
Title Different Angles on Climate Justice: Insights from Non-Domination and Mutual Recognition

Authors(s) Zellentin, Alexa

Publication date 2018-01-10

Publication information Zellentin, Alexa. “Different Angles on Climate Justice: Insights from Non-Domination and Mutual 

Recognition” (January 10, 2018).

Series GLOBUS Research Papers, 1/2018

Publisher ARENA Centre for European Studies

Item record/more 

information

http://hdl.handle.net/10197/9311

Downloaded 2023-04-27T09:43:47Z

The UCD community has made this article openly available. Please share how this access

benefits you. Your story matters! (@ucd_oa)

© Some rights reserved. For more information

https://twitter.com/intent/tweet?via=ucd_oa&text=Different+Angles+on+Climate+Justice%3A+...&url=http%3A%2F%2Fhdl.handle.net%2F10197%2F9311


 Electronic copy available at: https://ssrn.com/abstract=3098109 

GLOBUS Research Papers 

1/2018 - January 2018 

Different Angles on Climate 

Justice 

Insights from Non-domination and 

Mutual Recognition 

Alexa Zellentin 



 Electronic copy available at: https://ssrn.com/abstract=3098109 

  

Alexa Zellentin 
Different Angles on Climate Justice: Insights from Non-domination and Mutual 
Recognition  

GLOBUS Research Paper 1/2018 
January 2018 
 
 
© Alexa Zellentin 

GLOBUS Research Papers (online) | ISSN: 2535-2504 

http://www.globus.uio.no/publications/globus-research-papers/   
 
 
 
Alexa Zellentin is Assistant Professor at University College Dublin. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Reconsidering European Contributions to Global Justice (GLOBUS) is a research 
project that critically examines the EU’s contribution to global justice. 
 

Funded by the European Union’s Horizon 2020 programme. This work is the 
sole responsibility of the author. It does not reflect the opinion of the EU. The 
Research Executive Agency is not responsible for any use that may be 
made of the information it contains. 

 
 
 

 www.globus.uio.no  

 Twitter: @globus_h2020 

 Facebook: @globus.h2020 
 
  
 
 

 

Issued by:  

ARENA Centre for European Studies 
University of Oslo 
P.O. Box 1143 Blindern 
0318 Oslo, Norway 
http://www.arena.uio.no  
 

 

  

http://www.globus.uio.no/publications/globus-research-papers/
http://www.arena.uio.no/


 Electronic copy available at: https://ssrn.com/abstract=3098109 

 

 

Abstract 

Practitioners occasionally demure that the current academic literature on climate justice 

is overly abstract and unhelpful in their attempt to promote more effective and equitable 

climate policies. This paper analyses the claim that one reason for this might be that the 

debate is currently shaped by a particular narrow understanding of justice as 

impartiality and neglects other important approaches to justice. I first introduce my 

interpretation of Erik O. Eriksen’s three conceptions of global political justice focusing 

on impartiality, non-domination, and mutual recognition. Then, I present the key 

concerns and positions that shape the debates on climate justice in the field of political 

theory and show why (and in how far) I think current climate justice is predominantly 

shaped by ‘justice as impartiality’. I argue that this explains the emphasis on substantive 

justice over procedural questions. Furthermore, I show that looking at key questions in 

climate justice from the perspectives of theories emphasising non-domination and 

mutual recognition helps to identify some blind-spots in the current debate. Among the 

issues that are currently somewhat neglected are questions relating to the nature of the 

relationships of the relevant parties negotiating climate policy. This concerns on the one 

hand power inequalities and dependencies that shape the interactions between different 

parties. On the other hand, this relates to the question of how agents perceive these 

relationships with regard to dimensions of recognition, respect, and concern. It seems 

likely that less powerful agents have good reasons to feel that the global political regime 

as it currently works does not treat their interests and demands with the same urgency 

and importance as is shown for those of some more powerful players. Furthermore, their 

concerns regarding the normatively significant features of the situation at large are not 

always respected as equally valid contributions to the debate. I conclude by arguing that 

climate justice nonetheless cannot do without a rights-based framework typical for 

justice as impartiality that protects fundamental interests and the pre-conditions for free 

and equal participation. 
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Introduction
1

 

Climate activists sometimes demure that the academic debate on climate justice is of 

little or no immediate help to their work. One would hope that climate ethicists could 

provide convincing reasoning that helps to promote much needed climate policies. 

Instead, environmental activists turn away from what they perceive to be an overly 

abstract debate as they worry that these arguments are unlikely to help and might even 

backfire in political discourse by putting people off with their tedious distinctions and 

moralising language. This is certainly sad, both from the perspective of practitioners who 

could do with well worked out argumentative strategies to help gather support for the 

necessary actions, and from the point of view of political theorists who after all chose to 

work in a field called ‘applied ethics’. 

The first question is whether this assessment is true, and in what sense. It is hardly fair 

to blame philosophers for the failure to create just climate policies. We have good 

reasons to assume that the main reason for insufficient action on climate change is not 

so much disagreement about theories of (climate) justice but rather an unwillingness to 

incur any costs in addressing climate change as well as the lack of suitable international 

enforcement structures. Neither generating motivation nor ensuring enforcement 

structures are in the job-description of political philosophers working on climate justice. 

Rather, our task is to analyse: 

1. What features of the situation are normatively significant? 

2. Which values should guide our thinking and acting with regard to the situation 

at stake? 

3. Which moral principles are best suited to structure and prioritise these value 

commitments? 

4. Which moral side constraints do we have to respect while trying to realise climate 

justice? 

This self-understanding of the tasks of political philosophy disqualifies some further 

critiques of the current climate justice debate. Just as philosophers cannot be blamed 

for the lack of motivation to act on climate change, they cannot be blamed for the fact 

that climate change involves a complex set of normative considerations. However, there 

are some features of current academic climate justice debates that have invited 

legitimate critique and that explain why it is occasionally hard to see political philosophy 

                                                           
1 Earlier versions of this paper were presented in the Legal and Political Theory Workshop series at 

NUI Galway, Oberseminar: Akutelle Forschungsthemen der praktischen Philosophie, Ludwig-

Maximilians-Universität München, the ‘Conceptualising Global Justice’ and ‘Climate Justice and the 

EU’ workshops of the GLOBUS project, the workshop ‘Globale Klimagerechtigkeit’ at Westfälische 

Wilhelms-Universität, and the workshop ‘Second-best Solutions and Secondary Injustices: A 

Workshop on Non-ideal Climate Justice’ at the University of Warwick. I am very grateful for the 

extremely helpful feedback I received at these occasions. 
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as helpful for current negotiations on climate policy. One such critique is that the debate 

has – for a long time – neglected some normatively significant features of the political 

situation regarding climate change, namely, the fact that climate policy happens under 

deeply non-ideal circumstances that are furthermore very likely to persist. Current 

approaches in non-ideal theory do a much better job developing principles that 

adequately account for non-compliance, urgency, etc.2 My paper presents a different 

kind of critique, namely, that the debates on climate justice so far tend to overemphasise 

the need to describe how a just climate regime might look like and neglect the question 

how we ought to construct climate negotiations. As such, much of the debate focuses on 

substantive justice and neglects important procedural and relational aspects.  

