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Abstract 
Calls for climate justice abound as evidence accumulates of the growing social and environmental 
injustices aggravated or driven by climate change. There is now a considerable and diverse 
literature on procedural, distributional and intergenerational dimensions, including questions of 
recognition in climate justice. Yet its meaning, scope and practical implications are still contested. 
Importantly, the broader landscape within which climate justice is situated is rapidly changing, 
bringing new challenges to the understanding and practice of climate justice. This review takes 
stock of climate justice literature in view of this new context. We find several disconnects and 
tensions between more philosophical and academic treatments of the subject on the one hand, 
and ‘activist’-oriented approaches to climate justice on the other. Scholarship often falls into silos 
around scales from global and local, between mitigation and adaptation or draws distinction 
between climate justice and other forms of  (in)justice. This inhibits an understanding of climate 
justice that can address more directly its underlying root causes in an historically constituted global 
economic system and intersecting set of social inequalities. We propose a research agenda centred 
on a transformative approach to climate justice, placing analysis of power in its various guises at 
the centre of its enquiry,  and subverting and moving beyond existing distinctions by focusing on 
the social and institutional relations and inequalities that both produce climate change and 
profoundly shape responses to it. We elaborate on three key strands of such an approach: inclusive 
climate justice, deepening climate justice and governance for climate justice.   

1. INTRODUCTION: THE CHANGING LANDSCAPE OF CLIMATE JUSTICE 

 
For more than 30 years, the term ‘climate justice’ has been used to account for and contest how 
climate change is having the most severe effects on those with the least responsibility for causing 
it, and who, at the same time, are often excluded from decision-making processes regarding 
responses to the problem, whether with regard to climate mitigation or adaptation. There is now 
a considerable – and growing – literature on procedural, distributional and intergenerational 
dimensions of climate justice, including on questions of recognition (Schlosberg and Collins 2014; 
Harris 2019; Caney 2014). Yet the meaning, scope and practical implications of climate justice are 
still contested, reflecting the fact that the causes and effects of climate change, as well as efforts to 
tackle it, continue to raise new ethical, equity and rights issues around responsibility and 
compensation, and ensuring that responses to the climate crisis are both just as well as rapid.  
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At the same time, the broader landscape within which climate justice is being pursued is rapidly 
changing. With the rise of populism, new threats to democracy and multilateralism, geopolitical 
reconfigurations and the ongoing Covid-19 pandemic, space for the pursuit of climate justice is 
facing new strains (Leach et al. 2021). In the climate negotiations, there has been increasing 
attention to issues of loss and damage, the importance of ‘just transitions’ and dealing with the 
justice implications of new approaches such as nature-based solutions, negative emissions 
technologies and geo-engineering. In academia, there has also been a much-needed move towards 
decolonising existing scholarship and foregrounding work produced by scholars from the majority 
world (Sultana 2019). This highlights the need to move away from a universalist philosophy of 
justice in general and climate justice in particular, rooted in Northern traditions, and towards more 
diverse understandings of ‘climate justice’ including those grounded in praxis and pluriversality 
which recognise and value multiple cultures, subjective representations and practices of well-being, 
justice and sustainability across the globe (Kothari et al. 2019). 
 
This review aims to take stock of existing scholarship and research on diverse understandings of 
climate justice in view of this new landscape. We find there is often a disconnect between more 
academic and philosophical treatments of the subject (Caney 2014; Harris 2019) and ‘activist’-
oriented approaches to climate justice (Bond 2010), even as others try to bridge the two 
(Schlosberg 2007). Scholarship also often falls into silos around scales from global to local without 
sufficient attention to the links between them (Fisher 2015; Newell and Bumpus 2012), between 
mitigation and adaptation, when the two are intimately connected, and around the interaction of 
climate justice with other forms of justice and injustice which are often magnified as a result. Based 
on the review, we propose a research agenda based on a transformative approach to climate justice, 
which places analysis of power in its various guises at the centre of its enquiry. We argue that 
understanding and engagement with climate justice needs to focus on the social and institutional 
relations and inequalities which produce climate change and profoundly shape responses to it. 
Attending to these is vital to the sustainability, effectiveness and social acceptability of responses 
to climate change.  
 
It is power, in other words, that needs to be confronted and transformed.  
Part of what we see as a deliberate neglect of more transformative approaches to climate justice 
then is precisely the degree of change and the redistributions of power and resources they require 
away from the powerful incumbent actors that currently benefit from the dominant organisation 
of the economy and the place of fossil fuels within it. While the language of justice appears 
routinely in policy and legal documents, considerable effort is invested in ensuring that the 
practices and enactments of justice are compatible with and non-threatening to concentrations of 
elite power and dominant orthodoxies about structures of ownership and capitalism. 
 
We argue that a more transformative approach is useful for three reasons: first, it helps provide a 
stronger integration of social justice with the causes of and responses to climate change;  second, 
it helps in analysing and engaging with not only the roots of climate change in economic and social 
injustices, which are often racial, gendered and class-based in origin, but also how they are affected 
and enacted at various scales and across different domains, transgressing distinctions between 
mitigation and adaptation. Such an approach seeks to relate discussions of ‘justice needs’ as they 
are expressed in particular symptoms of social exclusion or maladaptation, for example, to their 
causes in the way economic and political systems are organised. ‘Causes’ in this sense are not 
amorphous, asocial, apolitical and ahistorical phenomena in the way they are described in climate 
models (Mehta et al 2019), but rather embedded in concentrated patterns of economic and political 
power which systematically produce highly uneven consequences observable in the visible 
symptoms of climate change. Third, it enables us to operationalise climate justice in academic 
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research and move beyond normative theorising based on a closer engagement between disciplines  
as well as between academic and activist scholarship and praxis. Towards this end, we suggest that 
a focus on transformative climate justice usefully directs attention to the need to disrupt power 
relations and shift decision-making processes, which lock-in and reproduce climate injustices.  
 
