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Abstract: This paper reexamines climate justice through the framework of environmental sociology, 
offering fresh perspectives on the intersection of social and ecological systems in the face of 
escalating global climate crises. It emphasizes that inequality lies at the heart of global climate 
politics, often obstructing pathways toward achieving true climate justice. Drawing from 
established traditions within environmental sociology—such as the new ecological paradigm, the 
post-growth society, and the environmental justice paradigm—the paper advocates for profound 
systemic and structural reforms in political and economic systems to tackle entrenched inequalities. 
By integrating these frameworks, the paper proposes a comprehensive model of climate justice, 
encompassing material, procedural, compensatory, and transformative justice. This holistic 
approach not only addresses environmental sustainability but also prioritizes social equity, 
ensuring that marginalized communities are included in the global response to climate change. The 
paper thus positions climate justice as a critical component of broader environmental and social 
transformation. 
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1. Introduction 

Climate change is not just an environmental crisis but also a profound sociological issue, deeply 
intertwined with socio-structural factors that shape human behavior, institutions, and power 
relations [1–5]. Its effects are felt globally, but the burdens are unevenly distributed, with 
marginalized communities often bearing the brunt of its consequences [5–7]. This disparity highlights 
the urgent need for climate justice, which seeks to address the inequities in both the causes and 
impacts of climate change. At its core, the fight for climate justice is a call for the transformation of 
social, political, and economic structures that perpetuate environmental degradation and inequality. 

Environmental sociology plays a critical role in understanding the multifaceted nature of climate 
change. It examines how institutions, cultural beliefs, values, and social practices contribute to 
environmental destruction and offers insights into how these systems can be transformed to promote 
sustainability and equity. As such, climate change is a deeply sociological concern [1,3,8]. Sociology 
brings two essential approaches to the study of climate change: first, it provides tools to analyze the 
causes and consequences of the crisis, and second, it offers a form of social critique that challenges 
dominant socioeconomic practices and belief systems [1,9–13]. This essay explores the environmental 
sociology of climate change, with a particular focus on the need for climate justice, by expanding on 
these ideas. 

Climate change is primarily socio-structural in nature, driven by human activities embedded 
within broader systems of production, consumption, and governance. These activities, particularly 
those related to the extraction and use of fossil fuels, deforestation, and industrial agriculture, are 
deeply rooted in global capitalist systems that prioritize economic growth over ecological 
sustainability [8,14]. The environmental consequences of these practices are vast, from rising global 
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temperatures to more frequent extreme weather events, and these impacts are disproportionately 
experienced by vulnerable populations, particularly in the Global South. 

As Islam and Kieu note, climate change is not just a product of human actions but of the social 
systems that facilitate those actions [8]. For instance, global economic structures incentivize the 
extraction and burning of fossil fuels, while political institutions often fail to adequately regulate or 
mitigate the environmental impacts of industrial activities. Moreover, cultural beliefs that equate 
progress with material consumption and technological advancement further entrench unsustainable 
practices. This socio-structural understanding of climate change emphasizes the need for systemic 
change to address both the root causes and the unequal impacts of the crisis [15–17]. 

After this brief introduction, the second section of the paper delves into sociological approaches 
to climate change, exploring how these perspectives illuminate the social dimensions of the climate 
crisis. The third section shifts focus to the pressing need for a social justice framework, examining 
various forms of inequality and injustice that exacerbate climate impacts. In the fourth section, the 
paper draws on three key traditions in environmental sociology—such as the New Ecological 
Paradigm, post-growth society, and environmental justice paradigms—to develop an integrative 
climate justice model. This model offers a comprehensive framework that addresses both 
environmental sustainability and social equity. Finally, the fifth section concludes by discussing the 
broader implications of this new climate justice model, considering its potential to influence future 
policy, research, and global climate governance. 

2. Sociological Approaches to Climate Change 

As alluded to earlier, Sociology brings two distinct and advantageous approaches to 
understanding and addressing climate change. First, it provides the tools to analyze the social 
dimensions of the crisis, including its causes, consequences, and potential solutions. Second, it offers 
a form of social critique that challenges the dominant ideologies and practices that contribute to 
environmental degradation [3,18]. 

2.1. Analyzing the Causes and Consequences of Climate Change 

One of the key contributions of sociology to the study of climate change is its ability to analyze 
the social forces that drive environmental degradation. Sociologists such as Robert Brulle and his 
colleagues, for example, argue that climate change is not simply the result of individual actions but 
is deeply embedded in social structures, particularly those related to capitalism and neoliberalism 
[19]. These systems prioritize economic growth and the accumulation of wealth, often at the expense 
of environmental sustainability. The result is a global economy that is dependent on fossil fuels, 
deforestation, and other environmentally destructive practices [1,20–24]. 

