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How Just is the Just Transition? 

 The topic of climate change has quickly gained international attention over the past 

twenty years. Specifically, the call for a ‘just transition’ has risen in popularity among 

governments as a path to a lower carbon future. This transition has many implications, two of the 

most noteworthy being the effectiveness of the transition as well as the fairness and justness of 

the transition. This paper focuses on the latter implication, as there are many philosophically 

normative questions surrounding how confronting climate change from a justice perspective will 

work. Who will pay for the transition? Who determines what is just? Will existing environmental 

inequalities be worsened? These reflect some of the few quandaries of this just transition, and 

because this transition affects the entire world, a lot is at stake. Many major economies such as 

the United States, European Union, China, and India have all begun implementing some of the 

policies envisioned by the just transition. (Newell and Mulvaney 134) However, a lot more work 

needs to be done, as this transition only succeeds if everyone plays a part in it. I contend that this 

transition is not only a pragmatic necessity, but also a moral imperative rooted in essential ethical 

principles. 

 Transitioning from a fossil-fuel based economy to a sustainable one poses many profound 

moral problems, such as issues of distributive, intergenerational, and environmental justice. 

Examining who bears the costs of environmental degradation and who reaps the rewards of 

sustainability unveils an ethical mess, as marginalized communities often disproportionally bear 

the largest impacts of ecological harm. The U.S. Environmental Protection Agency mentions that 

certain communities “experience disproportionate impacts [of climate change] because of 

existing vulnerabilities, historical patterns of inequity, socioeconomic disparities, and systemic 

environmental injustices,” highlighting the already existing issues with the status quo (EPA). 
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John Rawls, a popular American philosopher, posits the idea of the Difference Principle, which 
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question of intergenerational justice is a tricky one, as it forces richer economies to consider how 

much they must help those in need. 

Last, a just transition involves concerns with environmental justice. The transition 

demands a reevaluation of humanity’s relationship with the environment; humans must move 

past resource exploitation and find a way to live more symbiotically with the environment. 

(Ewing 2) Our moral considerations should extend beyond human interest, as many non-human 

factors such as ecosystems, wildlife, natural beauty, and more are very valuable to our world. 

Lawmakers should re-assess both “existing and planned structures that alter [ecological] systems 
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