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“The cumulative scientific evidence is unequivocal: Climate change is a 
threat to human well-being and planetary health. Any further delay in 
concerted anticipatory global action on adaptation and mitigation will 
miss a brief and rapidly closing window of opportunity to secure a 
liveable and sustainable future for all. (very high confidence)” 

(IPCC WG2 SPM 2022: 33).

INTRODUCTION



Three main duties of climate justice : 

• Mitigation duties: reducing global greenhouse gas (GHG) 
emissions and protecting and developing carbon sinks. 

• Adaptation duties: protecting societies from current and future 
climate impacts.

• Compensation duty: to remedy loss and damage that could not be 
avoided.

INTRODUCTION



Mitigation can be defined as “a human intervention to reduce the sources or 
enhance the sinks of greenhouse gases.” (IPCC 2014: 4). This definition follows 
the UNFCCC (1992, art. 4.2), which states that each Party shall mitigate 
climate change “by limiting its anthropogenic emissions of greenhouse gases 
and protecting and enhancing its greenhouse gas sinks and reservoirs.” 

There are therefore two possible options to mitigate climate change: 

1. Reducing GHG emissions

2. Protecting and enhancing the sinks in which GHGs are stored. 

(1) directly cuts GHG emissions at their source. Replacing fossil fuels with 
renewable energies, promoting energy efficiency, and reducing energy use all 
fit into this category. (2) relies on CDR, that is, removing CO2 from the 
atmosphere to store it in geological, terrestrial, or ocean reservoirs, or in 
products. 
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1. INTRODUCTION

Emissions Reductions Negative Emissions

Technological Measures Solar panels

Wind turbines

Hydroelectric power stations

Electric vehicles

BECCS

DACCS

Enhanced weathering

Ocean fertilization

Non- or Low-

Technological Measures

Plant-based diets

Avoiding long-distance air travel

Living without a car

Having fewer children

Ecosystem restoration

Alternative agricultural practices

Afforestation

Reforestation



Research question

Who should do what and how much of it should they do to help the global effort to 
mitigate climate change?

Five kinds of agents can be held responsible:

1. Nation-states

2. Individual agents

3. Subnational jurisdictions

4. Supranational formations

5. Economic corporations

INTRODUCTION
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The United Nations Framework Convention on Climate change (UNFCCC, 1992)
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The Paris Agreement (2015)

MITIGATION DUTIES: JUSTIFICATION



(IPCC AR6, Synthesis Report, p.23)

(IPCC AR6, 
Synthesis 
Report, 2023, 

p.23)



(IPCC 2023)



Where do ethical considerations fit into this picture?

MITIGATION DUTIES: JUSTIFICATION



MITIGATION DUTIES: JUSTIFICATION



Each trajectory (1.5°C, 2°C, 3°C, etc.) implies very different distributions of the costs 
and benefits of climate policies, particularly between countries and between 
generations. 

The costs of climate change are unevenly distributed between the regions of the 
world: the countries most vulnerable to climate impacts are in most cases those that 
have contributed least to climate change. The higher global temperatures rise, the 
greater these costs.

➢ Setting a target for mitigating climate change therefore poses a problem of 
distributive justice, since it implies different possible allocations of the costs and 
benefits raised by the fight against climate change.
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“Climate change has adversely affected physical health of people 
globally (very high confidence) and mental health of people in the 
assessed regions (very high confidence). Climate change impacts on 
health are mediated through natural and human systems, including 
economic and social conditions and disruptions (high confidence)” 

“In all regions extreme heat events have resulted in human 
mortality and morbidity (very high confidence).”

“In assessed regions, some mental health challenges are associated 
with increasing temperatures (high confidence), trauma from 
weather and climate extreme events (very high confidence), and loss 
of livelihoods and culture (high confidence)” (IPCC 2022, WG2, SPM, 
p.11).
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(IPCC 2022)
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• The costs of climate policies borne by agents should 
be proportional to their contribution to climate 
change.

The polluter pays 
principle (PPP)

• The costs of climate policies borne by agents should 
be proportional to their ability to pay for them.