In this paper, I first introduce my interpretation of Erik O. Eriksen’s three conceptions 

of global political justice focusing on impartiality, non-domination, and mutual 

recognition3. Then, I present the key concerns and positions that shape the debates on 

climate justice in the field of political theory and show why (and in how far) I think 

current climate justice is predominantly shaped by what Eriksen calls ‘justice as 

impartiality’. I argue that this explains the emphasis on substantive justice over 

procedural questions. Furthermore, I show that looking at key questions in climate 

justice from the perspectives of theories emphasising non-domination and mutual 

recognition helps to identify some blind-spots in the current debate. Among the issues 

that are currently somewhat neglected are questions relating to the nature of the 

relationships of the relevant parties negotiating climate policy. This concerns on the one 

hand power inequalities and dependencies that shape the interactions between different 

parties. On the other hand, this relates to the question of how agents perceive these 

relationships with regard to dimensions of recognition, respect, and concern. It seems 

likely that less powerful agents have good reasons to feel that the global political regime 

as it currently works does not treat their interests and demands with the same urgency 

and importance as is shown for those of some more powerful players. Furthermore, their 

concerns regarding the normatively significant features of the situation at large are not 

always respected as equally valid contributions to the debate. 

For activists, it is clearly important to explore how these issues influence climate 

negotiations and how relevant insights can be used to promote better cooperation on the 

issue. I suggest that considering these questions from the point of view of justice is 

important not only for acknowledging relevant concerns of relevant agents but also for 

getting a more complete picture of all the normatively significant features of the 

situation. This will require taking into account ideas discussed in theories on non-

domination and recognition.  

Nonetheless, in the conclusion of this paper I defend the view that the debates about 

appropriate schemes of burden-sharing must remain central to all discussions of climate 

change as many of the worries relating to the relational side of climate change and policy 

                                                           
2 For an overview of important critiques and responses to them, see Heyward and Roser (2016). 
3See Eriksen (2016). 
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can be alleviated only through some form of redistribution. Furthermore, I raise some 

concerns about whether the richer analysis offered by these additional points of view is 

really likely to improve the action, guidance and relevance of academic debates on 

climate justice. I conclude that exploring different approaches to justice in analysing and 

evaluating the pressing questions of climate justice is definitely needed to gain a more 

complete understanding of the normatively significant issues at hand.  

Three conceptions of justice 

For the purposes of evaluating EU foreign policy Erik O. Eriksen distinguishes three 

approaches to global political justice: 

1. Justice as non-domination 

2. Justice as impartiality 

3. Justice as mutual recognition4 

Justice as non-domination in his sense aims to prevent arbitrary uses of political power 

through an international system constituted by sovereign states. Each state secures its 

self-determination through a publicly sanctioned legal scheme and international 

relations are to be shaped by a strong commitment to non-interference regarding the 

internal affairs of others.5 Justice as impartiality aims to address injustices based on 

disadvantage, discrimination, etc. with reference to a universal scheme of fair and 

impartial rules. It thus emphasises the importance of international law and legal 

structures, esp. surrounding the protection of universal human rights. 6  Justice as 

mutual recognition is concerned with injustices linked to the subtle mechanisms of 

misrecognition. Cooperative arrangements ought to be created on the basis of inclusive 

deliberation and reciprocal justifications.7 

For the purposes of this paper, I find it helpful to analyse these conceptions of justice in 

more detail by exploring what unites them as conceptions of justice, as well as which 

moral commitments are at the heart of their differences. For this, I first look at the idea 

                                                           
4 The choice to focus on these three frames is pragmatically motivated to conform to the conceptual 

framework for the H2020 project: GLOBUS – Reconsidering European Contributions to Global 

Justice (see Eriksen 2016). However, this choice can be motivated as matching to three important 

streams in current debates of justice, namely, republicanism (widely understood), liberalism (widely 

understood), and theories of recognition (widely understood). 
5 Eriksen’s interpretation of justice as non-domination is predominantly inspired by the work of 

Philipp Pettit 
6 This conception is based on Neo-Kantian liberal thinkers like John Rawls, Brian Barry, Ronald 

Dworkin and the rich literature of cosmopolitan liberalism in their wake. It includes more classically 

liberal accounts as well as more nuanced versions as e.g. the capability approach advocated by 

Amartya Sen and Martha Nussbaum. 
7 Justice as mutual recognition as understood in the theoretical framework for GLOBUS is based on 

the thinking of people like Axel Honneth, Rainer Forst, Nancy Fraser and Jürgen Habermas. 
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of justice as such. Most current debates on global justice in political philosophy seem to 

share an underlying concept of justice. Justice is most often understood as detailing 

what we owe to each other,8 that is, which entitlements and obligations we have towards 

one another. 9 The key challenges in debates on justice are thus to identify and explain 

the following for each context of justice:  

 Who are the relevant agents? 

 Which entitlements and which obligations do they have towards one another?  

 Which of those concerns take priority and which might be overruled in complex 

situations with competing moral claims? 

 Why? Why? Why? That is, What reasons do we have to consider some agents as 

relevant and others are not? What justifications can we give for any obligations 

owed to others? And why do we consider some entitlements and obligations as 

more important and/or more urgent than others?  

Different conceptions of justice give different answers to these questions. In a broad 

sense, all such debates are debates of distributive justice, as they are concerned with the 

appropriate distribution of goods, entitlements, burdens and/or obligations among a 

particular group of agents. The idea of political justice is often intertwined with these 

concerns. This is partly because political rights are among the most important 

entitlements there are (i.e. rights to political participations and rights securing that 

political participation happens on a fair footing). However, this is also because any such 

conception of justice presupposes claims about the standing that the relevant agents are 

supposed to have in relation to each other.  

Relationships of justice are relationships defined exclusively with reference to the 

relevant entitlements and obligations. As such, they are necessarily thin. Richer and 

thicker human relations involve much more than that. When it comes to friendships, 

romances, and family relations one could even argue that these relationships already 

have failed when we get to the state of referring to entitlements and obligations. 

Relationships of justice are thus those relations that should still obtain when all else fails. 

