationship, I must describe what the moral relationship is and why it 

matters.   

 

The Moral Relationship   

 

I will use the term “relationship” to signify an ideal that characterizes valuable interpersonal 

relations. Understood as such, individuals can engage in many kinds of relationship. Among 

them are friendship, the parent-child relationship, and the moral relationship. Each kind of 

relationship characterizes a valuable way of relating to others, and specifies the attitudes and 

expectations that one must adopt if they are to engage in these relations. Friendship, for example, 

characterizes the valuable interpersonal relations held between true friends. As such, it specifies 

the attitudes and expectations that friends should adopt toward one another. These include the 

 
6 Ibid. Pg. 187 
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intention to be loyal and supportive, and the expectation that one’s loyalty and support will be 

reciprocated. In this sense, friendship is a conditional relationship, since one’s loyalty and 

support are reserved for people who are actually one’s friend (i.e. reserved for people who hold 

the appropriate attitudes and expectations toward you).   

 

Not all kinds of relationship are conditional in this way. Consider the parent-child relationship, 

which characterizes the valuable relations held between a parent and their child. It specifies that 

parents should love, sacrifice for, and support their children. However, unlike friendship, the 

attitudes involved in this relationship do not depend on the child’s behaviour. A good parent will 

love, sacrifice for, and support their child, even if their child is cruel, difficult, and ungrateful. As 

long as the child is their’s, these attitudes are appropriate.  

 

Morality constitutes another kind of relationship that is nearly unconditional. The moral 

relationship characterizes the valuable relations that hold between individuals when they 

recognize and correctly value one another as persons. To engage in these relations, one must live 

according to principles that are justifiable to others. As with the parent-child relationship, the 

attitudes specified by the moral relationship do not depend on the attitudes of others. As long as 

others are rational beings, it is appropriate to live with them on justifiable terms.  

 

When a person engages in these kinds of relationship, they relate to others in a way that is 

intrinsically valuable. However, for the value of friendship, the parent-child relationship, or the 

moral relationship to be realized, one must engage with them in the right way. Imagine that your 

friend’s father has recently died. Sensing that she needs support, you schedule your time such 
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that you are always available to talk and offer consolation. However, your reason for supporting 

her is ultimately self-interested. She is quite popular, and by supporting her and strengthening 

your friendship, you hope to become popular too. Being self-interested, the reasons motivating 

your actions are inappropriate to friendship. As such, you do not realize the valuable relations 

that hold between true friends. 

   

Now, suppose that your intentions are slightly different. Instead of supporting your friend for the 

sake of popularity, you do it because you want to be the kind of person who is a good friend, and 

have reasoned that supporting her is what a good friend would do. The reason motivating your 

behaviour is still inappropriate. Ultimately, you are being a good friend because it helps you to 

become a particular kind of person (i.e. a good friend). As with the previous example, the reason 

motivating your behaviour is too self-oriented, and does not open you to the valuable relations 

characterized by genuine friendship.  

 

Finally, imagine that you support your friend out of a genuine concern for her suffering and a 

desire to be by her side as she manages her grief. Acting for these reasons is appropriate to 

friendship, and realizes its intrinsic value. Anyone who has been a good friend, or needed a good 

friend, will recognize this. True friendship is realized when one acts out of genuine concern and 

partiality, not when one is motivated by self-interest.  

 

The valuable relations characterized by the parent-child relationship are also sensitive to one’s 

reasons for action. Imagine a father who enrolls his children in demanding hockey programs. He 

makes significant sacrifices to support his children in this way, working all day to pay for the 
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best equipment and driving them to and from practices in the evening. However, the father 

makes these sacrifices because he wants his children to become professional hockey players—

not because it is what they want, but because it would bring him prestige. Needless to say, this is 

not the kind of reason that should be motivating a parent to sacrifice for their children. In this 

case, the father does not relate to his children in a way that realizes the value of the parent-child 

relationship.   

 

Instead of sacrificing for the sake of prestige, suppose that the father sacrifices because he wants 

to be a good parent, and has determined that a good parent would sacrifice for his children in this 

way. Though understandable, this reason is too self-oriented. If the father sacrifices for his 

children because he wants to be a particular kind of person, the valuable relations specified by 

the parent-child relationship remain closed to him. Finally, imagine that the father sacrifices out 

of a genuine love for his children, and a desire to see their interests and talents cultivated. In this 

case he sacrifices for reasons appropriate to the relationship, and therefore realizes its intrinsic 

value.  

 

As with friendship and the parent-child relationship, the moral relationship is sensitive to one’s 

reasons for action. Moreover, it follows a pattern similar to that illustrated in the previous two 

cases. Imagine that you are walking to the store and notice an elderly woman struggling to cross 

the street. She slips and falls as her belongings spill onto the road. You rush over to her, help her 

off the ground, and gather her belongings as she collects herself. Noticing that she is a little 

shaken, you walk her home and help her to contact her family. Your actions are morally right: 

they accord with principles that no one could reasonably reject. However, you only helped the 
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woman because you misidentified her as Betty White, and hoped to spend time with one of your 

favourite celebrities. Your actions may be right, but they are motivated by reasons that are 

inappropriate to the moral relationship. If you help a stranger simply because you believe they 

are a celebrity, you do not relate to them in a way that realizes the moral relationship’s value. In 

other words, you do not stand in relations of mutual recognition with them.  

 

Now, suppose that you help the woman because you want to be a moral person and have 

determined that a moral person would be helpful. This reason is not appropriate either. Though 

perhaps a better motivation than the desire to spend time with a celebrity, one’s desire to be a 

moral person is too self-oriented. If someone acts morally simply because they want to be a 

particular kind of person, they do not realize the valuable relations characterized by the moral 

relationship.  

 

Finally, imagine that you help the woman off the ground, gather her belongings, and walk her 

home because you recognize that she is vulnerable, in pain, and requires assistance. In other 

words, you help the woman because you are genuinely concerned for her. In this case you do 

relate to the woman in a way that realizes the valuable relations characterized by the moral 

relationship. Your actions and motivation pair such that you stand in relations of mutual 

recognition with her. It seems to me that relations of mutual recognition, realized in the wake of 

purely motivated moral action, are intrinsically valuable. It is the value of these relations which 

underpin much of morality’s reason-giving force. The positive value of mutual recognition gives 

us reason to value our moral relationship to others, and therefore reason to refrain from wronging 

them.  
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In addition to describing the positive value of mutual recognition, it is worth exploring the 

negative dimension of our moral relationship to others. When one knowingly violates this 

relationship, they are typically consumed by feelings of estrangement. Suppose, once again, that 

you see an elderly woman fall in the street. She is in pain and needs your help, yet you walk past 

her without offering assistance. You decide to continue walking because the finale of your 

favourite show starts in a few minutes, and stopping would result in you missing the opening 

scenes. By prioritizing your convenience over her genuine need, you wrong the elderly woman, 

and may come to experience guilt over your decision. According to Scanlon, “the pain of moral 

guilt involves, at base, a feeling of estrangement, of having violated the requirements of a 

valuable relation with others.”7 The pain of estrangement, of knowing that one’s behaviour is 

unjustifiable to others, represents the negative expression of morality’s value, the flip side of 

standing in relations of mutual recognition with others.               

 

Aside from the previous example, each case describes actions that are friendly, parental, or 

moral. The friend is always supported, the children always sacrificed for, and the elderly woman 

always treated justifiably. In other words, the actions themselves were always appropriate. 

