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Abstract: This article approaches the challenges of the distribution of responsibility for climate
change on a local level using the framework of the milieu. It suggests that the framework of the
milieu, inspired by Japanese and cross-cultural environmental philosophy, provides pathways to
address the four challenges of climate change (global dispersion, fragmentation of agency, institu-
tional inadequacy, temporal delay). The framework of the milieu clarifies the interrelations between
the individual, the community, and the local milieu and is open to a conservative view of human
communities and an inclusive view of multispecies communities. On this basis, an account of indi-
vidual responsibility that is anchored in the local milieu and includes a responsibility to collaborate
across milieus is developed. It consists of a forward-looking responsibility that balances a degree of
contributory responsibility for one’s imprints on the milieu with a degree of capacity-responsibility
that varies regarding the individual’s knowledge and powers, and the acceptability of practices
within the local milieu.

Keywords: climate change; responsibility; distribution; agency; mitigation; adaptation; milieu;
environmental ethics

1. Introduction

A key challenge of the question of responsibility for climate change is the global
dispersion of its causes and its effects [1–4]. This leads to a fragmentation of the agency of
those who contributed to causing climate change and of identifying who are the key agents
best placed to take action to mitigate and adapt to climate change [5–7]. Meanwhile, most
human legal and social institutions are adapted to territorially bounded communities with
clear borders and designed to isolate perpetrators who have a direct and significant causal
relationship to the harm. Several authors indicate that there is an institutional inadequacy
to tackle phenomena such as climate change [8,9]. Last but not least, a temporal challenge
of climate change complexifies further the situation: climate change effects are persistent,
nonlinear and time delayed [10]. These four challenges (global dispersion, fragmentation
of the agency, institutional inadequacy, temporal delay) set the stage for the question of
how responsibility for climate change should be distributed.

The question of responsibility distribution for climate change matters because climate
change has harmful impacts on human health and on other species’ health and habitats [11].
Climate change has been shown to be closely interlinked with land degradation [12],
biodiversity loss [13] and food and water security [14]. Environmental processes are highly
complex and tend to be mutually reinforcing and influenced by direct and indirect drivers
at various scales [15]. The impacts of climate change can affect individual human health,
as well as individual projects, livelihood, and the community. They change the possible
ways of life within a particular territory, the places, milieus, and ecosystems, the feasibility
of projects, and other species.

As climate change is a global issue, it is crucial to recognize the diversity of ethical
systems around the world before assigning responsibilities for climate change. Responsibil-
ity is a question of ethics, which is rooted in local sociocultural contexts and varies greatly
depending on the context and the people. The impacts of climate change also influence
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these sociocultural contexts and the local landscapes and milieus in which communities
live. The intertwinements between local communities, their natural environment and
socio-cultural contexts and the individual perspective can be captured by the concept
of milieu.

This article approaches the distribution of responsibility for climate change at a local
level using the framework of the milieu. It focuses on individual ethical responsibility, as
the (relational) individual decision maker is a primary locus of ethical agency. It suggests
that the framework of the milieu can provide pathways to address the four challenges
of climate change. Inspired by Japanese and cross-cultural environmental philosophy,
the framework of the milieu was developed [16] to clarify the interlinkages between
the individual, the community, and the local milieu and to identify possible pathways
for sustainability while considering “the extent of diversity of human ways to live with
nature” [17]. This paper presents a framework of the milieu open to a conservative view of
human communities and an inclusive view of multispecies communities. On this basis,
an account of individual responsibility that is anchored on the local milieu but includes
a responsibility to collaborate across milieus is developed to address the challenges of
assigning ethical responsibility for climate change.

2. The Framework of the Milieu

The idea of milieu builds on the work of several scholars, from the paradigm of
possibilism of the French Vidal de la Blache (1845–1918) [18] to one of the founders of
ecology Jakob von Uexküll (1864–1944) [19], as well as on the works of naturalists such as
Buffon (1707–1788) [20,21]. A crucial contribution was made by the Japanese philosopher
Watsuji Tetsurō (1889–1960). His key concept of “fûdo”, rooted in the ancient Chinese
word pronounced fēdǔ, is composed of the characters for the wind and for the soil. It is
so closely related to climate that the first translation of his eponymous book into English
translated directly “fûdo” as “climate”. Yet, the concept of “fûdo”, hereafter translated
as “milieu” [22], goes far beyond the idea of climate [23]. The first line of Wastuji’s Fûdo
reads [24]:

“I use our word Fûdo, which means literally, “Wind and Earth”, as a general
term for the natural environment of a given land, its climate, its weather, the
geological and productive nature of the soil, its topographic and scenic features.”