The ability-to-pay 
principle (ATP)

• The costs of climate policies borne by agents should 
be proportional to the benefits they have derived 
from past and present emitting activities. 

The Beneficiary 
Pays Principle (BPP)

Three principles of justice to distribute responsibility for mitigation 

➢ These principles reflect the hybrid structure of the principle of 

common but differentiated responsibilities and respective capabilities.

➢ The main responsible parties are the countries of Europe and North 

America, Australia and BASIC.



MITIGATION DUTIES: JUSTIFICATION



“MEASURING” (CAUSAL) RESPONSIBILITY
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The Greenhouse Development Rights Framework 
(GDR) index is composed of a responsibility indicator 
(cumulative national emissions since 1990) and a 
capacity indicator (per capita annual income above a 
development threshold of $8500).

This index determines the percentage of total global 
obligation for each country by giving each indicator 
the same weight. Results for 2010:

• USA held 29.4% of global obligation, 

• The EU$ 26%, 
• Japan 7.6%, 
• Russia 5.8%, 
• China 5.1%, 
• Brazil 2.8%, 

• South Africa 0.9%, 
• India 0.3%. 

In total, high-income countries held 73.7% of global 
obligation, the least developed countries (LDCs) 

0.3%, and the remaining 26% fell to new emitting 
countries, such as countries from the Brazil, South 
Africa, India, and China (BASIC) group
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In his model of fair allocation of the carbon 
budget, Eloi Laurent proposes to rely on per 
capita emissions rather than national emissions 
and to include levels of human development 
(according to the Human Development Index) and 

projected population increase. 

His index is complementary to the GDR framework 
in the sense that he also finds high-income 
countries, especially the US, Canada, Germany, and 
Japan, as the most responsible for bearing the 

burden of mitigation policies.

For instance, he finds that the US, Canada, 
Germany, and Japan owe respectively 17, 9, 2, and 
1 billion(s) of tons of CO2 to other countries, a 
“negative carbon budget” they have to pay “by 

investing in carbon sinks or by transferring 
technology and/or financing to accelerate 
emission reductions in carbon positive carbon 
budget countries”.
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The « IPAT » equation :

Impact = Population x Affluence x Technology

(Ehrlich et Holdren 1970) 
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(Jacobson et al. 2017)
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DUTIES: 

REALISATION

(Jacobson et al. 2017)

Regulation    Prohibiton



The total carbon footprint of a child born in the United States is more 

than 160 times greater than that of a child born in Bangladesh, and 

200 times greater than that of a child born in Niger. 

MITIGATION DUTIES: REALISATION

Education                        incentivisation                       coercion



But what if states are not doing enough?

• Despite the justification of principles of climate 

justice, governments are not (fully) complying 

with their duties of justice. 

• The framework put in place by the Paris 

Agreement has so far proved insufficient to 

move towards the objective of limiting global 

warming to 2°C while continuing the action 

taken to limit it to 1.5°C. 

➢ Need for climate action at other levels, by non-

state actors.
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Two orders of responsibility 

• First-order responsibilities: responsibilities that 

certain agents have to perform (or omit) certain 

actions, such as the responsibility of states to 

mitigate climate change. 

• Second-order responsibilities: responsibilities that 

other agents such as individuals have to ensure 

that states comply with their first order 

responsibilities, typically in cases of partial 

compliance or non-compliance.
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The individual duty to promote and support collective 

action against climate change:

• A duty to change and create institutions: voting green, 

using (un)civil disobedience, write blogs and articles, 

petition one’s local government, email one’s 

representatives or executives, organize and/or attend 

demonstrations, donate to organizations,…

• A duty to change and create social norms: adapt one’s 

lifestyles, develop communication strategies to amplify 

the effects of one’s green behaviors, frame greener 

lifestyles as appealing,…

MITIGATION DUTIES: REALISATION



Different individual actors have different second-order 

responsibilities:

• Journalists, poets, novelists, researchers, and communicators 

are more likely to successfully promote green lifestyles.

• Lawyers can contribute to climate litigation and help those 

who engage in lawsuits against states, corporations, and 

other entities. 

• Climate scientists can play a part in undermining resistance 

to effective climate policies by rebutting factual errors and 

misleading statements by climate deniers. 