However, in most of these cases, the actions were motivated by reasons inappropriate to the 

relationship in question. As such, the valuable relations characterized by friendship, the parent-

child relationship, or the moral relationship were not realized. It was only in cases where the 

agent’s actions and motivation were appropriate to the relationship in question that valuable 

relations were realized. By describing several forms of relationship and emphasizing the role of 

 
7 Ibid. Pg. 162 
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motivation in realizing their value, I have tried to both clarify the nature of our moral 

relationship to others and gesture toward its intrinsic appeal and value. 

   

Distant Strangers 

 

Thus far, I have only considered morality in the context of proximal strangers. In such cases, the 

appeal and value of mutual recognition is evident. But can these relations be realized with distant 

strangers? Imagine that extreme weather events have devastated a far-off land. As a result, the 

inhabitants of that land are subject to disease and famine. Luckily, a number of reputable aid 

organizations are working with local authorities to stave off hunger and rebuild critical 

infrastructure. Now, suppose that you live comfortably in a land free of disease and famine. 

According to the account of wrongness adopted in this paper, you have a moral obligation to 

assist these distant strangers. The principle of mutual aid, which is a principle that no one could 

reasonably reject, would disallow inaction. Doing nothing, therefore, is wrong. Now, assume that 

you act rightly and provide aid to the distant strangers. Do you stand in relations of mutual 

recognition with them? 

At first blush, it seems that you do not. It is common to feel pleased with one’s own generosity, 

or relieved for having acted consistently with one’s avowed ethical principles, but assisting 

distant strangers does not seem to place one in relations of mutual recognition. In virtue of their 

distance from us, these strangers appear abstract and amorphous, and whatever relationship we 

have to them may feel correspondingly hollow. This poses a challenge to contractualism, since it 

holds that people should refrain from wronging others because doing so violates a valuable form 
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of relationship. If such a relationship does not hold between us and distant strangers, it follows 

that we do not have strong reasons to refrain from wronging them.  

Though it may seem that the moral relationship does not extend to distant strangers, this is not 

the case. It is not that relations of mutual recognition cannot be realized with distant strangers, 

but that realizing these relations is more difficult given their physical distance from us. Physical 

distance renders the interests of others less salient, and if their interests are less salient, it is more 

difficult to act morally out of genuine concern. Consequently, moral action toward distant 

strangers is typically motivated such that relations of mutual recognition are not realized.  

However, the distorting effects of physical distance can be overcome. With the help of reporting, 

visual media, and fiction, people can come to feel genuine concern for distant strangers. 

Consider, for example, the Syrian civil war. As the war unfolded, journalists sought to record 

and communicate the experiences of those affected. One poignant example concerns the Syrian 

government’s siege of Eastern Ghouta, which spanned over many years but intensified during the 

summer and fall of 2017. As supply lines tightened, food and medical supplies became scarce, 

resulting in disease and malnourishment. A local aid worker exclaimed “I can’t believe the 

United Nations and international community is unable to do anything to help us. I am a father, 

and I look at my 16-month-old girl and say to myself, this is her fate too [malnourishment] if the 

siege continues."8 This kind of reporting reminds us that distant strangers are actual people, and 

that their lives matter. For most people, such reports will elicit genuine concern for those under 

siege, and may move them to donate money or lobby the international community to take more 

decisive action in the region.   

 
8 Porter, Lizzie. “Eastern Ghouta Siege: The Worst It Has Ever Been.” Al Jazeera 
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Visual media can also kindle genuine concern for distant strangers. The photo of Alan Kurdi, a 

toddler who drowned while seeking refuge in Greece, is an especially moving example. It shows 

the little boy face down and lifeless in the sand, wearing small shoes, shorts, and a bright red 

shirt.9 Alan died with his brother and mother in a desperate attempt to flee from the Syrian civil 

war. They hoped to join Alan’s aunt in Canada as refugees, but their asylum application had been 

denied. This made it difficult to leave Turkey and may have led to their attempted crossing of the 

Mediterranean.10 The photo is heartbreaking and reminds us that many children like Alan face 

similar circumstances, and too often similar fates. As with the reporting from Eastern Ghouta, it 

is a vivid reminder that distant strangers are actual people whose lives matter. For many, the 

photo of Alan Kurdi aroused genuine concern for refugees, moving them to donate money or 

advocate for policy reform.   

 

Fiction can also cultivate genuine concern for distant strangers. Fictional accounts may not 

depict the lives of actual people, but they beautifully illustrate points of view that many actual 

people occupy. The Breadwinner by Deborah Ellis exemplifies this aspect of fiction, inviting 

readers to inhabit the mind of a young Afghan girl who is forced to live under Taliban rule. In 

simple prose, one is led to feel the fear, boredom, indignity, and loss experienced by countless 

Afghan women. In one particularly arresting scene, the protagonist rescues a traumatized woman 

and leads her through the streets of Kabul after curfew. “She was about to tell the woman to walk 

more softly, that the Taliban had made it a crime for women to make noise when they walked, 

but she changed her mind. If the Taliban caught them out after curfew and with the woman 

 
9 Demir, Nilüfer. “Alan Kurdi | 100 Photographs | The Most Influential Images of All Time.” 
10 Elgot, Jessica. “Family of Syrian Boy Washed up on Beach Were Trying to Reach Canada.” The Guardian 
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without a burqa or a head covering at all, the noise they were making would be the least of their 

problems.”11 Fiction, in addition to reporting and visual media, can serve as a powerful reminder 

that distant strangers are actual people whose lives matter. 

 

These examples of reporting, visual media, and fiction illustrate the fact that we can, and often 

do, feel genuine concern for distant strangers. But what, exactly, is the nature of our concern? It 

is natural to think that we are concerned primarily with the well-being of distant strangers, but 

this characterization is mistaken. Rather, we are primarily concerned with whether our conduct is 

justifiable to them. When I see the photo of Alan Kurdi washed up on the beach and am 

reminded of all the children who face similar circumstances, I sympathize with their suffering. 

But this sympathy is overwhelmed by the feeling that my conduct may not be justifiable to them. 

Scanlon draws this distinction between our concern for well-being and our concern with 

justifiability when he states that “[i]n addition to the thought of how much good I could do for 

people in drought-stricken lands, I am overwhelmed by the further, seemingly distinct thought 

that it would be wrong for me to fail to aid them when I could do so at so little cost to myself.”12 

Our concern for well-being and our concern with justifiability are distinct, and the latter is 

primary.  

 

To distinguish between these two sources of concern, it will be helpful to consider our concern 

for non-human animals, which involves well-being but not justifiability. Suppose that there is a 

wildfire deep in the jungles of Brazil, responsible for killing and maiming millions of conscious 

creatures. Upon learning of this tragedy, many people take steps to slow the spreading fire and 

 
11 Ellis, Deborah. The Breadwinner. pg. 148 
12 Scanlon, T.M. “Contractualism and Utilitarianism” pg. 138 
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rescue animals where possible. These people are moved by a genuine concern for the jungle’s 

creatures, but what is the nature of their concern? It is not with whether their conduct is 

justifiable to these creatures—after all, non-human animals do not have the linguistic or rational 

capacities to assent to or reject the conduct of others. Rather, people are concerned with the 

suffering of conscious creatures, and moved to prevent or alleviate it.  

