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	In this presentation I would like to propose the following claims:

	(1) proximity in space and time appears to be morally irrelevant. Nevertheless,

	(2) there are many good reasons to incorporate a proximity bias in our moral code. Moreover,

	(3) when we think of value in general, objects of value are typically not simple a-temporal a-spatial objects, but rather complex object-space-time compounds.

	(4) Most impartialist theories, particularly the more plausible among them, can coherently incorporate a proximity bias.


What is the relevance of space and time to moral theory or, more specifically, to considerations of justice? Space and time may themselves be distributable goods and bads. How space is shared or allocated (for example, in terms of property or privacy, of confinement, of total population or density), or how much time I have (for example, in terms of life expectancy, the length of the working day, or the duration of compulsory military service). But mostly goods and bads are allocated in space and time to individuals located in space and time. As such, space and time have no moral standing in and of themselves. They are mere "forms of intuition", matrices of sense impressions. We don't (perhaps can't) have any obligations towards the future, past, or distant places, but only, if at all, to people occupying these places and times.

A common view among philosophers is that a person’s spatio-temporal coordinates should not affect his moral standing. Persons, whether located in a far away land, or in the distant future deserve equal moral consideration to those present, here and now. That is to say, their interests carry equal weight in consequentialist calculation, or the kind and extent of obligations owed are unvarying. After all, if persons matter qua persons, merely in virtue of their humanity, why should it make any difference where or when they are situated. 

On a contrary view, proximity in space or time might affect the strength of the agent's obligation or the subjects claim, and hence spatio-temporal location may be extremely relevant to justice. On this view we owe more to our contemporaries and neighbours than we do future generations or residents of distant lands. This widely shared sentiment is often expressed in common sense views of justice. The closer people are to us, the greater the strength of our obligations towards them. What could possibly justify such a proximity bias (as I shall call it)?  If space and time are morally irrelevant, perhaps there is something else, that coincides with proximity in space or time, that might justify restricting the scope of justice or varying its demands in precisely the way implied by this view. 
Proximity as Proxy (considerations in favour of a proximity bias)
Proximity in space or time, being closer in these respects, is merely a formal aspect of a relation among persons: the size of interval in a temporal sequence, or of the gap between spatial coordinates. As such it is hard to see what moral relevance it might carry. But such proximity may sufficiently correspond to something more substantive to justify taking proximity as a proxy for what is perhaps a morally more significant feature of the relation. 

I can suggest four kinds of morally significant features of relations among persons that coincide, more or less, with proximity and which consequently may be the grounds of stronger moral obligations matching the strength of these features. The relational aspects I shall specify proceed from the more substantive and concrete to the more formal. We thus progress from a lesser to a greater correspondence between the proposed aspect and the formal concept of proximity, and so to a better grounded use of proximity as a proxy. But it also seems we concomitantly progress into weaker, or more controversial, obligations grounded on such features.

a. Causation. The existence of causal links between persons, mutually affecting each other, involved in relations of interdependence, makes them causally, and therefore morally, responsible for each other in ways in which they are not responsible for the well being of others with which they have no such involvement. This may be true in cases of direct interaction, where things I do to you may benefit you – in which case you may incur a debt of gratitude – or harm you – in which case I may owe you compensation.  Other causal relationships may result in unintended consequences to you or externalities affecting third parties. These generate other, similar, obligations. If I am harmed by such an externality I may be owed compensation, but if I am benefited in some circumstances I may be expected to share the costs. Cooperation, even when unintended, whereby many persons are involved in the creation of value in an interdependent process, generate obligations of fairness in sharing the product of such cooperation and the burden of its production. The more intense, frequent, multifaceted, the ties of cooperation, the stronger the obligations. It seems fair to say on this basis that we have stronger obligations to those in our geographical vicinity and close in time.