• Engineers can design more sustainable power plants, 

buildings, and infrastructures. 
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(Worl d Bank 2022)

2. MITIGATION AS EMISSIONS REDUCTIONS

The individual duty to reduce one’s carbon footprint

(World Bank 2023)





(UNEP 2020)



The problem of inconsequentialism: since individual emissions do 
not cause harm in any relevant sense, especially because they are 
too small to be morally significant, mitigating climate change is not 
the responsibility of individuals, but of collective agents, especially 
governments.

➢ Only the duty to promote and support collective action against 
climate change can be justified.

2. MITIGATION AS EMISSIONS REDUCTIONS



Three responses to the problem of inconsequentialism:

1. Consequentialist approach: challenging the empirical 
claim that individual emissions only cause 
indiscernibly small effects. According to John Broome, 
the lifetime emissions of a westerner would cause the 
loss of 6 months of healthy life, or cost between 
$19,000 and $65,000. 

2. Virtue ethics approach: integrity requires moral agents 
to harmonize their values and actions at the collective 
and the individual levels. A person who is ethically 
committed to combatting climate change at the 
collective level should also commit themselves to act 
on a personal level. Other relevant virtues include 
temperance, simplicity, and climate sobriety.

2. MITIGATION AS EMISSIONS REDUCTIONS



Three responses to the problem of inconsequentialism:

3. Deontological approach: regardless of whether 
individual emissions are harmful or not, we all have a duty 
to do our fair share in the fight against climate change – 
an agent’s fair share corresponding to the entitlement to 
a certain share of the overall remaining carbon budget. 
Individuals emitting more than their entitlement are 
illegitimately depriving others of part of their fair share. 
To do their part, most affluent citizens in developed 
countries should reduce their carbon footprints, 
especially by stopping easily avoidable high-emitting 
activities.

2. MITIGATION AS EMISSIONS REDUCTIONS



The problem of overdemandingness: morality cannot require 
individuals to make very large sacrifices to their well-being, since such 
requirements infringe on their autonomy and their ability to pursue 
their life plans.

At what point do individual mitigation duties become too demanding?

1. Duty to promote and support collective action against climate 
change: with the exception of some extreme cases, such as citizens 
living in authoritarian regimes that severely sanction criticism of 
government policy, most individuals can do a lot at relatively little cost 
to themselves. However, those who have more power to influence 
other people to change their lifestyles and to push for more ambitious 
climate policies have a higher degree of responsibility to do so.

2. MITIGATION AS EMISSIONS REDUCTIONS



2. Duty to reduce one’s carbon footprint: the overdemandingness 
objection is more relevant, as low-carbon lifestyle can be quite 
demanding in countries with carbon dependent structures.

To ensure that this mitigation duty is not economically, 
psychologically, or socially too burdensome for individuals, its scope 
should be limited. The possibilities open to particular agents differ 
considerably, depending on their respective geographical, economic, 
and social situation.

At the same time, “ [1] being demanding is by itself no reason against a 
particular moral theory or a particular moral duty… [2] Many actions 
we can take would merely require us to change our habits, to make a 
bigger effort and to accept a little more inconvenience” 
(Schwenkenbecher 2014, p. 180)

2. MITIGATION AS EMISSIONS REDUCTIONS
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One major challenge: dealing with 
emotions such as eco-anxiety in the 
classroom

TEACHING CLIMATE JUSTICE



(https://www.stockholmresilience.org/research/planetary-

boundaries.html, 2024)

Planetary 

boundaries

Step 1: Putting a name on our emotions 

https://www.stockholmresilience.org/research/planetary-boundaries.html
https://www.stockholmresilience.org/research/planetary-boundaries.html


(Armstrong McKay et al. 2022)



(Steffen et al 2018, 8254)





TEACHING CLIMATE JUSTICE

Step 2: defining ecological emotions

Global environmental changes such as biodiversity loss, climate change, and 
ocean acidification have a strong affective dimension. These affective 
phenomena include mental states such as feelings, moods, and emotions. 

Global environmental changes and emotions are linked in different ways: 

• Psychological mechanisms of self-protection, such as denial.