Wastuji develops the idea of milieu (fûdo) and describes it as the “environment” as we
perceive it through a web of significations and symbols from the standpoint of a subjective
human being. He uses the example of the cold that we do not feel as an “I” independent
subject alone confronted to coldness as an object, but that we experience together with
others within the milieu, and which leads us to take actions—e.g., wear clothes—and to
adopt ways of life—e.g., build houses and collect wood. Phenomena of the milieu, like the
cold, are “ways of human self-understanding” [25]. They have a history for we, humans,
have developed webs of practices, values and usages of the milieu through time across
generations [26]. Human communities have developed sociocultural and technological
practices and worldviews in a continuously ongoing process of adaptation to the local
climate and milieu.

I propose to see the milieu as the intermediate layer between our subjective standpoint
and the environment that we cannot access directly and neutrally. We cannot live outside
of the environment, but we are perceiving and acting in it as a milieu laden with meanings
and values. Neither can we live outside of a milieu. In other words, being in a milieu
is central to being human. We live through dynamic cycles of codetermination with
the milieu. Augustin Berque (1942–) uses the ideas of matrix and imprint to designate
these constant movements of identification and differentiation between the self and the
milieu [27]. Our ways of life leave traces on the milieu—imprints—and our surroundings
shape our behaviours and our identities, like a matrix that nurtures and constrains us.
Watsuji insists on the dynamicity of the cycles of codetermination between the self and
the milieu, he therefore rejects natural determinism and adopts a conception of the self as
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relational [28]. He also describes the diversity of cultures anchored in different milieus, and
how these mutually shape each other [29]. Nevertheless, like most of the past philosophers,
he seems to assume that cultures are directly linked to bounded communities grounded in
a particular land. For our contemporary use in this paper, this is an important limitation of
his work, along with the absence of mention of responsibility and of internal mechanisms
of oppression and domination within communities. In today’s globalized context, any ethic
aiming at assigning responsibility for environmental harm needs to address these issues.

The framework of the milieu meets this need by clarifying the relationships that bound
together the individual, the milieu as imprint, the community and the milieu as matrix.
The objective of the framework of the milieu is not to be faithful to the insights of the
pioneers of the concept of milieu, but to propose a development inspired by them and to
apply it to issues of contemporary environmental ethics, such as landscape sustainabil-
ity [17] and individual responsibility for climate change as developed in this paper. The
framework of the milieu goes one step further from Watsuji Tetsuro’s idea of milieu and
Augustin Berque’s concept of matrix-imprint and describes a process (see Figure 1): The
community (more or less deliberately) shapes the surrounding environment through habits
and repeated practices over time. Doing so, the community builds the milieu as matrix,
like a nest to nurture its members. In turn, the milieu as a matrix nurtures, guides and
constrains the practices of its inhabitants. The individual grows and lives constrained,
guided and inspired by the web of norms and meanings of the milieu. Within this matrix,
the individual agent retains a relative flexibility to make reflexive ethical choices. Every
individual behaviour then leaves imprints on the milieu, like footsteps in the milieu that
remain even after one has taken the next step. Individuals necessarily use some elements
of their milieu to sustain themselves, from picking up plants to eat to having a lifestyle
supported by a complex social structure. Finally, the whole of the individual imprints of
the inhabitants of the milieu shapes and changes the milieu. The milieu is maintained and
changed through the intertwined imprints of multiple agents who interact with each other
and with the milieu.

Figure 1 sketches the framework of the milieu. It describes the relationships between
the individual, the community and the milieu. The individual grows, acts and thinks from
within the milieu as a matrix that nurtures, constrains and guides her. Most individual
behaviours leave imprints on the milieu that maintain and change the milieu, together
with the multiple imprints of the community who shares a particular milieu. Figure 1
synthesizes the phenomenological perspective of the individual who is influenced by
and acts within the milieu (upper left); the spatial aspect of the global interconnection
of the milieus that lead to distant consequences of individual imprints (lower left); the
community and the institutional and sociocultural aspect of the milieu (lower right); the
milieu as a matrix made of the countless influences of multiple human and nonhuman
agents through time, and that, in turn, nurtures and constrains its inhabitants (upper right).
Source: Original by the author.

