

	
	

	









	




	







	









		

		
		

	
	




	
	


	
	



	
	


	
	
	
	
	
	
		
			
			
		

		
		
	

	

	



	
	
	
	

	







	















	Skip to main content












	

	

	
	

	

	
	












			

			





			






	




	


	
	





	








	

	
	
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
	

	
	
		
		
		
	


















	
		
	

	

	
		
	

	







	
		
		
		

		
		
		
		
			
				
				









	
	    












    
    






    
    







    




    






    
        
        
        
            
            

            

    

    

    

    

    

    


        
            

    

    

    

    

    

    


        
            
                
                    [image: PDF icon]Download This Paper
                    
                
            

        
    
        
    

            
            
                

                

    

    

    

    

    

    


        
            

    

    

    

    

    

    


        
            
                
                    Open PDF in Browser
                    
                
            

        
    
        
    
            
        

    






    
        
    


    
            
            
                
            
            
                
        Add Paper to My Library
        
        

    















	














	
	    







 



	




	







	




































    



			

			
				
				
				
				
				
						
				
				
				
					
						Share:
							
	
	
	


					

					
				
				
				




				
				

    
        
        
        
            

		
		
		
			
				
			
				
			
				
			
				
			
				
			
		

		
            

		
		
		
			
				
			
		
			
		
			
		
			
		
			
		
			
		
			
		

		
            

            
        

        
    

    


    




				
				
					

					
					Permalink

						Using these links will ensure access to this page indefinitely

						
							
							Copy URL
						

						
				

				
			

		


		
			
				
				




	
	
		
	

	
	
		
		
	

	
	

	
	
	
	Irreversibility

	
    
        
            
            







    
    










    
    
    
    











			
                    Oxford University Press, Law, Probability and Risk, Forthcoming
 
                    Harvard Public Law Working Paper No. 08-25
 
                    Harvard Law School Program on Risk Regulation Research No. 08-1
 
        

    
	

	
	
		
		
			22 Pages
		
		

		Posted: 1 Sep 2008
		
			Last revised: 2 Dec 2008
		
		
	

	
		
			
			




	See all articles by Cass R. SunsteinCass R. Sunstein
Harvard Law School; Harvard University - Harvard Kennedy School (HKS)


		

	
	
	
	
	



	
	
	
	
		
	
	
		
			Date Written: July 12, 2008

		
	

	
	
		
		
	

	
	
		
	
	
		Abstract

		The concept of "irreversibility" plays a large role in many domains, including public health, medical practice, and environmental protection. Indeed, the concept is explicit in some statements of the Precautionary Principle. But the idea of irreversibility remains poorly defined. Because of the flow of time, any loss is, in a sense, irreversible. On one approach, irreversibility might be understood as a reference to the value associated with taking precautionary steps that maintain flexibility for an uncertain future ("option value"). On another approach, irreversibility might be understood to refer to the qualitatively distinctive and even unique nature of certain losses - a point that raises a claim about incommensurability. The two conceptions fit different problems. These ideas can be applied to a wide assortment of environmental and public health questions, including overuse of antibiotics, genetic modification of food, avian flu, and climate change. 
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