• Psychological well-being and health, such as varieties of worry, 
anxiety, and grief.

• Moral issues, such as moral emotions of guilt, shame, and anger. 

• Behavioural reactions, such as pro-environmental behaviours



TEACHING 
CLIMATE 
JUSTICE

Sadness-related ecological emotions

• Solastalgia: “the homesickness you have when you are still at home. (…) Home is 
becoming more than unrecognizable: it is for many becoming increasingly hostile” 
(Albrecht 2019: 200).

• Ecological grief: “the grief felt in relation to experienced or anticipated 
ecological losses, including the loss of species, ecosystems, and meaningful 
landscapes” (Cunsolo and Ellis 2018).

• Environmental melancholia: “a condition in which even those who care deeply 
about the well-being of ecosystems and future generations are paralyzed to 
translate such concern into action.” (Lertzman 2015: 4)



TEACHING CLIMATE JUSTICE

Threat-related ecological emotions

• Anthropocene horror: “a sense of horror about the 
changing environment globally, usually as mediated 
by news reports and expert predictions, giving a 
sense of threats that need to be anchored to any 
particular place, but which are both everywhere and 
anywhere” (Clark 2020).

• Global dread: “the anticipation of an apocalyptic 
future state of the world that produces a mixture of 
terror and sadness in the sufferer for those who will 
exist in such a state” (Albrecht 2019: 199).

• Ecological/climate anxiety: “chronic fear of 
environmental doom” (Clayton et al 2017: 29); 
“persistent, difficult-to-control apprehensiveness 
and worry about climate change”(Van Valkengoed, 
et al. 2023, 258).



TEACHING CLIMATE JUSTICE

Step 3: discussing ways to cope with eco-anxiety

1. Hope

• Some climate justice scholars have recently emphasized the value 
of hope in the climate change discourse by promoting “climate 
hope” (Shue 2013, McKinnon 2014, Roser 2020).

• Hope applies to an object that is (1) desired, (2) believed to be 
possible but that remains uncertain, and (3) characterized by a 
certain mental emphasis that makes the desire and the belief of the 
hoper significant and stable. 

• “I can believe X to have a low probability (condition 2.) but can still 
desire X (condition 1.) and psychologically rally around X (condition 
3.)” (Roser 2020, 68).

➢Example: hope to keep global temperature below 1.5°C by 2100. 



TEACHING CLIMATE JUSTICE

Hope as a double-edged sword 

• “Dwelling on the imagined achievement instead of 
working towards it, hinders rather than spurs 
action” (Roser 2020, 77)

• “There is no hope without fear nor fear without 
hope.” (Spinoza 2018, III, 50, Scholium, 132)

• “Hope is simply an inconstant joy arising from the 
image of something in the future or in the past 
about whose outcome we are in doubt.” (Spinoza 
2018, III, 18, Scholium 2, 109) 



TEACHING CLIMATE 
JUSTICE

2. Confidence

While hope is a desire for an object we 
do not have or that does not exist, a 
desire whose fulfilment remains 
uncertain, confidence is less about the 
future than about the present, less 
about what we do not know than 
about what we do know, less about 
what does not depend on us than 
about what does.

➢For example, we can act with 
confidence to reduce our individual 
carbon footprint





Step 4: Classroom activity

Great Aletsch Glacier (Swiss Alps)

• Since the pre-industrial era, the 
temperature in Switzerland has 
increased by almost 2°C, twice 

the global average. At this rate, 
half of the 1,500 Alpine glaciers, 
including the Aletsch glacier, will 
disappear in the next 30 years.

• If nothing is done to rapidly 

reduce greenhouse gas 
emissions, all glaciers in 
Switzerland and Europe risk 
melting almost completely by 
the end of the century (source)

https://www.swissinfo.ch/eng/climate-change/why-melting-glaciers-affect-us-all/45810296




(source)

https://www.swissinfo.ch/eng/climate-change/melting-ice_swiss-glaciers-before-and-after/42305734


(source)

https://www.swissinfo.ch/eng/climate-change/melting-ice_swiss-glaciers-before-and-after/42305734


Chasing Ice trailer
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