These relations are so deeply buried in the underlying structure of richer human 

                                                           
8This is Scanlon’s (1998) famous formulation. My claim is that this view underlies Rawls’s conception 

of justice ‘a proper balance of competing claims’ (Rawls 1999: 9). That is, justice is about ‘suum cuique 

tribuere’ as Cicero would have it: to allocate to each his own. 
9 I consider entitlements to be a broader claim than rights (which I understand according to Wenar 

(2005)’s multiple functions theory) and similarly obligations to be less precise as duties. By this I 

want to signify that the concept of justice – while it is focused on entitlements and obligations – does 

not presuppose Eriksen’s conception of justice as impartiality with its more legalistic sense of rights 

and duties. 
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relations that they are hardly noticed when conditions of sympathy and love also apply. The 

purest form of relationships of justice are those that we have to anonymous strangers.10  

In the absence of morally relevant distinctions there is a presumption in favour of 

equality. Unless there are normatively significant differences between the relevant set of 

anonymous strangers, we have no good reason to treat one of them better or worse than 

another. That is, in debates on justice the relevant parties are often understood as having 

equal standing. However, the idea of equal standing is less straight forward than it 

initially appears. Rather, there are at least three different ways as to how to understand 

what kind of equality is (or should be) at stake. I see this as one of the key distinctions 

underlying the three conceptions of justice characterised by Eriksen. In my 

interpretation, justice as non-domination can be seen to demand that subjects of justice 

ought to be on an equal standing in the sense that no party dominates any other. Their 

relationships ought to be shaped in a way that ensures that all relevant agents are equally 

sovereign in their dealings. This non-domination is to be secured through institutions 

furthering independence and self-government. Justice as impartiality emphasises the 

idea of treating like cases alike and different cases different without regard to any 

concerns but those normatively significant in the given context of justice. This 

impartiality is to be guaranteed through a fair and unbiased framework of appropriate 

individual rights and duties. Justice as mutual recognition moves from an objective 

observer perspective to an agent centric perspective and identifies the relevant equal 

standing as that of parties that acknowledge each other’s equal right to jointly define the 

normatively significant features of the situation at stake. This recognition is to be 

ensured through appropriate discursive approaches. 

Obviously, the choice of framework to inform any particular distribution of entitlements 

and obligations leads to significantly different conceptions about what who owes to 

whom and for what reasons. 11  Equally obvious, each of these approaches has some 

merits and offers a unique pathway to insights to the normatively significant features of 

any particular situation. The insights from these different angles can often be combined 

into one consolidated and richer account of what justice requires in any particular 

context. Nonetheless, there are limits for each account as to how far it is possible to 

integrate the insights from the other two without giving up the main logic of the 

                                                           
10 Note, however, that depending on the relevant context of justice these strangers might nonetheless 

be restricted to people within the same institutional framework, or context, or state etc. 
11 As we shall see later, there is an additional question as to who the relevant parties are, whether they 

are individuals, collectives, institutions, and/or states and who decides who is to be considered a 

relevant party. While it is possible to fruitfully treat these questions of state agents versus individuals 

as a conceptual question regarding different dimensions (see Diez (unpublished manuscript)), I will 

treat it as a normative question that at the very least partly depends on the content of the theories 

explored. For an influential normative account of these questions, see Fraser (2005). For the moment, 

however, this paper focuses primarily on analysing the different kinds of equality seen as 

characterising relationships of justice between parties, whoever the parties might end up being. 
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approach.12 Before discussing the implications of this framework for climate justice, I 

briefly outline the general framework of the political theory debate on climate justice. 

Key themes in current debates on climate justice 

Climate justice has been discussed within the context of political philosophy since the 

early days of the climate change debates13 and has in recent years become a very active 

field of research in applied philosophy and political theory.14 While there is a wide array 

of questions, issues, and positions in this debate, there are a couple of key concerns that 

nearly all writers consider as relevant even if they differ on their interpretation, best 

form of realisation, and relative importance. 

A first set of such concerns are three criteria deemed as relevant in deciding who is to be 

held responsible for addressing the challenges of climate change and to what extent: 

1. The ability to do something about the problem, 

2. The degree of responsibility for causing/contributing to the problem, and 

3. The degree to which one benefitted from GHG-emissions. 

The ability to do something about mitigating climate change, engaging in adaptation, 

and/or assisting those who are most vulnerable to climate change induced problems is 

of some normative significance for nearly all writers in the field of political philosophy 

of climate change. The reference to ability might just be used to highlight that those 

without or with only very little capacity to actively engage in climate policies cannot be 

held to extensive duties. This is the intuition underlying claims that developing countries 

are entitled to keep on developing to eradicate severe poverty and to ensure 

opportunities for a decent life for their populations. A key concern for many climate 

justice theorists is that this issue cannot be discussed without regard to wider issues of 

global justice. One intuition here is that the wealthy ought to alleviate the plight of the 

poor to some extent simply because they can. The ability to pay principle (APP) is thus 

                                                           
12 In discussing any particular issue of justice it is possible to incorporate insights from the other 

perspectives into the one we favour and translate them into claims justified within our primary 

framework. Liberalism, for example, has been greatly enriched where theorists incorporated insights 

from (neo-) republicanism and recognition theory regarding what features we need to consider to 

ensure a truly impartial approach that recognises all (or at least more of the) normatively relevant 

differences. Nonetheless, given the fundamental different conceptualisation of the relevant equality 

defining the equal standing of the relevant parties of justice, there are limits as to what can be 

translated and incorporated from one framework into the other. 
13 See Agarwal and Narain (1991) for an important wake-up call as well as Henry Shue’s and Dieter 

Birnbacher’s early writings on these issues, e.g. Shue (1992), Shue (1993) and others reprinted in Shue 

(2014b) and Birnbacher (1990) and (1993). 
14 For review articles summarising the debates, see e.g. Gardiner (2004), Hayward (2012), Schlosberg 

and Collins (2014) and Zellentin (2015a). 
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often also used to explain why rich nations are seen as having greater duties than other 

countries to engage with climate policy. 

However, this claim is often also (or alternatively) supported with reference to the res-

ponsibility for contributing to the problem that many rich countries have given their 

high levels of GHG-emissions (both in the past and at present). The basic idea ‘you break 

it, you pay for it’ has an intuitive pull and has given rise to the so-called polluter pays or 

contributor pays principle (PPP or CPP). There are however, a number of reasons why 

high levels of GHG-emissions do not always directly link to moral responsibility, 

blameworthiness, and/or liability for climate damages. This has partly to do with the 

difficulties of pinning down the causal relationship between particular emissions and specific 

damages caused by climate change. Moving from duties to compensate to a greater share in 

duties to mitigate does not make things that much easier either. The focus on 

responsibility also links to questions about who the relevant units are – individuals, states, 

corporations – and to what extent they can be seen as causing emissions in a manner 

that satisfies the criteria for attributing morally significant responsibility.15 

A third principle relevant in the context of distributing the duties relating to climate 

justice is about the benefits resulting from GHG-emissions: the beneficiary pays 

principle (BPP). The idea is that difficult questions of responsibility can be avoided by 

identifying those who – thanks to carbon intensive industries – received benefits and 

asking them to pass on some of these profits to those who suffered from the emissions 

that made these benefits possible. Authors here refer to theories relating to unjust 

enrichment. The BPP can also be linked to the idea of internalising the costs of relying 

on carbon intensive industries.16 Many accounts of climate justice seek to find ways of 

how to best combine these three concerns in a way that is theoretically convincing and 

practically feasible. 