Methodologically, this review draws in particular on place-based literature on existing patterns of 
resource injustice and social inequality, to show how climate change exposes, as well as intersects 
with and often magnifies and deepens existing patterns of injustice. While there is a substantial 
literature on understanding patterns of injustice in the global South, these often emanate from the 
perspective of the global North. Hence, our approach is also informed by more applied, yet 
neglected, scholarship on the lived experience of climate injustice, especially on the part of 
excluded groups in the global South, to suggest future directions for the study of climate justice 
that are more transformative in orientation.  
 
The rest of this paper is organised as follows: We first trace the trajectories of the concept of 
climate justice and outline existing and emerging conceptual debates about climate justice (section 
2), guided by bigger questions of justice for whom, for what, and how? From this, we identify 
some key gaps in existing literatures and illustrate how transformative justice can potentially 
address them (section 3). This is followed by setting out a potential scholarly and policy relevant 
research agenda for transformative climate justice research (section 4), before we conclude with 
some closing remarks (section 5).  

2. TAKING STOCK: CLIMATE JUSTICE TODAY  

 
Justice issues have underpinned climate change discussions since before the United Nations 
Framework Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC) was established in 1992, but attention to 
climate justice has expanded significantly over recent years. Climate justice has a diverse historical 
trajectory, but is typically understood either as justice in relation to the responsibility for climate 
change and its impacts, or as justice regarding the effects of responses to climate change. Some 
point to the ‘triple injustices’ of climate change: that the people least responsible for carbon 
emissions are also those most vulnerable to its impacts, while at the same time are often further 
disadvantaged by responses to climate change which may either reproduce or worsen current 
inequalities (UNRISD 2016; Krause 2018). While the term ‘climate justice’ was coined in 1989 
(Schlosberg and Collins 2014), its precursors go back much further. Reviews of contemporary 
climate justice debates highlight several different areas of relevant work, including the capability 
approach (Alves and Mariano 2018), just transitions (Heffron and McCauley 2018), climate equity 
(Pottier, Godard and Hourcade 2017), environmental justice, basic human rights, and fairness in 
the formation and implementation of international regimes (Roberts and Parks 2016, Umbers and 
Moss 2020). We outline three key spheres - and the tensions therein - that have shaped the 
contours of climate justice since the early 1990s.  

2.1 Three spheres of climate justice 

Justice in the international regime: This is embodied in the UNFCCC from 1992 through its adoption 
of a ‘polluter pays’ principle as well as the inclusion of the principle of ‘common but differentiated 
responsibilities and respective capabilities’ (CBDR-RC), in Articles 3(1) and 4(1). These principles 
underline the state’s obligation to avoid dangerous climate change while recognising that 
responsibility to address them is unequal across countries (Okereke 2008). Closely related to this 
is the recognition of the differential vulnerability and impacts of climate change across different 
countries and social groups, and the responsibility of the main emitters to provide funding to 
support those that are most vulnerable and have the fewest resources and least capacity to adapt 
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(Adger et al 2006). Over recent years, justice dimensions loom large in discussions under the 
Warsaw International Mechanism for Loss and Damage associated with Climate Change Impacts 
(WIM) set up at COP19 in 2013 (e.g., Adelman, 2016; Wallimann-Helmer, 2015).   
 
Activist contributions to climate justice: From the 1990s onwards, various civil society groups also started 
to mobilise around the issue of the ‘climate debts’ of countries of the global North towards those 
in the global South (e.g. Smith 1996; Bruno, Karliner and Brotsky 1999). This activist-oriented 
understanding of climate justice draws in particular from the long and rich history of practice and 
theory commonly associated with the concept of environmental justice (EJ). Most of the EJ 
movements and intellectual debates converge around three key ideas or themes: (1) anti-racist 
environmentalism(s) that characterised the 1980s and 1990s, linking demands for social justice and 
fairness to ecological problems and environmental harms such as pollution (Bullard and Wright 
1990; Commission for Racial Justice 1987); (2) demands to recognise the ‘ecological debt’ owed 
by the North to the South (Simms 2005); and (3) the global justice movement which came to the 
fore in the 1999 World Trade Organization protests in Seattle (Bond 2014; Schlosberg and Collins 
2014).  
 
Thus, in this sense, some activist readings of climate justice have defined themselves in opposition 
to more mainstream climate activism and UN processes, which are frequently depicted as 
technocentric, bureaucratic and co-opted by corporate actors, pushing ‘false’ market solutions and 
overriding the rights of poor and marginalised groups. Building on the strengths of the EJ 
movement, the climate justice movement has played a prominent part in introducing a rights-based 
discourse into climate debates by drawing attention to the plight of those most affected by climate 
change and linking it to the wider critique of neoliberal globalisation (Pettit 2004; Polack 2008; 
Schlosberg and Collins 2014) and more recently race politics (Ranganathan and Bratman 2021). 
The EJ movement, in particular, has helped in deconstructing and situating climate justice in the 
specific local context and geographies of various resource-based struggles (Fisher 2015; Sikor and 
Newell 2014).  
 
Academic scholarship on climate justice: This has been increasingy influenced by EJ and local 
articulations of resource injustice(s) (Krause 2018; Hughes and Hoffman 2020). Even before 
climate justice emerged as a concept, resource-centric and place-based studies were already 
exploring issues of water, forestry and food (in)justice. These have been examined through the 
lens of EJ, gender justice and human rights (Alkon and Aygeman 2011). The ascendancy of climate 
change in global discourses led to the emergence of climate-centric concepts such as adaptation, 
resilience, and loss and damage. Unlike resource-specific forms of injustice, these concepts tend 
to cut across various sectors in understanding the drivers of vulnerability. In recent years, several 
scholars have argued nevertheless that academic scholarship on climate justice remains overly 
normative and theoretical in orientation, and lacks operational value (Schlosberg and Collins 2014; 
Hughes and Hoffman 2020).  