Imprints are understood here as all the traces left on the milieu by the ways of life
of a group or of an individual. This wide-encompassing concept includes traces left not
deliberately by habits and omissions. Watsuji did not use the matrix-imprint bivalence
in his description of the milieu. Yet, he mentions briefly the word “imprint” to warn
us against the risk of opposing human activities and a passive natural environment [30].
According to him, we should not misunderstand the relation between the group and
the milieu as if the landscape were the result of groups “trying to make the shadow of
themselves cast on a particular nature last forever”. Watsuji notes that it is possible to
approach the alterity and outside character of the concept of environment by an abstraction
process. For example, natural sciences attempt to reach the neutral reality of environmental
phenomena by minimizing as much as possible interferences from human experience.
Indeed, while we always grasp the world through the intersubjective filter of the milieu
tainted by the cultural context, the quest of natural sciences can be understood as to avoid
cultural relativism by constructing another mode of intersubjectivity. Still, Watsuji warns
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that we should not forget two things. On the one hand, this environment is the result of
the “expressions of human existence”; that is the side of the imprint in our framework. On
the other hand, we should not forget that the “subjectivity of human existence can only be
grasped from within” the landscape and the environment, which echoes the matrix side of
the milieu in our framework. By pairing the idea of imprint with the idea of matrix, the
framework of the milieu avoids the risk of objectifying the environment and abstracting a
subject–object relation.
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The framework of the milieu includes four closely intertwined aspects. Each of these
aspects distinguishes the idea of milieu from the concept of environment.

1. Phenomenological perspective. The conceptual framework of the milieu distinguishes the
perspective of the phenomenological agent who inherits of a particular sociocultural
milieu which roots her identity and informs her practices, from the intergenerational
collective historical processes that contribute to building the medial matrix. It empha-
sizes the experience of the individual as the ground for external ethical action on the
milieu. In contrast, the environment is usually taken to be neutrally and objectively
accessible, regardless of the internal state of the agent and perceiver.

2. Institutional and sociocultural aspect. The concept of milieu highlights the mutual
cyclic relationships that bind together individual human beings, communities, other
nonhuman living beings and their surroundings, including the natural environment.
This view rejects radical individualism as well as the common connotation of the
environment as an over-objectified passive receptacle. As individual human beings,
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we are all born into a specific place within a particular social structure and milieu
that nurtured us. The organization of this particular matrix, both in terms of social
contracts and in terms of usages of the land, is the fruit of the ways of life of past
generations inhabiting the place, and of their interactions with travellers and other
groups elsewhere. This process unfolds over time, and that is what Watsuji refers
to as historicity. He notes that “we live with the past human beings within us”, and
that this “rich past content without limits that defines the present” is the source of
the present “unity of the ethical social organization” [30]. For Watsuji, the social
organization is multilayered, spanning from the scales of the family, the village, up to
the scale of the nation, and ethics emerges from the relations that bind together the
members of these communities [31].

3. Spatial aspect and global interconnection: The borders of milieus are porous, and they
are closely interconnected in a global network continuously crossed by various flows
(air, nutrients, goods, ideas, etc.) While milieus are local, they are constantly influ-
enced and influencing distant milieus, as it clearly appears with global environmental
changes such as climate change, and with the ubiquity of the internet and communica-
tion media. Spreading through the multiple connections of this network and amplified
by collective practices, in some cases such as climate change, the consequences of one
individual imprint can be said to reach a global scale. This third characteristic insists
on the interdependence of locally rooted milieus and distinguishes it from the concept
of environment which, by virtue of already being an abstraction, can be uprooted into
the idea of “global environment”.

4. Temporal aspect and intergenerational transmission: Milieus are characterized by their
inherent dynamic changes. No milieu is fixed and permanently stable. The milieu is
continuously changing through a historical process that unfolds across generations
and composes the norms, usages and meanings in which human beings live in the
present. This contrasts with the idea of a pristine original nature to which we could—
or could not—return. The milieu changes through the multiple interactions of its
human and nonhuman inhabitants. In place of the picture of a linear evolution from a
state of nature to a human-controlled world, the concept of milieu sets the stage for a
constantly evolving and changing world in which multiple species adapt themselves,
interact and shape their world.

To summarize, milieus are built in mutual cyclic relationships, experienced by phe-
nomenological agents, connected globally in a dynamic network, and continuously chang-
ing. The medial matrix is shaped through historical processes that involve countless
interactions of people in past generations, between each other and with their own milieu,
nonhuman living beings, and natural environment.

These four aspects of the framework of the milieu echo the four challenges of assigning
responsibility for climate change (Table 1). The challenge of global dispersion of causes
and effects of climate change is reflected in the spatial aspect of the global interconnection
of milieus. An account of individual responsibility for imprints on the milieu—including
imprints that are spatially and temporally distant—will be developed to address this chal-
lenge. The challenge of temporal delay of the effects of climate change is also addressed
by the account of individual responsibility presented below. Moreover, shifting the focus
from the individual lifespan to the temporal aspect of the milieu and the intergenerational
transmission of healthy and meaningful milieus helps soften this challenge. The third
challenge of fragmentation of the agency regarding climate change adaptation and miti-
gation at the subnational level is tackled by focusing on the individual human being as
the locus of the ethical agency and by including a responsibility to collaborate with others
within individual responsibility for climate change. Before dwelling into the account of
individual responsibility grounded in the framework of the milieu, it is necessary to clarify
what counts as a community within the framework of the milieu, in other words, who is a
member of the community and what are the borders of this community. This question is
rooted in the institutional and sociocultural aspect of the framework and partially mirrors
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worries that existing institutions are inadequate to tackle the challenges presented by
climate change.