A second set of concerns of the climate justice debate refers to the entanglement of 

climate justice with questions of intergenerational and global justice more widely 

conceived. The challenges posed by climate change have wide impacts relating to many 

further different aspects of justice such as the normative challenges of acting under 

uncertainty (ethics of risk); questions of responsibility (and liability) of individuals; 

states, corporate agents and unorganised collectives; normative aspects of institutional 

design; implications for gender justice and the treatment of minorities; concerns about 

our relationship to nature; the differences between ideal and non-ideal theorising; the 

role of empirical evidence in moral reasoning, etc. Nonetheless, the entanglement of 

climate justice with both concerns of intergenerational and global justice is most 

important as it affects every aspect of the debate. Some, like e.g. Caney argue that it is 

                                                           
15 See, e.g. the discussions in Bell (2011a), Caney (2005a), Duus-Otterström (2013), Gosseries (2004), 

Jamieson (2010), Meyer and Roser (2010), Neumayer (2000), Page (1999), Schinkel (2011), 

Vanderheiden (2008), and Zellentin (2014). 
16 Key texts in this debate are e.g. Butt (2014), Caney (2005b), Goodin (2013), and Page (2011). 
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therefore impossible to develop a satisfactory account of climate justice without a more 

general theory of justice spanning a much wider range of issues.17 

Three critiques of the current debate 

A frequent critique of these climate justice debates expressed by people both inside and 

outside the field is that they are too abstract and academic to be of any use in the real 

world. The claim is that the principles of climate justice developed here are – despite (or 

maybe because of) their diligent attempt to take into account all normatively relevant 

considerations – too much caught up in ideal theory. This is particularly obvious when 

looking at discussions surrounding the Non-Identity-Problem (NIP) or other 

philosophical mind games of advanced pernicketiness.18  

One element of this critique is that truly figuring out what exactly justice would require 

with regard to ‘who does what’ takes too long given that action is needed now to prevent 

seriously bad outcomes.19 In response some work now focuses on identifying normative 

criteria that we might legitimately put on the back burner given the urgency of the issue. 

Such proposals include arguments about why we can – for the moment – disregard 

worries that principles like the APP might not always provide fully convincing reasons 

for attributing duties. 20  Other approaches highlight that while borrowing from the 

future might be problematic from the perspective of inter-generational justice, this 

might still be the much lesser of two evils given the need to act on climate change now 

(before irreversible trigger points are reached).21  

A second version of the ideal-theory critique claims that political philosophers usually 

develop principles by asking how the duties should be distributed if we could expect all 

or at least most of the relevant parties to actually abide by their duties. This expectation 

is blatantly unrealistic in the context of climate policy where some of the most important 

players are very vocal about their resistance to demanding climate policies.22 Having an 

                                                           
17 See, most prominently, Caney (2012). 
18 The NIP refers to a concern Parfit raised with regard to person affecting ethics. If someone’s 

existence depended on actions the outcome of which she is now considered to be harmed by, can we 

really say she was harmed by these actions? If we understand harming as making someone worse off 

than they would otherwise be, someone with a minimally decent life cannot be seen as harmed by an 

event without which she would not even have been conceived and born as the unique individual she 

is. Given the pervasive effects of carbon intensive technologies and the intergenerational character of 

climate change, this is seen a concern for climate justice and there are numerous approaches to 

address the concern. See Parfit (1984) for the initial debate, Roberts (2015) for a general overview. 

See e.g. Meyer (2003), Moellendorf (2014), and Page (2006) for some of the key discussions in the 

context of climate change. 
19 See e.g. Caney (2014), Shue (2014a), Shue (2016a), and Shue (2016b). 
20See e.g. Shue (2016b). 
21 See e.g. Caney (2010a) and Shue (forthcoming). 

22 Especially given that there are powerful agents denying the scientific consensus regarding anthro-

pogenic climate change in its entirety. 
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account of what justice would demand under circumstances of full compliance thus 

seems unhelpful. Some argue that such an account is relevant for identifying what we 

should aim for and which second best pragmatic solutions might be justifiable and 

recommended for now. Others claim that they are not even useful for that purpose.23 It 

is clear, however, that even if they are considered as providing guidelines for any 

solutions for the currently urgent questions of climate policy, abstract philosophical 

principles still cannot be directly translated into policy recommendations. Without 

additional – empirically sound – work on how to operationalise these criteria, they are 

of very little practical use here and now. The response to these critiques is twofold. Some 

writers consider the challenge of addressing non-compliance and preventing free-riding 

by demanding suitable institutional arrangements.24 There is also an emerging body of 

non-ideal theory trying to propose and/or analyse more concrete policy options within 

the current international system such as e.g. carbon trading, carbon taxation, etc. from 

a normative perspective.25 

While these kinds of critiques are important, this paper discusses a different possible 

critique of the current approaches in climate justice. In conversations with practitioners 

and colleagues from other disciplines I came across the worry that analytical philosophy 

has ruined the climate justice debate.26 I do not think that this critique really concerns 

the meta-debate about analytical versus continental philosophy. Rather, my impression 

is that people are concerned that the current academic debate on climate justice 

implicitly relies on a particular approach to justice, namely justice as impartiality. The 

worry is that this individualist rights-based approach might not be able address some 

key issues in debates on climate policy. As I do not know of a fully developed critique of 

this kind, I explain in the following a) why one could consider the current debate as 

committed to ‘justice as impartiality’ and b) why this understanding of justice might pose 

particular challenges for developing a practically feasible approach to climate policy. 

Later, I will add concerns raised from approaches to justice that focus on non-

domination and mutual recognition. 

As briefly introduced above, justice as impartiality seeks to realise and protect the equal moral 

standing that all persons are entitled to through an appropriate regime of individual rights. 

This includes four distinct commitments: 

1. Individuals are the ultimate unit of moral concern, 

2. Individual autonomy is of great value, and 

3. Impartiality is a cornerstone of justice, 

4. Justice is realised through rights.27 

                                                           
23 See e.g. Sen (2009). 

24 See, e.g. Heyward and Roser (2016: Part I) 

25 See, e.g. Caney (2010b), Heyward and Roser (2016: Part II), and Steininger et al. (2014). 

26 See, e.g. von Lucke (2017). 
27  See Eriksen (2016: 13-15) on the centrality of (human) rights, individualism and the value of 

autonomy, and the desirability and possibility of impartiality. 



Alexa Zellentin 

GLOBUS Research Paper 1/2018 10 

There are numerous different positions within the debate about what justice demands 

in the context of climate change, inspired by egalitarian, sufficientarian, utilitarian, 

pragmatist, and other accounts. Nonetheless, much of the debate is united in affirming 

the four key elements of justice as impartiality mentioned above. This is unsurprising 

given that Eriksen’s justice as impartiality describes a broad family of liberal theories 

and most current contributions to the academic climate justice debate are motivated by 

a broadly liberal approach. Indeed, it seems that most are influenced by some version of 

liberal cosmopolitanism. 

