
Abstract 
 

Do I always have a reason to refrain from helping to produce a harmful 

outcome? 
 

Does an individual have any reason to refrain from performing an act that produces a 

small contribution to greenhouse gas emissions? This question is one of a class of 

problems that can be termed collective impact cases. The problem can be set out as 

follows: it may seem that the individual has no reason to refrain from such an act, 

because so doing would make no difference to the relevant outcome – alleviating 

climate-caused harm. Yet we know that many individuals, performing many such acts, 

are precisely what causes significant climate change. Thus we have reason to be worried 

about the actions of individuals taken together, although no individual has a reason act 

differently. Julia Nefsky (2016) has offered a solution to this apparent paradox: the 

individual in this case has a reason to avoid performing an act which would be a non-

superfluous part of the cause of harm - put more simply, she has a reason to refrain 

from helping to bring about harm. This paper argues that while Nefsky’s response 

successfully provides a solution to those who regard the problem of collective harm as a 

falsidical paradox – those who are, in effect, already looking for a suitable reason – it 

cannot persuade those who regard the problem as a veridical paradox – those who 

believe it is true the individual has no reason to refrain from contributing to greenhouse 

gas emissions. Such people can simply respond that I have no reason to refrain from 

helping when to do so will make no difference. The paper goes on to address possible 

responses on Nefsky’s behalf: that our reason to help achieve some outcome might be 

more fundamental than our reason to make a difference to that outcome, and that we 

cannot accept Nefsky’s solution in cases in which it is hard to deny the collective impact 

problem presents a falsidical paradox, without also accepting it in the more 

controversial case of climate change. Against the first response, the paper argues that we 

have been given no clear case which suggests we value helping rather than difference 

making in our everyday practical reasoning; against the second, it argues that there are 

significant differences between the climate change case and other standard collective 

impact cases from the literature, which mean we can acknowledge Nefsky’s solution in 

some cases while rejecting it in others. Finally, the paper proposes that Nefsky’s own 

arguments suggest that one of the solutions she rejects – offered by Christopher Kutz 

(2000, 2002) – can act as a helpful starting point in formulating a fully adequate 

response.  