 

Our concern for humans is different. Unlike non-human animals, humans are persons. As such, 

they can recognize, select among, act upon, and assess reasons. A person may, for example, 

recognize the fact that it is sunny outside as a reason to mow the lawn. However, they may also 

recognize the fact that their assignment is overdue as a reason to stay inside and continue 

working. Given their dedication to work and goal of becoming a senior manager, the person 

selects and acts upon the second reason, foregoing the joys of yard work in the sun. Years later, 

the person may reflect upon their habit of prioritizing work and conclude that it is not a 

reasonable way to live. They may come to believe that a better work-life balance is preferable, 

and regret their previous choices. This scenario illustrates two important facts about persons. 

First, they can “select among the various ways there is reason to want a life to go, and therefore 

to govern and live that life in an active sense.”13 By selecting among reasons in this manner, 

persons have the capacity to shape their lives in distinctive ways, granting them a form of 

autonomy. Second, given their capacity to recognize reasons, persons are conscious of the 

reasons motivating other people’s conduct toward them. As such, they are vulnerable to what 

these reasons imply about their own worth, and the quality of their relationship to others.  

 

 
13 What We Owe to Each Other. pg. 105 
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Consider a small family consisting of two parents, two children and a dog. The parents and 

children leave the dog at home while they attend a barbecue. The barbecue is extremely 

engaging—mom and dad catch up with old friends while the children take full advantage of a 

bouncy castle. Having lost track of time, they do not return until after midnight. The dog is 

hungry and sad because she was not left enough food and is unaccustomed to being alone for so 

long. The family’s negligence caused the dog to suffer. Now, suppose that instead of the dog, 

they leave their twelve-year-old child at home. The rest of the family is supposed to be home for 

dinner, but having lost track of time, they do not return until after midnight. Like the dog, the 

child is hungry and sad. He missed dinner and is unaccustomed to being alone for so long. 

However, the child is vulnerable in ways that the dog is not. Being conscious of reasons, he 

considers why his parents have forgotten about him, and what their negligence implies about his 

own worth and relationship to them. In addition to being hungry and sad, the boy feels 

abandoned, disregarded, and unloved. Persons, then, are uniquely vulnerable. They are conscious 

of the reasons motivating others’ conduct toward them, and the implications that these reasons 

have for their worth as persons.  

 

In sum, persons are distinct from non-human animals insofar as they can shape their lives in 

distinctive ways and recognize the reasons guiding other people’s behaviour. This grants them a 

form of autonomy and renders them uniquely vulnerable. In light of these facts, valuing persons 

is different from valuing non-human animals. To value a non-human animal is to recognize their 

capacity to suffer and respond to this fact appropriately. To value a person is to recognize their 

unique vulnerability and capacity to live autonomously, and to respond to these facts 

appropriately. According to contractualism, responding to these facts appropriately involves 
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conducting oneself in a manner that is justifiable to others. By acting according to principles that 

no one could reasonably reject, one gives others space to shape their lives in distinctive ways, 

and relates to them in a way that affirms their worth as persons.  

 

One might accept this characterization of the value of human life, but question whether the 

distinction between our concern for well-being and our concern for justifiability is meaningful. 

After all, it seems that any action that diminishes well-being is unjustifiable, and vice-versa. It is 

true that our concern with well-being and our concern with justifiability often align, but there are 

instances where they are in tension. This is evident when one considers cases of paternalism. 

Imagine a man who has spent his life cultivating and perfecting his farm. He cleared trees, grew 

crops, and raised generations of animals on the land. It is where he met his wife and raised his 

children. Every stone, tree, and building is imprinted with cherished memories. Now, in his old 

age, he struggles to reinforce the barn doors as a hurricane approaches. The rest of his town has 

been evacuated but he refuses to leave. Should the police sedate and evacuate him from the 

property, or should they allow him to live his life as he sees fit, even if his choices put his life 

and wellness at risk?  

 

In this case, one’s concern with well-being and one’s concern with justifiability are in tension. If 

one is guided purely by a concern for well-being, the answer is simple: sedate the man against 

his will and remove him from harm’s way. However, if one is guided by a recognition of the 

man’s personhood, and therefore a concern with the justifiability of their conduct, they will leave 

the man to live his life as he sees fit. This case illustrates the difference between well-being and 

justifiability, showing that our concern for other people is best characterized as a concern with 
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the justifiability of our conduct toward them. This characterization recognizes the distinctive 

nature of human beings and responds appropriately to their value.  

               

Having clarified the nature of our genuine concern, it will be helpful to clarify who, exactly, we 

are concerned about. It may seem that our concern is only directed toward those with whom we 

are in contact, whether that contact be in-person or mediated through reporting, visual media, 

and fiction. After all, we are moved to feel genuine concern by the stories of particular people in 

particular circumstances, so why think that our concern would extend beyond these particular 

people? Though straightforward, this understanding is not true to experience. Rather than 

drawing our attention and concern to specific people, reporting, visual media, and fiction serve 

as general reminders that all people matter. They introduce us to points of view that millions of 

faceless, nameless individuals occupy. Through reporting on the siege of eastern Ghouta, photos 

of Alan Kurdi, and Parvana’s story in The Breadwinner, we are reminded that many people 

suffer under siege, struggle to leave war zones, and agonize under Taliban rule.    

 

The photo of Alan Kurdi exemplifies this point. If the concern generated by this photo was 

directed only to him, people would not be motivated to raise money for refugees, or alter their 

behaviour in other ways. Instead, they would simply feel sad. The fact that people are motivated 

to take action after seeing the photo suggests that Alan Kurdi’s fate is a reminder, redirecting 

peoples’ concern toward all those who face similar circumstances. The point is even more clear 

with regard to fiction, since the characters who arouse genuine concern are not real. Parvana 

from The Breadwinner, for example, is not an actual person to whom one can direct their 

concern. Fictional characters represent points of view, made salient through narrative, that 
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remind us of all the actual people who occupy similar points of view. Parvana’s story is a 

reminder that many actual women live under stifling, punitive, and unjust regimes. Reminders 

such as this bring our attention to those actual people, and lead us to question whether our 

behaviour is justifiable to them. 

 

In conclusion, people can and often do feel genuine concern for distant strangers. This concern is 

best characterized as a concern with whether one’s conduct is justifiable, and it extends beyond 

the particular cases that elicit it. Salient cases help us to overcome the distorting effects of 

physical distance by reminding us that millions of nameless, faceless people occupy tragic and 

difficult points of view. They remind us that these strangers are people just like us, that we stand 

in moral relationship to them, and that we have strong reason to live our lives in a manner that 

they could not reasonably reject.  

 

Future People 

 

Thus far, I have tried to demonstrate that proximal and distant strangers belong to the moral 

relationship, and that we can stand in relations of mutual recognition with them. I will now 

consider whether it is possible to stand in relations of mutual recognition with future people. 

Experts predict that countless future people will be born into a world of scarcity and instability if 

carbon emissions are not radically reduced between now and 2050. According to the 

Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC), anthropogenic emissions must decline by 

45% by 2030 and reach net zero by 2050 if global warming is to be kept below 1.5ºC.14 If 

 
14IPCC, 2018: Summary for Policymakers. In: Global Warming of 1.5°C, section C.1. 
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warming reaches or exceeds 2ºC, the panel predicts large-scale impacts to aquatic and terrestrial 

ecosystems, increased sea level rise, and increased risk to health, livelihoods, food security, 

water supply, human security, and economic growth.15 They note that “limiting global warming 

to 1.5ºC, compared with 2ºC, could reduce the number of people both exposed to climate-related 

risk and susceptible to poverty by up to several hundred million by 2050.”16 Presumably this 

number wold continue to grow over time, with millions more affected by the end of the century. 

