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Op-ed

T he same deep tension lies at the heart of 
the fight against COVID-19 and climate 
change, particularly in democracies. In 

each case, the measures necessary to save 
everyone entail costs that widen existing  
inequalities. At a time when the United States 
and other democracies need solidarity, the  
resulting civic turmoil and division are feeding 
(and being fed by) populism.

In the United States, the disastrous response  
to the pandemic has exacerbated class, racial, 
ethnic, and age divisions. Shutting down 60 
percent of the economy for months, and then 
reopening it in an uneven state-by-state fashion, 
has pitted those who can work remotely and 
want to stay safe against those who cannot  
and thus regard public-health measures as 
tantamount to economic suicide.

The 40 percent of the economy that has 
remained open all along is staffed by millions 
of “essential workers,” who disproportionately 

comprise low-paid black and brown Americans. 
They are up to five times more likely than whites 
to be hospitalized for COVID-191, and—with 
more than 37,000 black Americans having now 
died from the disease—more than twice as 
likely to die.2 Intersecting these divides is the 
coronavirus’s differential impact on younger and 
older Americans, although jokes about COVID-19 
being the “boomer remover” have faded as every 
age group suffers deaths and serious health 
consequences.

Beyond the health effects, young people are 
paying a higher social, educational, and economic 
price for the shutdown than older Americans. The 
unemployment rate among those aged under 
34 is in the double digits3, while McKinsey & 
Company estimates that the ongoing disruption 
to schooling will cost $110 billion in lost annual 
earnings for today’s students.4 And these are just 
the consequences that can be measured. 
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None of this had to happen. America’s poor 
COVID-19 response is a failure of leadership, 
not governance. Other democracies—including 
countries as geographically diverse and culturally 
distinct as South Korea, New Zealand, Germany, 
and Ghana—have kept infection rates under 
control so far. And although communist China 
is widely viewed as having responded better to 
the pandemic than the United States5, democratic 
Taiwan has done an even better job—and without 
suppressing information about the spread of the 
virus.

The fault lies with a particular kind of populist 
leadership that is abysmally evident in President 
Donald Trump’s administration but also plagues 
other countries, from Poland under the ruling 
Law and Justice (PiS) party to the Philippines 
under President Rodrigo Duterte. Such leaders 
approach problems by blaming others, aiming 
to strengthen their support within a particular 
subgroup by fostering division.

That type of leadership undermines trust6,  
and makes it less likely that people will have 
sufficient confidence in authority and expertise to 
follow public-health guidelines. It also eschews 
and destroys any idea of shared sacrifice.

Therein lies the similarity between the 
responses to COVID-19 and climate change: 
faced with outsize and unexpected burdens 
and costs, everyone must commit to give 
up or pay something.

To be sure, solidarity is much harder to 
sustain when sacrifice is shared unequally. 
As with the current pandemic, the 
effects and costs of climate change 
are unevenly distributed within and 
across populations. Those who have 

benefited from the generation of wealth in the 
industrial age will not be paying anywhere near 
a proportionate share of the legacy costs in the 
twenty-first century.

But embracing solidarity offers a potential 
path forward for all democracies beset with 
racial and ethnic tensions, either among native 
populations or between self-described natives 
and immigrants. In his forthcoming book on 
“race, solidarity, and the future of America,” U.S. 
Navy veteran and former White House Fellow 
Theodore Johnson defines national solidarity as 
“the civic version of the Golden Rule,” requiring 
that each of us “actively champion the right to 
equality and liberty” for ourselves and our fellow 
citizens.

Johnson further argues that African-Americans 
and other minority communities have deep ex-
perience of solidarity. Michelle Alexander, author 
of The New Jim Crow, has similarly called for a 
“politics of deep solidarity rooted in love.”7
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Solidarity is both golden and necessary.  
The United States, along with Japan, China, 
Russia, and much of Europe, is struggling with a 
demographic imbalance, having too few young 
people to support a tsunami of retirees. But the 
U.S. has a comparative advantage, because both 
immigration and a more diverse young population 
are contributing to economic growth.8

Whites are already no longer a majority among 
Americans under 18. By 2027, they will cease to 
be a majority among those under 30, and by 2045 
they will no longer be a majority at all.9 If America 
can make closing the racial equity gap its na-
tional mission, such that economic, educational, 
and social disparities simply track America’s 
demography rather than being disproportionately 
concentrated in black and brown communities, it 
will open the door to huge and lasting innovation.