One key assumption shared by justice as impartiality and the current climate justice 

debates is that the relevant unit of moral concern are individuals: climate change is a 

matter of justice because it impacts on the rights of individuals. Where we move from 

considering the rights and duties of individuals to those of nations, states, or other 

agents, careful discussion as to how these relate back to the rights and duties of 

individuals is seen as necessary. 28  Collective agents are relevant for the debates on 

climate change but only insofar as they impact on, or are in some sense constituted by, 

individual moral agents.  

This links also to the great value that is attributed to the idea of individual autonomy 

and its flipside individual responsibility. There is an underlying assumption that 

individual agents ought to have as much autonomy regarding their life choices as 

compatible with an overall fair regime that protects everyone’s autonomy. There is also 

an assumption that individual responsibility matters greatly as the idea that people 

ought to be free to shape their lives as they see fit involves the idea that they ought to 

take responsibility for the consequences of these choices. Below, I will explain how this 

leads to further challenges with regard to the tensions between procedural and sub-

stantive justice, and thus might be another obstacle for making climate justice relevant 

for climate policy, which must by its nature focus on procedures that can be implemented. 

As the name suggests, the most important feature of ‘justice as impartiality’ is the very 

idea of impartiality. This is also its most controversial feature and in so far as the climate 

justice debate shares this commitment, it is vulnerable to the same concerns. The basic 

idea is that one ought to treat similar cases alike and different cases differently. I deem 

this to be one of the most uncontroversial claims in moral philosophy. However, things 

get immediately difficult once one asks which cases really are alike and what kind of 

differences are normatively significant. As the brief summary of the climate debates 

show, climate ethicists assume that there is a list of some features that objectively make 

a difference to the normative evaluation of the situation: contribution to the problem 

matters, capacity to do something about a problem matters, the receipt of undeserved 

benefits or burdens matters, fundamental needs matters (especially when phrased in 

terms of fundamental human rights), etc. The assumption is that the relevant factors can 

                                                           
28  See, e.g. Caney’s (2005a) critique that we need a normative rather than a simple feasibility 

argument on why we should focus on the responsibility of states rather than on the responsibility of 

individuals in. 
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be identified in every situation and can be combined into an appropriate normative 

framework that gives us objective normative criteria to evaluate the issue at stake. As 

will be discussed below, how objective such frameworks really are is questionable. 

The final key characteristic of justice as impartiality – its aim of developing an 

appropriate framework of rights and duties – is also omnipresent in the political theory 

debate on climate policy. As described above, the focus of the current debate is to develop 

a framework that identifies who ought to do what to prevent human suffering caused by 

climatic changes. While the principles mentioned above seem to suggest a duty based 

approach (duties based on contribution, on ability to pay, on benefitting etc.), a closer 

look immediately shows that the starting point is the question of how to raise the 

resourced needed to ensure that people get the support they are owed. Some articles are 

indirect about these foundations, others address the question of (human) rights in the 

context of climate change directly.29 What is also typical of these approaches to justice is 

that they aim to identify how a just distribution of the relevant rights and duties might 

look like. As will be discussed below, there might be good reasons to challenge this focus 

on substantive distributive justice and demand more attention for questions of 

procedural and relational justice. 

In the following I will take a closer look at three challenges to the current climate justice 

debate. The approaches focusing on non-domination and mutual recognition might be 

helpful in identifying blind spots in the current climate justice debate standing in the 

way of linking it to the concerns actually relevant in climate negotiations. The first 

challenge relates the current debate’s focus on individuals. This challenge has two 

elements a) the focus on individuals, and b) the emphasis on substantive distributive 

justice over procedural justice. The second challenge takes on the idea of impartiality 

itself. Once more there are two versions of this challenge: a) are there any universal 

values? and b) is impartiality possible in the real world? The third challenge is the 

question of whether a system of rights really is the best response to the vulnerabilities 

linked to climate change. This critique leads back to the worry that the current debate 

over-emphasise substantive justice over procedural and relational justice. 

Challenging the focus on individuals  

As mentioned above, the current debates consider individuals as the ultimate unit of 

moral concern and assume that individual autonomy (and its material preconditions) is 

one of the most important values in our moral universe. Furthermore, the idea of 

individual autonomy and thus individual agency cannot be separated from concerns 

about individual responsibility. With regard to climate change this raises difficult 

questions as to which choices of individuals contribute to climate change and which 

responsibilities they therefore have. This angle is discussed controversially within 

current debates since when looking at climate change as a whole, individual 

                                                           
29 See, e.g. Bell (2011a), Caney (2009), Hayward (2007), and Hiskes (2009). 
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responsibilities could either seem overwhelmingly demanding or nearly meaningless.30 

As long as we hold on to the idea that ought implies can, no individual can have an 

individual duty to stop climate change. What then, can we legitimately expect of 

individuals?  

Climate change is a complex collective action problem: all contributions in terms of 

emitting GHGs or depleting natural carbon sinks (land use change, deforestation etc.) 

matter in terms of making the overall outcome worse. However, some actions involved 

are not appropriate subjects for moral evaluation at all (breathing, farting etc.). Some 

actions are at the very least perfectly excusable (cooking, heating, cooling, getting 

around for important purposes etc.). Many actions might not be strictly speaking 

necessary, but are essential elements of what we consider a normally good life – at least 

in the Western world (getting around in a personal car, the occasional holiday and/or 

international conference, imported foods and goods, an occasional Sunday roast).31 

Some of these things could be realised by use of less carbon intensive methods, however, 

often these matters are not easily in the hand of individuals.32 Rather ensuring that these 

alternatives are within easy reach for individuals depends on societal efforts to e.g. have 

a suitable public transport net, advancing clean energy, establishing energy efficiency 

standards, and generally structuring society in such a manner that people can achieve 

personal, economic, and professional goals without putting undue burdens on the 

climatic system. Current accounts of individual duties therefore often promote some life-

style changes and/or offsetting but ultimately focus on people’s role as citizen and the 

duty to work towards societal and political change.33 

One of the challenges that the climate justice debates currently face in this respect is the 

discrepancy between  

1. An overall account of what needs to happen to keep climate change from 

imposing unacceptably high risks and burdens, and  

2. The question what individuals can and ought to do in this regard.  

                                                           
30 See all the papers engaging in argumentative acrobatics to address the objection that individual’s 

contributions to climate change are insignificant and that on our own none of us has any identifiable 

impact (good or bad) on the climate. While the empirical claim is to some degree contested, writers 

definitely feel compelled to pre-emptively address it and to square the commitment to individual 

responsibility as foundation of morality with the fact that climate change is a collective action problem. 