So, on the timeline where global warming surpasses 2ºC, countless future people are likely to 

live precarious and impoverished lives. On the timeline where global warming is stalled at 1.5ºC, 

far fewer people are likely to live such lives. 

 

As present people, each of us can influence which timeline manifests. By reducing our carbon 

footprints and advocating for rapid, multilateral political action, we can push the needle toward a 

1.5ºC scenario. By doing nothing, we help to manifest the second timeline, where warming 

exceeds 2ºC and countless future people will live precarious and impoverished lives. Given that 

present actions can influence the lives of future people, it is sensible to ask whether these actions 

are justifiable to them—whether they accord with principles that no one, including future people, 

could reasonably reject. If this is so, then future people can be wronged. To make the idea of 

wronging across time more salient, it will be helpful to examine a case where past people have 

wronged people who exist in the present.  

 

Consider the establishment of residential schools in Canada. Beginning in the 1880s, the purpose 

of these schools was to separate Indigenous children from their families in order to weaken 

 
15 Ibid. B.5. 
16 Ibid. B.5.1. 
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family ties and cultural linkages. With these connections weakened, the schools sought to 

indoctrinate children into the dominant Euro-Christian culture. The schools operated for over one 

hundred years, during which time many Indigenous children were physically and sexually 

abused.17 The resulting trauma and cultural loss affect Indigenous people to this day, many of 

whom were born long after the last residential school was closed. It is sensible to ask whether the 

decision to establish residential schools could be rejected by those who are adversely affected by 

its downstream effects today. As such, it is sensible to think that those who designed and 

implemented residential schools, living in the 1880s, wronged people who exist in the present. 

 

Our relationship to people born in 2160 is similar to the relationship that people living in 1880 

have to people born in 2020. Just as the founders of residential schools have wronged people 

suffering from trauma and cultural loss in the present, we can wrong people suffering from the 

effects of climate change in the future. Given the profoundly negative effects that 2ºC+ warming 

is likely to have on future people, failing to reduce carbon emissions is unjustifiable—inaction 

accords with principles that future people could reasonably reject. As such, failing to reduce 

one’s carbon footprint, or advocate for policy change, is wrong.  

 

We may recognize that our inaction wrongs future people, but choose inaction anyway. After all, 

altering one’s conduct such that it is justifiable to future people is extremely inconvenient. Such 

alterations may involve intensive recycling, driving less, eating less meat, limiting one’s stock 

portfolio, and living in a smaller house, not to mention the adoption of new activities such as 

climate advocacy and perhaps even activism. In light of these alterations, it is tempting to 

 
17 Honouring the Truth, Reconciling for the Future: Summary of the Final Report of the Truth and Reconciliation 

Commission of Canada, 2015. pg. v (preface), 51.  
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prioritize convenience over morality. People may admit that their actions are wrong, but feel that 

the wrongness of their conduct does not provide a strong reason to act otherwise. In other words, 

they may doubt that morality, in relation to future people, has sufficient reason-giving force. 

 

Though widespread, I believe this doubt is misplaced. It assumes that our moral relationship to 

future people is less valuable than our moral relationship to proximal or distant strangers. In 

other words, it assumes that relations of mutual recognition cannot be realized wth future people. 

However, just as physical distance distorts our relationship to distant strangers, temporal distance 

distorts our relationship to future people. It is not that relations of mutual recognition cannot be 

realized with future people, but that realizing these relations is more difficult given their 

temporal distance from us. Temporal distance renders the interests of future people less salient, 

and if their interests are less salient, it is more difficult to act morally out of genuine concern. 

Hence, moral action toward future people is typically motivated such that relations of mutual 

recognition are not realized.  

 

As with physical distance, the distorting effects of temporal distance can be overcome. With the 

help of scientific reports, visual media, and fiction, people can come to feel genuine concern for 

future people. Consider the IPCC’s Special Report on Global Warming of 1.5ºC, cited earlier. 

This report was compiled by the world’s top scientists, and makes expert predictions concerning 

the pace of global warming and its likely effects on future people. Such reports help us to 

determine what the lives of future people will be like and the extent to which our actions in the 

present can influence them. In doing so, they remind us that actual people will exist in the future, 

and that they will occupy points of view relative to which the question of justifiability makes 
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sense. For some, this reminder will arouse genuine concern for future people, and may move 

them to live more sustainably or advocate for policy change.   

 

Visual media can also kindle genuine concern for future people. However, it operates differently 

than in the case of distant strangers. Unlike distant strangers, future people do not exist yet, and 

cannot be filmed or photographed. As such, the visual media that generates concern for future 

people cannot depict actual future people. Instead, it visualizes predictions in a compelling and 

palatable way, or portrays possible futures by means of art or film. Climate Change: The Facts, a 

documentary produced by the BBC, is an excellent example of the former.18 With vivid graphs, 

commentary from top scientists, and footage of extreme weather events, flooding, and ecosystem 

collapse, the documentary describes how global warming works and shows the effects it is 

already having on our planet. It then describes various future scenarios, their implications for 

future people, and the actions that present people can take to slow global warming. The 

documentary may not depict actual future people, but it makes the effects of climate change 

particularly salient. From the devastating impacts of climate change in the present, and the 

evidence that warming is expected to increase rapidly, the viewer can imagine, with greater 

clarity, what the lives of future people may be like. Such clarity may fill the viewer with genuine 

concern for future people, and move them to alter their life such that it accords with principles 

that future people could not reasonably reject. 

 

 

18 Climate Change: The Facts. BBC, 2019. 
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Fiction is another means by which we can come to feel genuine concern for future people. 

Climate fiction is especially relevant in this respect. Its explicit aim is to imagine potential 

futures in which catastrophic climate change has ensued, and to illustrate the experiences of 

those living in said futures. Everything Change: An Anthology of Climate Fiction compiles 

twelve such stories, each of which draw the reader into a future person’s point of view, rendering 

their circumstances more salient. One particularly compelling story, called Standing Still, depicts 

a flooded and drought-stricken Madagascar, where food is scarce, people are not having children, 

and most technology has been lost. While explaining the effects of climate change to a group of 

children, an elderly woman named Larissa says the following: 

 

“Watching my country wash away was like that. Everything I knew changed. The mangoes we 

always had were suddenly gone. Even the trees had none. We heard news that the other parts of 

the country were underwater and at first we didn’t believe it. How was it possible? Madagascar is 

so big and Nosy Faly, which we called Nosy Be back then, is only a small part. But, we believed 

it when people started rowing over in boats, desperate for help and begging for a place to live. 

 

We took in as many people as we could, but soon we had to start refusing. I don’t know what 

happened to the ones we couldn’t help; they turned and rowed away. Africa was a long boat ride 

from here even before the waves came, and surely it’s much further now. It’s possible they were 

swallowed up by the sea.”19 

 

By creating compelling characters and inviting the reader to occupy their points of view, climate 

fiction reminds us that future people will exist,  that their lives matter, and that our choices will 

influence them. By making the lives of future people salient, fiction can lead us to feel genuine 

concern.  

  

 
19  Milkoreit, Manjana, Meredith Martinez, and Joey Eschrich, eds. Everything Change: An Anthology of Climate 

Fiction, 2016. pg. 192 
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These examples illustrate that scientific reports, visual media, and fiction can, and often do, lead 

us to feel genuine concern for future people. But what is the nature of our concern? As with 

distant strangers, our concern for future people is best characterized as a concern with whether 

our conduct is justifiable to them. Consider Larissa, whose home and way of life was lost to 

rising tides, and the children listening to her stories, who will have to eat “processed, high-in-

nutrient powders and pastes” for the rest of their lives.20 In addition to feeling sympathy for their 

suffering and lack of opportunity, we are overwhelmed with the feeling that our conduct is 

unjustifiable—that if we do not try to reduce global carbon emissions and secure a better future, 

we have wronged them. 