In this sense markets, in so far as they are viewed as a form of cooperation, create obligations of fairness. Significantly, some cosmopolitans in presenting a case for an extended global scope of justice, rely on the observed fact that markets have expanded and intermingled, creating causal networks worldwide, that did not previously exist. The interesting point about this is that such arguments aimed at extending the scope rely on a restrictive reasoning that strength of obligations depend on strength of causal relations.

b. Efficacy. The possible influence of an individual or agency, or their power to affect another. At the most general level, the Kantian tenet of "ought implies can", denies that I can be under any obligation to do, and that anyone have a claim that I do, what I am unable to do. Thus I can be under no obligation to improve the material condition of people who lived in the past, or that of people living beyond a temporal or spatial abyss. That is to say, if there is an incontiguity such that all causal chains are broken, nothing I could do will affect, one way or another, individuals on the other side of the gap. I can be under no obligation towards them and they can have no claim against me. Think of an inhabited planet thousands of light years away, or a future civilization separated from us by a global catastrophe and practical extinction of the human race. What could we possibly do that would benefit them in any way? Such a gap may be merely epistemic, where I have no knowledge of their existence, or I may be uncertain with respect to probabilities of their well being and how it may be affected by my action. I may be unsure about the efficacy of any aid or transfer of resources I shall attempt. 

When a claim is not directed at anyone in particular, but merely for assistance in general, it doesn't necessarily follow that everyone is under an equally strong duty of assistance. Much depends on circumstances, such as who might conceivably offer assistance, and who is best situated to do so. A drowning child does not generate an equally strong claim for assistance against everyone regardless of how far they are, how well they swim, how healthy they are, how well they may interact with the child in the effort of rescuing her, and so on and so forth. The facts that I am close by, first to realise the child is in distress, a good swimmer, and acquainted with the child, all add up to impose an obligation on me that does not equally apply to everyone else. And if there were two children in need of assistance, and I am the only person capable of offering such assistance, then the fact the one child is closer by, and consequently I can see and better evaluate the child's predicament and capabilities, and that the effort is more likely to succeed and less likely to impose a significant cost on me (say, I am less likely to contract pneumonia), all offer support for the claim that I am under a greater obligation to save this child rather than the other, and that he has a greater claim to my assistance. Thus, efficacy or cost-effectiveness creates obligation. The relevance of this to proximity in space and time is obvious. Other things being equal, the consideration of cost-effectiveness would in most cases select neighbours and contemporaries as the bearers of stronger duties. 

This consideration of efficacy clearly depends on the availability of information and the ability to extend aid. There are technological obstacles to transmission of information and transport of goods over space and time that surely affect the scope of justice and the kind of proximity-preference specified here. If messages are to travel on horseback or on the world-wide-web, the concept of proximity itself changes. What was distant yesterday is close today, and may be even closer tomorrow. Similarly the speed of delivery of goods and some services depends on the transport technology at our disposal. Beyond that, cultural barriers of language and values may make it difficult to appreciate the needs and desires of distant cultures and to interpret the information they relay with respect to these.  (For example, a preference for places of worship and ritual artefacts over longevity; sometimes “no” doesn’t actually mean “no”…). Not that these barriers are insurmountable, merely that the costs of transmitting information and transporting goods very long distances may weaken the strength of obligation.

With respect to time there are also conceptual obstacles to communication and transport. The direction of time determines possible direction of transmission of  goods, services and information: from earlier to later times. Thus the basic problem of trans-generational interaction is that aid and assistance can only go one way, but no information regarding the needs, preferences and efficacy or expected benefits of assistance can return. We know what past generations needed but we have no way of extending our help; we can save goods for future generations but we have less of an idea what they might need or want.

One consideration in favour of a future discount rate would be precisely this problem of the quality and cost of information transmitted over wide time spans.  We are uncertain about the needs, preferences, and sheer existence of future people; and we are more uncertain the further away they are from us. As a matter of practical consequence we would attach less value to goods saved for the future than those consumed today.  A similar “distance discount rate” may apply. We are less certain about the needs, preferences and benefits to distant peoples, so we would attach less value to assistance to distant cultures and peoples than we do to those near and familiar.

I don’t mean to overstate the practical importance of this idea. We can be pretty sure about the significance of hunger, ill health, destitution, oppression, violence, and so on and so forth. And in cases of dire need such as these, considerations of cost-effectiveness appear to be an unseemly luxury. The point, moreover, is not that the relatively well off poor of developed countries have a greater claim to assistance than the starving peoples of exotic far away places. All I am claiming here is that, other things being equal, considerations of efficacy will typically justify a preference for those nearer in space and in time, and so at least in this respect a proximity-bias is warranted.    