Examples can be found e.g. in Baatz (2014), Broome (2012), Cripps (2013), Schinkel (2011), and 

Sinnott-Armstrong (2005). For further debates see also the discussions on responsibility for climate 

change discussed more widely above in footnote 15. 
31 This is to suggest, that while the distinction between survival/subsistence emissions and luxury 

emissions is clear and valid, there is a grey area of submissions that are not essential for subsistence 

but not really luxuries that we can easily do without given our societal context. For the key distinction, 

see Agarwal and Narain (1991) and Shue (1993). 
32 See, e.g. Meyer and Sanklecha (2011). 
33See most explicitly Maltais (2013). 
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While the first debate looks at justice as a particular outcome, the second debate focuses 

on what individuals must (not) do. The two approaches do not necessarily add up. If we 

start by identifying what needs to happen and try to break that down to individual duties 

we end up with one account of the duties of individuals. This might require more than 

we feel reasonable to impose on people. If, on the other hand, we start from an account 

what we might reasonably expect individuals to have duties (not) to do, we might end 

up with a different account of what climate justice can hope to achieve overall, and thus 

with a different understanding of what climate justice means. Part of the critique that 

the academic debates on climate justice are unhelpful in practice relates to the 

difficulties associated with either approach. Trying to break down the overall ‘this needs 

to happen for climate justice’ into individual duties is far from straight-forward, and 

neither is trying to identify the duties of individuals based on their individual capacities 

and opportunities and adding them up to a potential climate policy.  

Furthermore, it is this underlying emphasis on individual agency, which invites all the 

philosophical problems relating to person affecting ethics, the intricacies of attributing 

morally significant responsibility, and the NIP. Another worry is that this approach of 

oscillating between individual duties and desirable outcomes of collective decisions in 

designing a fair scheme of burden-sharing neglects the usual – hopefully democratic – 

process of how any such scheme could be realised. Many climate ethicists accept and 

promote a duty to vote ‘green’, but there is a tension between promoting a particularly 

well defended conception of substantive justice and the commitments to democracy and 

procedural justice.34 This general tension is particularly strong in the context of climate 

change, given that we have good reasons to assume that democratic institutions often 

find it hard to promote measures involving costs here and now for the sake of benefits 

in far away places and times. 35 From the point of view of individual rights to political 

participation there are strong reasons to demand democratic decision-making. From the 

perspective of desiring effective solutions, democracy – in its current form – might not 

be the best tool to realise an internationally and intergenerationally fair outcome. 

The final concern relating to the emphasis on individuals regards the question of 

whether this commitment might constitute something like cultural imperialism, given 

that in non-Western cultures as well as in some sub-cultures within Western cultures 

the importance of individuals needs to be balanced against the importance of their res-

pective communities. This links to the second challenge. 

Challenging impartiality 

The second critique to be discussed here concerns the idea of impartiality and raises two 

distinct questions: 

                                                           
34  For an insightful and challenging general discussion of the tensions between philosophy and 

democracy, see Walzer (2003). 
35 See, e.g. Gardiner (2001), Gardiner (2011), and Wallimann-Helmer (2013). 
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1. Are there universal norms? 

2. Can there ever be a reasonable chance that human institutions would realise 

these norms in an impartial manner? 

Many contributors to the debates on climate justice are committed to the idea that there 

can be an impartial point of view that allows us to identify universally valid moral claims. 

They admit that – given epistemic problems – it might not always be possible to defend 

any view as the uncontroversial truth, but in theory if we just worked on it carefully 

listening to all relevant points of view we could approach some reflective equilibrium 

and identify one framework from which we can judge all proposals fairly. 36 No one 

argues that all values are universal or that all moral questions can be resolved with 

reference to uncontroversial and universally valid moral claims. Rather, those 

demanding justice as impartiality usually presuppose what Rawls calls the fact of 

pluralism. Not only is there an empirical plurality of views on any normative issue but 

some of it is also reasonable. We assume that this disagreement is not merely the result 

of mistakes in reasoning but rather the consequence of different people having different 

but equally valid moral commitments on many moral issues. Impartiality is required 

precisely because there are different positions on what really matters.37 The background 

assumption is that the state ought to show equal respect and concern to all its citizens 

independent of their individual views on these issues. This commitment is seen as a 

meta-commitment directing behaviour in view of disagreement on moral issues. Many 

liberals follow Rawls in assuming that while there is considerable disagreement on some 

issues, it is nonetheless possible to identify reasonable agreement on some fundamental 

principles that help to organise the political sphere. They distinguish between matters 

of the right where universal values apply and matters of the good, where individual 

difference ought to be respected. The aim is to find a way to deal with our disagreements 

that is fair to all parties involved by securing some fundamental moral claims that are 

deemed indispensable for any civil engagement with one another. For the sphere of 

global justice – where most debates on climate justice are located – the focus is on 

human rights. Human rights are considered to be the core of an overlapping consensus 

that maps universal values or rather identify some universally accepted injustices that 

no one should have to suffer. However, despite all the signatures on human rights 

declarations, it is clear that human rights are not uncontested and that there is 

considerable disagreement as to the depth and breadth of their normative implications 

and demands.  

Many of the classic liberal accounts famous for emphasising the need for impartiality 

(both domestically and globally) are vulnerable to the objection that in identifying 

shared or universal commitments they overlook some relevant differences and 

overemphasise others. The claim is that some distinctions are based more on what is 

                                                           
36 On the idea of a reflective equilibrium, see Rawls (1999: §9) as well as Daniels (1979). 
37  See, most prominently, Rawls (1996). 
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considered as normal at a certain time and place (as opposed to new, foreign, or other-

wise different from the mainstream) than on what really has normative significance.38 

Thanks to the influence of feminist and multicultural critiques, contemporary liberal 

accounts often are much more aware of these dangers and much more nuanced in their 

evaluations than classical liberal accounts were. Nonetheless, there are good reasons to 

assume that there still are considerable blind-spots. One might, for example, worry 

about the predominantly Western focus of current debates on climate justice.39 As the 

normative assumptions driving the climate justice debate go well beyond basic human 

rights, this also raises the question whether academic climate ethics implicitly expresses 

cultural imperialism by evaluating an issue of global significance based on criteria whose 

normative significance is not globally accepted. The focus on individual rights as well as 

on individual agency and responsibility, for example, tends to be less central to non-

Western moral and political philosophies. This would mean that the intricate 

discussions about the NIP and other responsibility and individual agency related issues 

are even more useless for practical purposes than already assumed. However, it could 

also mean – and that is even more troubling – that these debates come at the expense of 

other normatively significant concerns. It is e.g. often pointed out that the distinction 

between ethics in the wider sense and justice as concerned only with what human beings 

owe to each other relies on a background theory where the interests of human beings are 

considered as more important than those of non-human animals and the environment 

in a wider sense. 

