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Introduction 

 

Since climate justice emerged as a research field in the early 1990s, scholars have focused a 

great deal on providing a rationale for principles of justice. Burden-sharing justice (based on 

the polluter pays, the ability to pay, and the beneficiary pays principles) and harm avoidance 

justice (based on the harm principle) represent the two major kinds of climate justice.1 

Scholars have especially used idealizations, theoretical models, and thought experiments in an 

attempt to find the fairest way to share the global and intergenerational burdens of climate 

change, in light of historical responsibility for past emissions.2  

 But how can these abstract philosophical principles be translated into concrete climate 

policies? Although climate policies were already considered in early debates on climate 

justice, over the last decade, growing attention has been given to fair and feasible institutional 

reforms. There are two important reasons for this recent development of action-guiding 

approaches to climate justice. The first is that, since the 1990s, the gap between the demands 

of climate justice and existing climate policies has widened. Despite further theoretical 

justification for the principles of climate justice, political inertia still reigns at the national and 

international levels. As Steve Vanderheiden (2016, 28) laments: 

 
…the gap between what scholars have called for as a matter of climate justice and what is 

politically and institutionally feasible has grown, with ideal theory work on environmental justice 

ironically making its own prescriptions appear to be decreasingly obtainable in consequence of 

their widening distance from the practical political means available for bringing them about.  

 

The second reason for the growing chasm between theories of climate justice and policy is the 

rising awareness that we are in a situation of climate emergency in which ambitious political 

action is urgently needed. The IPCC (2018, 12) warns us that for a 66% probability of 

limiting global warming to 1.5°C, humanity has a remaining carbon budget of no more than 

420 GtCO2. At current emission rates (42 GtCO2 per year), this budget is expected to be 

exhausted in about 10 years.3 The growing gap between (ideal) theory and practice, together 

with the rapidly shrinking global carbon budget, has pushed normative political theorists to 

become increasingly interested in finding more efficient and fairer climate change mitigation, 

adaptation, and compensation policies (Maltais (2016); Light and Taraska (2016); Heyward 

and Ödalen (2016); Page and Heyward (2016); Vanderheiden (2016); Baatz (2018); Bourban 

(2018)).  

 I contribute here to these recent developments in the philosophical literature on 

climate change by showing one possible way to promote climate justice in the non-ideal 

circumstances of international negotiations. In the first section, I explore methodological 

considerations regarding ideal and non-ideal theory and define the notion of political 

feasibility. In the second section, I present an institutional reform to the international climate 

regime, by focusing on mitigation responsibilities. I argue that an equity calculator based on 

the norm of common but differentiated responsibilities and respective capabilities (CBDR-

RC) should be incorporated in the climate regime, specifically in countries’ nationally 

https://rowman.com/ISBN/9781538162682/Principles-of-Justice-and-Real-World-Climate-Politics
https://rowman.com/ISBN/9781538162682/Principles-of-Justice-and-Real-World-Climate-Politics
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determined contributions (NDCs). In the third section, I explain how this proposal is feasible 

by focusing on three main arguments: the flexibility of the proposed normative framework; 

the role of civil society; and the importance of states’ reputational concerns in the bottom-up 

architecture of the Paris Agreement.  

My objective is to follow the methodological change of course recently initiated by 

some political philosophers in order to develop a non-ideal approach to climate justice that 

addresses the feasibility issue. The high degree of combability between my reform proposal 

and existing political institutions within the climate regime, especially the fundamental norm 

of CBDR-RC and the five-year cycle for the reevaluation of NDCs set by the Paris 

Agreement, ensures a high degree of feasibility. At the same time, the congruence between 

the equity calculator and basic principles of climate justice ensures a high degree of fairness. 

Moral and political theorizing is not constrained by feasibility constraints, which is why ideal 

theory matters; however, since the feasible set constraints the space within which we apply 

principles of justice, it is important to complement existing ideal theories of climate justice 

with non-ideal approaches to climate justice.  

    

Towards a Non-Ideal Approach to Climate Justice 

 

Ideal and Non-Ideal Theory 

 

Although there may be many reasons for the growing gap between the demands of justice and 

existing climate policies, one important factor is the dominant position of ideal theory in the 

field of climate justice. Originally, it made sense to follow Rawls’s methodology and aim for 

different and competing grand theories of climate justice (liberal, cosmopolitan, utilitarian, 

and so on). However, now we can see that the normative prescriptions of the first wave of 

debates on climate justice have had little influence on real-world politics, a methodological 

change of course seems warranted. As Laura Valentini (2012, 654) points out, “[s]ome 

[political philosophers] voiced the concern that the dominant – Rawlsian – paradigm in the 

discipline was somehow too detached from reality to guide political action.” She continues: 

“This methodological debate on the proper nature of political philosophy, and its ability to 

guide action in real-world circumstances, has become known as the debate on ideal and non-

ideal theory.” This chapter is a contribution to a non-ideal approach to climate justice that 

aims at making the normative prescriptions of the field more action-guiding.4 The objective is 

not to question the relevance of ideal theories of climate justice, on which I draw in part, but 

rather to complement them. In this section, I explain in what sense this kind of approach is 

better suited to dealing with the topic of feasibility.   

There are several ways to understand the much-debated methodological distinction 

between ideal and non-ideal theory.5 Originally, Rawls (1999, 216) conceived ideal theory as 

the part of a theory of justice assuming “strict compliance” for the purpose of working out the 

principles “that characterize a well-ordered society under favorable circumstances.” He stated 

that his “main concern” was “with this part of the theory.”  

 Following on Rawls’s conception of ideal theory, theorists of (climate) justice often 

make two major idealizations (Chung 2012, 65): 

(1) Compliance with principles of justice: citizens and political leaders are reasonable beings 

using their sense of justice and their practical reason to comply with the demands of 

justice.  

(2) The existence of circumstances favorable to the achievement of justice: principles of 

justice are readily applicable to existing institutions.  

The claim is not that people are in fact reasonable beings, or that the current situation is in 

fact favorable to the realization of justice, but those are assumed for the purpose of finding an 
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ideal theory. Rawls (1999, 8, emphasis added) indeed explains that “everyone is presumed to 

act justly and to do his part in upholding just institutions.” Such assumptions are valuable in 

the exploration of  “what a perfectly just society would look like” (Rawls 1999, 8).  

 Rawls (1999, 216) conceived ideal and non-ideal theory as two complementary 

subparts of the same theory of justice. Once an ideal theory has been formulated, non-ideal 

theory can start to explore how to deal with actual injustices. The non-ideal part of the theory 

moves from “the conception of a perfectly just basic structure” to the real world, and 

addresses problems “under less happy conditions,” such as partial compliance and non-

compliance (Rawls 1999, 216-217).  

