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Why is it our generation’s burden to take
responsibility for the ravages of climate
change? Do those in wealthier countries
have a particular moral responsibility
toward billions of people living far from
them—considering that these wealthy
nations reaped the benefits of the Industrial
Revolution but also contributed dispropor-
tionately to lasting climate damage—and if
so, why and how much responsibility?

These are some of the questions tackled
by noted political philosopher Henry Shue
in The Pivotal Generation: Why We Have
a Moral Responsibility to Slow Climate
Change Right Now. Shue, who has been
writing on climate change issues since the
early s, aims this timely book mainly
at Americans and citizens of other affluent
nations. Expanding on his earlier work,
Shue uses the titular “pivotal generation”
to refer to all of us alive at the current
moment who must bring about nothing
less than an “energy evolution,” eliminating
the use of fossil fuels and carbon emissions
entirely, to rival the Agricultural and Indus-
trial Revolutions and mitigate some of their
lasting effects. With the climate crisis now
having become undeniable, The Pivotal
Generation is an extremely practical look

at our present moral responsibility to con-
front climate change.
The burden for this generation of bring-

ing about the Energy Revolution, Shue
argues, is justified by the unique historical
circumstances that we currently inhabit
and a resulting incomparable moral respon-
sibility: we are fully aware, unlike previous
generations, of the irreversible damage
caused by carbon emissions, and, unlike
future generations, we still have the time
to act to prevent the absolute worst-case
scenarios from transpiring.
Shue’s moral arguments on the need for

urgent action are backed throughout the
book by the latest data on climate science,
including the danger of passing more
tipping points such as the irreversible melt-
ing of the West Antarctic Ice Sheet. Building
on his argument that the descendants of
initiators and proprietors of industrializa-
tion should bear the heaviest costs in inter-
national negotiations on climate change,
Shue uncompromisingly addresses the
U.S. government’s stance that past emis-
sions are not the basis for the present
national responsibility to deal with resul-
tant climate change—terming this “inde-
fensible and in denial of reality.”
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While acknowledging past and present
inequalities of energy use, Shue puts the
onus on both developed and developing
countries—suggesting that carbon emis-
sions need to decline sharply in the former
but also should not go up by much in the
latter. He also calls out several developed
countries—particularly those with histori-
cal responsibility for climate change—for
evading accountability, and highlights
these countries’ negative responsibility to
avoid further damage by making fossil
fuels more costly without providing ade-
quate alternatives for less powerful and
lower-income nations.
Finally, Shue addresses the decades-long

deception of the public by fossil fuel compa-
nies and the continued “final harvest”—
companies claiming efforts to transition to
net zero carbon emissions while selling as

much fossil fuel as possible before then—in
contravention of publicly signed agreements
such as the  Paris Agreement, as well
as the continuing bailouts of and subsidies
to these companies by their financial
enablers: governments and banks and other
financial institutions. Ending on an optimis-
tic note, Shue argues that, despite all of the
difficult necessary structural changes that lie
ahead, the fossil fuel sector is also naturally
faltering and ripe for disruption.

Making use of both easy-to-understand
analogies and hard data, The Pivotal Gener-
ation is accessible to nonphilosophers and
those unfamiliar with climate science. It is
a much-needed moral wake-up call for
today’s policymakers and a compelling
affirmation for many who have already
taken up the fight against climate change
on behalf of future generations.
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