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Building a Sustainable Future: A Critical Analysis of Abraham Lincoln’s Statement “You cannot escape the responsibility of tomorrow by evading it today”

The concept of responsibility has been widely theorized in moral philosophy and ethics. Lenk (2006), positions it as both relational and attributable i.e. an entity is responsible to someone for something within a framework or boundaries and in the face of certain consequences. However, it is clear from the abundance of literature on the subject that a single definition of responsibility may fail to take into consideration the context in which the responsibility lies. Bergsteiner and Avery (2010) distill the complex concept of responsibility and accountability into eight constructs. Role/task, normative and moral responsibility take into account the relation, or obligation, between parties. Casual, judged and felt responsibility “define responsibilities that arise from decisions, actions and behaviours”. Finally, external and self-accountability provide the framework for evaluation, consequences and subsequent changes.     

In this essay, I aim to critically evaluate Lincoln’s statement that “You cannot escape the responsibility of tomorrow by evading it today”. Applying the responsibility and accountability constructs in the context of sustainability, I shall argue that this statement is true for all stakeholders, by defining their responsibility as follows: 
Each stakeholder is responsible to the others and future generations to act within their power to ensure a more sustainable future. This includes, but is not limited to, mitigating any negative impacts on economic, social and environmental factors that result from their decisions, actions and behaviours. 
To support my argument that Lincoln’s statement is correct, I shall evaluate who is responsible for a more sustainable future and why and will reason why the failure of a stakeholder to uphold their responsibility will result in negative consequences in the future.

For the purposes of this essay, three key stakeholders will be considered: business, government and society/individuals. I will argue that all three entities share the responsibility for a more sustainable future, an opinion shared by fellow students. In relation to climate change and the Paris Agreement targets, Whittaker wrote “Without complete collaboration or one sector doing more work than the others, there will never be an acceptable opposition to climate change and the goals will never be hit (Whittaker, 2019).”

However, research indicates that this opinion on the roles of stakeholders is not universally shared. A study conducted by the Hartman Group in 2019 found that, overall, consumers believe large companies and government organizations bear more responsibility than individuals in making the world more sustainable (Hartman, 2019). The survey, of nearly 1,700 households in the US, also asked consumers their opinion on how best they personally could impact society, breaking the answers down into generational demographics. While all four generations, from baby boomers to Gen Z rated their voting decisions highest, indicating that an elected government could have the greatest impact of society, the results also showed a clear correlation between age and the perception of individuals that they can positively impact society by becoming involved in the local community. While only 16% of boomers felt their individual involvement in the local community would have the greatest impact on society, the same was true for 36% of Gen Z respondents, indicating that younger generations are more likely to believe that their personal contribution can make a difference. Interestingly, the responses from millennials were split relatively evenly between the three options of “my involvement in local community”, “my purchase decisions” and “my voting decision”, implying that the millennials surveyed place an equal responsibility on themselves, businesses and the government to positively impact society.  
   
This assumption is supported by Hanson-Rasmussen and Lauver’s (2018) study on millennial values and cultural dimensions in relation to environmental responsibility. To understand their viewpoints on where responsibility lies for environmental sustainability, business students in the United States, India and China were surveyed. Respondents were asked which entity – government, business, individual, or a combination – had the greatest degree of responsibility for environmental sustainability, and across the three cultures “all” received the most responses (USA 60.2%, India 59.6% and China 47.5%). However, upon analyzing the other categories, it appeared that each culture had differing opinions as to what degree each entity is independently responsible. The evidence illustrated that Indian students assigned individuals the second highest response (21.1%) and Chinese students indicated that the government bore more responsibility (second highest at 22.8%), while the U.S. students believed individuals (second highest response at 11.4%) and government (third highest response at 10.4%) had a greater responsibility than business (1%). While across the cultures, business, as an individual entity, scored relatively low, it is important for businesses to recognize the overwhelming response that environmental responsibility is shared by all entities.     

This opinion is not shared by everyone, however. Fibieger Byskov (2019) argues that it is not the duty of individuals to ensure a more sustainable future by combating climate change, that instead governments and business should be held accountable. He reasons that “individuals are statistically blameless” and that it is the responsibility of governments to implement legislation that will ensure a change in behavior from businesses and hold them accountable. While I agree with the later half of this argument and believe that businesses and government have a significant role to play, I do not concur that individuals should take no responsibility for a challenge such as climate change. One need only look as far as Hardin’s idea of the tragedy of the commons (Hardin, 1968) to understand the significant impact a group of individuals can have on the environment. Ohler and Billger (2014) conclude that the tragedy of the commons plays a role in climate change, with an individual’s self-interest taking precedence over reducing energy usage, even while understanding the social importance to do so. However, their findings support the idea that social norms could positively impact behavior, as could energy saving strategies that positively affect an individual’s self-interest i.e. individuals are more inclined to take impact-based actions to address climate change rather than intention-based actions (Vraga, 2017). Therefore, the evidence suggests that when environmentally responsible policies and incentives are implemented by government and society, individuals are more likely to act responsibly, supporting the idea that stakeholders must work together and share responsibility for a more sustainable future.