Table 1. Four challenges for assigning responsibility for climate change and pathways for sustainability.

The Framework of
the Milieu

Four Aspects in the
Framework of the Milieu

Four Challenges for Assigning
Responsibility for Climate Change Pathways for Sustainability

Imprint Spatial aspect and global
interconnection global dispersion Individual responsibility for

imprints

Individual Phenomenological perspective fragmentation of agency
Individual responsibility to

collaborate within and across
milieus

Matrix Temporal aspect and
intergenerational transmission temporal delay

Transmission of meaningful
milieus as matrices

(sustainability)

Community Institutional and sociocultural
aspect institutional inadequacy Multispecies and human

communities

Table 1 synthesizes the four facets of the framework of the milieu (imprint, individual, matrix and community) and the four aspects that
they reflect (a spatial aspect, the phenomenological perspective, a temporal aspect, and an institutional and sociocultural aspect), and
mirrors them to the four challenges for assigning responsibility for climate change (global dispersion, fragmentation of the agency, temporal
delay and institutional inadequacy), and the pathways for sustainability developed in this article in response to these challenges. Source:
Original by the author.

3. Multispecies and Human Communities

What counts as a community in the framework of the milieu is deliberately kept
vague, as it takes very different shapes and forms depending on the case to which the
framework is applied. Still, insofar as the historical processes that create the medial matrix
involve multiple living beings over countless generations, they are “collective”. In general,
the community refers mainly to the people who share and inhabit a particular milieu.
The literature on the milieu tends not to address other-than-human species and to keep
what counts as “human community” ambiguous, while refraining from differentiating
individuals from the groups or to draw clear borders to groups.

We can distinguish two views regarding who makes up the community. A more
conservative view restricts the community to the people who inhabit a specific milieu. The
inclusive view interprets it as a multispecies community that includes all living beings
who share and inhabit a milieu, human and other-than-humans. Whichever view is taken,
it is clear that nonhuman living things take active part in the dynamics of milieus and
in networks connecting milieus across the globe (e.g., migratory species). Like humans,
nonhuman living things are shaped by their environment and are shaping it by their usage,
consuming food, building shelters and leaving faeces. They are also impacted by and
impacting environmental changes. Nonhuman living things thus play an active role in
shaping the milieus lived by human beings. They can become central parts of the cultural
imaginary and ways of life of sociocultural groups. Interacting with animals and other
nonhuman natural elements will influence the worldview and imaginary of an individual
human. Domestic animals and crops illustrate of how nonhuman living things are closely
intertwined with meanings, values and worldviews of sociocultural groups. Yet, they
do not deliberately and directly take part in shaping values and meanings shared by
human communities.

Through time, the human and multispecies communities shape the local milieus as
matrices that will guide the individuals’ behaviors and practices [32,33]. For instance, paths,
bridges and buildings restrain and guide the movements of individuals within a particular
place. Likewise, plants and animals influence the behaviours of human individuals, who
might seek the shades of a tree, admire a shrub of wildflowers, or avoid a wasps’ nest.
Usages and stories by past human individuals also help shape the matrix of the milieu we
are living in today by transmitting webs of symbols and significations that structure our
present sense-making.
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The framework of the milieu rests on a conception of the human individual as rela-
tional [34]. Identities, ways of life, ideas and practices are built in relation with others—
humans and other-than-human [35,36]. We construct ourselves intertwined in constitutive
relations with others and with the milieu. Physically and mentally, the individual cannot
be abstracted from the milieu and the environment. These “others” include relatives and
people close to us, but also people whose works contribute and influence us, such as the
farmers who produced the food we eat and the singer of our favourite song. In an inclusive
view, these others also encompass other-than-human living things, such as key landscape
elements (trees, flowers, gardens, etc.) [37], pets, domestic animals, and the multitude of
diverse other species that live near or within us, that we might not even notice, but on some
of which we depend (insects, microorganisms, plants, etc.) [38]. In this sense, we could say
that we are living in—and thanks to—continuous relationships with multispecies societies.

Nevertheless, this constitutive relationality of the individual self does not erase the
agency. The individual preserves the capacity to reflect and choose among the possibilities
of actions and opinions offered by the milieu. In particular, the individual also retains the
possibility to resist complying with a dominant practice in her milieu, even if the failure to
follow this practice might imply some social risks such as criticisms and persecution [39].
Thus, the phenomenological agent and her individual imprints crucially differ from the
community’s collective imprints insofar as the individual is a decision-maker capable
of reflexive choices. While Watsuji tends to insist more on how the milieu influences,
constrains and shapes the individual self, it is crucial for us to highlight the space of
choice and freedom that remains for the individual to be able to reflect, act ethically and
be responsible.