My aim is not to fully investigate the methodological distinction between ideal and 

non-ideal theory, but rather to draw on non-ideal theory to think about climate justice. While 

there are still important disagreements between climate justice scholars on the best set of 

principles of distributive justice (Caney 2010, Page 2011), I presuppose that some basic 

principles of climate justice as defined by ideal theory, such as the polluter pays, the ability to 

pay, and the beneficiary pays principles, are ethically relevant. As Henry Shue (2015, 8) 

explains, “even though some may diverge at the theoretical periphery,” key principles of 

climate justice “converge at the practical core.” There is indeed a broad ethical consensus that 

developed countries should shoulder most mitigation burdens, at least initially: “there is 

enough ethical convergence to provide guidelines for ‘rough justice’ moving forward, at least 

in the initial steps” (Gardiner and Weisbach 2016, 129). While it is of course possible to 

further justify basic principles of justice in ideal theory, the priority today is for developed 

countries to implement ambitious mitigation policies and to help developing and emerging 

countries to mitigate their own emissions.6 

In other words, non-ideal justice remains, at least in the initial steps of the transition to 

fairer climate policies, at the general level where principles of climate justice point in the 

same direction: affluent countries should bear most of the burden and play a leadership role. 

In a second step, a non-ideal approach can increase the level of specificity and show that the 

polluter pays principle and the ability to pay principle can lead to different results, for 

instance in the case of high emitting but poor counties. However, both with the first and the 

second steps, a non-ideal approach to climate justice follows the demands of principles of 

burden-sharing and harm avoidance justice.  

Two major sets of problems are characteristic of a non-ideal approach. First, partial 

compliance and non-compliance with principles of justice. These can be caused by the limited 

and fallible moral reasoning of moral agents. They can also be motivated by a plurality of 

other reasons, including amoral motives, such as the promotion of personal interests. The 

second set of problems is due to the existence of circumstances that are unfavorable to the 

realization of just institutions. The case of climate change illustrates this well. A first problem 

here is institutional inadequacy, caused by the “limits of our current, largely national, 

institutions, and the lack of an effective system of global governance” (Gardiner 2011, 29). A 

second problem is the existence of unjust institutions and practices, such as global subsidies 

for fossil fuels, which reached $4.9 trillion in 2013, and $5.3 trillion in 2015 – a total of 6.5% 

of global GDP for both years (Coady et al. 2017). 

 As I understand it here, a non-ideal approach to climate justice involves two major 

tasks related to these two sets of problems. The first task is to address the problems of partial 

compliance and non-compliance with principles of justice. What should be done when 

individual and collective agents do not follow the demands of climate justice? One way to 

approach this is to investigate quasi-moral and amoral reasons to fight against climate change, 

stressing the convergence between moral, quasi-moral, and amoral motives in addressing the 

climate problem (Bourban 2014, André and Bourban 2016). In this chapter, however, I focus 

on the second task of non-ideal theory: proposing institutional reforms that are both fair and 
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feasible.7 A non-ideal approach to climate justice aims to be action-guiding or practice-

oriented, especially policy-oriented. Its three main characteristics are:  

(1) A high degree of fact-sensitivity; 

(2) An interest in transitional improvements; 

(3) An incorporation of relevant feasibility constraints.8  

These three characteristics can be understood as the key components of what Stephen 

Gardiner (2011, 400) more broadly calls “the ethics of the transition,” whose objective is to 

“articulate how we might proceed ethically starting from existing, and sometimes deeply 

constrained or ethically compromised, social realities in the direction of better solutions and 

general circumstances.” They also reflect what Henry Shue (1996, 16-17) named “extrication 

ethics,” or “transition ethics.” Although “sometimes the best route to the ideal is to set an 

uncompromising example of the ideal,” more often, we cannot “simply assume that good 

examples will routinely inspire emulation, whatever the circumstances.” This is why, in 

addition to offering “an ultimate ideal” and merely wishing individual and collective agents 

“good luck in figuring how to reach it,” political theorists should also offer “principles for 

transition” that are “directly applicable to how change is brought about.”  

 

Defining Feasibility 

 

Political philosophy that aspires to practical relevance must engage with feasibility 

constraints. But what is “feasibility?” To begin with, there are two main types of feasibility.9 

On the one hand, some feasibility constraints are “hard,” for instance logical, physical, and 

biological laws. Climate sciences present such hard constraints. Take the example of the 

carbon budget. For any limit in global temperature increase there is a corresponding amount 

of greenhouse gases (GHGs) that can be emitted into the atmosphere. The carbon budget for 

keeping global temperature increase below 1.5°C or 2°C is not negotiable.10 As James Hansen 

(2009, 206) stresses, “nature and the laws of physics cannot compromise – they are what they 

are.” On the other hand, some parameters of feasibility are rather “soft,” in the sense that they 

are malleable and hold only for certain agents and time spans. Soft feasibility constraints are 

economic, political, and cultural. They are typically addressed by researchers in social and 

political sciences, when they describe the rules, practices, procedures, and conventions that 

govern international relations. 

A non-ideal approach to climate justice has to address both types of constraints. It 

must draw on data on the physical underpinnings of the climate system, and on how climate 

negotiations work, how the institutions involved function. Accurate practical and ethical 

guidance cannot be offered without sound knowledge of both the physical dynamics of 

climate change and the political dynamics of international negotiations. The two kinds of 

empirical information are also related. Data on hard feasibility constraints such as the scarce 

and rapidly decreasing global carbon budget should spur normative political theorists to take 

existing political constraints seriously. The chances of avoiding dangerous anthropogenic 

interference with the climate system are rapidly dwindling. Hence, any possibility of 

implementation in the near future means practical recommendations need to start from where 

we are now, rather than where we want to be.  

In contrast with hard feasibility constraints, soft feasibility constraints can evolve over 

time, for instance through technological innovations, education, or cultural transformations. 

Political, economic, and cultural constraints come in different degrees. Judgments of 

feasibility are indexed to circumstances and time: demands that are infeasible in certain 

circumstances or at a certain time may prove to be feasible in different circumstances or 

times. The feasible set can actually evolve quite rapidly. As Gardiner points out, “[i]n my 

lifetime, many things previously touted as infeasible by seasoned political commentators and 
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conventional wisdom have occurred (e.g., the fall of the Berlin Wall, the peaceful collapse of 

apartheid, the election of a black President)” (Gardiner and Weisbach 2016, 54). We could 

add to this list the recent political measures taken to face the coronavirus pandemic, many of 

which would have been considered infeasible before the start of the crisis. At the time of 

writing, more than half of the global population is under lockdown or subject to strict social 

distancing measures, EU leaders have agreed on a common emergency plan worth €750 

billion, and the US Senate has proposed a $1 trillion emergency coronavirus plan. All this 

took place in a few months in early 2020, radically changing the political, economic, and 

social landscape.  

Considerations on political feasibility can all too easily be used as an excuse for 

postponing actions that would allow injustices to be reduced. Because they are perceived as 

infeasible, ambitious actions to mitigate global GHG emissions may be neglected. Judgments 

of (in)feasibility can reflect a lack of political willingness, rather than a lack of ability, to act 

more quickly and face climate injustices more radically. This is why it is important not to 

mischaracterize the feasible set, which delineates the realm of what is possible here and now. 