Throughout its history, American democracy  
has innovated to adjust to technological 
change, wars, pandemics, and other shocks. Its 

persistence shows that a society governed by 
liberal principles, the rule of law, and elected 
representatives can exist and thrive for centuries. 
As the U.S. approaches the 250th anniversary 
of its founding, Americans need to embrace 
the country’s diversity as a source of strength 
and solidarity that will allow it to meet collective 
challenges at home and abroad.

The politics of populism is a politics of division, 
defining “the people” whom populist leaders 
claim to represent against others—foreigners, 
elitists, cosmopolitans, globalists, urbanites, or 
people of a different color, race, or creed. By 
contrast, the politics of solidarity is one of unity, 
reminding us of the common threat to the planet 
that imperils us all. By choosing a response that 
unites equity and existentialism, we can save 
both democracy and our world.
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C limate change is the greatest threat facing 
humanity right now. Though we will all 
feel its impacts, not all of us will be affected 

equally, making it not just an important foreign 
policy issue but also an important issue with 
regard to equity and democracy. For instance, 
while some people have yet to experience any 
climate impacts in their own lives, others have 
already seen their livelihoods destroyed by 
climate change-driven floods, hurricanes, and 
droughts. In my country, Uganda, I have seen 
people, especially in rural communities, struggle 
with food and water scarcity—yet we emit less 
carbon dioxide per capita than nearly every other 
country. This clearly shows the injustices that 
come with climate change and demonstrates 
that the foreign policy community needs to act 
to protect the developing world and the most 
vulnerable within it. 

There are three key steps to ensuring that climate 
action is democratic and equitable, and thus 
more effective. First, the international community 
needs to provide more democratic development 

finance to address the needs of communities 
struggling with air and water pollution and 
support developing countries with mitigation and 
adaptation efforts. Second, ecocide needs to 
be recognized under international law—this is a 
crucial step towards global environmental justice. 
Third, we need to bring more voices into the  
international climate debate, particularly those 
who suffer the most from climate impacts,  
namely frontline communities and women.

Encourage More Democratic  
Development Finance

The objective of development finance is to build 
more livable and sustainable communities, while 
the role of democracy is to ensure that the  
interests and needs of the people are reflected  
in decision-making. 

Democratic development finance needs to  
support climate-friendly projects for both  
mitigation and adaptation. Initiatives that are 
working to build resilience in the most affected 
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communities and countries should be prioritized. 
Efforts, for instance, that increase food security 
for the poor, improve water security through 
water harvesting mechanisms such as boreholes, 
and bring solar-power installations or eco-friendly 
stoves to communities.

For so long, activists have tried to drive change 
in their communities with the resources available 
to them. For example, I started a project in 
Uganda—relying on funding from individual 
internet donors—that involves the installation of 
solar energy and eco-friendly stoves in schools. 
These stoves help to reduce the amount of 
firewood that schools use to prepare food. They 
also ensure clean cooking for the students and 
protect the chefs from inhaling smoke as they 
prepare food. Taking clean cooking a step further, 
the project includes the installation of solar  
systems in schools to support a broader  
transition to renewable energy. 

Many other people are working to build resilience 
in the most affected communities, but they face 
the basic challenge of a lack of financing. It is 
estimated that the United Nation’s Sustainability 
Development Goals require $5-7 trillion to ensure 

the goals are met by 20301—and yet in 2018, 
Official Development Assistance totaled 

just $149 billion.2 Policymakers need to support 
the policies that enable and encourage financing 
for young people to build resilience in the most 
affected communities. 

Foreign policymakers should drive green invest-
ments globally, such as clean transportation and 
renewable energy. The developing countries  
that are the most affected by the climate crisis 
need assistance in running these investments.  
Developing investment strategies through a 
democratic lens helps us recognize who is 
suffering from climate injustice and carve out a 
more equitable pathway forward, by allocating 
financing to increase the resilience of those who 
are most affected. The people are speaking up 
and demanding change. 