In the globalized context, individuals are interconnected in webs reaching around
the globe far beyond their milieu. On the one hand, more and more people are nowadays
travelling and migrating beyond their original local milieu, and they are being influenced
by faraway milieus through communication media and the internet [40]. On the other hand,
the imprints of one’s way of life are not limited to their immediate milieu, but they can have
consequences in distant environment, through global mechanisms such as the international
economic ties or climate change. To use the framework of the milieu to assign responsibility
for environmental harm that spans across large distances such as climate change, we need to
take the context of globalization into account. Two aspects of globalization are particularly
relevant: deterritorialization and interconnectedness [41]. First, in the line of the challenge
of global dispersion of climate change effects and causes, deterritorialization [42] due to
the ubiquity of long-distance transportation and communication challenges the common
assumption of limiting the reach of ethics and responsibility to within given territorially
bounded communities. Second, systems and people are increasingly interconnected, which
led some to argue that there is no “global”, but only interconnected locals, coining the
word “glocal” [43]. These two aspects are not limited to human communities, but they also
impact other species, as exemplified by the issue of invasive alien species, which is one
of the five main direct drivers of biodiversity loss at the global level [13]. Other species
take advantage of human transportation to migrate or are forcefully introduced by legal or
illegal wildlife trafficking to new ecosystems.

A milieu is always rooted locally in a perspectival individual existence. In the easiest
case of bounded human communities that coincide with a specific milieu, the sedentary
individual lives and acts ethically informed, constrained and guided by the consensual
significations and practices of this milieu. Yet, individuals are rarely attached exclusively to
a single bounded community anchored in one local milieu. Instead, individuals are shaped
by multiple milieus as matrices. Individuals carry a multiplicity of milieus: birthplace,
travel places, workplaces, current living places, etc. By travelling and moving, some
individuals are influenced by other milieus. By meeting other travellers, the individual
enters in contact with their respective significant milieus, for which one cares because
they are part of the identity of the cherished others [28]. By interacting with other distant
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communities through communication media, individuals are also influenced by their
imaginaries and practices, and by the fate of their milieus.

Deterritorialisation and interconnectedness highlight the issue of multiplicity of mem-
berships to different communities and milieus, and the possibility to be part of communities
that are seemingly a-spatial with cyber networking. One could argue that deterritorialisa-
tion and aspatial cybernetworking threaten the relevance of the milieu as a matrix shaping
individuals’ worldview and behaviour. To answer briefly, yes, globalization exacerbates ex-
changes and contacts between different milieus. However, the milieu where the individual
exists and acts still plays a crucial role, because it shapes the individual behaviour more
than any other distant influences, by restraining appropriate practices and possible usages
of the space.

4. Imprints on the Milieu and Ethical Responsibility

Humans have always left imprints on their milieu. Nowadays, however, the imprints
that most of us leave on the environment have more impacts than ever, and an individual
can leave imprints far from the local milieu one lives in. This is reflected in the challenge of
global dispersion of causes and effects of climate change. Individual agents leave significant
imprints on milieus simply by virtue of being a member of a social structure [44], regardless
of their intentions, awareness, knowledge, etc. For example, an infant already has mediated
impacts on the milieu, because she is taken as a future potential consumer in market analysis
deciding of the quantity of production of some goods, leading to further depredation of
natural resources. One’s appearance, social role and body language also have influences on
others’ behaviours. By being somewhere, one individual even influences the behaviours of
animals. Then it comes as no surprise that even one’s inaction and passivity have impacts
on the milieu, including on distant milieus where the individual will never set foot.

Within the framework of the milieu, sustainability and environmental harm are
directly connected to individual agency. The wide scope of what counts as a medial imprint
brings us to a first crucial yet controversial conclusion, namely, that all these elements
(actions, but also ways of life, omissions, etc.) should be included as possible objects of
responsibility ascription for environmental harm [45]. When thinking about ethics, the
milieu as an imprint is the expression of the agency of the individual. Conversely, the
milieu as a matrix can appear as a set of constraints. In summary, the individual is shaped
by influences from multiple milieus and communities. And the individual is leaving traces,
some harmful, in multiple milieus, including in spatially and temporally distant milieus.
Then, ethical responsibility for distant harm comes from the fact that the individual (even
passively and not deliberately) contributes to leaving traces on this distant milieu. This
contributory responsibility varies in degrees, depending on the number of interventions
by other agents in the causal chain, regardless of the temporal and spatial distances between the
agent and the harm.