 

Conceiving the Feasible Set 

 

Painting a distorted picture of the feasible set can lead to pragmatic considerations limiting 

the pursuit of climate justice unnecessarily. If disproportionate weight is given to some 

feasibility constraints, just solutions may be excluded from consideration. Eric Posner and 

David Weisbach’s “new realism” (Ohlin 2015, 8) clearly illustrates this problem. On the 

grounds that philosophers lack understanding of the realities of international relations, they 

“reject the claim that certain intuitive ideas about justice should play a major role in the 

design of a climate agreement” (Posner and Weisbach 2010, 5). Such ideas are problematic 

because “they fail to consider basic pragmatic or feasibility constraints” (Posner and 

Weisbach 2010, 4). Posner and Weisbach argue that the only feasible climate treaty is one 

that is in the short-term domestic self-interest of developed countries, particularly the US. By 

doing so, they dismiss most climate justice demands as infeasible because they would be too 

costly for rich countries, among other reasons.  

 The key feasibility constraint isolated by Posner and Weisbach (2010, 6) is 

International Paretianism, according to which “treaties are not possible unless they have the 

consent of all states, and states only enter treaties that serve their interests.” Simon Caney 

(2014, 128) breaks down their argument the following way:  

 
(P1) It is necessary to have a climate treaty with which major emitters comply. 

(P2) To be feasible an effective climate treaty must serve the interests of high emitting states 

(from ‘Feasibility’ to ‘Pareto Superiority’). Therefore, 

(C) A climate treaty must serve the interests of high emitting states. 

 

One major problem raised by this argument is that it only adopts the internal perspective of 

high emitting states, and not the external perspective of other states trying to convince major 

emitters to mitigate their emissions (Caney 2014, 130). With its overly narrow assumption 

that only climate treaties that are in the short-term, self-perceived economic interest of 

developed states are feasible, this position develops an inaccurate picture of the feasible set. 

Consequently, Posner and Weisbach (2010, 86) do not only exclude just and feasible 

solutions; they also support unjust solutions by claiming that an “optimal climate treaty” 

could require side payments to rich countries from very poor and vulnerable countries, 

thereby advocating a polluted pays principle in lieu of a polluter pays principle.11 This 

position is not only unfair, but also ultimately infeasible, being unacceptable to multiple 
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Parties to the United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC), an 

international regime in which any political and legal decision has to be made by consensus.12   

 This overly restrictive conception of the feasible set comes from a very controversial 

way of viewing international relations. Jens Ohlin (2015, 9) explains that “Posner is, in many 

respects, the modern father of the new skepticism about international law.” Posner’s new 

realism seeks to systematically undermine the foundations of international law by arguing that 

states are motivated solely by their short-term economic interests and that not following 

international legal norms is justified as soon as they conflict with narrowly perceived national 

interests. By convincing a whole range of legal scholars and policymakers that only 

international rules, principles, and agreements that benefit the US and its geopolitical allies in 

the short term are acceptable, Posner has contributed to spreading an excessively narrow idea 

of what is feasible and what is not.  

It is important therefore to be very careful not to let considerations of feasibility limit 

the pursuit of climate justice. Feasibility does not impose limits on moral and political 

theorizing; it merely constrains the space within which we can pursue normative goals (Bell 

2013, Roser 2015). The point is not to change how we justify principles of climate justice, 

and even less to question their ethical and political relevance, but rather to find ways to apply 

them, once justified, to the non-ideal circumstances of the real world. This means explaining 

how principles of climate justice can be operationalized (see section 2), and then clarifying in 

what sense the proposed operationalization is feasible (see section 3).  

 

Closing the Ambition Gap 

 

Ethics in the Climate Regime 

 

One crucial task for a non-ideal approach is to find feasible ways to help bridge the gap 

between existing climate policies and the demands of burden-sharing and harm avoidance 

justice. I focus here on mitigation policies and propose one possible institutional reform that 

could contribute to closing the ambition gap in global climate policy.  

 The climate regime is a complex and evolving structure of norms and institutions that 

frame international negotiations on climate change. The notion of “regime” refers not only to 

legal and political structures, but also to the modes of production of scientific knowledge 

(Aykut and Dahan 2015, 67-69). In both the construction and the development of the climate 

regime, politics and science constantly interact. The climate regime includes the UNFCCC, 

which was signed in 1992 and entered into force in 1994; the Conference of the Parties 

(COPs), which began in 1995 in Berlin (COP1) and last took place in Madrid in 2019 

(COP25); and the assessment and special reports of the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate 

Change (IPCC), the first of which was published in 1990 (First Assessment Report) and the 

last in 2019 (Special Report on the Ocean and Cryosphere).  

 In contrast to Posner and Weisbach’s new realism, the climate regime make 

substantial room for ethical considerations. In its Fifth Assessment Report,13 the IPCC (2014, 

5) for instance states that: 

 
Issues of equity, justice, and fairness arise with respect to mitigation and adaptation… Many areas 

of climate policy-making involve value judgements and ethical considerations. These areas range 

from the question of how much mitigation is needed to prevent dangerous interference with the 

climate system to choices among specific policies for mitigation or adaptation.  

 

The IPCC Special Report on Global Warming of 1.5°C even puts ethics at the core of 

its concern:  
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Ethical considerations, and the principle of equity in particular, are central to this report, 

recognizing that many of the impacts of warming up to and beyond 1.5°C, and some potential 

impacts of mitigation actions required to limit warming to 1.5°C, fall disproportionately on the 

poor and vulnerable (high confidence). Equity has procedural and distributive dimensions and 

requires fairness in burden sharing both between generations and between and within nations. 

(Allen et al. 2018, 51)  

 

 When one moves from the scientific to the political component of the climate regime, 

one can observe that normative language has also been used since the start of climate 

diplomacy. The Parties to the UNFCCC (1992, art. 3.1) agreed that their core objective would 

be to “protect the climate system for the benefit of present and future generations of 

humankind, on the basis of equity and in accordance with their common but differentiated 

responsibilities and respective capabilities.” This norm of CBDR-RC plays a major role in all 

the main outcomes of climate negotiations, including in the Paris Agreement. Christian Holz, 

Sivan Kartha, and Tom Athanasiou (2018, 119) point out that “it is the principle of CBDR/RC 

that has been the pivot of most equity debates within the climate negotiations.” 

 Despite these discussions on ethical notions such as equity, responsibility, and 

capacity, the existence of an ambition gap between the demands of climate justice and current 

climate policies shows that normative considerations have had limited impact on 

policymaking. In addition to ethical motives, other considerations have shaped climate policy 

over the past three decades, especially short-term economic thinking by fossil fuel providers 

and consumers. Should we therefore concede to realists that ethical arguments and normative 

beliefs are causally irrelevant in international relations?  

Constructivist international relations theorists such as Neta Crawford (2002, 2) reply 

to realists that “ethical argument analysis is a way to understand and explain normative 

change in world politics.” Because they posit new normative beliefs and new behaviors, 

“ethical arguments may change actors’ conceptions of what is possible or what is desirable.” 