While society’s opinion on who is responsible for a more sustainable future has evolved in recent years, so too has the attitude of governments and businesses towards the role they play. Social and environmental issues are being recognized by governments as transnational problems (Ansari, Wijen and Gray, 2013). In 2015, 193 countries adopted the United Nation’s Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), targeting 17 action areas including climate change, poverty and decent work and economic growth (United Nations, 2019). Yet despite the acknowledgement from these countries that they are jointly responsible for tackling these core issues, a progress report released in 2019 concluded that many have not yet taken the necessary steps to address them (Sachs et al, 2019). This lack of action suggests that while many governments may acknowledge their responsibility in building a more sustainable future, this does not necessarily equate to them acting on that responsibility. The report also stated that while government agencies should operationalize the transformations necessary to achieve the SDGs, it would also be necessary to collaborate with businesses, civil society and other stakeholders, adding weight to the argument that all entities must accept responsibility.

Over the last decade, large businesses have become increasingly focused on the role they play in a sustainable future. In 2018, 92% of S&P 500 companies provided public information on their sustainability efforts with 78% issuing reports (Chiu, 2018). Compare this to 2010 when only 19% of S&P 500 companies released sustainability reports (Greenmoney, 2012). The ways in which companies are tackling these issues are evolving rapidly too. According to Andrew Winston (Winston, 2017), author of The Big Pivot, in 2017 more goals were being set by companies than in 2012, a third of which were science-based targets, and the goals were evolving to include more social categories with a focus on issues such as diversity and human rights. Businesses have also aligned themselves behind the UN SDGs. In a survey conducted by BSR in 2018 of their member companies (BSR, 2018), 71% of business leaders used the SDGs to inform their business strategy.

As a stakeholder in a more sustainable future, many businesses seem to be taking their responsibility seriously. However, it is important to justify why all stakeholders are responsible and what the consequences would be for those who evade their responsibility. In order to link between theoretical debate and practical examples, I will focus on SDG 13, Climate Change, the negative impact of fossil fuels and the consequences of failing to reduce their extraction and combustion to build a more sustainable future.

 A report released in 2017 (Griffin, 2017) revealed that since 1988, when the effects of carbon emissions on climate change were officially and publicly recognized, 100 corporate or state-run entities have accounted for 71% of global industrial greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions. Despite scientific consensus on the damaging effects of GHG emissions on the environment and human health, the number of gigatons of these harmful gases emitted by the fossil fuel sector was greater between 1988 and 2015 (28 years) than the preceding 237 years. Given that the issue and impact of human-induced climate change has in part arisen from the “decisions, actions and behaviours” of fossil fuel companies, based on the definition outlined above, we can logically conclude that they are responsible to all stakeholders to change their behavior and mitigate the impact. However, far from accepting responsibility, a damning report on the conduct of ExxonMobil and the fossil fuel industry (Cook et al, 2019) outlines a coordinated strategy to mislead the public in regard to human-induced climate change.

The American Petroleum Institute (API) have been aware of the potential climate risks associated with fossil fuel emissions since the 1950s (Franta, 2018). After the release of President Lyndon Johnson’s Science Advisory Committee’s 1965 report entitled Restoring the Quality of Our Environment, the API president, Frank Ikard, warned industry leaders that the combustion of fossil fuels was adding carbon dioxide to the atmosphere “at such a rate that by the year 2000 the heat balance will be so modified as possibly to cause marked changes in climate beyond local or even national efforts.” It can even be argued that he understood that the responsibility lay within the industry to act when he summarized the report by saying “there is still time to save the world's peoples from the catastrophic consequence of pollution, but time is running out.” 