In short, the capacity of the individual to be responsible is constrained by the milieu
as a matrix, and her contributory responsibility amounts to her imprints on the milieu. The
individual responsibility for an environmental harm depends on her causal contribution
to the harm (imprint), and on her capacity to act otherwise, that is, to take effective
reparative or adaptive actions (matrix). Both capacity responsibility and contributory
responsibility vary in degree and weight differently on the balance of responsibility for
every individual [46]. Within the limits of her capacity, the individual is responsible for
engaging in the practices that leave the least harmful imprints on the milieu.

Capacities are largely determined by the milieu. Three criteria affect the capacity of
the agent, each of them directly related to aspects of the milieu as a matrix (see Figure 2).
First, the state of knowledge of the agent and her capacity to imagine alternatives are
mainly determined by how she makes sense of the world [47] and the cultural imaginary
she is in [48,49], both of which are features of the milieu as a matrix. Second, the ease
with which the agent could actually change her behaviour depends directly on the social
acceptability and availability of alternative practices that also are part of the milieu as a
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matrix. Finally, powers and vulnerabilities of the agent are determined by the milieu she is
in, and her position in her community [50–52].
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Sketches the account of individual responsibility for environmental harm. Individual responsibility results from the balance
between past-oriented contributory responsibility and forward-looking capacity responsibility. The individual contribution
to environmental harm amounts to the impacts of the individual ways of life, including omissions and domino-effect
consequences. These harmful impacts can be global and distant. Yet, the capacity of an agent largely depends on her
knowledge, available practices and her powers, which are all mainly rooted in the local milieu. As a result, the individual
has the highest capacity to take reparative actions on the local shared milieu. To face the global consequences of distant
impacts, collaboration across milieus is necessary.

As the milieu is local, so are most of the capacities of the agent. Generally, with the
notable exception of scientific knowledge, the agent knows better her own milieu, so her
capacity to find better solutions to environmental problems is higher in her own milieu.
The agent also knows better the local practices than practices in distant milieus. She is
best placed to estimate what alternative practices she could adopt and to assess the social
acceptability of these practices. Plus, to be a member of the same community and to share
largely overlapping milieus are crucial elements when it comes to judging, advising and
criticizing others’ practices. Generally, we are more prompt to trust and to accept advice
from people who are close to us and who share similar ways of life and struggles, than
from strangers. As a result, it is easier for the agent to change her practices and to discuss
of practices locally than to attempt to intervene in distant places [53].

Most of the powers of the agent are anchored in the local milieu. For agents owning or
having legal rights to use some strips of land, they can control its sustainable usage. Their
practices on the land have direct consequences, and so they have full responsibility about
it (unless they are constrained by others to use it in certain harmful ways). Many people
purchase commodities that are produced with high impacts on the environment, such as
agricultural goods. As buyers, they can also influence these local markets and boycott
commodities with highest environmental impacts. Further, most of the social resources
of the agent are also mainly local, such as reputation, power to influence others, right of
vote, etc. The most powerful impacts that an agent can have tend to be limited to the
local scale, even if some actions can influence distant milieus, such as boycott affecting
production plans.



Philosophies 2021, 6, 62 10 of 15

5. Collaboration across Milieus

Within the framework of the milieu, individual responsibility does not end with what
the individual can do alone. Some actions must be discussed, decided on and coordinated
with others, and the individual has a responsibility in engaging in fruitful dialogue to
foster such common actions. As a member of a community who enacts and designs some
practices and ways of life in a milieu, one has a communal responsibility, shared with
others, for the relations that she builds with others and her milieu [54]. It aims at changing
the imprint of the community as a whole, by empowering others to increase their capacity
to uphold their own individual responsibilities, and by taking common actions together.
These depend strongly on the relatively flexible position and role the individual holds in
the community.

Collaborating with others is crucial especially because feelings of powerlessness are
often mentioned as the main hindrance preventing the agents to change behaviours towards
more sustainable lifestyles [55,56]. Social sciences show that the main obstacle to take pro-
environmental behaviour is often not the lack of environmental awareness or irrationality,
but it is the fact that “the power to make a significant difference, one way or the other, to
global or even local environmental change, is immensely unevenly distributed” [57]. If
these findings point out to the need for common actions, they do not exclude individual
actions, especially if we understand individuals as relationally developing their positions
and powers within the group [58]. Yet, agents often use observations regarding the uneven
distribution of powers within the group as an excuse to avoid taking responsibility [59].
They might delegate the responsibility to take communal actions to individuals whose
roles are apparently more powerful or hierarchically higher (e.g., government officials or
private company executive officers). Additionally, they might reify social processes leading
to the harmful practices and to the uneven distribution of power, claiming that “nobody
can do anything about it”.