2.2 Four pillars of climate justice 

There are also multiple overlaps between the place-based and resource-centric concepts (such as 
food and water justice) and broader themes of vulnerability, adaptation and resilience, which we 
review below focusing on the four pillars of climate justice: distributional, procedural, recognition, 
and intergenerational. 
 
Procedural climate justice is fundamentally about processes for making decisions about the impacts of 
and responses to climate change that are fair, accountable, and transparent. Just procedures are 
important to regulate the distribution of goods and having transparent and accountable decision-
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making processes in place. This includes access to information and meaningful participation in 
decision-making and the existence of legal procedures for achieving redress (Sovacool and 
Dworkin 2014; Centre for Policy Research 2019). Procedural justice concerns feature highly in 
place-based and resource-centric research, notably in discussions around REDD+ in the climate 
regime. These include links between conservation forestry and carbon markets, and their impact 
on local processes and resource access (Delabre et al. 2020; Leach and Scoones 2015). These 
discussions highlight, among others, the tokenistic processes of ‘participation’ in natural resource 
management and demonstrate how exclusions risk the further alienation of already marginalised 
communities and indigenous peoples (Airey and Krause 2017) and social groups including women 
(Larson et al. 2015; Khadka et al. 2014; Stiem and Krause 2016). These also relate to the conduct 
of consultations and the exercise of supposedly free, prior and informed consent (FPIC) at the 
local level regarding land acquisitions for plantation agriculture and consent to participate in 
forestry projects. In most cases, forests and forestlands end up being governed by powerful 
incumbent actors with strong interests in how they are exploited or protected, and on whose behalf 
(Ding et al. 2016; Stevens et al. 2014; Sunderlin, Hatcher and Liddlel 2008). Conservation 
programmes often end up promoting commodification of nature and marginalise the identity and 
livelihoods of resource-dependent communities, thus entrenching recognitional injustice 
(Srivastava and Mehta 2017). For example, in the case of the Clean Development Mechanism 
(CDM), REDD+ specifically and carbon forestry more broadly, this has resulted in conflicts in 
places as diverse as Uganda (Bachram, 2004; Cavanagh and Benjaminsen, 2014; Edstedt and 
Carton, 2018), Mexico and Bolivia (Corbera and Brown 2008; Boyd 2009), and Southeast Asia 
(Howson, 2018; Milne et al., 2018).  
 
A similar pattern of exclusion is observed in the energy sector. For example, for reasons of 
commercial confidentiality, when dealing with private companies, or because of geo-strategic 
sensitivities about revealing available energy supplies, public participation and deliberation around 
questions of energy policy have traditionally been very weak. Consultations that provide limited or 
incomplete information, that do not consider equity and impact assessments, or that fail to 
effectively report the results of consultations, lead to high levels of public dissatisfaction with such 
processes. Even where public participation or comment is formally invited by the state, it often 
serves more to legitimate prior choices and decisions than to involve stakeholders in shaping policy 
choices (Lehtonen and Kern 2009; Stirling 2009; Newell et al 2011). Procedural justice concerns 
also surround decision-making for the allocation of climate finance, pertaining to the funds set up 
to manage climate finance such as the Green Climate Fund and the World Bank’s Climate 
Investment Funds: who pays, how much and which institution gets to set priorities and distribute 
funds (Nakhooda 2010). These inequities reflect deeper procedural inequalities between richer and 
poorer countries in the global negotiations on climate change around size of delegation and access 
to scientific and legal expertise to effectively shape outcomes, and weighted voting mechanisms in 
multilateral banks which give donors greater power. 
 
Discussions around distributive climate justice deal with how costs and benefits or social goods and 
ills are allocated spatially and temporally across society (McCauley et al, 2013; Sovacool et al, 2019). 
There are three main aspects to this: (1) identifying the goods and ills that are being distributed (2) 
identifying the entities between whom they are to be distributed; and (3) identifying the most 
appropriate mode of distribution as well as what this is based on (e.g., status, need, merit, rights or 
ascriptive and social identities). Many studies have highlighted the racialised, gendered and class-
based nature of exclusions, access to resources and the impact of climate solutions (Terry 2009; 
Newell 2005, 2021a). This is perhaps particularly visible in recent gender and climate change 
literature, which demonstrates how women in many cases are particularly disadvantaged due to 
existing cultural and social norms that tend to exacerbate the impacts of climate change on their 
lives and livelihoods. Women are also subjected to gender-specific threats such as sexual violence, 
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harassment and threats to their children when speaking out against environmental injustice (Hoare 
2018). Scholarship on feminist theory and feminist political ecology, in particular, has come closer 
to articulating gender justice as an issue of structural, ideological and discursive power, warning 
against the homogenising role of women (Nightingale 2017; Gonda 2019). What women can and 
cannot do is contingent on their situated context, and their access to resources, which is in turn 
shaped by other axes of social differentiation such as caste, ethnicity and class (Sultana 2020; Leach 
et al. 2015). These patterns of injustice are manifested in patterns of exclusion, uneven access and 
injustice around water, food and energy, for example (Mehta 2005; Pueyo and Maestre 2019). Here 
climate change operates as a magnifier of these resource-specific injustices. There has been 
significant progress over recent years in moving work on gender and climate change from a narrow 
understanding of gender that sees women as ‘weak and vulnerable’ to an understanding of the 
capacity of agency among men and women (Arora-Jonsson 2011). This shift encompasses the 
practical as well as strategic gender concerns in adaptation and resilience programmes, and more 
recent considerations of the role of intersectionality (Osborne 2015; Sultana 2020). 
 