The evidence suggests that no action was taken. Fifty five years later, a lawsuit is pending against ExxonMobile in the state of Massachusetts alleging the company deliberately misled consumers and investors on the issue of climate change (Grandoni, 2019). The evidence presented is likely to include the memos featured in Cook et al’s 2019 report, America Misled. It features internal Exxon memos which outline the objective to cast doubt on the scientific conclusions of climate change. The company even went so far as to feature an editorial in The New York Times in 2000 entitled “Unsettled Science” disputing the scientific community’s consensus that humans were causing an increase in the earth’s atmospheric temperature. The report concludes that the disinformation disseminated by the fossil fuel industry was financially motivated and designed to block action on climate change, i.e. it was designed for them to escape responsibility.  A representative from ExxonMobil, when reacting to the lawsuits, suggested that the company have since changed their stance, albeit without taking responsibility for their actions to date: “ExxonMobil believes that climate change risks warrant action and it’s going to take all of us — business, governments and consumers — to make meaningful progress (Rust, 2019).” 

Far from taking responsibility for their mistakes, between 2018 and 2019 oil companies lobbied the US government to introduce a carbon tax and in exchange provide fossil fuel companies with immunity from climate related lawsuits (Wasserman and Kaiser, 2018). Their second requirement was a deregulation of carbon emissions through a repeal of the Clean Power Plan. ExxonMobil provided $1 million to promote this plan, which, as yet, has not been adopted by the government (Grandoni, 2019).

The question must therefore be asked, what are the consequences for the fossil fuel companies who have evaded and continue to evade their responsibility. Based on the evidence presented so far, it would seem there are none, contradicting Lincoln’s theory. My contention is that the consequences for the fossil fuel companies specifically are yet to emerge. Similarities have been drawn between the backlash for tobacco companies and potential future consequences for the fossil fuel industry (Olszynski et al, 2018). In the 1990s, government legislation was introduced in Canada to recover public healthcare costs for diseases resulting from the use of tobacco. Olszynski et al reason that as governments start to incur exponential costs due to climate change, including damage, adaption and mitigation costs, common law rules could be adjusted through legislation to “hold those responsible for these costs accountable”. This viewpoint is not held by all. In an opinion piece for Forbes in 2015 when lawsuits against ExxonMobile were announced, Christopher Helman argued that tobacco companies lost their legal battles because cigarettes had no redeeming value that could be used in defense. In contrast, he claims that fossil fuels have many redeeming qualities, providing energy for transportation and electricity for the masses. Another argument he used was to liken oil companies to tobacco farmers by suggesting that holding Big Oil responsible for climate change is the same as holding tobacco farmers responsible for lung cancer. However, these arguments lack merit when you consider that, unlike farmers, oil companies had knowledge of the harmful effects of their products (Franta, 2018), failed to reduce their impact (Griffin, 2017) and attempted to mislead the public as to the harmful effects of fossil fuels (Cook et al, 2019). If these companies had redirected their efforts and finances to renewable energy solutions when the consequences of fossil fuels were first recognized, additional harm could have been avoided.

It is important to recognize that while fossil fuel companies should bear their share of the responsibility for climate change, other businesses, government and society should also be held to account. Some have already born the consequences of their lack of responsibility. In 2015 it came to light that Volkswagen had installed software to bypass emissions control standards during the EPA testing of their diesel-powered cars (Merenda and Irwin, 2018). It has been estimated that globally the penalties and charges for misconduct would exceed $50 billion. In addition, their stock lost 35% of its value in the week after the scandal hit.  In this specific example, Lincoln’s statement holds true. 

Governments and economies are already paying the price for severe weather events, linked to human-induced climate change, and health issues that have resulted from burning fossil fuels (Leahy, 2019). In 2017, it was estimated that these issues had cost the U.S. economy $240 billion annually in the decade prior. However, as stated previously, governments are failing to introduce transformative policies that will satisfactorily address the issue of climate change (Sachs et al, 2019). The Paris Agreement, signed in 2015 by 196 parties, required each party to reduce their annual emissions by submitting nationally determined contributions (NDCs) every five years (UNFCCC, 2019) but also take steps to enhance climate resiliency and the impacts of climate change. An update report released in 2019 concluded that NDCs needed to be dramatically strengthened to meet the Paris Agreement targets (UNEP, 2019). Members of the G20 agreed in 2009 to gradually phase out fossil fuel subsidies, however as of 2019 none had provided a time commitment to achieve this (UNEP, 2019). In fact, a study by the International Monetary Fund estimated that in 2017, $5.2 trillion was spent on fossil fuel subsidies globally, an increase of approximately half a trillion dollars since 2015 (Coady et al, 2019). The study also claimed that had fossil fuel pricing been efficient in 2015, government revenue would have increased by 3.8 percent of GDP and global carbon emissions would have been 28% lower. In addition, fossil fuel air pollution deaths would have decreased by 46%, a fatal consequence of the lack of appropriate action by governments.