These arguments “can even result in actors reframing their ‘interests,’ or the order of their 

preferences” (Crawford 2002, 103). It is in the interest of states to comply with norms such as 

CBDR-RC, because international law represents, as Ohlin (2015, 54) explains, a “legal 

system” of “mutually beneficial constraints.” Complying with such international norms is a 

rational behavior, because it provides “meaningful benefits for all involved” (Ohlin 2015, 54), 

such as avoiding a dangerous anthropogenic interference with the climate system.  

It is not an easy thing to change normative beliefs and behavioral norms. However, 

Crawford (2002, 116) highlights that “[e]thical appeals work well when their content is linked 

to the dominant belief systems, social institutions, and identities of actors.” This is why a 

fundamental criterion of feasibility for any institutional reform proposal is to achieve a 

sufficiently high degree of compatibility with existing political norms and institutions. Since 

CBDR-RC represents the cornerstone of the climate regime, it should be taken as a starting 

point and properly operationalized. CBDR-RC can converge with the interests of powerful 

states insofar as they hold that it is rational for them to act so as to avoid dangerous climate 

change. Even if they interpret this international norm in a self-interested way, ethical 

arguments can change their conceptions of what is possible or desirable.  

 Through the five-year cycle established by the Paris Agreement, national 

commitments are constantly revised, compared, and evaluated, with the overall aim of raising 

the level of ambition, in accordance with CBDR-RC: 

 
Each Party’s successive nationally determined contribution will represent a progression beyond the 

Party’s then current nationally determined contribution and reflect its highest possible ambition, 

reflecting its common but differentiated responsibilities and respective capabilities, in the light of 

different national circumstances (UNFCCC 2015, art. 4.3). 
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A major and ongoing challenge of COPs is to redefine “the rules and principles that will make 

it possible to coordinate these national actions, to avoid them being too disparate and too 

unambitious” (Aubertin et al. 2015, 4). As a contribution to meet this challenge, my proposal 

is to introduce into the climate regime a normative framework for assessing the degree of 

equity of NDCs and comparing the degree of ambition of national mitigation pledges. The 

point is not to propose a specific definition of the principles of climate justice. Rather, it is to 

develop a flexible framework with which NDCs must comply if they are to meet the demands 

of CBDR-RC. To be more than a confrontation between various divergent and irreconcilable 

national positions, the negotiation process must follow a transparent model based on the 

fundamental principles that states have committed to respecting. A climate justice index could 

represent a key element of such a model. 

 

Operationalizing CBDR-RC 

 

There are several proposals for translating CBDR-RC into a burden-sharing formula. In the 

following, I review only one such proposal that serves the purpose of a non-ideal approach to 

climate justice, and that responds to realist-minded objections based on considerations on 

feasibility.14 The Greenhouse development rights framework (GDR) is based on an index 

composed of a responsibility indicator (cumulative national emissions since 1990) and a 

capacity indicator (per capita annual income above a development threshold of $8,500) (Baer 

et al. 2009, Baer 2013). This responsibility–capacity index determines the percentage of total 

global obligation for each country by giving each indicator the same weight. As a result, in 

2010, the US held 29.4% of global obligation, the EU 26%, Japan 7.6%, Russia 5.8%, China 

5.1%, Brazil 2.8%, and India and South Africa 0.9% each. In total, high-income countries 

held 73.7% of global obligation, Least developed countries (LDCs) 0.3%, the remaining 26% 

being held by new emitting countries, such as countries from the Brazil, South Africa, India 

and China (BASIC) group (Baer 2013). 

 Recognizing that their choice of indicators is debatable according to different 

countries’ interpretation of CBDR-RC, the GDR framework has recently been updated to 

create the “Climate equity reference framework” (CERF), which proposes a “Climate equity 

reference calculator” to assign each country and region its fair share of mitigation efforts 

(Climate Equity Reference Project 2015, Holz, Kartha, and Athanasiou 2018). In contrast to 

the GDR, the CERF includes an equity band that allows more or less demanding effort-

sharing parameters to be chosen, giving countries more flexibility to calculate their respective 

level of responsibility and capacity. Three key parameters are flexible. First, the level of 

global ambition, with three possible mitigation pathways: 1.5°C Low Energy Demand (66% 

chances of 1.5°C in 2100); 1.5°C Standard (greater than or equal to 50% chance of staying 

below 1.5°C in 2100); 2°C Standard (greater than 66% chance of staying within 2°C in 2100). 

Second, the historical responsibility parameter, with possible start dates ranging from 1850 to 

2010. Third, the capacity parameter, with the option to set the development threshold between 

$0 and $20,000.  

For a 1.5°C-compliant global mitigation effort (1.5°C Standard mitigation pathway), a 

responsibility indicator with a start date ranging from 1850 to 1990 (the equity band for the 

responsibility parameter), and a development threshold ranging from $2,500 to 7,500 (the 

equity band for the capacity parameter), the CERF authors made the following findings.15 

Among high-capacity and high-responsibility countries, such as the US, EU members, and 

Japan, “NDCs fall far short of the fair-share contributions as bounded by the equity band” 

(Holz, Kartha, and Athanasiou 2018, 127). This means, whatever the choice of parameters, 

these countries fail to assume their global responsibilities. The US pledged only 16–24% of 

its fair-share contributions, the EU 21–23%, and Japan about 10%. In addition, fair shares of 

the global effort to mitigate emissions are higher than plausible domestic reductions in these 
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countries. This means that, to fulfill their mitigation efforts, they must contribute, through 

climate finance, to mitigation opportunities in other countries where mitigation potential 

exceeds domestic obligations. Developed countries therefore have a “dual obligation.” In 

addition to domestic emissions reductions, they are also obligated to engage in international 

mitigation cooperation.  

If we take the norm of CBDR-RC seriously, most developed countries’ pledges are so 

far largely insufficient and, therefore, unfair. This remains true even if we choose 

undemanding indicators of responsibility and capacity. Integrating the CERF equity calculator 

in countries’ future NDCs could contribute to closing this ambition gap. Other climate justice 

indices could also be used to that end. Even if disagreements remain on the kinds of indicators 

that should be used to measure responsibility and capacity, there is a broad agreement on the 

fact that developed countries are the most responsible and capable, that the current NDCs of 

these countries are largely unfair, and that they have a dual obligation to mitigate their 

emissions and help other countries to do so.16 

Two clarifications are in order here. First, where should this equity calculator be 

“integrated”? And how could it concretely be used by Parties to the UNFCCC? From a global 

perspective, the equity calculator could be integrated into the climate regime. As stressed 

above, politics and science have been in constant interaction since climate negotiations began. 

Scientific experts could play an important role by adding an Equity Gap Report to the 

Emissions Gap Report (UNEP 2019) and the Adaptation Gap Report (UNEP 2018). The 

Emissions Gap Report measures how countries’ actions and pledges affect global GHG 

emissions trends compared to emissions trajectories consistent with the long-term goal of the 

UNFCCC. The Adaptation Gap Report measures the gap between current adaptation policies 

and adaptation needs, especially in vulnerable countries. As a complement to these two 

scientific reports, an Equity Gap Report would measure the gap between NDCs and the goal 

set by the Paris Agreement, based on the CERF Equity Calculator. It would list and rank 

countries according to their degree of compliance with the norm of CBDR-RC, with different 

scores for each country according to different equity benchmarks set by an equity band. Such 

considerations could also be added by way of a new chapter in the Emissions Gap Report, in 

much the same way as the IPCC included a whole chapter on normative issues in its last 

Assessment Report (Fleurbaey et al. 2014).   