When recognizing the extent to which their individual actions matter in the global
picture, individual agents might find themselves overwhelmed and withdraw to care only
about the immediate demands of their close surroundings. Often criticized as egoistic
and self-centred, this tendency to care for what is closer to us might not be as negative as
this, precisely because the scope of what we most immediately care about coincides with
the scope of our highest capacity. Most of our care and capacity are likely to be located
and projected on our local milieu [54]. This tendency to care primarily for what is close
might also positively limits us from intervening in distant milieus and imposing on distant
others our own values and ways of thinking. In our interconnected world, it might be a
crucial safeguard because ultimately, as Anton Sevilla warns, “no matter how one may try
to examine other cultures (or other fūdo [milieus]) objectively, one is always viewing it
from one’s own context, one’s one fūdo [milieu]” [60].

Due to the close interconnectedness of today’s world, the positive effects of local
actions may benefit distant milieus, be it direct or mediated by others’ actions, in the
same ways harmful effects can contribute to causing environmental disasters in distant
milieus. If coincidental influences through people and media relaying successful distant
sustainable projects do not seem sufficient to tackle environmental problems of a global
scope and unprecedented severity, voluntary collaboration across milieus is another option,
for example through global networks that foster exchange of skills and knowledge to
develop sustainable projects.

6. Pathways to Address the Four Challenges of Distribution of Responsibility for
Climate Change

Four challenges for assigning responsibility for climate change were mentioned in
the introduction: global dispersion of its causes and effects, fragmentation of the agency,
institutional inadequacy, and temporal delay of the effects. These four challenges are
closely intertwined and mutually reinforcing each other. The framework of the milieu
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offers lenses to approach this bundle of challenges by clarifying the relationships between
the individual, the community, and the local milieu.

From this perspective, any individual that contributes directly or indirectly to climate
change leaves imprints on milieus that can be distant spatially and temporally, and must
engage in collaborative actions to fulfil its individual responsibility for these imprints, to
the extent of her capacity. In the account of responsibility presented in this paper, spatial
and temporal distance between the individual action and the environmental harm to which
it contributed do not matter in terms of the degree of contributory responsibility of the
individual. The challenge of global dispersion is therefore addressed by means of scientific
assessment of the probable consequences of one’s practice, wherever or whenever these
consequences might occur. Crucially, the degree of individual contributory responsibility
that comes from this assessment is to be balanced with a degree of capacity-responsibility
to take reparative actions. The capacity of an agent to act responsibly depends on several
factors that pertain to the milieu as a matrix: the knowledge of the agent regarding the
consequences and the possible alternative practices, the social acceptability and accessibility
of less harmful alternative practices, and the powers of the agents, in terms of basic needs
and resources.

The challenge of the fragmentation of the agency to tackle climate change adaptation
and mitigation is approached by focusing on the individual as the locus of ethical agency,
with a conception of the individual as concretely relational, which leads to the conclusion
that individuals have a responsibility to collaborate within their own milieu, and possi-
bly across milieus. The specific types of collaboration are to be decided by discussion
between stakeholders within the respective milieus and can include networks, coalitions,
public-private partnership, strategic alliances, sister cities, etc. The most appropriate form
of collaboration for climate change mitigation and adaptation within a particular milieu
depends on local sociocultural and political aspects as well as on the specificities of the
concrete issues in each case. Yet, for any intervention that might span beyond one’s own
milieu, utmost care must be taken not to overstep the other milieus’ sociocultural particu-
larities. Instead, the account of responsibility developed in this article urges individuals
to act locally to improve the milieu they live in. By collaborating between milieus, local
common actions can reach the global scope necessary to tackle climate change mitigation.
The temporal delay of the effects of climate change that emerge from individual actions in
the past or in the present does not present a particular challenge in the wide-encompassing
account of individual responsibility within the framework of the milieu. Indeed, the tem-
poral distance between the action and the harm is irrelevant to the attribution of a degree
of contributory responsibility to an individual’s way of life. Moreover, if we shift the focus
from the contribution to climate change to the actions needed for mitigation and adaptation,
the issue of temporal delay of the effects vanishes, too. The account of individual responsi-
bility presented in this article is forward-looking; it focuses on the actions and habits each
of us can and should take within the limits of our degree of capacity. Finally, the question
can be reframed in terms of what we want to maintain, and what meaningful milieu we
want to co-create and transmit. In this sense, the time-related questions of climate change
impacts on the local milieu amount to discussions of what nurturing milieus as matrices
we sustain and develop to transmit to future generations.

The challenge of institutional inadequacy at the local level can hardly be addressed
abstractly, for any solution for it would rely on local sociocultural and political specificities.
It raises questions regarding who is part of the local community that shares the milieu
and what mechanisms of decision making are developed within the milieu. Here is not
the place to enumerate mechanisms of decision making and their potential advantages
and disadvantages for climate change adaptation and mitigation. Instead, this paper’s
discussion of human and multispecies communities that shape milieus opens venues to
include within the explicit decision-making mechanisms of a human community other
forms of negotiations that are attentive to other species’ needs and usages of the milieu.
Ways of negotiating usages of the place with other species with whom we share the milieu
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could be reimagined. Several recent works explore this venue [35,61–64], and if a more
detailed account of these pathways lies beyond the scope of this article, it could be a
fascinating direction for future research.