In this vein, there is now increasing attention to justice considerations in interventions to support 
adaptation and resilience pertaining to who benefits and who may lose from these efforts. It is well 
documented that the poorest and most marginalised groups are likely to be hit hardest by climate 
shocks and stressors, and have the least capacity to recover and adapt (Sperling 2003; Eriksen et 
al. 2007). Even so, efforts to adapt may benefit some groups over others. The process of 
prioritising depends on political choices between often competing demands (Paprocki and Huq 
2018; Klein and Möhner 2011), with some groups being better able or better positioned to access 
climate funds. Adaptation and resilience interventions may in themselves not be just, nor have just 
outcomes, and may in some cases lead to maladaptation (Gajjar et al. 2019; Eriksen et al. 2021). 
For example, the building of flood defences in one risk area may increase flood risk for 
downstream populations (Eriksen et al. 2011). Or, the development of shrimp farming may create 
new incomes for some while degrading ecosystems and natural defences against climate risks for 
others as illustrated by research in Bangladesh (Paprocki and Huq 2018).  
 
At the international level, the distributive dimensions focus on who gets to use what resources in 
a carbon-constrained world raise issues of climate justice in the form of responsibility (current 
versus historical) and entitlement (whose needs are most pressing and who decides who can emit 
how much) (Caney 2014). Hence some of the key areas in which climate justice concerns come to 
the fore are around allocating burdens from the division of remainingcarbon budgets, the costs of 
mitigation and adaptation including opportunities foregone and compensating those who have 
been wrongly harmed (Moss, 2018) as we can see in the UN process and broader policy debates 
on ‘fault-based principles’ such as ‘historical responsibility’, ‘polluter pays’, ‘harm’, ‘contribution’ 
or simply ‘fairness’ principles as well as in debates about loss and damage (Roberts and Pelling, 
2020; Roberts and Huq, 2015) or the ‘carbon debt’ owed by richer countries to poorer ones (Moss, 
2018).  
 
Recognition justice is closely related to both procedural and distributional justice, but focuses in 
particular on the recognition of difference as it relates to subaltern, indigenous and other 
marginalised groups who face cultural, social and political marginalisation and discrimination 
(Fraser 2000). At a minimum, it supports the idea that they should be guaranteed a fair 
representation of their views without distortion or fears of reprisal (McCauley et al. 2019; Sovacool 
et al. 2019). Recognition justice emphasises understanding differences alongside protecting equal 
rights for all, especially given the uneven capacity to exercise and defend rights. This incorporates 
work on carbon debts (Simms 2005), the colonial roots of ongoing exclusions and lack of 
recognition (Bhattacharyya 2018; Nikiforuk 2012; Patel and Moore 2017) and  “uncovering and 
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explaining the racialised ways in which wealth from the exploitation of energy resources (and the 
labour involved in their extraction) underpins today’s global energy economy” (Newell 2021a: 1).  
 
Finally, intergenerational justice claims have gained renewed traction in the wake of Fridays for Future 
campaign and the rising engagement of youth movements with climate justice. An 
intergenerational framing dates from at least the Brundtland report Our Common Future (WCED 
1987) which conceived of sustainable development as the ability of current generations to meet 
their needs without compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own needs, but 
it is also central to many indigenous environmental ethics (Gilio-Whitaker 2019). In climate justice 
struggles, justice to future generations is a central mobilizing claim: holding the current generation 
of decision-makers and polluters to account now for failing to act and imposing on future 
generations risks and dangers for which they are not responsible (Page 2006) as well as protecting 
future generations from harm. There has been a growing body of work also focusing on children 
and climate change, and their lack of voice in climate change negotiations and governance, with 
climate change representing a form of ‘structural violence’ (Sanson and Burke, 2020). Recent 
efforts to provide indirect representation for future generations in government decision-making 
in the parliaments of Wales, Israel, Hungary, Finland and Chile and the use of Ombudspeople for 
future generations suggest this will be a site of further scholarly interest in future (Gonzalez-Ricoy 
and Rey 2019). 
 
3. RESPONDING TO A NEW LANDSCAPE: GAPS AND TENSIONS 
 
So far, we have reviewed emerging scholarship on climate justice and demonstrated, among other 
things, how EJ has played a formative role in theorising about climate justice as well as linking up 
plural forms of place-based injustices. From this, we observe three gaps and areas of tension that 
warrant further attention:   
 
First, scholarship, as well as activism on climate justice, remains divided on the issue of scale, 
reflecting uneven access to arenas of power. A key divide underpinning climate justice at the global 
scale is between the fair allocation of burdens for emissions reductions (mitigation) and tackling 
climate impacts under the UNFCCC, principally between states and attending to North-South geo-
politics (Roberts and Park 2006; Okereke 2008) and broader justice discussions focusing on issues 
of uneven responsibility, carbon debts and historical inequalities within and across societies 
(Kenner 2019). This divide – with its associated tensions around what the problems are and what 
actions are required, and by whom – continues to this day, albeit with signs of convergence across 
them. Climate justice activism has largely focused on the global dynamics of rights and 
responsibilities (Hughes and Hoffman 2020), mostly taking nation-states, and to a lesser extent 
corporations, as the focal point (Moellendorf 2012). However, there is a divide between the elite 
organisations in the global North than can often work at cross-purposes with grassroots 
organisations that are critical of top-down, techno-centric global reforms pushed by elite 
institutions mostly from the global North (see Bond and Dorsey 2010). Krause (2018: 515) refers 
to this as the discrepancy between an “arrangement focused conception of justice and social 
realisations of it”.  
 
By contrast, most of the adaptation focused literature understandably tackles the question of scale 
at the local level focusing on the distributive and procedural dimensions of climate initiatives, but 
sometimes getting caught in the ‘local trap’ (Brown and Purcell 2005). An important yet often 
neglected dimension to this is that global discourses around costs and benefits of different 
transition pathways are spread and concentrated in uneven ways within and across societies 
(Sovacool et al 2019). While there is a substantial body of evidence on how exclusions emerge (as 
described above), there is a gap in understanding the sub-national processes of decision-making 
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and governance and how these intersect with global processes. In particular, there is a need for a 
more granular understanding of how these scales interact and sustain such marginalisation 
processes: how inequalities in global decision-making interact with and mirror local power 
dynamics of exclusion. This is vital because the artificial binary of local (adaptation) and global 
(mitigation) get inextricably linked not just geophysically, but also through the reach of climate 
finance, processes of financialisation and the adoption of new technologies. For example, Newell 
et al. (2019) find that globally-driven discussions around climate-smart agriculture in Sub-Saharan 
Africa reinforce patterns of exclusion among those groups (such as smallholder farmers, fisher 
communities as well as pastoral and agro-pastoral communities) that are most vulnerable to climate 
change, but not part of the decisions about ‘climate smart’ agricultural futures. 
 