Address Ecocide and  
Environmental Crimes in  
International Law

The term “ecocide” refers to human activity that 
violates the principles of environmental justice, 
for example causing extensive damage to—or 
destroying—ecosystems, or harming the health 
and well-being of a species (including humans). 
While we have many international agreements 
and laws meant to protect the environment and 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Environmental_justice
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ecosystems
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Species
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climate, none of them explicitly address ecocide. 
Ecocide needs to be recognized under international 
law as a crime. 

In fact, justice systems are becoming the new 
battleground between activists and bad climate 
actors. The fossil fuel industry is lawyering up. 
To date, nine U.S. cities and counties have sued 
the fossil fuel industry for climate damages.3 
California fisherman are going after oil companies 
for their role in warming the Pacific Ocean, a 
process that soaks the Dungeness crabs they 
harvest with a dangerous neurotoxin. The Dutch 
Supreme Court ruled in the Urgenda climate 
case that the Dutch government is obligated to 
reduce emissions in line with its human rights 
obligations.4 And in Juliana vs. U.S., a group of 
young Americans have filed suit against their 
government, “assert[ing] that, through the gov-
ernment’s affirmative actions that cause climate 
change, it has violated the youngest generation’s 
constitutional rights to life, liberty, and property, 
as well as failed to protect essential public trust 
resources.”5 

Governments and corporations need to be held 
responsible for violating human rights. Foreign 
policymakers should urge the fulfilment of 
environmental legal obligations to combat climate 
change. This will help to reduce potential environ-
mental risks in the most affected communities.

Listen, then Lead

Last but not least, we need to recognize all 
voices in the international arena, particularly 
those who most often face the consequences of 
climate change-driven extreme weather. 

Women’s roles as primary caregivers and providers 
of fuel and food make them more vulnerable to 
drought and floods. The authors of a Georgetown 
Institute for Women, Peace and Security report 
write, “Around the world, women tend to be 
marginalized from political and economic power 
and have limited access to financial and material 
resources—particularly in conflict-affected, 
post-conflict, or less economically developed 
settings—which can exacerbate their vulnerability 
to the impacts of climate change.”6

There’s a simple illustration of this from Uganda: 
one of the ways to survive a flood is to climb a 
tree, and yet women in some areas are strictly 
not allowed to climb trees, because doing so 
would taint their dignity according to cultural 
values.

One way to improve the situation is to include 
more women in conversations on climate  
action. This means providing equal space and 
resources for women and men to participate in 
climate change decision-making and action at 
all levels and on all platforms. Decision-making 
needs to include diverse voices from developing 
communities and Indigenous communities.  
These people suffer the most and they deserve 
platforms to demand justice and inform responses. 
There is no climate justice without respecting 
diversity in the climate movement. 

We cannot address climate change without 
democracy and equity. We cannot. We need 
leaders who will take swift and equitable climate 
action. We need leaders who will enforce laws to 
protect people and the planet. 
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Introduction

A press-conference photo from the 2020 World 
Economic Forum in Davos, Switzerland, excluded 
Vanessa Nakate, a young Ugandan climate  
activist who founded the Rise Up Movement. 
That photo only showed her four White colleagues.1 
Nakate’s exclusion from this picture powerfully 
illustrates the epistemic silencing of non-White 
and Indigenous peoples and communities in the 
most eminent discussions of climate change. 
This example shows how climate discussions are 
dominated by Western, often White voices and 
interests.2 

Take another example. It was only after months 
of climate change aggravated bushfires raging 
across Australia3 that fire services began to  
consider 50,000-year-old Aboriginal fire-management 
practices.4 Those practices involve a close,  
custodial connection with land, wildlife, and  
seasons.5 Furthermore, it was almost three 
months after those fires had been extinguished 
when the Australian Government ultimately  
concluded that it ought to have better incorporated 
Indigenous knowledge into the country’s environ-
mental decision-making.6 

James Thuo Gathii
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While the bushfires in Australia and elsewhere, 
including in California, received intense media 
attention, very little attention is paid to the more 
extreme, long-term, and life-threatening conse-
quences of climate change, such as drought, 
water scarcity, and food shortages in Africa, 
South Asia, Latin America, and elsewhere.7 Like 
Nakate’s excision from the climate activist photo 
and Australia’s initial oversight of Indigenous 
knowledge8, climate change issues involving poor 
countries remain largely underrepresented in 
both research and global governance.9