Approaches emphasising the need for mutual recognition and reciprocal justifications 

do not assume moral relativism. They claim, however, that a debate on universal values 

that is predominantly shaped by traditions of Western philosophy might not be best 

suited to convince those from other traditions that their work really identifies universal 

values. It is not necessary at this point to make meta-ethical claims about the possibility 

of universal values. Nor is it necessary to make epistemological claims about the 

likelihood of a bunch of people trained to think a certain way to identify all possible 

normatively significant features of a normative issue and to do so in a truly impartial 

manner. Although these questions certainly arise on the academic as well as on the 

political level.40 The key claim that proponents of mutual recognition make is that it is 

necessary to actively engage with others and their reasoning to ensure that their 

concerns are actually responded to and any normative claims are actually validated 

though an appropriate discursive process. As Forst puts it, there is a basic right to 

justification, which requires a reflexive approach that goes beyond claims regarding a 

hypothetical agreement behind a veil of ignorance. 41  For thinkers in this tradition 

                                                           
38 See, e.g. the critiques of liberal neutrality such as Arneson (2003), Raz (1986), Sher (1996), and 

Wall (1998). Note that most of these critiques not only claim that neutrality is impossible but also that 

it is undesirable. 
39 See, e.g. Wong (2015, 2016) on how current debates on the ethics of geo-engineering omit concerns 

that are important from a non-Western perspective. 
40See e.g. Okin (1998). 
41 See Forst (2010, 2011).  
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procedural, relational, and/or political justice must take priority before issues of 

distributive justice (even where this distribution involves the allocation of fundamental 

entitlements such as human rights).42 Obviously, the normative commitments of mutual 

recognition rule out certain forms of distribution (especially those that flatly deny parti-

cipation rights to some agents), but it is nonetheless important to remember that the 

foundational ideas relate to norms of sociability, ways of how we ought to interact, rather 

than a particular set of rights (that might be seen like possessions). The idea is that 

claiming to possess an objective or impartial point of view shows disrespect for those 

who disagree and that we should therefore engage in the actual struggle to develop an 

interpersonal view. Given that even the foundational norms of interaction (beyond the 

basic right to be given a justification) are developed in continuous dialogue with all 

relevant parties, this approach is considerably less vulnerable to the challenge of ethno-

centrism than the traditional liberal approaches that all seem to rely on some 

commitment to the value of individual autonomy. This means – to come back to the 

distinctions at the outset of this paper - that in this view the equal standing of normative 

agents requires their involvement in the process of identifying the values for and the 

normative significant features of the situation they are faced with. With regard to climate 

policy this would demand taking the concerns by indigenous groups seriously, even 

where their worries, for example, about the cultural impacts of a changing environment 

cannot be easily translated into traditional human rights language.43 It would further-

more require the debate on climate justice to be considerably more concerned with the 

procedural aspects of developing climate policy. 

The second way of challenging the impartiality element of justice as impartiality is that 

that some important obstacles to finding the best account of what is morally required 

have nothing to do with meta-ethical worries about the existence of universal norms or 

epistemic difficulties. Rather, it bears witness to how power differentials and 

relationships shaped by domination tend to distort such processes. On the political level 

it is clear that power dynamics in international relations have a considerable impact on 

any framework of international norms and laws. Those committed to the idea of justice 

as impartiality are not naïve with regard to the influence of power. It is precisely because 

we perceive that different agents are to different degrees vulnerable to a) the effects of 

climate change, b) any undesirable economic side effects of mitigation, and c) political 

pressures of other states, that we consider a global system of fundamental rights as a 

more promising strategy to entrusting these issues to normal political bargaining.44 

From the point of view of those worrying about domination and recognition, however, 

there is reasonable doubt that accounts focusing predominantly (if not exclusively) on a 

rights framework can ever fully address the all-encompassing influence of power and/or 

                                                           
42 See e.g. Fraser (2005). 
43 For relevant insights, emerging debates and attempts to translate some of the relevant concerns 

into the language of justice as impartiality, see e.g. Bridges and McClatchey (2009), Heyward (2014), 

Milton (1996), Perrett (1998), Westra (2008, 2009) and Zellentin (2015a). 
44 See Shue (2014b: 21) for a powerful re-capitulation of this reasoning 
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subtle forms of misrecognition. 45  Some agents are much more involved in the 

implementation of any framework of rights and thus have more influence than others 

on the evaluation of which and how normatively significant features pen out in the 

particular situation at stake. This leads to potential biases even in the empirically 

unlikely case that this framework itself were adequately based on truly universal norms. 

This suggests, that any framework of rights needs to be institutionalised in a manner 

that ensures transparency, wide participation and other measures likely to unveil and 

address instances of undue bias or influence. This coincides with the importance of 

political justice in the sense of institutions designed to secure accountability.46 

On a deeper level, critical theory furthermore points out that even theoretical debates on 

ideal theory are shaped by the fact that power dynamics influence the access to and 

evaluation of relevant information. As thinkers influenced by Foucault note, the very 

language in which values as well as observations about normatively significant features 

are expressed, influences their content to some degree. The implication for the climate 

justice debate is the demand that the debate is to be much more inclusive and much 

more critical regarding the own traditions of writing and thinking academically about 

matters of justice. Once more the focus is on procedure rather than actual outcomes. 

Challenging the emphasis on rights  

The third challenge adds a further dimension to the critique of an impartial system of 

rights, this time not focusing on the challenge of impartiality, but rather on the nature 

of rights. Most approaches within the wide field of justice as impartiality see funda-

mental rights as the safety-net to ensure that the preconditions for active participation 

in any form of self-determination are secured and that there is no undue domination 

undermining such basic protections. 47  However, recognition theory highlights that 

rights by their very nature can only protect us from some threats to our autonomy and 

well-being but not from others.  

An example might illustrate the importance of this point in the context of climate justice. 

One of the issues where climate negotiations tend to stall is the question of historical 

responsibility. Within the political theory debates this is mostly taken up as a principle 

of distributive justice potentially requiring compensation due to some emitting more 

than their fair share of the limited emissions budget that must not be exceeded if we 

want to prevent global warming. As mentioned before, this leads to complicated debates 

about historical responsibility for overusing a resource that initially was not considered 

                                                           
45 For a helpful distinction between imbalance of power, dependency, and arbitrary power, see 

Laborde and Ronzoni (2016: 280f).  
46The (Neo-)republican tradition is full of proposals as to how to ensure accountability through the 

vigilang participation of the relevant affected agents. Think, e.g. of Pettit’s (2000) proposals regarding 

contestatory democracy or Laborde and Ronzoni (2016) provisions for preventing domination in 

international relations. 
47 For the classical version of this argument, see Shue (1996). 
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as limited or sparse. However, the main moral outrage regarding this issue relates to the 

fact that some important players, notably the US, take a position that seems to add insult 

to injury for developing countries. They demand that all countries (independent of their 

past contribution and current state of development) contribute to mitigation efforts 

while each country is responsible to deal with the costs linked to adaptation and loss and 

damage that occur on its territory (independent of where the emissions causing these 

problems originated from). This leads to worries about stunting development and delays 

in the fight against poverty. 48 Where responsibilities are to be differentiated at all this is 

due to ability to pay rather than contribution. Background considerations make matters 

even worse. Given that they developed later and less extensively, most developing coun-

tries up to now contributed considerably less to the problem of climate change than 

industrialised ones. At the same time, these countries often lack the infrastructure, tech-

nology, and resources to adapt effectively and thus prevent climatic changes from 

turning into humanitarian crises. Furthermore, some of this imbalance in wealth can be 

linked to consequences of colonial histories as well as exploitative trends in the global 

economic system.49 This means that the US position is that those who contributed least 

but are most vulnerable (both to the effects of climate change itself as well as to the 

economic costs associated with mitigation efforts) are to be treated the same in terms of 

their obligations as those who contributed most and are least vulnerable.  