Second, although most research on climate justice understandably focuses on the needs and 
experiences of humans, in many ways an overly anthropocentric perspective about the supreme 
importance of humans above all other species (human exceptionalism) is one of the key reasons 
we are now facing a climate crisis. This concern, although quite central to EJ and indigenous 
perspectives, does not feature as strongly in the current scholarship on climate justice. We need 
then to consider not just inter-human and intergenerational, but also multi-species perspectives 
(Tschakert 2020) when building the foundations for climate justice. This is about justice to the 
environment, where the environment itself is a recipient of justice and the subject of justice claims 
(Dobson, 1999). Indigenous environmentalism’s rejection of the inter-changeability of ecosystems 
and environments: a construct central to carbon offsetting mechanisms, subverts dominant trends 
towards commodifying nature, while ascribing value to all living things which are entitled to their 
own justice (Figueroa Helland and Lindgren 2016).    
 
Third, much of the theorisation described above has emanated from the global North (Lawhon 
2013; Vermeylen 2019) and is often based on universalistic assumptions about global justice, 
individualised rights and responsibilities the role of (liberal but strong) nation-states protecting and 
enforcing rights on behalf of their citizens. Many such assumptions do not adequately describe 
contexts of authoritarian or weak states, pervasive violence (including that of the state) and lack 
of democratic space for the expression of claims to climate justice from displaced people (Tower 
2020). Though direct translations of the term ‘climate justice’ itself do not appear in many 
languages, more place-based experiences of injustices can nuance and challenge more 
‘universalistic’ notion of climate justice. This is important because unless the ‘gaze is reversed’, it 
is likely that solutions, responses and remedies offered will continue to reflect a Northern 
perspective instead of a bottom-up view from those who are on the frontline of climate change 
which exposes and challenges the (often colonial in origin) power relations they embody (Mehta 
et al. 2019; Figueroa Helland and Lindgren 2016). This not only calls for the need to historicize 
justice claims recognising and addressing the role of colonialism, extractivism and dispossession 
in the current distribution and accumulation of wealth between nations, classes and social groups, 
but also ensuring the incorporation of more plural ways of understanding and pursuing justice 
(Gilio-Whitaker 2019; Rodriguez et al. 2015). This, in turn, invites a closer engagement between 
philosophical renditions and normative theory building on climate justice and grassroots climate 
justice activism and subaltern and indigenous traditions. 

4. THE NEED FOR A TRANSFORMATIVE APPROACH TO CLIMATE JUSTICE  

To address these tensions, we suggest that a more transformative understanding of climate justice 
is needed. By transformative climate justice, we refer to a notion of climate justice which includes, 
but goes beyond, the immediate and proximate challenges of distribution of costs and benefits 
from climate interventions (mitigation and adaptation) by linking them with a historical 
understanding of place-based movements. In this sense, accounts based on general descriptions 
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of the global North or South, or of countries as a whole, fail to afford more precise understandings 
of agency and responsibility which often relate to particular social groups, regions or sectors of the 
economy and are unevenly distributed among them. Instead, we need to be more attentive to social 
agency and identifying responsibility in more precise ways than general categories of North/South 
or developed/less developed countries allow (Kashwan 2021). As work by Heede (2014) shows, 
just 90 companies have caused two-thirds of anthropogenic global warming emissions including 
companies such as Chevron, Exxon, Shell and BP and half of the estimated emissions were 
produced in the past 25 years when the scale of the climate threat was clear. Going forward, six of 
the largest listed oil and gas companies alone hold reserves that together would use up more than 
a quarter of the remaining 2°C budget. Addressing climate inequality, as Kenner (2019) argues, 
means targeting what he calls the ‘polluter elite’ of extremely rich individuals whose net worth, 
luxury lifestyle and political influence all rest on wealth that is derived from investments in fossil 
fuels. 
 
Over recent years, the focus of adaptation and resilience thinking has increasingly moved away 
from a focus on incremental change – i.e. adapting to climate impacts within existing governance 
structures – to more transformative approaches which consider how deeper social, economic and 
political structures create and reinforce vulnerability and hence are part of the problem (Pelling 
2010; O’Brien 2012; Few et al. 2017). However, evidence of how this could be achieved remains 
thin in the context of climate change (Krause 2018). Many scholars have also emphasised the 
darker sides of transformation and called for more transgressive approaches and radical methods 
to disrupt power relations driving inequalities (Blythe et al 2018; Lotz-Sisitka et al. 2016) and which 
help to build a more transformative account of climate justice.  
 
This also echoes Jafry’s definition of climate justice, which highlights “humanity’s responsibility 
for the impacts of greenhouse gas emissions on the poorest and most vulnerable people in society 
by critically addressing inequality and promoting transformative approaches to address the root 
causes of climate change” (Centre for Climate Justice 2020). We understand ‘root causes’ as 
structures that drive vulnerabilities to the impacts of climate shocks and stressors, as well as those 
that ensure some social groups carry an unfair burden of climate policy or hinder them 
participating in from benefiting from responses to climate change. This implies attention to the 
general dynamics of capitalism, industrialism and extractivism, but also how these interact with 
and magnify racial, gender, class and caste-based exclusions, for example (Nikiforuk 2012; 
Bhattacharyya 2018); an approach which invites attention to how particular instances of injustice 
relate to global processes (Sikor and Newell 2014) and how these are also filtered through the 
political, social and economic processes and powers at the sub-national levels, including those 
ostensibly set up to address climate such as global carbon trading mechanisms (Newell and 
Bumpus 2012).  
 