It is time we put an end to the epistemic silences 
in predominant climate change discourses, 
which erase and ignore the agency, knowledge, 
and experiences of non-Western, non-White 
peoples, and Indigenous communities. Effectively 
responding to the immense challenges posed 
by climate change requires a climate justice 
approach that centers the voices and experience 
of those most vulnerable. Foregrounding these 
voices and experiences, including those relating 
to traditional ecological knowledge, will serve 
not only to better understand and address the 
challenges raised by climate change, but also to 
end the “cognitive annihilation” of Indigenous 
heritages and world-views.10 It is simply not 
enough to focus only on the economic and  
scientific issues raised by climate change,  
without paying attention to those relating to  
race, identity, and indigeneity.11

To make that claim, this essay examines three 
major approaches to thinking about climate 
change: sustainable development; social justice 
cosmopolitanism; and post-development.12 A 
comparative analysis reveals significant variation 
in the ways these approaches exclude the view-
points of vulnerable communities. Furthermore, 
these approaches remain largely isolated from 
one another, which makes coordinating effective 
climate-change action an even greater challenge.

In contrast, climate justice theorists, practitioners, 
and activists acknowledge race, gender, identity, 
and indigeneity; 13 accordingly, they address the 
limits of development and market orthodoxy in 
the aforementioned approaches, and also high-
light the “issues and concerns that arise from the 
intersection of climate change with race, poverty, 
and preexisting environmental risks.”14 These as-
pects of climate justice are critical because they 
make visible the most urgent impacts of climate 
change that have so far been peripheral in policy 
discussions that are dominated by scientific and 
economic considerations.

Climate justice is by no means a settled and  
uncontested concept15, but more than any of the 
aforementioned approaches, it opens up climate 
change discussions to a broader set of consid-
erations and should be embraced alongside the 
predominant economic and scientific approaches 
that currently dominate discussions on climate 
change. 

Sustainable Development and its 
Blind Spots

One lens through which to think about climate 
change is economics. For example, a recent 
economic analysis of climate change argues that 
markets, if left alone, can produce climate-saving 
innovations, enabling never-ending growth.16  
Sustainable development, by contrast, provides 
an alternative starting point for a more sustainable 
and inclusive global economy. 

The concept of sustainable development—that 
high growth rates are a key driver of develop-
ment17—began to take shape after the 1972 
U.N. Conference on the Human Environment in 
Stockholm, which recommended preservation 
measures to offset environmental degradation 
caused by resource extraction and economic 
exploitation. The term “sustainable development” 
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first appeared in a 1980 report by the Internation-
al Union for the Conversation of Nature.18 In 1987, 
the U.N. World Commission on Development and 
the Environment presented the Brundtland Report, 
which imagined sustainable development as  
balancing economic development with environ-
mental protection.19 This approach changed when 
the 1995 Copenhagen Declaration on Social 
Development described sustainable development 
as a balance of three pillars: environmental 
protection, economic development, and social 
development (which integrates social, economic, 
and cultural rights, including equality and non- 
discrimination).20 Later, the 2012 U.N. Conference 
on Sustainable Development (i.e., the Rio+20 
Conference) proposed a more abstract,  
pro-growth notion of sustainable development 
that identified poverty in developing countries  
as primarily responsible for environmental  
degradation.21 The overriding commitment to 
economic growth that appeared in Rio’s “Green 
Economy” proposals were dubbed as “eco- 
efficient” approaches to solve environmental 
issues.22 

However, very much like the leading scientific 
studies on climate change, sustainable develop-
ment alone does not adequately capture the 
entire breadth of the implications raised by 
climate change. As a framework, sustainable 
development comes with significant blind spots. 
In particular, it pays insufficient attention to 
historical and structural foundations of poverty. 
Even with some recognition of both the bio-
physical limits to growth and the role of cultural 
and spiritual heritages in reinforcing economic 
interests and survival imperatives, sustainable 
development remains an overtly growth-centric 
“ruling rationality,”23 invariably justifying the types 
of environmental degradation associated with 
climate change.24  