At the national level, the Parties to the UNFCCC could directly integrate the CERF 

normative framework into their NDCs. The equity calculator is freely available online, and 

the different countries could use it to explain how their pledges are consistent with the 

demands of CBDR-RC. If their choice of responsibility and capacity indicators is 

unreasonable (for instance, setting the development threshold too low or the start date for 

national emissions too late), this would be reflected in their ranking in the Equity Gap Report. 

Including considerations on the equity calculator in their NDCs would give Parties a common 

and transparent framework to explain in what sense they perceive their mitigation pledges to 

be fair. It would also encourage countries whose NDC falls far short of their fair-share 

contributions to choose more ambitious mitigation goals. Since, as the IPCC (2014, 5) states, 

“[i]ssues of equity, justice, and fairness arise with respect to mitigation and adaptation”, and 

“[m]any areas of climate policy-making involve value judgements and ethical 

considerations”, Parties to the UNFCCC should be encouraged to make the value judgments 

and ethical considerations guiding their mitigation pledges explicit, and to justify them on the 

basis of CBDR-RC, as the Paris Agreement requires (UNFCCC 2015, art. 4.3).17 

A second question raised by the proposal is the following: does CBDR-RC align 

perfectly with principles of climate justice? Is CBDR-RC all that justice demands? In early 

debates on climate justice, Caney (2005, 773-774) was already voicing some concerns on this 

matter. On the one hand, CBDR-RC follows the polluter pays and the ability to pay principles 

by insisting that duties to mitigate fall on all, but more on some than others, by ascribing 
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responsibilities according to what the parties have done and what they are able to do. On the 

other hand, CBDR-RC “tends to be interpreted in such a way that states are held accountable 

for the decisions of earlier generations” (Caney 2005, 774), without addressing possible 

objections against historical responsibility for past emissions, such as the argument of 

excusable ignorance.  

Andrew Light (2017, 491) addresses this kind of concern by stressing that CBRD-RC 

represents a “basic formula for distributive justice”, based on each party’s current and 

historical emissions profile and on its relative development needs. Although this norm 

remains vague, “it is appealed to as providing some of the most explicit guidance for how 

burdens for mitigation should be distributed between developed and developing countries” 

(Light 2017, 488). Its vagueness allows room for different interpretations of responsibility and 

capacity that meet the demands of equity. There is therefore no perfect alignment between 

CBDR-RC and principles of distributive climate justice, but as explained above, we find 

ourselves in a situation in which non-ideal justice is sufficient to guide mitigation policies. 

Ideal climate justice would demand more than the CERF understanding of CBDR-RC, but the 

institutional reform proposed here would already make it possible to get closer to climate 

justice. In other words, the CERF does not represent an account of perfect justice, but, in the 

spirit of a non-ideal approach, this normative framework is characterized by a high degree of 

fact-sensitiveness and provides a strong basis for transitional improvements that would 

contribute to reducing climate injustices. But in what sense can we say that the proposal to 

include a climate justice index similar to the one developed by the CERF into the climate 

regime and/or NDCs is feasible?  

 

Politically Feasible? 

 

In this section, I will explain why the institutional reform proposed in the previous section can 

be considered feasible. Here are my three main arguments: 

 

(1) The equity calculator is sufficiently flexible to make room for different interpretations of 

CBDR-RC, but at the same time the equity band ensures that it remains robust enough; 

(2) Although this kind of institutional reform is very likely to meet some form of resistance, 

we can count on it being promoted by counter-powers to fossil energy lobbies and climate 

laggards; 

(3) In the bottom-up architecture of the Paris Agreement, reputational concerns will likely 

drive many countries to include an equity calculator into their NDCs once other countries 

have started to do so. 

 

A Flexible, but Robust Normative Framework  

 

A first reason why the inclusion of an equity calculator in countries’ NDC is a feasible reform 

is that it is based on the cornerstone of the climate regime, the norm of CBDR-RC. As 

explained above, a fundamental criterion of feasibility is to achieve a sufficiently high degree 

of compatibility with existing political institutions. But the vagueness of this norm is both its 

strength and its weakness. The Parties to the UNFCCC nominally agreed to CBDR-RC but (a) 

it can be interpreted in multiple ways and (b) states can interpret it in ways that suit their self-

interest. For instance, some countries might emphasize the “common” aspect and reject 

interpretations of the “differentiated” which place any weight on past emissions and historic 

responsibility. Thus, a non-ideal approach to climate justice faces the following general 

challenge: either the transitional principle is too lax and major actors tend to comply with it, 

but it is too vague to guide ambitious action; or the transitional principle is too demanding, in 
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which case it can lead to ambitious action, but it becomes less feasible and major actors are 

less likely to comply with it.18 

 Finding a middle ground between flexibility and robustness can help to overcome this 

dilemma. The CERF equity calculator is a transitional principle designed to allow countries to 

choose more or less demanding effort-sharing parameters, so that they have enough flexibility 

to calculate their level of global obligation. Since the Paris Agreement often stresses the 

“different national circumstances” of the Parties to the UNFCCC, this flexibility in the 

interpretation of CBDR-RC is an important advantage of the equity calculator over other 

climate justice indices.  

At the same time, thanks to its equity band, the calculator also sets a robust framework 

to make sure that the chosen parameters do not become unfair. This is clearly illustrated by 

the capacity indicator. Both the GDR framework (Baer et al. 2009, 1125) and the CERF 

(Holz, Kartha, and Athanasiou 2018, 124) tend to set the development threshold at $7,500 

annually, or $20 per person per day, because this level “is close to the poverty line of 

industrialized countries, and to the lower bound of a ‘consumer class’ in developing 

countries” (Baer 2013, 64). In other words, it would be unfair to require people below this 

line to mitigate their emissions.  

But isn’t it unrealistic, as Ewan Kingston (2016, 5-6) objects, to set such a 

development threshold “in a milieu that typically designates two dollars per day as the 

benchmark for global poverty?” While $20 a day can indeed be considered by some countries 

as too high to set the development threshold, $2 a day would definitely be too low. 

Approximately $16 per day “sets the point at which the classic plagues of poverty – 

malnutrition, high infant mortality, low educational attainment, high relative food 

expenditures – begin to disappear, or at least become exceptions to the rule” (Baer et al. 2009, 

1125). Setting the development threshold below this line is therefore difficult to justify, 

especially if we add that this threshold is only based on per capita incomes, and not on other 

basic capabilities measured by the Human Development Index (HDI), such as education and 

life expectancy. Setting the development threshold at $2 per day would imply that each 

person with an income above this line should be expected to make sacrifices to contribute to 

the fight against climate change. The right to development, recognized by the IPCC as a 

fundamental normative dimension of any burden-sharing framework (Holz, Kartha, and 

Athanasiou 2018, 212), would be compromised. The minimum level of the equity band is 

therefore approximately $16 per day – in any case, not as low as $2 a day. This is a typical 

case where basic demands of justice should not be sacrificed in the name of realism and 

where limits should be set to flexibility.  