We, therefore, argue that a framing of transformative climate justice is a useful way to tackle both 
current and practical justice needs for different social groups as well as attend to more structural 
causes of injustice across scales. This necessitates identifying the institutions and structures that 
cause climate change as well as ensuring that responses do not reproduce, reinforce or exacerbate 
inequalities or injustice (Meikle et al. 2016; Krause 2018).  

5. TOWARDS TRANSFORMATIVE CLIMATE JUSTICE: CHARTING AN AGENDA 

FOR RESEARCH 

 
In this section, we draw together findings from academic and practice-based literature to suggest 
three cross-cutting future directions for the study of climate justice that are transformative in 
nature and orientation.  
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5.1 Inclusive climate justice 

This explicitly aims at opening up climate policy and politics to a broader range of actors and 
voices, especially including those most subject to climate-related injustices. This covers research 
and practices on social movements and alliances for climate justice, the role of gender and the 
importance of vernacular understandings of climate justice and cognitive justice in terms of 
diversity of knowledge about climate change. In terms of social movements and alliances for climate justice 
there are strong traditions of indigenous activism in Latin America and tribal activism in India and 
parts of Africa, highlighting the important role of environmental defenders the world over (Hoare 
2018; Rodriguez and Inturias 2018). There are interesting questions about how climate justice 
concerns can provide the basis for broader social mobilisations that cut across regional, class, race 
and gender divides. New international alliances among disparate actors and social movements 
engaged in struggles over human rights, labour, gender, health and economic justice will be key to 
delivering more transformative versions of climate justice, and research with and for those 
movements aimed at exploring this potential would be valuable (Kashwan 2021).  
 
Given the diversity of ways of understanding climate justice that we have noted, a fertile area of 
work would be comparative studies on vernacular climate justice exploring the diverse meanings and 
practices of climate justice. This will be useful in understanding which framings resonate in which 
contexts. In some contexts, intergenerational framings resonate easily (with indigenous 
communities or with religious communities), or justice for nature ideas, building on ideas such as 
Buen Vivir and calls for rights to nature. Elsewhere, in societies with sharp inequalities in their 
contribution to climate change and exposure to its effects, for example, intra-society framings 
resonate much more. Advancing understandings and practices of climate justice require greater 
attention to where the leverage and traction points are across societies and different social groups.  

 
In this vein, there is also a strong case for pluralising climate knowledge and recognising the value 
of experiential and lived knowledge of those at the forefront of climate justice struggles, building 
on earlier traditions of pedagogies of the oppressed (Freire 1970). ‘Cognitive justice’ is key here in 
the sense of whose knowledge counts, who participates in agenda-setting and to whom are the 
creators and disseminators of knowledge accountable for the effects of their knowledge 
(Visvanathan 2005; Forsyth and Sikor 2013). For example, the notion of cognitive justice has been 
particularly applied to indigenous groups in Latin America (Rodriguez 2017; Rodriguez and 
Inturias 2018). The asymmetries in terms of the generation of environmental knowledge are also 
observed in local spaces. Such dynamics have been long observed in relation to knowledge about 
forest conservation and degradation (Leach and Mearns 1996) and are increasingly pertinent to 
climate debates (Leach and Scoones 2017). There is scope here for comparative work building on 
areas such as traditions of citizen climate science (Fischer 2002; Panda 2016; Vedwan and Rhoades 
2001), indigenous environmentalism (Carruthers 1996) and alternative cosmologies which contest 
the coloniality of power (Figueroa Helland and Lindgren 2016). Engagement with diverse systems 
of knowledge integrating bottom-up assessments can open up ways to communicate more 
effectively with communities often on the front line of climate injustices (Mehta et al. 2019; Mehta 
and Srivastava 2020; Conway et al 2019). This might include innovative approaches to citizen-
research, co-design and participatory research and involving visual methodologies (such as 
participatory video or participatory scenario and futuring work) and creative approaches to climate 
communication (Conway and Vincent 2021). It should be noted, however, that though our 
emphasis on recognising vernacular understandings and experiences of climate justice and injustice 
and pluralising knowledge in many ways argues against the very possibility of there being unified 
or universal understandings of climate justice, we do not believe that diverse experiences and 
cognitive engagements with the lived reality of climate change- and responses to it- precludes 
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action which seeks to redistribute power and resources more fairly or which addresses many of 
the underlying causes of climate change in uneven concentrations of wealth and power. This means 
going beyond a respect for plurality of knowledge towards experimentation with deeper forms of 
democracy which institutionalise the means to raise concerns and hold powerful actors to account 
for climate injustices within and beyond the state which we discuss further below in the section 
on governance for climate justice. 
 
Important challenges lie in the understanding of social differentiation, and particularly gender, in 
adaptation and resilience work. Early research typically focused on the role and impacts on women 
and girls, often erroneously considered to be the equivalent of doing gender research (Arora-
Jonsson 2011). There is also limited work on justice aspects pertaining to the LGBTQI+ 
community. To tackle justice concerns, it is important to understand structural gender equity that 
may help or hinder local people from benefiting equally from interventions. More research is 
required to examine the intersectional effects of climate change adaptation as well as mitigation.  
 

5.2 Deepening climate justice  

This dimension aims at extending current conceptions and applications while also addressing the 
root causes of climate injustice. It addresses questions of just transition pathways, discussions 
around supply-side climate policy, just responses to climate disasters and justice for nature (and 
the climate).  
 