The Cracks in Social Justice 
Cosmopolitanism

Unlike sustainable development, social justice 
cosmopolitanism evaluates climate change 
action while weighing the historical and structural 
foundations of poverty. This includes the impact 
of the high levels of emissions from developed 
economies and middle-income emerging market 
economies that disproportionately impact the 
lowest carbon dioxide-emitting countries of the 
Global South. For proponents of social justice 
cosmopolitanism, who view individuals as the 
units of moral concern, global institutional  
arrangements exacerbate socioeconomic  
inequalities in ways that are both foreseeable 
and avoidable.25 As a result, these cosmopolitans 
believe that developed countries have a moral 
imperative to stop poverty and ecological harms, 
including those caused by climate change. 

To achieve this goal, cosmopolitans propose 
measures such as cooperative redistribution. 
For example, Thomas Pogge has proposed a 
government sponsored Ecological Impact Fund 
that would incentivize innovators of ecologically 
beneficial inventions by paying them on the  
condition that they agree to give up the underlying 
intellectual property protection of their innovation 
so that it can be used in countries that would 
otherwise be unable to afford such innovation.26 
For cosmopolitans, identity issues, including 
those based on ethnicity, culture, or race, are 
irrelevant.27 Yet, the impact of climate change 
disproportionately falls on people who have long 
been marginalized on the basis of their identity. 
It is insufficient to merely focus on the material 
resources the poor lack without focusing “on 
relations and structures of social and political 
inequality”28 that reinforce poor communities’ 
powerlessness and subordination.29 
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Beyond Post-Development?

Unlike sustainable development and social justice 
cosmopolitanism, a post-development approach 
provides a framework for discussing climate 
change that emphasizes how contemporary 
development paradigms are designed by elites 
and the global institutions they control, “from 
above,” rather than “from below.” The claim here 
is that ideas about development are not designed 
through bottom-up, grassroots processes that 
take into account the interest of ordinary people 
and communities. 

A post-development concept argues that  
development frameworks such as free markets 
also presuppose a singular “global modernity” 
rooted in a Eurocentric social order.30 On the  
other hand, “coloniality” includes “those 
subaltern knowledges and cultural practices 
world-wide that modernity itself [has] shunned, 
suppressed[,] made invisible and disqualified.”31 
Post-development seeks to overcome this 
modernity/coloniality paradigm that defines 
contemporary understandings of development by 
taking seriously local histories and politics, not in 

a romantic or unrealistic manner32, but rather  
as foundations for alternative and dissenting 
imaginations. Such a view is based on  
acknowledging the role of social movements 
to “more directly and simultaneously engage 
with imperial globality and global coloniality.”33 
Post-development therefore provides an approach 
that counters universalizing solutions to climate 
justice concerns by foregrounding non-dominant 
perspectives that cannot be reduced to the 
modernity/coloniality paradigm, even while 
acknowledging its overbearing influence.34

For example, Balakrishnan Rajagopal reminds us 
that although human rights discourse is part of 
this hegemonic modernity/coloniality paradigm, 
we should not dismiss the value of human rights 
in our search for radical democratic alternatives, 
particularly because rights help to envision what 
he refers to as “counter-hegemonic cognitive 
frames.”35 Rajagopal’s vision of a counter- 
hegemonic international law includes “coalitions 
of smaller states and social movements, forming 
tactical alliances with larger states in particular 
negotiations, while increasing the prominence 
of sub-state actors in international law more 
broadly.”36 In this respect, post-development 
complements a climate justice framework that 
also includes attention to issues of identity, 
including those relating to race, identity, gender, 
and indigeneity.       

Hitting the Mark with Climate 
Justice

Implementing a climate justice approach to 
understanding and addressing the impacts of 
climate change would complement and strengthen 
the aforementioned predominant approaches. 
For one, this is because climate justice’s inter-
disciplinarity avoids the blind spots of economic 
frameworks oriented towards growth and  
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redistribution. Additionally, climate justice  
responds to an urgent global threat by its  
razor-sharp focus on the disproportionate burden 
of climate borne by people of color and Indigenous 
people, as well as related issues such as access 
to safe, affordable, and nutritional food, access to 
parks and open space, but also equity in disaster 
preparation and response. 37 This essay primarily 
focuses on those elements that directly relate to 
climate justice. 