c. Associativity. We take part in certain morally meaningful relationships that form the grounds of associative duties. Family, friendship, nationality, membership in ethnic groups are thought to generate duties of loyalties towards those of who we can expect to reciprocate. Consider once more the drowning child. A certain familiarity may facilitate the rescue effort. If the child knows me because I’m her father or a friend of the family things will be easier when I come to rescue her. Even if we merely speak the same language, share implicit codes of communication, or hold similar values, aid or assistance will be easier to extend. Yet from the point of view of associativity this is, in Bernard Williams’ memorable phrase, “one thought too many”. Certain types of association are supposed, if we are made of the right moral stuff, to generate in us a response of special care and affection, a preference to friends, family, co-nationals, merely because that’s what they are. I should save this drowning child, before any other just because she is mine, even if the considerations of cost effectiveness all add up in the other direction. Perhaps just because my child has a legitimate expectation that that is what I do. Similar reasoning may apply when we think of those in need of our own country and others. The claim isn’t that the poor of our country are entitled to more than the poor of other countries; it is that the less advantaged of our country are entitled to expect from us what they cannot expect from the better off of other countries. And this fact alone generates a duty for us that does not apply to others, and therefore a stronger reason for us to assist our own poor. 

Associativity, is perhaps not fully coincidental with spatio-temporal proximity, but it is close enough to justify a proximity bias. 
d. Moral psychology. [projects, motivation, character, custom]

[Humean “custom” (power of imagination – habit of seeing close things as connected, human psychology?) creates expectations and obligations. 

If we think of the sort of happenings that move us, it is hard to deny that most people do not have the same kind or strength of emotion towards the suffering and pain of distant strangers as they do towards the even lesser distress of the near and familiar. Someone who states that he is as strongly concerned about the Cantonese farmer who lost his family of six in a sudden flooding of his village, as he is about his own neighbour whose father recently died after a long illness, will probably be met with doubt and disbelief. And if he declares that he equally lacks any kind of feeling towards either of them, or that he is unmoved by such sentiment, and that this indifference translates into impartial behaviour directing him to do much more of whatever he can in offering assistance and comfort to the distant stranger, then the incredulity will tend to be replaced by indignation.]

Value and distribution over time and space

General idea: when we think of value in general, objects of value are typically not simple a-temporal a-spatial objects, but rather complex object-space-time compounds. Therefore we are not always indifferent about where and when (and btw from who) we receive goods and services.

a. time and the idea of process. Incentive, desert and time. (time-slice principles of justice are time-neutral, desert is backward looking ("historical"), incentive, like dp, is forward looking.  Distribution in space is practically a zero-sum game…

i. development (goods change, agent changes, context changes), investment, economic growth, (dp depends on this aspect of time) ripening (don’t eat before its ripe; premature consumption) etc. when agent is young, mature, old, goods have different value. 

ii. degradation, decay, depletion, (some things become worthless if we wait too long) rotten fruit, extreme sport in old age, dressing out of fashion.
iii. sequence –(e.g. a good result experienced as better after a struggle, a despairing start (winning 1-nil after a goal in the first few minutes of the game. Or drawing after 80 minutes of being two goals behind) (starting off really badly and having a spectacularly wealthy years at the end or having an even flow of income through life, perhaps slightly increasing: see my dp and time – absolute minimum 
b. future discount rate / distance discount rate?

a diminishing marginal utility? Goods are less valuable where or when they are more abundant. Possibly coincides with future discount (on the assumption of growth), not at all in the case of distance. (costs of transport?)

c. Loss of value when good is experienced out of space-time context (e/g/ cultural artefacts) [again, think in non-welfarist mode…] Moussaka in Greece, mummies in Egypt, the dead sea scrolls in Jerusalem, Inuit throat singing in Canada, bull fighting in Spain.  health and good weather on vacation. Arriving at the pub after all your friends have gone. 

d. self determination (including collective self determination) (autonomy, authenticity, feeling at home, agency rather than being mere recipient,)

e. migration in space, not in time – may be a form of redistribution unavailable in time. Possible to restrict to one place, impossible to restrict to one time.

i. displacement/expulsion – causing to exist in other places (a non-identity problem?) political and ecological refugees. non-identity problem – in time, not in space? displacement = change of character? Forced conversion? In a sense, after immigrating, I am not the same person.