To sum up, due to its flexibility in terms of the different parameters for measuring 

responsibility and capacity, the equity calculator has a relatively high degree of feasibility; at 

the same time, due to the limits the equity band puts on the choices of parameters, it avoids 

the risk of being insufficiently demanding and thereby guarantees a certain degree of fairness.   

 

The Role of Civil Society 

 

In addition to the vagueness of CBDR-RC, another concern one might raise is the role played 

by NGOs in the design of the equity calculator. Can we trust civil society to promote the goals 

of climate justice? For instance, Kingston (2016, 5) objects that the provenance of the Climate 

Equity Reference Calculator from “a group of NGOs that historically have often been highly 

critical of developed countries’ positions in international affairs will reduce the review’s 

global credibility.” To reply to this objection, some considerations on the methodology of the 

CERF project may be helpful. 

Several NGOs, including Oxfam, WWF, and 350.org supported the original report 

proposing the equity calculator at COP21 (Climate Equity Reference Project 2015). However, 
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the whole project is an initiative of EcoEquity and the Stockholm Environment Institute, two 

research organizations dealing with environmental issues. Holz, Kartha, and Athanasiou 

(2018) are affiliated to these two institutions. These three scholars included civil society 

organizations in the deliberative process that defined the effort-sharing parameters and equity 

band. This led to an “Equity Review coalition” that represents “a broad spectrum of 

perspectives and backgrounds, from large international environmental NGOs to Southern 

grassroots justice movements, from trade unions to development aid organizations to faith-

based organizations” (Holz, Kartha, and Athanasiou 2018, 124). This “broad spectrum of 

perspectives” contributes both to the flexibility and the robustness of the operationalization of 

CBRD-RC. So the response to Kingston’s objection is that (1) the equity calculator was 

developed by scholars, not activists, even if Holz, Kartha, and Athanasiou have relied on the 

experience, expertise, and feedback of NGOs; and that (2) the calculator is supported by many 

different institutions, activists, and scholars, along with diplomats from BASIC countries 

(Bourban 2017, 17-18), and this increases the credibility of the equity calculator. 

 One could object that civil society does not have enough power to promote this kind of 

institutional reform in the fighting pit of international negotiation, and so the reform is 

unrealistic or infeasible. The geopolitics of climate change is essentially a geopolitics of fossil 

energy dominated by China, Russia, and the US, determined to extract and use most of the 

remaining gas, oil, and coal (Aykut and Dahan 2015, 430–433). Together with fossil fuel 

energy lobbyists and the Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC), these three countries have indeed 

played a key role in slowing down or blocking progress in the fight against climate change. 

 To reply to this objection, it is crucial to stress that civil society has become a 

powerful actor in climate negotiations. It is to be expected that efforts aiming to close the 

equity gap would meet some form of resistance, but civil society has become a major counter-

power to fossil fuel lobbyists and climate laggards, such as the US and Saudi Arabia. Since 

the early 1990s, environmental NGOs have gained considerable financial and symbolic 

power. They have grown in size and weight, especially through their influence on decision-

makers, diplomats, and economic actors. Over the years, together with influential activists 

such as Naomi Klein, Bill McKibben, and more recently Greta Thunberg, they have become 

members of a global movement for climate justice. For many years, a fruitful dialogue on 

climate justice has taken place between activists, academic research teams (such as the 

CERF), and diplomats and other policymakers. The climate justice movement is a catalyst for 

transformation. It is now constantly pushing states to make more ambitious commitments than 

those proposed in the first round of NDCs in 2015. Since democratic countries are sensitive to 

public opinion, civil society campaigns can put pressure on their governments (1) to better 

justify their mitigation targets, (2) to set more ambitious targets, and (3) to specify the 

measures they will use to achieve their objectives. Such pressures from relatively powerful 

civil society groups make the inclusion of an equity calculator in the climate regime and/or 

NDCs a more feasible institutional reform.  

 The feasible set constantly evolves because of shifting power relationships. There are 

certainly powerful economic and political actors opposed to the proposed institutional reform. 

But there are also strong counter-powers that would favour the inclusion of an equity 

calculator in the climate regime to compare the countries’ NDCs level of ambition and equity. 

These include civil society, developing (e.g., AOSIS) countries, emerging (e.g., BASIC) 

countries, and some developed country parties (e.g., EU).  

The fact that Posner and Weisbach, the GCC, and the US are surely against the 

inclusion of an equity calculator in NDCs and in the climate regime does not mean it is 

infeasible. First, there are major counter-powers to promote this kind of institutional reform to 

make climate policies fairer and more ambitious. Second, the United Nations Environment 

Programme (UNEP) does not necessarily need the agreement of all the parties to the 

UNFCCC to publish an Equity Gap Report or to add a new chapter on this topic in their 
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Emissions Gap Report. Science and policy are interlinked in the climate regime, but scientific 

expertise should remain independent from political influence. Third, AOSIS, BASIC, and 

some EU countries can start including an equity calculator in their NDCs without having to 

wait for climate laggards to do the same. Indeed, as I stress in the next section, this could even 

push other countries to do the same, out of reputational concern. 

To sum up, in what sense can civil society help to promote climate justice? It can 

support institutional reforms in collaboration with scholars, as the Equity Review Coalition 

illustrates very well. This kind of collaboration is necessary to push states to implement more 

ambitious climate policies. The reform proposal discussed in this paper is insufficient on its 

own to guarantee that the equity gap will be substantially reduced. More modestly, my point 

is to contribute, with other projects common to climate justice scholars and members of civil 

society, to promoting climate justice in the climate regime. The idea is that a common and 

transparent normative framework will push states to propose fairer pledges when they have to 

revise their NDCs, as part of the five-year cycle set by the Paris Agreement. Other measures 

are necessary, for instance to increase the likelihood that states will respect their mitigation 

pledges in their updated NDCs. Here, a key complementary reform would be to complement 

the pledge-and-review approach with a price-signal approach (Bourban Forthcoming).    

 Civil society is a major agent of change. So far, the key role of this political actor has 

been underexplored in the climate justice literature. Since civil society is strongly militating in 

favor of climate justice, this is surprising, and the domination of ideal theory in political 

philosophy may be a factor in this. The rise of non-ideal approaches to climate justice means 

this is slowly starting to change. For instance, Caney (2016b, 23-24) states, “organizations 

can and should operate within this existing governance structure and exploit these review 

processes and mechanisms to hold governments to account.” He takes the example of the 

Climate Action Tracker, another climate justice index: “it is valuable for NGOs to publish 

reports ranking parties in terms of their compliance with this, or to produce a league table of 

how each government is doing (both in terms of how ambitious its commitments are and to 

what extent it is matching them).” This approach represents “a non-ideal response to the 

existing international climate regime,” because it “takes the existing architecture as a starting 

point, and seeks to find ways to improve it.”19 

 

Reputational Concerns 

 

Now that I have stressed how the flexibility of the equity calculator and the counter-power of 

civil society contribute to the feasibility of the reform proposal, I would like to stress a third 

factor: the soft power of reputation. Countries that sign treaties have strong reasons to adhere 

to them for reasons of reputation. Reputation costs represent informal or symbolic sanctions 

“brought to bear on countries that fail to meet their own targets or to set ambitious goals” 

(Jacquet and Jamieson 2016, 645). When countries pledge their new mitigation targets every 

five years, other countries and members of civil societies will review their updated NDCs and 

hold them accountable. Informal sanctions or reputational costs include “naming and 

shaming,” the threat or use of public opprobrium to affect reputation (Jacquet 2015). 