There is a rapidly growing literature on just transitions (Morena, Krause and Stevis 2020; Swilling 
and Annecke 2012; Newell and Mulvaney 2013) and many different ideas about the form, content 
and process for achieving a just transition: one which is attentive to and seeks to address justice 
dimensions of a chosen transition pathway, especially regarding impacts on poorer workers and 
communities. Sovacool et al (2019) explore four different decarbonisation pathways in Europe 
and the injustices they generate elsewhere, highlighting how low-carbon transitions can worsen 
pre-existing inequalities in society (Newell and Mulvaney 2013; Sovacool et al. 2019) as these 
unfold within different life stages of technologies and global production processes (Sovacool 
2021). Examples include dispossession of land for wind projects in Mexico (Torres Contreras 
2021) and the mineral extraction underwriting ‘smart’ technologies (Mulvaney 2013, 2014). This 
highlights the need for a ‘power shift’ that unsettles the power to control a transition pathway and 
not just substitutes one technology for another as part of the move from transition to 
transformation (Newell 2021).   
 
One way of doing this is to address the source of climate injustices in the expansion of fossil fuel 
frontiers through supply-side climate policy. Supply-side here refers to measures to limit the production 
and extraction of fossil fuels rather than seeking merely to regulate the emissions that result from 
them (Erickson et al 2018). Such ideas have been discussed in relation to a Fossil Fuel Non-
Proliferation Treaty (Newell and Simms 2019) and other supply-side measures (Green and Dennis 
2018; Piggot et al. 2018). The equity and justice dimensions of these approaches are starting to 
gain attention around a just transition for workers and communities; curbing extraction consistent 
with environmental justice; reducing extraction fastest where doing so will have the least social 
costs; and sharing transition costs fairly, according to ability to bear those costs (Kartha and Muttit 
2020). There is growing activist interest in this area, but as yet few research projects analysing the 
possibilities and challenges of developing supply-side international law to develop a global legal 
framework for equitably agreeing on how to leave remaining reserves of fossil fuels in the ground.  
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Just responses to climate-related disasters: The failure to contain emissions growth means dramatic efforts 
are now required to be able to live with the accelerating effects of climate change, particularly for 
the poorest and most marginalised social groups. Given that climate-related disasters can be 
expected to become the ‘new normal’ whatever else happens on the mitigation side, mainstreaming 
justice concerns into climate disaster relief efforts will be vital. These need to be attentive to how 
responses to climate change are being financialised in ways which can entrench existing injustices. 
From crop insurance to weather derivatives and catastrophe bonds, there are now several 
initiatives aimed at creating financial opportunities out of markets for adaptation and resilience 
(Isakson 2015). Further research on what has worked well and less well and what might be learned 
from related crises to help inform concrete strategies required in the face of climate change is vital. 
Potential areas of further research could be developing new institutions and frameworks for 
recognising the rights of people displaced by climate-related disasters and the duties of those that 
ought to help them, or for assessing claims that climate change is a humanitarian crime. Where we 
know less is what it takes to shift adaptation and resilience action towards just pathways, as well as 
what transformative approaches to climate justice look like in practical adaptation and resilience 
programming. One suggestion by Ziervogel et al. is to align climate resilience work more closely 
with social justice goals through making the “rights of […] citizens as the object to be made 
resilient, rather than physical and ecological infrastructures” (2017: 123).  
 
Climate justice for nature:  It is noteworthy that in many contexts rights for nature are gaining ground 
and can be invoked as a strategy for advancing climate justice by defending livelihoods from fossil 
fuel-intensive infrastructures (Eckersley 1995). Initiatives are increasingly taking root from the 
United States to India, and Ecuador to Bolivia, Turkey and Nepal, that give rights to nature. This 
also resonates with claims about the rights of ‘mother nature’ written into the Bolivian constitution 
and prevalent in the discourses of many indigenous groups. A key challenge then is to move from 
a utilitarian and instrumental perspective about ‘what nature does for us’ as humans where what is 
valued is that which is of importance to humans, to one where the intrinsic value of nature is also 
recognised. Research from legal scholars, philosophers and practitioners on the principles, 
procedures and mechanisms that could support innovations in this area would help to clarify 
thinking about the potential and limitations of approaches which give legal standing to rivers, 
forests and other ecosystems. It would potentially help to protect the livelihoods of forest dwellers 
and indigenous peoples that inhabit them and put them beyond the realm of commercial 
exploitation, thereby contributing to climate justice through preventive mitigation. This could 
explore existing cases and precedents, including from the global South (Gill 2016), as well as 
alternative formulations of rights and duties. Amid growing interest in the idea of ‘ecocide’ as a 
new category of crime that could be heard by the International Court of Justice (Higgins 2010), 
this line of research could take several productive directions. 

5.3 Governance for climate justice  

This third dimension of transformative climate justice covers questions of access to justice, law, 
democracy and climate justice beyond the state. Strengthening and deepening democracy for 
climate change is critical to tackling incumbent structures of power and improving the voice and 
representative of excluded groups and those most vulnerable to climate injustices (Stevenson and 
Dryzek 2014). The means of securing access to climate justice will take different forms in different 
parts of the world depending on the nature of the state, their political systems, the strength of civil 
society and the existence or not of a free media for freedom of expression. Nevertheless, deepening 
democratic and citizen engagement over pathways for tackling climate change is key.  
 
Strengthening and deepening democracy: Much of the existing literature points to a series of shortcomings 
in current democratic practice around short-termism, privileged access for business actors and  
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poorly functioning electoral/democratic processes, alongside more traditional concerns with good 
governance (e.g. corruption, lack of participation and accountability) (Transparency International 
2011; Willis 2020). Others are interested in deepening democracy through citizen assemblies, by 
means of enhancing the voice of future generations (such as ombudspeople for future 
generations), or with stronger measures to regulate conflicts of interest between politicians and 
businesses in the fossil fuel sector around party funding and secondments to government, for 
example (Newell and Martin 2020). Some comparative work looking at opportunities for 
deepening and strengthening democracy for climate justice in different contexts would fill an 
important gap. Critically, this would need to focus on opening up decision-making around core 
economic areas such as energy, trade and industrial policy that are traditionally protected from 
public scrutiny yet which play a disproportionate role in driving the climate crisis, and not just 
spaces of climate policy.  
 