Climate justice was embraced in the 2002 Bali 
Principles of Climate Justice, which were  
formulated by a broad coalition of civil society 
groups. One of their primary goals was to put  
a human face to issues related to climate  
change by borrowing from a human rights and 
environmental justice perspective.38 

The many roots of the climate justice movement 
can be traced to environmental justice move-
ments39 including those that sought to defeat 
environmental racism. The goal of environmental 
justice is to address:

the ethical and human rights dimensions of 
climate change, the disproportionate burden 
of legacy pollution (chemicals that were used 
or produced by industry that remain in the 
environment for a long time after they were 
used and cause harm), the unsustainable 
rise in energy costs for low income families, 
and the impacts of energy extraction, 
refining, and manufacturing on vulnerable 
communities.40 

For example, in North America, environmental 
justice actors challenged environmental policies 
that allowed disproportionate and persistent 
exposure of environmental harms to people  
of color.41 

Environmental justice therefore emphasizes the 
centrality of grassroots engagement, particularly 

by people of color, youth, and women, as 
exemplified in the work of leaders like Nakate, 
whose combined influence can counter a 
dismissive culture of inaction on the causes and 
impacts of climate by governments and other 
actors.42 Also referred to as “environmentalism of 
the poor,” environmental justice recognizes those 
disproportionately impacted by climate change 
not merely as victims or objects of study, but 
also as producers of knowledge whose agency in 
exposing and countering environmental injustices 
is crucial to understanding the threat that climate 
change poses.

Indeed, as Maxine Burkett reminds us, the 
contemporary global climate movement does 
not simply mirror the concerns of environmental 
justice.43 Rather, in Burkett’s words, it “seeks to 
correct a deeper harm that disparately dismantles 
livelihoods as a result of a changing climate, and 
to introduce a different kind of political economy 
that, at the very least, abandons the use of fossil 
fuels as a driver of our economy.”44 Indigenous 
peoples and local communities adversely impacted 
by climate change often seek alliances with  
sympathetic actors including rich non-governmental 
organizations based in rich countries as a way of 
amplifying the voices and concerns.45

Recognizing climate change as a problem of 
global injustice, rather than solely a problem of 
economics, of science, or merely of inequality, 
provides clarity on the need “for a fundamental 
shift in our political and economic systems and 
thinking.”46 While many of the existing approaches 
to environmentalism have focused on sustainability, 
climate justice emphasizes that “nature is more 
than an economic resource and the natural  
environment is of more than utilitarian value.”47 

Importantly, climate justice embraces a notion 
of intergenerational justice, which indicates how 
“the persistence of greenhouse gases is a past, 
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present, and future wrong that must somehow 
now be addressed.”48 Climate justice proponents 
consider that climate change will adversely impact 
not only “the most impoverished nations and 
peoples in the international community, who will 
be least able to address it,” but the emerging  
middle-income nations continuing to pursue  
economic growth in hopes of joining the  
industrialized world as well.49 

Solutions to climate change pegged on  
contemporary notions such as sustainable  
development are problematic because global  
capitalism “deploys race and racism as  
techniques of exclusion and control, creating 
expendable geographic locations (sacrifice zones) 
and expendable people.”50 Taking these limits 
of sustainable development, Carmen Gonzalez 
argues in favor of a race-conscious approach  
to create solidarity between diverse social  
movements and climate-vulnerable states;  
this approach rejects and counters extractive  
economic policies, economic inequality,  
and racism.51 

Since the dominant approaches to climate 
change arise from within a State-centric system 
with a long history of excluding, suppressing, and 
erasing Indigenous experiences and  
perspectives, climate justice’s inclusivity 
suggests a more fundamental critique of the 
exclusionary nature of State-centric responses 
to climate change that foreground scientific and 
economic considerations, while ignoring or  
downplaying the experiences and voices of  
Indigenous peoples, people of color, and women. 
This is particularly the case in settler colonial 
states, including those in the Americas, in the 
South Pacific, and in places like South Africa52, 
where these groups are not merely demanding 

equality, but self-determination and autonomy 
for themselves free of the neo-liberal paradigms 
predicated on coloniality and modernity—both 
of which are embraced by our contemporary 
State-centric system.53 Perhaps most significantly, 
according to Upendra Baxi, the climate justice  
approach provides an opportunity and an openness 
to see and address the suffering of the “others” 
who are already burdened disproportionately by 
the impacts of climate change and who are often 
rendered invisible by State-centric approaches.54