According to Kingston (2016, 2) “[o]ne of the missing elements in the Paris Agreement is a 

formal mechanism by which such reputational effects can be generated and amplified.” The 

equity calculator could play precisely this role. 

In a bottom-up regime of regularly reassessed national commitments, reputation is 

key. As we have already seen in the first round of NDCs, countries that committed to doing 

very little, such as the US and Australia, endured criticism from other countries and civil 

society. But the most important element is not necessarily naming and shaming. More 

positively, the more developed states will make commitments that match their fair share to 

protect their reputation, the more likely other states are to agree to increase the ambition of 
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their own commitments. If high-capacity and high-responsibility countries offer more 

equitable NDCs to improve their reputations, a virtuous circle may be set in motion, 

increasing the effectiveness of the climate regime. As the IPCC (2014, 5) stresses, “[t]he 

evidence suggests that outcomes seen as equitable can lead to more effective cooperation.” 

Jacquet and Jamieson (2016, 645) add that while it is indeed “easier to avoid one’s 

commitments if others are avoiding theirs,” it also “becomes more difficult not to fulfil one’s 

commitments if others are fulfilling theirs.” 

It is not necessary for all the Parties to the UNFCCC to include an equity calculator in 

their updated NDCs at the same time for this kind of reputational concern to work. As long as 

some countries start to lead by example, others will be pushed to do the same. There are 

already several possible candidates. First, BASIC countries expressed their interests in the 

project at COP21 (Bourban 2017, 17-18). Second, taking the norm of CBDR-RC as a 

criterion for assessing national contributions, Axel and Katharina Michaelowa (2015) show 

that a growing number of emerging and developing countries with high population, and 

economic and GHG growth, are accepting new mitigation responsibilities. This is true of 

Indonesia and South Africa, despite pressure from fossil fuel lobbies. Singapore and China 

are also becoming increasingly concerned with their national climate policies. Third, the EU 

is known for its historic leadership in climate negotiation, as well as for its insistence on 

equity as a central criterion for burden-sharing in terms of mitigation (Aykut and Dahan 2015, 

216-250). Finally, AOSIS countries are famous for their “moral leadership” on setting the 

temperature rise limit at 1.5°C above preindustrial levels, on promoting justice in climate 

adaptation finance, and on pushing for legally binding outcomes (de Águeda Corneloup and 

Mol 2014). They are probably among the most likely groups of countries that would agree to 

include some form of equity calculator in their NDCs. 

In a bottom-up architecture where any attempt to impose a framework from above is 

doomed to failure, especially on powerful actors such as the US, there might be some 

remaining concerns that the reform proposal will prove ultimately infeasible. Two replies 

could be made. First, as Crawford (2002, 103) highlights, ethical considerations “may change 

actors’ conceptions of what is possible or what is desirable”, and “can even result in actors 

reframing their ‘interests,’ or the order of their preferences”. Ethical considerations can for 

instance increase the willingness of countries to lead by example. Within the UNFCCC, 

reputational concerns could be generated by a transparent normative framework that would 

increase the visibility of the ambition gap and allow easier comparison of each country’s 

contribution in its updated NDC. By increasing visibility and comparability, the equity 

calculator could put the ambition gap on the political agenda of many democratic countries 

and play a role in elections. 

Second, countries such as the US could be motivated to take climate leadership 

seriously for a plurality of reasons: moral motivations can play a role, but amoral or strategic 

considerations such as domestic approval from citizens also certainly matter. According to 

Light (2017, 496), “[w]hether generated by geo-political self-interest or a sense of global 

responsibility, these kinds of larger reputational benefits for ambition will have positive 

benefits for the climate.” The US has a history of playing a role of leader on the international 

stage, for instance in terms of technological innovation.20 One way to lead by example here 

would be to direct efforts and public investments in the energy transition, which partially 

relies on technological innovation, especially in renewable energy. In addition to reduction in 

GHG emissions, the energy transition also leads to cleaner air and water, more permanent, 

full-time jobs, as well as energy security and independence (Jacobson et al. 2017). This could 

correspond to the interests of many countries.  

 

Conclusion 
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A non-ideal approach to climate justice seeks institutional reforms that are both fair and 

feasible, given relevant political constraints. It is highly fact-sensitive, drawing on empirical 

data on the functioning of the climate system and of institutions and international 

negotiations. Because of the scarce remaining global carbon budget, we have to philosophize 

in a situation of climate emergency. In such circumstances, closing the ambition gap between 

the demands of climate justice and existing mitigation policies means finding institutional 

reforms that start from where we are now and contribute to transitional improvements. The 

inclusion of a normative framework in the climate regime and NDCs based on a climate 

justice index, such as the one proposed by the CERF, is an important step in the transition 

between existing mitigation policies and the demands of principles of justice. Since the index 

is based on CBDR-RC, the cornerstone of the climate regime, and since CBDR-RC reflects 

basic demands of distributive climate justice, the proposal complies with the demands of 

fairness within the limits of the feasible set. Many other and complementary institutional 

reforms are also possible, and strongly needed.  

Non-ideal theory identifies obstacles to climate progress, and considers how to 

respond to them in a way that takes into account relevant political feasibility constraints. The 

two main obstacles to reduce the ambition gap I investigated here are: 

 

(1) The vagueness of the norm of CBDR-RC: the Parties to the UNFCCC nominally agreed to 

CBDR-RC but (a) it can be interpreted in multiple ways and (b) states can interpret it in 

ways that suit their self-interest.  

 

(2) The power of political actors thwarting climate progress: major fossil fuel providers and 

consumers, such as China, Russia, and the US, together with fossil fuel energy lobbyists 

and the GCC, have systematically undermined progress in multilateral efforts to mitigate 

global emissions. 

 

 Regarding (1), I have stressed that the climate equity reference calculator is flexible 

enough to allow multiple countries to measure responsibility and capacity in the light of their 

different national circumstances, but, thanks to its equity band, it is also sufficiently robust to 

ensure that basic normative demands such as the polluter pays principle, the ability to pay 

principle, and the right to development are all included in the operationalization of CBDR-

RC. Since the Paris Agreement requires states to increase the ambition of their NDCs by 

taking CBDR-RC seriously, an equity calculator allowing a flexible operationalization of this 

norm is a precious tool in reducing the ambition gap between principles of climate justice and 

climate policies. The point is not to aim for perfect justice, but to allow for non-ideal justice 

to guide the most urgent climate policies in our context of climate emergency.  