 

Thus far I have argued that we can feel genuine concern for future people, and that our concern 

is best characterized as a concern with whether our conduct is justifiable. But who, exactly, are 

we concerned for? Is our concern for the particular points of view depicted in climate fiction, or 

for those who will be affected by the specific climate events predicted in scientific reports and 

illustrated in documentaries? As with distant strangers, I believe that scientific reports, visual 

media, and fiction serve as general reminders that future people are actual, and that their lives 

matter. Rather than generating a narrow concern for the specific points of view depicted, these 

mediums arouse a more general concern for the billions of people who will live long after we 

have died, reminding us that we stand in moral relationship to them, and that we have reason to 

live according to principles that they could not reasonably reject.   

 

 
20 Ibid. pg. 185 
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In sum, we can come to feel genuine concern for future people, and therefore stand in relations 

of mutual recognition with them. Our capacity to stand in these relations with future people 

demonstrates that they belong to the moral relationship, and that this valuable relationship is 

violated when we wrong them. As such, we have strong reason to refrain from wronging future 

people.  

 

Objections 

 

To this point, I have articulated a contractualist account of wrongness and concluded i) that 

future people can be wronged, and ii) that each of us have strong reason to refrain from wronging 

them. I did this by describing the moral relationship, gesturing toward its intrinsic value, and 

arguing that present people can stand in relations of mutual recognition with distant and future 

people. Having articulated the contractualist position, I will now defend it against two prominent 

objections. The first objection denies that future people can be wronged at all, since any 

significant action in the present will alter the identities of those who will exist in the future. This 

has been labelled the non-identity problem, and will be considered shortly. The second objection 

denies that the moral relationship is a “real” relationship, akin to friendship or the parent-child 

relationship. As such, it holds that present people do not have reason to value their relationship to 

future people, and therefore reason to refrain from wronging them.    

 

i.) - The Non-Identity Problem 
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Consider the challenge of global warming outlined in the previous section. To stall global 

warming at 1.5ºC, anthropogenic carbon emissions must decline rapidly and reach net zero by 

2050. If global warming exceeds 1.5ºC, reaching 2ºC or higher, countless future people are likely 

to live precarious and impoverished lives. One can imagine this predicament as a choice between 

two policies. According to policy one, aggressive steps are taken to reduce anthropogenic carbon 

emissions. These steps are inconvenient for most present people, and extremely difficult for 

some, but they successfully stall global warming at 1.5 ºC. According to policy two, no steps are 

taken to reduce anthropogenic carbon emissions. This policy is convenient for present people but 

results in global warming well beyond 2 ºC, actualizing a timeline on which countless future 

people live precarious and impoverished lives.  

 

Regardless of which policy one prefers, it is natural to think that policy two wrongs future 

people. After all, it results in countless future people living dreadful lives. The non-identity 

argument denies this intuition, suggesting instead that future people are not wronged by policy 

two. This conclusion follows from several plausible premises, each of which is set out below:21 

 

1. The decision to implement policy two instead of policy one does not make future people 

worse off than they otherwise would have been.  

2. If the decision to implement policy two harms future people, then said decision makes 

future people worse off than they otherwise would have been.  

3. The decision to implement policy two does not harm future people.  

4. If an action does not harm future people, then it does not wrong future people. 

 
21 My formulation of the non-identity problem draws from David Boonin’s The Non-Identity Problem and the Ethics 

of Future People.  
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C: The decision to implement policy two does not wrong future people.  

 

To understand premise one, it is helpful to consider the significance of a decision between policy 

one and policy two, and the influence it will have on people’s everyday lives. The international 

effort to reduce carbon emissions will affect who people meet, when they meet, and where they 

choose to work and live. It will also affect with whom they have children, when they have 

children, or whether they have children at all. Over time, these minor differences will result in 

different people being born downstream from policy one than those who would be born 

downstream from policy two. Eventually, an entirely different set of people will exist 

downstream from policy one compared to policy two.22 With this in mind, are the future people 

born downstream from policy two worse off than they would have been had policy two not been 

implemented? No: if policy two had not been implemented, these people would not have existed. 

Assuming that life downstream from policy two is worth living (better than non-existence), the 

implementation of policy two does not make future people worse of than they would have been 

otherwise.  

 

The second premise asserts, quite plausibly, that if an action does not make someone worse off 

than they would have been had the action not been taken, the action does not harm them. From 

the first and second premises, it follows that policy two does not harm future people (premise 

three). Premise four asserts that if an action does not harm someone, it does not wrong them. 

 
22 Boonin, David. The Non-Identity Problem and the Ethics of Future People, 2014.  pg. 6 
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Since the implementation of policy two does not harm future people, it follows that it does not 

wrong them either.  

 

This conclusion is deeply counterintuitive, but the premises which lead to it seem plausible. 

Given that the existence of future people downstream from policy two depends on policy two’s 

implementation, it seems we must accept that choosing to do nothing about global warming does 

not wrong the future people who will suffer from its effects. To deny this conclusion, one must 

deny one of the premises which leads to it. In what follows I will challenge premise four, arguing 

that a person can be wronged without being harmed.  

 

According to contractualism, an action is wrong if it accords with a principle that others could 

reasonably reject. Hence, to demonstrate that an action can be wrong without causing harm, one 

must identify an action that i) accords with a principle that others could reasonably reject, and ii) 

does not cause harm. Lies that leave the deceived person better off are an excellent example of 

such actions. Suppose you have plans to attend a party this weekend that your friend’s ex, 

Jennifer, will be attending. When this friend asks if you have plans, you tell him that you are 

busy with household chores and plan to spend the weekend at home. In light of how recent and 

dramatic his break-up with Jennifer was, you figure it is better that he doesn’t know about the 

party. Otherwise he might attend, inevitably leading to distress and heartache. You lie to your 

friend because doing so will make him better off.  

 

The principle guiding your deception could be formulated as follows: it is permissible to deceive 

someone if, by deceiving them, they are better off than they would have been had you not 
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deceived them. This, I believe, is a principle that others could reasonably reject. The well-

intentioned deception permitted by this principle fails to respect people’s capacity to make 

choices and shape their lives in distinctive ways, therefore disregarding their status as persons. 

Moreover, there are alternative actions that would respect your friend’s personhood while also 

safeguarding his well-being. You could, for example, tell him about the party but explain why 

you think it would be better if he stayed home. If he insists on attending the party, you could help 

him to prepare emotionally so that he is less vulnerable. The well-intentioned lie is guided by a 

principle that disregards your friend’s status as a person, and is inferior to other courses of 

action. As such, the principle could be reasonably rejected, rendering your action wrong.  

 

The reasoning above illustrates that, according to contractualism, an action can be wrong even if 

it does not cause any harm. As such, premise four of the non-identity argument is undermined, 

freeing contractualists from the conclusion that policy two does not wrong future people. There 

is, however, a deeper problem. Future persons do not exist yet, meaning that their particular 

identities are indeterminate. If future persons are indeterminate, it is unclear how any particular 

future person could reject conduct performed in the present. Professor Kumar raises this 

challenge when he asks “how can one have wronged another when there was no “other” who 

stood to be wronged by one’s conduct at the time of that conduct, and who is now the particular 

person she is because of the conduct in virtue of which she takes herself to have been 

wronged.”23 It seems, then, that the non-identity problem can be recast in contractualist terms.  