ii. Incarceration, restricted movement

Theoretical restrictions

It may seem that an impartialist theory (i.e. a theory that treats every individual with equal respect) has no resources to accommodate the sort of proximity bias I am proposing. But this, I think, is a mistake. It is only one kind of rather uncompromising theory that must fail to take account of proximity in space and time. Most impartialist theories, particularly the more plausible among them, can coherently incorporate a proximity bias.
a. Deontic/telic view of justice. First, consider the basic distinction between the view of justice as defined by the promotion of the good, and the view that justice is independent of, perhaps prior to, the good. Both teleological and deontological views may agree that it is in some sense good, or better, that a distribution across time or space will have a more perfect fit to more (ethically) pleasing patterns of distribution or tend to generate more welfare in the aggregate. But they may disagree whether it is more just, owed to anyone as a matter of justice, or whether anyone is wronged if a more perfect fit is not pursued. On a teleological view, justice is regarded as a “metaphysical” or perhaps aesthetic concept of the world as it is at its best. Thus it is not merely regrettable that a certain inequality subsists among individuals that have no causal interdependence, it is also considered unjust. On a deontological view justice is regarded as the basis of claims people can make against each other. Unlike teleological justice, what is owed to other people is independent of what is good or what might make things better. We owe certain people because we have harmed them, benefitted from them, or take part in a cooperative scheme that requires a fair distribution of burdens and gains. Considerations such as these clearly permit deontological theories to incorporate a proximity-bias, even if teleological theories appear not to.

b. direct/indirect consequentialism. Second, a proximity bias can be accommodated by some teleological views, such as indirect consequentialism. Indirect consequentialism adopts a two-tier view of morality whereby the good is not pursued directly in each and every act, but in a roundabout way certain rules, dispositions, character traits and so on, are justified on the basis of the good they tend to promote in the long run. Thus, it may be claimed on such a basis that associative loyalties are justified as a better means of promoting general welfare for most of the reasons suggested earlier. [remind?]  Moreover, some consequentialists will go as far as proposing that the prevalence of certain moral beliefs and conventions will make such requirements easier to inculcate, and that this too must be viewed as providing reason for a restricted scope. Thus if people in our culture believe (for irrelevant, non-consequentialist reasons) that they are under a stronger moral obligation to extend aid and assistance to those here and now, this fact itself may be consequential in how well an ideal code may be internalized and inculcated. Hence, proximity bias will in all likelihood be included in such a code. So indirect consequentialism has the resources of incorporating a proximity bias even if direct consequentialism appears not to.
c. pluralist/monist view of the good. Third, even direct consequentialist may approve of a proximity bias depending on the theory the good they endorse. Consider the distinction between strict utilitarians that hold on to a monist conception of the good whereby all that is good is reducible to some notion of utility or welfare, and pluralist consequentialist that recognize a range of incommensurable values that make up the good. A possible objection to these views as a basis for attaching moral relevance to space and time, even if we take these considerations or some of them to be morally significant, is that after all, location in space and time remains a mere proxy for something else. And so the facts of location in space and time, in absolute terms have no justificatory or explanatory significance. 
Now, this is surely correct. The merely formal aspect of where or when a person is located cannot in and of itself carry moral significance. But the kind of relation and familiarity between agent and subject, located close in space and time, just as surely must make a huge difference in terms of the value of assistance, reciprocity, gratitude, or any other kind of benefit. The support of my brother, mentor or friend, is of greater significance to me, than the aid received from some impersonal institution, agency, or unknown person. The meaning attached to such goods, reaffirming as they do the relationship, helping to sustain it, reinforcing my sense of identity as a member of a particular family, club, ethnic group, or association, has no bearing on the welfare derived from these goods. The urge of strict utilitarians to embrace under the great wings of utility the diverse sources of value must come at a cost of impoverishing the moral explanatory landscape and diminishing the practical import of a theory based on the concept of utility. For much of what we take to be of value – such as autonomy, authenticity, identity, and so on and so forth – we do so not because we happen to desire these things, but on the contrary we desire them because they are thought to be independently valuable. A strict utilitarian may remain unpersuaded by this, but the point here is that a pluralist consequentialism can incorporate a proximity bias even if a monist utlitarianism seems not to.
d. objective/subjective consequentialism. Still, even some monist utilitarians may be able to endorse a proximity bias depending on their epistemic demands

At a very basic level I find deontology more plausible then teleology, indirect consequentialism more than direct, a pluralist conception of value more than a monist idea of utility, and a subjective consequentialism more than an objective consequentialism. These are big questions and I have made no attempt to argue in favour of my views. What I suggested is that in so far as you share any of my judgements regarding the plausibility of these theories, you will be able to accommodate proximity bias at one level or another of the theory. If, on the other hand, you are an objective, strict, direct utilitarian, then you are one hard nut to crack.  
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