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ne of the persistent claims among the diverse debates and struggles in climate change is 

climate justice. Although climate change is impacting the globe wholly, it does not impact all 

nations and groups equally. Not only that, but also the very contribution to the formation, increase, 

and continuity of greenhouse gases differs among countries, as not all states contribute equally to 

the global emissions of greenhouse gases.

Even within states, claims of climate justice are raised by MAPA (Most Affected Peoples and Areas)1

as climate changes hit disproportionately across the unequal lines of income, social status, gender, 

and urbanity. An extra demand was introduced to the climate justice sophisticated dilemmas: the 

temporal/climate justice or intergenerational justice that considers the demands of youth and the 

fate of future generations. However, through these entangled lines of debates, the discourse of 

climate justice tends more and more to forget its main mission. It is to understand the needs of 

underdeveloped counties to develop and industrialise, and this requires slower paces for curbing 

climate changes unlike the developed world. Yet, the current global discourse on climate justice 

tends to ignore this demand and press more for a concerted global action using new and 

challenging claims for climate justice.
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Introduction: Climate Justice Elusive Meanings & Situations

Climate Justice, as a concept, refers to sharing responsibilities, burdens, and benefits in the global 

quest for combating the impacts of the anthropogenic climate change. However, the formula for 

sharing differs when it comes to who contributed more to our current situation of climate change. 

Statistics show that the developed industrialised world far exceeds the developing world in 

polluting the globe and raising the temperature of the planet. Total 79% of emissions come from 

the developed world, and the remaining 21% come from all the developing nations combined.2

When it comes to incomes, the richest 1% of the world consume twice as much carbon that equals 

the combined shares of the poorest 50% of the world.3

Figure 

Who Cause Climate Change Historically?

The historical concentration of industry and wealth in developed countries means that they are responsible 
for 79 percent of the emission from 1850 to 2011. source: CO2 emission excluding LUCF 1850 – 2011. 

1

Source: Center for Global Development4
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However, the impacts of climate change do 

not target the top contributors; unfortunately, 

they hit the least developed and poorly privileged 

in a disproportionate manner. Needless to say that 

inequality in income across the world makes the 

extreme events of earthquakes, floods, storms, and 

droughts affect the economically poor and the 

socially marginalised more than any. This is due to 

the simple fact of their poor economic resources 

that allow them to re-compensate for the damage 

they incur from extreme weather events. The poor, 

the marginalised, people of colour, women, and 

persons with disabilities are more hurt by these 

weather events than anybody else. In the Horn of 

Africa for instance, drought puts extra burdens on 

females for securing drinkable water that not only 

consume their time but also deprive many young 

girls of schooling due to lack of time and 

resources5. In a capitalist world, if you have money, 

you can buy time; however, if you do not, you will 

have to compromise important needs like the 

education of your children.

On a temporal level, new insights underscore the intergenerational injustices built into the 

structure of the anthropogenic climate changes. Older generations of heavily-emitting 

industrialised societies threaten now, more than ever, the current population of the world with 

the perils of famines, droughts, crop damages, storms, and floods. In addition, the coming 

generations, who will be in their early 20s in 2040, will witness higher temperatures and heat 

waves five times larger than ours or slightly more.6 These same generations will enjoy better 

future benefits than ours if we manage to take more serious efforts in reducing the 1.5 C degree 

in global temperature.

However, how did the world manage to concert and structure the distribution of benefits and 

burdens through the different episodes of global action against climate change?
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The question of how to distribute 

responsibilities and burdens of 

climate justice was always present in 

the different COPs and international 

conferences of environment. There is 

a persistent item on the agenda that 

stresses that the industrialised

nations are the main responsible 

parties; that the developing nations 

are the least guilty; and that their 

circumstances should be considered 

in any global climate actions.

The Elusive Shifts in the 
Question of Climate Justice

However, mere discussions and legal commitments 

are totally different concepts. A shift is evident in the 

discourse of commitments that took place starting 

from Rio 1992 through Glasgow 2021. In the famous 

Earth summit in Rio (United Nations Conference on 

Environment and Development, Rio de Janeiro, Brazil, 

3-14 June 1992) the formula was clear, the richer 

countries (the most responsible party for climate 

change) will take serious actions to decarbonise, while 

the less developed ones will have more time so they 

can develop and industrialise. This was reflected also 

in the scholarship of climate at the early 1990s that 

considered the needs of development in line with 

environmental duties7.

In the Kyoto Protocol 1997, similar understanding of 

the disparity in contributions and burdens was 

considered; thus, emissions cut should not be as big 

and fast for the developed and the underdeveloped 

equally.8 However, since the Paris Agreement 2015, 

the language of climate commitment and activism has 

taken another turn. Starting from Paris, rhetoric of 

global concerted action to reduce emissions started 

to emerge, and the very items upon which climate 

justice activism will operate started to change. How is 

that? With Paris calling for a global concerted action 

to decarbonise and reduce world temperature and 

emissions, the qualitative understanding of the need 

of the underdeveloped countries to develop became 

hazy or forgotten9. The discourse of climate activism 

and its tackling of climate justice started to approach 

the concept from other viewpoints. Climate justice no 

longer entailed a consideration of the disparity in the 

contribution to global warming between the 

developed and underdeveloped or even underscored a 

need for a slower curb of emission in the least 

developed part of the world. 
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The issues categorised under the global discourse of climate justice now approach other topics 

than the developed/underdeveloped duality. It tackles topics like the impacts of specific categories 

of society like indigenous peoples, populations in natural habitats, people with disabilities10, gender 

dilemmas,11 intergenerational burdens more than the need to industrialise and develop for the 

nations of the global south.

Figure 

New discourses for climate justice (Frontline communities and no longer developed vs underdeveloped). 

2

Source: Climate Justice Alliance. COP26: The Net Zero COP. 2021. Access date 10/10/2022. URL: https://climatejusticealliance.org/cop26/
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This means a lot. The rich world that built its wealth and power by impoverishing the south first by 

colonialism, then by capitalism, and now by climate change will not allow the south to have time to 

develop. It will assimilate and consume their developing efforts into the demands of greening and 

sustainability, slowing down their pace of development and shifting their industrial agenda. It is 

sound to say that in light of the Paris Agreement’s oblivion of the developmental gap, climate global 

action is another tier of neo-colonialism and dependency. It is not sufficient to allow the developed 

nations to obtain credits and loans for greening or for a better shift to sustainable economy, they 

need to industrialise first, develop fully, then shoulder the burdens of sustainability later.

 The developmental discourse of climate 

justice needs to be revived, as 

underdeveloped states have to maintain time 

and distance for themselves to industrialise

and develop.

 The equitable and just shift towards 

sustainable economy must consider the needs 

of industrialisation of developed nations.

 The global action towards net zero emissions 

by 2050 has either to absolve the least 

developed countries or subtract the emissions 

coming from the south via businesses and 

activities run for the northern states and 

western corporations.

That being said, any agenda for COP27 in Sharm El-Sheikh must tackle several 
topics:

 Claims of ethnic, gender, and ingenious climate justice must not be used as claims to hinder the 

efforts of the least developed and developing nations regarding developmental projects. These 

claims should be considered parallel to the rich’s responsibility towards poorer states and 

nations.

 Carbon trading and pricing must allow a room for the developing nations to industrialise and 

develop and not to be used as a restrain to curb their developmental efforts.
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