 Regarding (2), I have stressed the crucial role played by civil society in promoting this 

tool. Civil society is a key counter-power to energy lobbies and climate laggards. I have also 

highlighted the power of norms and values in international negotiations by drawing on 

constructivist international relations theory, which claims that ethical arguments can change 

actors’ conception of what is possible and desirable. Finally, I have explained that ethical 

considerations have played a crucial role in the creation and development of the climate 

regime. Normative concerns are widespread in its most recent outcomes, such as the Paris 

Agreement, the IPCC Fifth Assessment Report, and the IPCC Special Report on Global 

Warming of 1.5°C. It is true that so far, these concerns have been downplayed because of the 

short-term economic thinking of fossil fuel providers and consumers. It is time that the 

numerous ethical considerations that have shaped the climate regime became more influential 

in policy-making. For this to happen, normative political theorists need to develop more 

relevant action-guiding considerations, but decision-makers also need to recognize that 
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climate change cannot be separated from climate justice. A non-ideal approach to climate 

justice is strong way to meet this interdisciplinary challenge.21  
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Notes 

 
1 See several contributions in the two following anthologies: Gardiner et al. (2010); Harris (2016). The 

distinction between burden-sharing justice and harm avoidance justice has been developed by Caney (2014). 
2 For a recent volume on the topic of historical responsibility, see Meyer and Sanklecha (2017).  
3 According to a recent study by Comyn-Platt et al. (2018), if we include in the calculation methane emissions 

from natural wetlands and carbon release from thawing permafrost, the carbon budget for stabilization at 1.5°C 

is reduced by 9–15% (25–38 GtC), and by 6–10% (33–52 GtC) for 2°C stabilization. 
4 Others have recently started to pave the way for such an approach: Bell (2013); Caney (2016a, 2016b); 

Heyward and Roser (2016); Gajevic Sayegh (2018); Brandstedt (2019). 
5 For an overview of the three dominant interpretations in the literature, see Valentini (2012). 
6 I only deal here with responsibilities for mitigation. Developed countries however also have responsibilities in 

terms of help with adaptation, and in terms of compensation and reparation for loss and damage: on the topic of 

adaptation finance justice, see Baatz and Bourban (2019); on the topic of justice for loss and damage, see 

Wallimann-Helmer (2019). Following Caney (2005), I consider that the principles that lead to a fair allocation of 

mitigation burdens are the same as those that lead to a fair allocation of adaptation burdens and compensation 

burdens: see Bourban (2018, 111-118). Mitigation, adaptation and compensation policies are complementary, 

but as Shue (2016) stresses, mitigation remains the “first imperative”. 
7 Note that the two tasks of a non-ideal approach are complementary, because (a) implementing fair and effective 

climate policies requires political and economic actors to be motivated to adopt them, and (b) developing 

institutional reforms can lead to discussions about the motivations driving actors to comply with certain 

principles.  
8 While (2) and (3) are stressed by Valentini (2012), (1) is explained well by Gajevic Sayegh (2018, 407), 

according to whom “in order to guide action, our ideal principles of climate justice need to be reformulated in 

the light of real-world considerations, which we only obtain by integrating the relevant empirical work on the 

matter”. 
9 For reflections on different types and degrees of feasibility, I draw on Gilabert (2012, 117-122).  
10 Some argue that betting on negative emissions could allow us to expand our scarce global carbon budget and 

render current emissions overshooting by 2050 compatible with stringent warming targets by 2100. Scenarios 

with a heavy reliance on carbon dioxide removal (CDR) based on a large-scale deployment of negative 

emissions technologies (NETs) however raise too many ethical, ecological, and political problems, as shown by 

the emerging field of the ethics of NETs (Shue 2017, Dooley and Kartha 2018, Lenzi 2018). 
11 Posner and Weisbach (2010, 86) argue indeed that “an optimal climate treaty would probably not require side 

payments to poor countries. It could well require side payments to rich countries like the United States and rising 

countries like China, and indeed possibly from very poor countries which are extremely vulnerable to climate 

change – such as Bangladesh.” 
12 Andrew Light (2017, 491) explains that this consensus rule represents an important moral dimension of the 

climate regime: it is a “principle of procedural justice” that recognizes “the common risk of all parties to the 

threat of climate change regardless of their size or political power.” Another fundamental moral dimension of 

climate diplomacy addressed in detail below is the principle of distributive justice embodied in the norm of 

CBDR-RC. 
13 The Fifth IPCC Assessment Report was the first to include two philosophers as lead authors (John Broome 

and Lukas Meyer). For more about the role of philosophers in the IPCC, see Broome (2020).  
14 For a synthesis of burden-sharing frameworks in the literature, see Fleurbaey et al. (2014, 315-321). For an 

interpretation of the early results and normative implications of the first report published by the Climate Equity 

Reference Project (2015), see Bourban (2017). 
15 I explain in the next section how the authors of the CERF set this equity band by replying to some objections. 
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16 For instance, Eloi Laurent (2020, 106-110) measures responsibility with consumption emissions per capita 

(averaged over 1990–2012), capacity with the level of development according to the HDI (also averaged over 

1990–2012), and also adds the projected population increase until 2050. He finds that India should be allocated 

78 billion tons of CO2 to be emitted by 2050, Brazil 62 billion tons, South Africa 51 billion tons and China 48 

billion tons. In contrast, the US owes 17 billion tons of CO2 to the rest of the world, Canada 9 billion tons, 

Germany 2 billion tons, and Japan 1 billion tons. In other words, developed countries have a “negative carbon 

budget” and 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.” Although these indicators of 

responsibility and capacity are quite different from the CERF, the main results of the operationalization of the 

norm of CBDR-RC are therefore similar: while developing countries have a low degree of responsibility to 

mitigate global emissions, developed countries have a high degree of responsibility to do so (which includes a 

responsibility to contribute to mitigation efforts elsewhere through climate finance), and emerging countries such 

as China, South Africa and Brazil have an intermediate level of responsibility. 
17 Bodansky (2016) explains that while the Paris Agreement does not require parties to implement their NDCs, it 

requires, as a legal obligation, each party to communicate a successive NDC every five years, which will 

represent a progression beyond the Party’s current NDC.  
18 I thank Simon Caney for our discussions on this point. 
19 It is encouraging to see that some climate justice scholars are increasingly engaged in public activities beyond 

academia. Simon Caney provides a good example of such public engagement, having worked closely with 

members of public bodies, NGOs, human rights organizations, research and policy institutes, and international 

institutions on ethical issues raised by climate change. His contributions can be found on his website: 

https://simoncaney.weebly.com/public-engagement.html, accessed 14.04.2020. 
20 For instance, it is not a coincidence that many geoengineering projects started and are still under development 

in the US. 
21 For their very helpful comments on how to improve this paper, I am grateful to Lisa Broussois and Simon 

Caney, and to the editors of this volume, Corey Katz and Sarah Kenehan. I would also like to thank ProClim – 

Forum for Climate and Global Change, which enabled me to take part to COP21 in Paris as an observer, where I 

started to work on considerations developed in this paper. Finally, I gratefully acknowledge financial support 

from the Swiss National Science Foundation (grant P400PG_190981). 