This, quite clearly neglects normatively significant differences. Rights based approaches 

can address many relevant factors here: the issue of fair distributions, the idea of rights 

to development, concerns about historical and economic justice. However, each of these 

debates gets technical and complicated very quickly and the careful analysis regarding 

the best understanding of fair shares, adequate protections for subsistence, and 

historical responsibilities, etc. diverts attention away from the outrageousness of the 

situation as a whole. What seems particularly problematic here is that demanding a 

system that treats all parties the same seems to be based on the commitment to respect 

others as self-determined, independent equals while at the same time ensuring that 

these others remain in a vulnerable position that leaves them open to domination. After 

a long history of colonialist interventions falsely proclaiming to be for the good of those 

colonised, this raises serious doubts regarding the integrity (let alone impartiality) of 

any normative theory that proclaims these ideas as its own. Rights based approaches can 

address many of the factors that contribute to the undesirable outcome of vulnerability, 

but they are hard pressed to address the issue of disrespect that seems to be at the heart 

of this issue. To make use of the protections that a rights based system offers here, the 

developing countries have to identify themselves as victims: they have to demand not to 

be treated as free and equal partners, but as vulnerable and deserving special protections 

though an impartial third party.  

                                                           
48 For a detailed critique of the US stance, see Shue (1992) reprinted as Shue (2014b: Chapter 1). 
49 Shue (ibid.) uses the term compounding injustices to identify chain reactions where past injustices 

link to unfair vulnerabilities at later stages.  
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Recognition theory offers tools to analyse this situation by distinguishing between self-

respect, self-esteem, and self-love.50 Treating people as free and equal right-bearers is 

the appropriate way to ensure the social bases of self-respect, however self-respect is 

only one important precondition for autonomy and thus agency. According to 

recognition theorists, individuals also require social relationships that foster (or at the 

very least do not undermine) self-esteem and self-love to be in a position where they are 

not faced with challenges to their agency that they should not have to face. This is to say that 

the focus here is not on psychological assumptions regarding the preconditions of agency as 

such as there are instances where people act autonomously under the most challenging 

circumstances. Rather, the emphasis is that normatively speaking, no one should be in 

the situation where they have to navigate life without some reassurance that they have a 

certain status as a) an object of concern (linked to love), b) a responsible agent (linked 

to respect), and c) a valued contributor to shared projects (linked to esteem).51  

While it is problematic to simply project such claims from the individual level to the 

realm of international relations, it does not seem implausible to argue that some of the 

outrage about proposals that leave developing countries doubly disadvantaged can be 

explained with reference to the blatant disregard such proposals have for vulnerabilities 

that characterise the position of the developing countries. There is a formal show of 

respect in the sense of considering developing countries as equal and responsible global 

players. However, this respect is to a considerable degree undermined by the disregard 

shown to the historical injustices that mean that they are now in a more vulnerable 

position with regard to the challenges of climate change as well as in a weaker position 

in the negotiations. This is particularly true when developing countries furthermore 

have to ask for help from affluent countries as a matter of voluntarily given development 

aid despite the fact that both their lack of resources and the challenges that they 

currently face are to some (considerable) degree caused by the agents that are formally 

free to graciously grant them aid (or not). Again, justice as impartiality’s commitment to 

fundamental rights can considerably improve the situation by insisting on a wider 

framework of global justice integrating climate justice, intergenerational justice, 

historical justice, etc. However, what it cannot offer is a way to conceptualise (let alone 

institutionalise) the dimension of loving concern that is so obviously lacking. Injuries 

below the level of actual rights violations are hard to capture for approaches relying on 

a clear distinction between the right and the good, even where such micro-aggressions 

and instances of disrespect add up to have considerable impact in terms of demoralising 

others. Again, while these ideas have considerable plausibility on the individual level, it 

is not entirely clear if they can be applied in a similar manner in the context of 

international relations. But this is the point critiques make about criticising the focus of 

distributive justice over procedural, political, and relational justice. Negotiations after 

all happen among human beings – people who are under considerable pressure as they 

are called to represent others and to try to defend their interests, people who will have 

to stand up for the deals they might (not) have gotten. It would be unlikely to think that 

                                                           
50 For this section, I mostly rely on the interpretation proposed in Anderson and Honneth (2004). 
51 (Ibid: 131). 
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disrespectful behaviour (including faux shows of respect for formally ‘equal’ partners 

while completely disregarding normatively significant features of the situation) will not 

have some influence on the process of negotiating.  

However, while this analysis might help us to understand some of the worries regarding 

the mismatch of issues discussed in the academic climate justice literature and what 

those in the negotiations might consider as normatively significant about the situation, 

there is no easy solution. Most of the literature on recognition theory focuses pre-

dominantly on the relationships of individuals within the institutions shaping the dom-

estic sphere. Both translating the analysis and developing appropriate responses for the 

sphere of global justice requires a lot further work. 

Conclusion 

This paper argued that approaches to justice that emphasise the importance of non-

domination and mutual recognition can offer perspectives that shed light on some of the 

blind spots of the academic debate on climate justice. As this debate is predominantly 

shaped in terms of substantive conceptions of (distributive) justice, it sometimes seems 

to be out of touch with the issues regarding procedural, political, and relational justice 

that arise in climate negotiations. In particular, more nuanced understandings of 

interdependency, impartiality, and disrespect might offer insights into normatively 

significant features of the situation that ought to be considered in climate negotiations 

by highlighting aspects of relational justice. Nonetheless, the discussion above showed 

that climate justice cannot do without a rights-based framework that protects 

fundamental interests and the pre-conditions for free and equal participation. In other 

words, the commitment to an ideally impartial system of fundamental rights is a 

necessary but not sufficient condition for climate justice. Concern for procedural justice 

in terms of wider participation in the framing of the normative demands and the 

institutional realisations as well as more nuanced institutional design countering 

potential sources of domination are demands that are added to (rather than replace) the 

task of identifying rights that safeguard basic protections for all human beings. The main 

task of climate justice is after all to prevent climatic changes resulting in humanitarian 

catastrophes and thus to set up whatever safeguards we can to protect those most vulnerable. 

Furthermore, it seems likely that some of the insights on non-domination and mutual 

recognition might be helpful to better understand the normative concerns of many 

agents actively involved in the negotiations and thus might help the process of negoti-

ating itself. Nonetheless, it is not clear whether a more nuanced and more demanding 

understanding of climate justice which involves political, procedural, and relational 

aspects in addition to key distributive issues is more likely to be realised with the speed 

needed given the urgency of the problems than current proposals.  
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