 

 
23 Kumar, Rahul. “Who Can Be Wronged?” pg. 110 
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For the non-identity problem to challenge contractualism on its own terms, contractualism must 

be understood in a particular way. It must be understood to hold that an action is wrong if the 

principle guiding it could be rejected by particular people in particular situations. Consider the 

implementation of policy two. For this decision to wrong future people, particular future people 

in particular future situations must be in a position to reasonably reject the policy. Since there are 

no particular future people at the time that policy two is implemented, given the indeterminacy of 

their identities, it seems that policy two cannot be rejected by future people, and therefore does 

not wrong them. Moreover, even if the problem of indeterminacy is set aside, particular future 

people do not have reason to reject policy two. After all, the implementation of policy two is 

responsible for their existence. Whether one views indeterminacy as a problem or not, this 

understanding of contractualism suggests that policy two does not wrong future people.   

 

Luckily, for the sake of this paper, contractualist morality does not operate in this way. An action 

is not wrong in virtue of the fact that particular people in particular situations could reasonably 

reject the principle guiding it. Rather, an action is wrong because types of people in types of 

situations could reasonably reject the principle guiding it.24 A type of person is not a substantive 

individual, and a type of situation is not an actual situation. Rather, types are “normatively 

significant sets of characteristics, whose instantiation together may be found in actual, 

substantial, individuals, and in the actual situations in which individuals find themselves.”25 

Consider the basic type “person”. The normatively significant characteristic denoted by “person” 

is the capacity to recognize, assess, and act according to reasons. Any individual who possesses 

this rational capacity is a token of the type “person”. Individual persons may also be tokens of 

 
24 Ibid. 
25 Ibid. pg. 111 
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other types. One example is the type “elderly”. An individual is a token of the type “elderly” 

insofar as they possess the normatively significant characteristics which constitute this type—

namely, having lived for a long time and being physically vulnerable. “Crossing the street” is a 

type of situation. In general, crossing the street will involve walking in front of cars, the bustling 

of people, loud noises, and pressure to cross quickly. Any particular situation that possesses 

these characteristics is a token of the type “crossing the street”.  

 

Contractualism is concerned with the generic reasons held by types of people in types of 

situations for two reasons. First, the alternative is extremely burdensome for moral agents. If 

morality were concerned with the reasons of particular people in particular situations, moral 

agents would spend all their time identifying and evaluating the nearly infinite number of reasons 

for and against any particular action. There are just too many reasons to consider. Not only 

would this be extremely burdensome for moral agents, but it would make right action nearly 

impossible. The expectation that every particular person’s reasons be considered is itself 

reasonably rejectable. Second, and most importantly, contractualist morality is concerned with 

valuing rational life. As such, it is concerned with the reasons people have in virtue of their 

status as persons. These reasons are generic by nature, relating to types of people in types of 

situations rather than particular persons in particular situations.  

 

Suppose, once again, that you are walking to the store and notice an elderly woman struggling to 

cross the street. She slips and falls as her belongings spill onto the road. You choose to help her 

off the ground and gather her belongings as she collects herself. When determining whether your 

conduct was morally right, it is not sensible to consider whether the particular people affected 
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could reasonably reject your conduct. The elderly woman may have a fear of being touched, and 

one of the drivers delayed by your actions may have missed his daughter’s birth as a result. One 

should not consider whether these people in this situation could reasonably reject your conduct, 

since the particularity of their identities and situations render their reasons either irrelevant or 

unforeseeable. Instead, one should consider whether an “elderly person”, or a “person driving a 

car”, could reasonably reject your decision to help said elderly person after she fell while 

“crossing the street.” By considering types of people in types of situations when determining 

whether conduct could be reasonably rejected, contractualism concentrates on the value of 

persons, and prevents morality from unduly burdening moral agents. 

 

Now, to return to policy two and whether its implementation wrongs future people. If morality is 

concerned with the reasons of particular people in particular situations, policy two cannot be 

reasonably rejected by future people. Accordingly, policy two does not wrong them. As argued 

above, this is not how contractualism works. Rather, policy two can be said to wrong future 

people if there are types of people in types of situations who could reasonably reject said policy. 

Understood in this way, policy two is clearly wrong. There will be a father with young children, 

living in Bangladesh in 2160, who is impoverished and forced to leave his home because of 

extreme weather events and flooding. This situation will have been caused by the international 

community’s unwillingness to reduce global carbon emissions. It will have been caused, in other 

words, by the implementation of policy two. This father, as a type of person in a type of 

situation, could reasonably reject the policy that impoverished and uprooted his family. Policy 

two is unjustifiable to anyone who occupies the father’s generic point of view. Conceiving of 

contractualism in this way allows one to side-step the non-identity problem, insofar as the 
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particular identities of future persons are morally irrelevant. What matters is whether types of 

people in types of situations could reasonably reject one’s conduct. 

 

In sum, the non-identity problem does not challenge this paper’s claim that future people can be 

wronged by actions performed in the present. According to contractualism, an action can be 

wrong even when it causes no harm, allowing contractualists to side-step the problem in its 

initial formulation. Additionally, contractualist morality is concerned with whether types of 

people in types of situations have reason to reject a given principle, making it immune to the 

non-identity problem when recast in contractualist terms.                   

 

ii.) - Is the Moral Relationship a “Real” Relationship? 

 

Contractualism holds that we have reason to refrain from wronging future people because doing 

so would violate a valuable form of relationship. But is the moral relationship a “real” 

relationship, akin to friendship or the parent-child relationship? Does it give us reason to 

prioritize the needs of others over our own convenience, even if we will never interact with 

them? Imagine that you have tickets to see a film adaptation of your favourite novel. You are 

excited to see the film and have watched every trailer and countless interviews. However, shortly 

before its screening, you remember that your friend’s improv show is on the same day. You 

would much rather watch the film than improv, but your friend is new to the stage and needs 

your support. Missing the film may be inconvenient, but your friendship provides strong reasons 

to attend the improv show. A good friend will be supportive even when doing so is inconvenient, 

and the value of friendship gives one strong reasons to be a good friend.   
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Suppose that your friend’s improv show does not overlap with the film’s screening. Instead, you 

realize that your daughter’s baseball game is on the same day. The winning team will become 

league champions—a goal your daughter has worked for all season. You find baseball boring 

and would prefer to see the film, but your daughter desperately wants you to be there. She wants 

you to see see how she has improved over the season, and to celebrate with her in the case of a 

victory or console her in the case of a loss. Missing the screening may be inconvenient, but your 

relationship with your daughter provides strong reasons to attend the game. A good parent will 

support their child even when it is inconvenient, and the value of the parent-child relationship 

provides strong reasons to be a good parent.  

 

In this paper I have argued that our moral relationship to other rational beings operates 

analogously to friendship and the parent-child relationship. Being a moral person involves acting 

according to principles that no one could reasonably reject. Sometimes this requires one to 

prioritize the needs of proximal, distant, or future strangers over one’s own convenience. Since 

the moral relationship is valuable, opening us to relations of mutual recognition when it is 

respected and leaving us in a state of estrangement when it is violated, we have strong reason to 

be moral. Some are skeptical of attempts to draw this analogy between “real” relationships and 

the moral relationship. Jay Wallace, for example, claims this analogy is specious.26 Whereas 

relationships such as friendship and the parent-child relationship “have a historical and social 

reality, consisting in patterns of causal interaction that are psychologically salient”, the moral 

relationship simply “involves joint instantiation by different individuals of a morally salient 

 
26 Wallace, R. Jay. The Moral Nexus. pg. 125 
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property, such as the capacity for reason or principled self-determination.”27 As such, 

relationships like friendship and the parent-child relationship are meaningful sources of 

obligation, whereas the moral relationship is a merely logical relation, incapable of motivating us 

to prioritize the needs of distant strangers or future people.  