This leads us to the final stakeholder to be considered, society. Why is society responsible for addressing climate change and what are the consequences if they do not? Firstly, it’s important to acknowledge that, in a democratic country, the individuals within a society can influence government policies mainly by voting, but in rare instances by communicating with public officials or donating money (Vraga, 2017). It can therefore be concluded that while it is the government’s responsibility to enact environmental policies, it is society’s responsibility to elect a government that will follow through on commitments such as The Paris Agreement. A failure to account for climate change in voting decisions can result in the election of a government that rolls back environmental regulations, such as the Trump administration in the U.S., the consequences of which will impact the health and resiliency of future generations (Samet et al, 2017). The tragedy of the commons was discussed earlier and highlights the issue of apathy of the masses (Ohler & Billger, 2014). If each individual fails to understand and take responsibility for their contribution towards climate change, mainly as the end user in the fossil fuel lifecycle, societal norms will remain stagnant. Ninety percent of emissions from fossil fuels are a result of the combustion, for energy purposes, of coal, oil and gas (Griffin, 2017). This energy is used in some form by almost everyone on the planet for either electricity (Ritchie & Roser, 2019), to power vehicles or by burning to create a heat source. 

It is also important to note that some communities have had a more negative impact on the issue than others. Higgins summarized in her post to the online discussion forum that “a mere 12.8% of the world population is responsible for 52% of all emissions (Higgins, 2019).” It should be noted that this is the population of the EU and USA. Yet no community is immune from the severe weather events that have increased in frequency and intensity due to climate change (Rainey, 2018). The Internal Displacement Monitoring Center estimated that in the first six months of 2019 seven million people were displaced from their homes due to extreme weather (Sengupta, 2019). This is the highest mid-year figure since the centre started reporting in 2003. It included citizens across India, Bangladesh and southern Africa escaping cyclones Fani and Idai and Iranians and Bolivians affected by flooding. Developed countries are not immune. In 2017, three major hurricanes caused devastation across the Caribbean and United States with thousands fleeing their homes and resulting in a death toll in the thousands in Puerto Rico (Holpuch & Kilani, 2019).

Action on climate change and a reduction in the use of fossil fuels for energy consumption is required for a more sustainable future. Businesses, governments and society have all contributed to the issue and therefore they are jointly responsible for taking action to reduce further damage and mitigate the current risks. I have outlined about some of the consequences already experienced by each entity either through their specific misconduct or due to the impact of climate change in general. For those who have failed to take action, the question remains on whether they will be held to account in future or evade their personal responsibility. 

Attitudes towards climate change are shifting. A study conducted by Pew Research Centre (Fagan and Huang, 2019) found a significant rise in public concern about climate change across many countries since 2013. This survey also showed a correlation between age and environmental concern, with concern expressed by 71% percent of U.S. adults between the ages of 18 and 29 versus 50% of respondents over 50. With time these groups of young adults will increase their voting power and, I suspect, societal pressure to hold those responsible for climate change accountable. One needs only consider the huge impact of Greta Thunberg’s climate activism to understand the potential power of Gen Z. Insufficient action on climate issues by the government is unlikely to be tolerated by future generations (Barenberg & Corzo, 2019), on who the impact of climate change will be greater, and an elected administration which focuses on climate issues and bears the financial impact of past mistakes, may wish to recoup the costs from businesses whose irresponsibility contributed to the problem, such as fossil fuel companies. Depending on the outcome of ExxonMobile’s Massachusetts lawsuit and others, the consequences for fossil fuel companies may transpire in the not too distant future.

The consequences for all of us are becoming more apparently daily. If we fail to act collectively, reducing our dependence on fossil fuels, future consequences could be devastating:
“If the trend in fossil fuel extraction continues over the next 28 years as it has over the previous 28, then global average temperatures would be on course to rise around 4ºC above preindustrial levels by the end of the century. This would entail substantial species extinction, large risks of regional and global food scarcity, and could cross multiple tipping points in the Earth’s climate system, leading to even more severe consequences. (Griffin, 2017)”    

[bookmark: _GoBack]Climate change is arguably one of the greatest challenges facing our planet today (United Nations, 2019) and Lincoln’s statement that “You cannot escape the responsibility of tomorrow by evading it today” is as relevant to climate change as any issue. We are all now facing the consequences, in some cases individually, but certainly as a collective. Society, governments and businesses must unite and work within their sphere of influence to ensure emissions targets are met and appropriate steps are taken to mitigate against current and future impacts, to avoid even more dire consequences. Lincoln also stated that “The best way to predict your future is to create it.” It is time for all of us to take responsibility and create a more sustainable future. 
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