Finally, the focus on individual ethical responsibility does not exempt other entities
from being subjected to other types of responsibilities and duties (including legal liability)
such as States and companies; neither does it conflict with legal tools such as environmental
rights. Any institution or organization, such as states, governments or private companies,
is composed of individual decision-makers who are situated within the webs of their milieu
and taking decisions through the decision-making rules of their organizations. The account
of individual responsibility for environmental harm applies to government officials or
private company executive officers, who will have a higher degree of contributory and
capacity responsibility for environmental harm than a lambda citizen with very little so-
ciopolitical and economic power [65]. For example, in contrast with the executives of fossil
fuel companies who have a very high degree of contributory and capacity responsibility
for harm induced by climate change, the individual car owner who consumes and relies
on the work of these companies has a lesser degree of responsibility for this harm, but
nevertheless retains a degree of individual responsibility to opt out from unsustainable
practices and engage in reparative actions such as boycotting these fossil fuels companies
and use political and legal tools to hold them accountable and change the social structure.
In this sense, the account of individual responsibility defended in this paper is comple-
mentary to the development of legal tools such as environmental rights. Yet, these legal
tools like environmental rights, their interpretation and their implementation depend on
legal systems and sociocultural frames, and therefore vary highly from milieu to milieu.
The focus on the ethical responsibility of the individuals deliberately avoids to rest on an
idea of universal rights; but it does not conflict with adopting environmental rights and
State top-down duties within specific milieus (nations, states, etc.). Furthermore, States
are not necessarily the unique or best scale at which sustainable change can happen, and
the account of responsibility in terms of milieu supports the possibility for sustainable
transformative changes to be driven at the local scale by the community inhabiting a
particular milieu.

7. Conclusions

To face climate change, we are called to make ethical judgements about practices that
cause harm far away from us. This paper develops “the framework of the milieu”, a tool
to address normative questions about our relation to nature and to others’ worldviews.
Inspired by an idea of the Japanese philosopher Watsuji Tetsurō, the milieu refers to the
geographical and historical matrix shaping human behaviours and identities, and to the
imprints of human groups. By describing how individuals are shaped by the local milieu
and how they act on it as nexus of ethical agency, the framework of the milieu offers a
basis for environmental ethics across scales, from global to local. Within this framework,
individual responsibility for climate change is wide-encompassing (including ways of
life, inaction and omissions) and forward-looking—it urges to improve our ways of life
in the line of climate change adaptation and mitigation. Globalization multiplies the
interconnections between communities and individuals belonging to different milieus, but
it does not erase the crucial role of the local milieu that constrains, guides and supports
individuals’ behaviours.

The concept of milieu prevents uniformization and domination across communities
and groups. Hierarchical and oppressive organizational patterns are highly likely to
remain within groups, and other theoretical tools are needed to address them. These
tools, such as participatory decision-making mechanisms to foster collaboration within
and across milieus, will need to be developed through discussions within each milieu, as
social hierarchies and organizational structures cannot be artificially separated from their
historical and cultural contexts to be discussed abstractly. Our analysis of the concept of
milieu gives a safeguard against some worrying political and economic trends to intervene
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in far distant areas in the name of environmental protection. Every milieu is characterized
by different systems of values and ways of life from which individuals can innovate and
design locally and culturally appropriate sustainable ways of life, while asking advice
from independent scientific experts. Further, the concept of milieu can prevent utilitarian
analyses blinded by cost-efficiency calculations by integrating from the very start the
subjectivity of ethical values and usages of the place. Besides, it does not exclude the fact
that some milieus might advocate a strong dualism between humans and nature, but it
takes such as dualist stance as a locally anchored worldview, not as a universal objective
truth. As such, the concept of milieu can be a useful tool to integrate diverse environmental
ethics in our contemporary globalized context.

The dynamicity of milieus also justifies sustainable changes. Indeed, the milieu is
not a fixed image of ways of life and values from the past. Instead, it is an ever-changing
web of meanings that are adapted by the currently living individuals to better fit their
needs and values. Then, if it is necessary and urgent to renounce some seemingly old
traditions and replace them with more sustainable practices, this should not be considered
as a regrettable loss or a threat to a supposedly stable harmony, but as an expression
of the ongoing relationships between living individuals and their long-lasting milieus.
Behavioural changes towards more sustainable ways of life can be seen as a normal
evolution emerging from the cyclic relation we weave with our milieu, and not as the
reluctant results of an exceptionally constraining ethical duty. Nowadays, when it comes to
the ways we interact with our environment, change is not to be feared as much as passive
and harmful inactivity.
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