 

Contrary to Wallace’s claim, the analogy between “real” relationships and the moral relationship 

is not specious. The moral relationship may involve the joint instantiation of a morally salient 

property, and therefore be a logical relation, but it is false to claim that our moral relationship to 

others does not consist in patterns of causal interaction that are psychologically salient. As I 

argued in sections four and five, our relationship to distant strangers and future people does 

consist in patterns of causal interaction that are, or at least can be, psychologically salient. 

Reporting, visual media, and fiction remind us that distant strangers and future people are actual 

and worthy of our concern, cutting through the distorting effects of physical and temporal 

distance. By counteracting these distortions, reminders help us to feel genuine concern for distant 

and future persons, and therefore enable us to act morally for the right kind of reasons. Acting 

morally out of genuine concern for these people places us in relations of mutual recognition with 

them, thus realizing the intrinsic value of the moral relationship.  

 

I have spent a lot of time articulating the positive dimension of our moral relationship to others, 

but in responding to Wallace’s critique it will be helpful to further articulate its negative 

dimension. When a person acts morally out of genuine concern, they realize relations of mutual 

recognition, which is the positive dimension of our moral relationship to others. When a person 

 
27 Ibid. 
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knowingly conducts themselves in a manner that is unjustifiable to others, they will typically feel 

estranged from the person or people whom they have wronged. This is the negative dimension of 

our moral relationship to others. Just as standing in relations of mutual recognition has a positive 

value, living in a state of estrangement from others has a negative value. The emotion most 

commonly associated with estrangement is moral guilt. Imagine that you are on a leisurely drive 

and notice that a cyclist has crashed into a ditch. Rather than stopping to see if they are okay, you 

continue driving because you want to catch the sunset. This decision is clearly unjustifiable to 

the cyclist, therefore violating your moral relationship to them. After violating the moral 

relationship in this way, most people will experience guilt. It will weigh on them that their 

conduct was unquestionably selfish, and that it disregarded the cyclist’s worth. Upon reflection, 

most people will come to regret their decision and may even form negative beliefs about their 

own character. By disregarding the cyclist’s value as a person, one becomes estranged from 

them, and soon feels the pain of estrangement. 

 

Estrangement occurs when one knowingly violates their moral relationship to distant strangers as 

well. Consider the scenario outlined in section four, in which a far-off land is struck with disease 

and famine. A person who lives comfortably in a land free of extreme hardship should provide 

assistance. By choosing to purchase a luxury yacht instead of donating to a reputable aid 

organization, for example, one conducts themselves in a manner that strangers in the distant land 

could reasonably reject. By purchasing the yacht, then, one violates their moral relationship to 

these strangers. Given the physical distance between us and distant strangers, it is easy to ignore 

the fact that our conduct is unjustifiable to them. We do not see how our specific actions affect 

them, or hear their complaints about our conduct. However, reporting, visual media, and fiction 
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can counteract the distorting effects of physical distance, rendering the circumstances of distant 

strangers more salient and reminding us of their status as persons. If one is confronted with these 

reminders but continues to act in a manner that is unjustifiable, they will typically experience 

guilt. When someone purchases a luxury yacht knowing full well that the money could have 

saved dozens of lives, the unjustifiability of their decision may weigh upon them. How could 

they spend millions on their own amusement and status when the money could have saved and 

enriched the lives of so many? Distant strangers are far away, so the guilt may not last long. 

However, when the yacht-purchaser is reminded of distant strangers via reporting, visual media, 

or fiction, they may feel pricks of guilt, recognizing that they stand estranged from their fellow 

human beings.  

 

One can estrange themselves from future people just as they can estrange themselves from 

proximal or distant strangers. Consider the climate scenario outlined in section five. If 

anthropogenic carbon emissions do not decrease rapidly and reach net zero by 2050, many 

millions of future people will live precarious and impoverished lives. If one chooses not to 

reduce their carbon footprint or advocate for policy change, they conduct themselves in a manner 

that future people could reasonably reject. By knowingly acting in this way one wrongs future 

people, and therefore violates their moral relationship to them. Given the temporal distance 

between us and future people, it is easy to ignore the unjustifiability of our actions. After all, 

those who will be negatively affected by our conduct will not exist until after we have died. 

However, reports, visual media, and fiction counteract the distorting effects of temporal distance, 

rendering the likely circumstances of future people more salient and reminding us of their status 

as persons. If, after watching documentaries about global warming and its likely effects on future 
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people, one continues to prioritize their own convenience over future peoples’ needs, they will 

typically experience some level of guilt. The unjustifiability of their conduct may weigh on them, 

urging them to consider whether they should have acted differently. Future people are temporally 

distant, so this guilt may be relatively weak and dissipate quickly. However, when those who 

ignore their responsibility to future people are confronted with facts about climate change, or 

stories depicting the suffering of future people in a warming world, they may experience twinges 

of guilt, having recognized that they stand estranged from others.  

 

In sum, our moral relationship to distant strangers and future people does consist in patterns of 

causal interaction that are psychologically salient. By acting justifiably out of genuine concern, 

we stand in relations of mutual recognition with distant strangers and future people. By 

knowingly acting in a manner that they could reasonably reject, we stand estranged from them. 

In both cases, our conduct causally interacts with distant and future persons, influencing the 

quality of their lives. These interactions are psychologically salient, insofar as they result in 

appealing relations of mutual recognition or guilt-infused and demeaning states of estrangement. 

Given that the moral relationship consists in psychologically salient causal interactions with 

others, it is akin to friendship and the parent-child relationship, and is therefore a meaningful 

source of obligation. Hence, the fact that an action violates our moral relationship to distant 

strangers or future people gives us strong reason not to perform said action.  

 

In response, Wallace could question the moral relationship’s salience, since it consists in causal 

actions rather than interactions. The relationship depends on our attitudes toward distant 

strangers and future people, but not on their attitudes toward us. Without this element of 
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interaction, perhaps the moral relationship is not psychologically salient after all. Consider 

friendship, one of life’s most valuable and powerful sources of obligation. This relationship 

consists of two people interacting with one another in a particular way, adopting attitudes of 

loyalty and support toward one another. When one friend ceases to reciprocate these attitudes, 

the friendship suffers. If one friend habitually takes advantage of the other, through instances of 

disloyalty and disregard, the friendship will fade and eventually cease to be a source of 

obligation. In the case of friendship, then, interaction between the parties is essential to the 

relationship’s psychological salience. When the appropriate interactions cease, the relationship 

no longer generates salient obligations. In light of this fact about friendship, Wallace could argue 

that psychologically salient relationships require interaction, and that the moral relationship lacks 

this crucial quality.  