Such deficits also need to be addressed in proliferating sites of private climate governance where 
issues of procedural justice need to be attended to. New challenges arise around the renewed 
uptake of market-based mechanisms to tackle climate change scaled up through the Paris 
Agreement’s Sustainable Development Mechanism, as well as through private initiatives such as 
the aviation industry’s CORSIA scheme which envisages a big role for forestry offsets. There is a 
danger that many of the mistakes and exclusions that resulted from earlier rounds of payments for 
ecosystem services get replayed in the roll out of new carbon markets without attention to strong 
justice mechanisms. Scholars have a role to play in analysing and contributing to these debates. 
 
Alongside the interest in strengthening access to justice through existing institutions and legal 
remedies, a rich potential exists in extending the law in new directions and establishing new 
precedents and applications. There has been a great deal of interest in the potential of the law to 
generate protection for human rights threatened by climate change. In this light, rights-based 
approaches to tackling climate injustices are gaining increasing attention (Humphreys 2009). One 
interesting source of momentum has come from groups adopting a range of legal-based strategies 
to hold governments and corporations to account for their obligations to act on the issue 
(Beauregard et al 2021; Peel and Lin 2019). The landmark youth climate lawsuit against the US 
government (Juliana v. the United States) is a case in point; the Dutch court’s order to the oil 
company Shell to achieve a specific emission reduction target along its entire supply chain is 
another.Other cases in France against the Macron government and in Norway and the Netherlands 
have sought to hold governments to account for their legal obligations to address climate change 
and prevent further climate injustice. Scholars can play an important role in exploring this potential 
and proposing legal innovations in national and transnational climate litigation with climate justice 
at their heart. 
 
Climate justice beyond the state: Advancing more transformative notions of climate justice means 
thinking more clearly, systematically and strategically about who bears rights and responsibilities 
and for what in the climate arena in ways, which go beyond the state. For the most part, discussion 
of a climate transition in developed countries concerns domestic emissions reduction. However, 
given that most developed countries have high levels of aggregate emissions and/or historical 
emissions, their transition ought also to address the harms that those countries have caused beyond 
their own borders (Moss 2018) and consider the provision of climate justice beyond borders. As 
discussed in the last section, this should reflect the disproportionate role of key polluting industries 
located in richer countries.  
 
Bringing climate justice issues into discussions about bilateral, as well as regional and international trade and 
investment agreements is also a key task. While there is a large body of work on trade and climate 
change in general (Leal-Arcas 2019), there is far less which addresses these issues through the lens 
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of climate justice. As interest grows in the use of other economic levers to accelerate 
decarbonisation such as trade and investment treaties and border tax adjustments, work with 
lawyers and researchers from the South on impacts and implications for developing countries 
could be very important. This recognises that action on climate change needs to be advanced not 
just through international environmental law, but through trade and investment law and through 
those regimes that regulate key private actors, to attempt to mainstream climate into business-
friendly treaties: pursuing climate justice through non climate means. 

6. CONCLUSIONS 

 
It is clear from the reality of contemporary climate politics that justice questions will play an 
increasingly important role in activism, policy debates and academia. Questions of justice will be 
further raised as the world seeks to rebuild economies and societies in the wake of the Covid-19 
pandemic. As demands and opportunities intensify to accelerate and deepen mitigation actions, 
there will be opposition, dislocation and disruption. Efforts to ensure that transitions (as well as 
deeper transformations) are just ones are, therefore, critical. Through the concept of 
transformative climate justice, we have suggested there is significant scope to improve our 
understanding of the tools and processes by which we can anticipate, better manage and avoid a 
situation in which the poorest in society bear the brunt of the urgently required transition to a low-
carbon, climate-resilient economy. 
 
We have noted a growing number of place-based studies of climate justice and injustice. These 
have provided rich and important insights on how people and places unevenly experience the 
effects of climate change as well as measures to address climate change. This will continue to be 
important. But, we would argue, it needs increasingly to be tied to the drivers of injustice and 
comparative work on how those injustices can most effectively be prevented and contested. In 
other words, how can we better understand the enabling conditions for effectively contesting 
climate injustice? Which combinations of strategies (state-based, legal, financial, activist) seem to 
succeed in addressing injustices and which ones are potentially transferable? At what scale are they 
most effective? As more and more communities encounter the harsh effects of climate change, 
understanding what can be done in different contexts to manage and reverse further social 
marginalisation will be critical. 
 
Climate justice can never be delivered in isolation from the pursuit of other justice claims, perhaps 
especially so in the context of needing to address the SDGs. Understanding the processes by which 
states, corporations, cities, businesses and communities are seeking to align climate justice with the 
pursuit of these other goals is critically important. How, by whom and for whom efforts are made 
to square climate justice with gender justice, water and food justice, conflict prevention and so on, 
presents a wicked governance problem. Research with and by communities and organisations on 
the front line of seeking to navigate this complex terrain in inclusive and just ways would be very 
valuable indeed. We suggested the need to engage with novel and innovative participatory 
approaches to doing this so that hidden and undervalued perspectives and voices can come to the 
fore and concerns around epistemic and cognitive justice can be addressed. In this vein, we also 
suggested that there is a need to foreground more vernacular understandings of climate justice and 
refrain from universalistic, Northern/Euro-centric normative theorising. 
 
Finally, we noted that forms of transformative adaptation will be required. The failure to contain 
emissions growth means dramatic efforts are now required to live with the accelerating effects of 
climate change. Adapting ecosystems, infrastructures, service provision and people to a warming 
world brings with it a cluster of justice issues – procedural , distributive and recognitional – across 
a growing array of interventions from public and private actors. Given the closing window for 
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effective responses to avoid the worst effects of climate change, we have to work with the 
institutions, policy processes, and economies we currently have to secure the best outcomes 
possible, while simultaneously advocating for and building alternatives that address deeper 
structural concerns. 
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