Yet, as noted in the introduction, we must recog-
nize that climate justice is a contested idea.55  
For example, as Susannah Fisher notes, the  
United Nations Framework Convention on  
Climate Change’s concept of common but  
differentiated responsibility focuses on “the re-
silience of existing social systems rather than of 
the transformation to new more equal societies.”56 
Further, while the Paris Agreement referred to 
climate justice for the first time, it “does not 
involve or provide a basis for any liability or  
compensation.”57 In fact, one climate justice  
litigation study that centered this reparation 
approach and took the Paris Agreement as a 
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point of departure made no reference to gender 
or other non-State identities.58 In addition, unlike 
post-development, climate justice advocates 
do not always engage with and/or critique 
underpinning structural ideologies, such as the 
neoliberalism or Eurocentric foundations of glo-
balization, including its paradigm of sustainable 
development.

Conclusion

I still vividly recall the brochures, complete with ab-
solutely horrifying pictures showing environmental 
destruction, including oil spills and gas flaring from 
the Movement for the Survival of the Ogoni People 
(MOSOP), sent to the Washington DC-based Inter-
national Human Rights Law Group (IHRLG). My job 
that fateful summer in 1995 was to assist leading 
international human rights lawyer Gay McDougall, 
then the Executive Director of the IHRLG, to lobby 
to save the life of MOSOP’s founder and leader, Ken 
Saro-Wiwa, from Nigerian General Sani Abacha’s 
ruthless repression of MOSOP’s protests against 
fossil fuel corporations like Shell for devastating 
the region’s environment. The struggle for environ-
mental justice of the Indigenous Ogoni community, 
including the heartbreaking execution of their leader 
Ken Saro-Wiwa in November 1995 by the military 
dictatorship of General Abacha, is one of over 
3,000 environmental conflicts around the world 
captured in the Environmental Justice Atlas.59 This 
Atlas definitively shows that mining and industrial 
extraction of fossil fuels are a leading source of 
mobilizations and protests, especially by Indigenous 
peoples. Needless to say, these extractive activities 
are a leading cause of climate change.

From the foregoing perspective, climate justice 
offers a compelling framework for centering 

the experiences and perspectives of vulnerable 
communities upstaged by the often predominantly 
White voices and concerns in discussions and 
debates on climate change. Such exclusion is 
troubling in many respects, but especially so 
given the growing consensus among policy 
experts that the brunt of climate change will be 
shouldered overwhelmingly by people-of-color 
and Indigenous peoples, especially those within 
States that are already prone to economic insecurity 
and conflict60, and which contribute the least to 
global climate change.61 A devastating instance 
of this disproportionate exposure is that of small 
island developing states, like the Maldives, 
Tuvalu, and Kiribati, many of which will lose all of 
their territory to rising sea levels before the end 
of the century.62 Centering a response to climate 
change in a climate justice approach ensures that 
issues of race, gender, identity, and indigeneity 
come to the fore in ways which reflect the most 
dire needs.63

We have unfortunately seen how the United 
States and many European States pushed back 
against the adoption of a recent United Nations 
Human Rights Council Resolution to establish 
an independent commission of inquiry that 
would uncover the facts and circumstances 
related to systemic police violence in the United 
States and elsewhere following the murder of 
George Floyd.64 The United States and European 
countries have a long history of limiting scrutiny 
of their record of racial inequality, racial injustice, 
and ongoing marginalization of women and Indig-
enous peoples. By spotlighting issues of identity, 
gender, race, and indigeneity, a climate justice 
approach can coalesce into a movement that 
both addresses climate change and pushes back 
against the insidious denialism of the significance 
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of these issues, particularly in the United States 
and in Europe. 

Ultimately, while climate justice does have its 
blind spots, just as other approaches, it opens up 
attention to the real concerns of Black, Brown, 
and Indigenous peoples who often have little 
power in defining the terms through which 
discussions of climate change are discussed 
and debated. This attention can only serve to 
strengthen our collective responses.
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