 

Friendship’s salience may depend on the parties’ attitudes toward one another, but not all 

valuable forms of relationship operate in this way. Take, for instance, the parent-child 

relationship. Most people will agree that the relationship between a parent and their child is a 

psychologically salient source of obligation. However, the value and salience of this relationship 

does not depend on the parties’ attitudes toward one another. A good parent will care and 

sacrifice for their child regardless of the child’s attitudes toward them. These parental attitudes 

are appropriate simply in virtue of the fact that the child is their’s.28 The moral relationship 

operates in a similar way. The value and salience of our moral relationship to others does not 

depend on the attitudes that others hold toward us. Just as a parent has reason to care and 

sacrifice for their child simply because the child is their’s, a person has reason to live with others 

 
28 Scanlon, T.M. Moral Dimensions: Permissibility, Meaning, Blame. pg. 139  
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on justifiable terms simply in virtue of the fact that others are rational beings.29 Interaction, 

understood as the reciprocation of attitudes between parties to a relationship, is not an essential 

feature of psychologically salient relationships. As such, the non-reciprocal nature of our moral 

relationship to others does not diminish its psychological salience, nor does it weaken the moral 

relationship’s status as a source of obligation.  

 

Implications for Public Policy 

 

This paper has articulated and defended the claim that future people can be wronged, and that 

present people have strong reason not to wrong them. It sensible to ask whether our conduct is 

justifiable to future persons, and we have reason to value the justifiability of our conduct given 

our moral relationship to them. Before concluding, I want to apply this reasoning to a concrete 

case in which the interests of present people and the interests of future people are in conflict. 

Debates concerning climate policy are rich with such conflicts. Any rapid effort to reduce carbon 

emissions will be inconvenient for the vast majority of present people, and extremely difficult for 

some. However, if carbon emissions are not reduced rapidly, countless future people are likely to 

live impoverished lives. When deciding how to respond to the facts of climate change, a 

government must consider the interests of both present and future persons, and craft a policy that 

accords with principles that neither could reasonably reject. Here I will consider the decision of 

Canada’s federal government to subsidize the production and export of fossil fuels.  

 

 
29 Ibid. Pg. 140 
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According to the International Institute for Sustainable Development, the federal government of 

Canada distributed nearly $600 million in fossil fuel subsidies during the 19/20 fiscal year. This 

is a conservative estimate, as it does not include tax provisions, subsidies for the Trans Mountain 

Pipeline project, or subsidies resulting from credit support to fossil fuel producers, for which 

public data were not available.30 Most of the $600 million was provided as a direct transfer to 

producers, and earmarked for infrastructure development and the export of fossil fuel products.31 

From the perspective of many present people, subsidizing the fossil fuel industry makes sense. It 

is an historically important industry in Canada, responsible for significant government revenues 

and the employment of many Canadians. By protecting and supporting the industry, the federal 

government can lower unemployment and secure a steady stream of revenue for social programs 

and other entitlements. However, Canada’s fossil fuel industry contributes significantly to global 

carbon emissions. By protecting and supporting the industry, the federal government contributes 

to a scenario in which global warming exceeds 2ºC, resulting in countless future people living 

impoverished lives. To act rightly, the government must consider the competing interests of 

present people and future people, and ask whether its policy accords with a principle that no one 

could reasonably reject. 

 

The principle guiding the federal government’s subsidization policy could be formulated as 

follows: It is permissible for a government to support an industry that generates wealth and 

employs its citizens, even if doing so contributes to a future in which millions of people suffer 

enormously. This principle could be rejected, quite reasonably, by future persons. Consider the 

Bangladeshi father imagined earlier. In 2160, he and his family are impoverished by flooding 

 
30 Corkal, Vanessa, Philip Gass, and Julia Levin. “Canada's Federal Fossil Fuel Subsidies in 2020.” pg. 10 
31 Ibid. pg. 3, 10 
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and extreme weather events, and are forced to leave their home. These events are the result of 

global warming, which has exceeded 2ºC due to the inaction of previous generations. This type 

of person in this type of situation could reasonably reject Canada’s decision to subsidize its fossil 

fuel industry, insofar as it increases global carbon emissions and contributes to the events which 

devastated his life. Canada’s decision prioritizes the convenience of present people over the 

needs of future people, disregarding the latter’s worth as persons.   

 

A present person might challenge my claim that Canada’s subsidization policy could be 

reasonably rejected. They could reiterate that many present people depend on Canada’s fossil 

fuel industry, and that withholding subsidies would do enormous harm. The industry may shrink 

without federal support, resulting in higher unemployment, lower incomes, etc. As such, one 

might argue that the decision not to subsidize the industry could be reasonably rejected. First off, 

the harms associated with a shrinking fossil fuel industry are less severe and affect far fewer 

people than the harms associated with global warming greater than 2ºC. Second, there are 

alternatives to the subsidization policy that better satisfy the interests of both present and future 

people. For instance, Canada could reallocate the $600 million directly to workers who are 

unemployed by a shrinking fossil fuel industry, or subsidize a new industry that is justifiable to 

future people while employing and creating prosperity for present people. In light of the 

enormous harms associated with Canada’s subsidization policy, and the fact that alternative 

policies could satisfy the needs of present people, Canada’s decision accords with a principle that 

others could reasonably reject. As such, implementing the policy is wrong.  
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Given the administrative and political inconvenience of removing subsidies, one might 

acknowledge that the policy is wrong but choose to implement it anyway. After all, the people 

wronged by the policy will not exist until long after we have died. Why should we care? As I’ve 

argued throughout this paper, we should care because we stand in valuable relationship to future 

people. This relationship is analogous to friendship or the parent-child relationship, insofar is it is 

a psychologically salient source of obligation. By wronging future people we violate our moral 

relationship to them, foregoing the value of mutual recognition and inviting the pain of 

estrangement. Undeniably, the value of our moral relationship is dulled by our temporal distance 

from future people, as is the pain resulting from its violation. However, once reminded of future 

people’s actuality and worth as persons, our relationship to them becomes vivid. The value of 

mutual recognition is brought into focus, and the pain of estrangement intensifies. It becomes 

evident that this relationship is valuable, that future people deserve to be treated justifiably, and 

that their needs take priority over present people’s convenience. Not only is the subsidization 

policy wrong, but present people have decisive reason to oppose it.      

 

Conclusion 

 

This paper began with the consideration of a simple fact. The choices we make in the present can 

profoundly influence the lives of future people. This causal relationship is commonly 

understood, as is the fact that future people have some kind of moral claim on us. However, the 

nature of this claim, and of our corresponding obligations, are rarely articulated. By presenting 

and substantiating a contractualist account of wrongness, I have tried to clarify these moral 

obligations and gesture toward the value that one can realize in fulfilling them.  
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I argued that future people can be wronged by actions performed in the present, despite the fact 

that their identities are indeterminate and that the existence of particular future people often 

depends on the conduct that has wronged them. I also argued that we have reason to care about 

the fact that our conduct wrongs future people. We stand in moral relationship to future people, 

and by wronging them we violate this relationship. In doing so, we forego the value of mutual 

recognition and invite the pain of estrangement. Given our temporal distance from future people, 

the value of mutual recognition may seem faint, and the pain of estrangement dull. However, 

once we are reminded of future people’s actuality and personhood, via reports, visual media, and 

fiction, our relationship to them becomes vivid. The value of mutual recognition comes into 

focus, and the pain of estrangement intensifies. With the help of reminders, our moral 

relationship to future people has profound reason-giving force.  

 

My hope is that greater clarity will disrupt selfishness and self-deception, and move people to 

enact a future that no one could reasonably reject. The value of our moral relationship to future 

people may be difficult to realize, but it is there for those with the compassion and moral clarity 

to recognize that human life matters, whether it exists in the present or the future.  
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