In addition to examining the causes of climate change, sociology also provides insights into its 
social consequences. Climate change disproportionately affects marginalized groups, including low-
income communities, indigenous peoples, and nations in the Global South. These groups often have 
less capacity to adapt to the impacts of climate change, such as rising sea levels, extreme weather 
events, and food insecurity. As such, the environmental crisis is also a social justice issue, with the 
most vulnerable populations bearing the brunt of its effects [25,26].  

Climate justice, therefore, demands not only the mitigation of climate change but also the 
redistribution of resources and power to ensure that marginalized communities are protected and 
empowered to adapt to the changing climate. This requires a critical examination of global economic 
and political systems, as well as the development of policies that prioritize equity and sustainability. 
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2.2. Social Critique: Challenging Dominant Ideologies and Practices 

The second key contribution of sociology to the study of climate change is its role in providing 
social critique. Sociologists have long challenged the belief systems and practices that contribute to 
environmental degradation, particularly those related to capitalism, consumerism, and technological 
optimism [14,23,24,27]. One of the central critiques offered by sociologists is the reliance on technical 
fixes as a solution to climate change. While technological innovations such as renewable energy and 
carbon capture are undoubtedly important, they are insufficient to address the deeper social and 
economic structures that drive environmental degradation [14–18]. As Giddens argues, the belief that 
climate change can be solved through technology alone ignores the fact that human behavior is 
shaped by social, political, and economic forces [2]. Without addressing the underlying social drivers 
of climate change, technological solutions are likely to be limited in their effectiveness [28–30]. 

Moreover, scholars such as Naomi Klein have critiqued the capitalist economic system for its 
role in driving environmental destruction. Klein argues that capitalism’s emphasis on growth and 
consumption is fundamentally incompatible with the ecological limits of the planet [5]. Addressing 
climate change, therefore, requires a fundamental transformation of the global economic system, one 
that prioritizes sustainability and equity over profit and growth. This critique challenges the 
dominant economic paradigm and calls for a more holistic approach to addressing climate change. 

3. The Imperative for Climate Justice 

Climate justice is a concept that has gained prominence in recent years as activists, scholars, and 
policymakers have recognized the unequal distribution of the causes and impacts of climate change. 
It emphasizes the need to address the disproportionate burden of climate change on marginalized 
communities, particularly those in the Global South and in low-income communities in the Global 
North. 

3.1. Inequality in Suffering and Responsibility in Climate Change 

One of the key dimensions of inequality in addressing climate change is the disproportionate 
suffering experienced by poorer nations compared to wealthier ones [31]. The world's most 
vulnerable populations, especially those in developing countries, bear the brunt of climate-related 
disasters for two reasons. First, they experience more frequent climate disasters, and second, their 
limited resources and capacities make them ill-prepared to manage and recover from these events 
[30–33]. 

According to Beck’s risk society theory, modern societies are defined by the anticipation of 
unprecedented risks, including the unpredictability of climate change. However, Beck’s view of these 
risks being equally distributed does not reflect the reality of the unequal burden borne by different 
nations. Islam’s concept of a “double-risk society” offers a more accurate framework to examine these 
disparities, highlighting that the Global South is far more vulnerable to climate-related risks than the 
Global North due to limited resources [4]. 

In developing nations, the impact of climate disasters is magnified by a lack of financial, 
technological, and institutional capacities. For example, an earthquake in 1973 Nicaragua resulted in 
over 6,000 deaths, while a similar earthquake in 1971 California resulted in just 56. This discrepancy 
illustrates the stark differences in risk management between rich and poor nations [34]. While both 
are exposed to risks, poorer nations are disproportionately affected due to inadequate infrastructure 
and preparation [35,36]. 

The Global South not only faces higher environmental risks but also receives a larger share of 
harmful environmental externalities. Toxic waste and hazardous materials are often offloaded onto 
these nations from wealthier countries. This redistribution of environmental burdens worsens their 
plight, creating a cycle of vulnerability in which the least responsible countries bear the heaviest 
impacts [37–40]. 

3.2. Inequities in Responsibility for Climate Change 
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Developed countries are largely responsible for the greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions driving 
climate change, yet it is the developing nations that suffer the most from its consequences. Data shows 
that wealthier nations such as the U.S., Germany, and Russia remain top contributors to carbon 
dioxide emissions per capita. In contrast, countries like Bangladesh, Ethiopia, and Nigeria, which 
emit less than one ton per capita, are disproportionately affected by climate-related disasters [4,25,30]. 

This inequality is glaring in regions like Africa, where climate change has exacerbated existing 
challenges like droughts and floods. African nations contribute less than 8% of global emissions, yet 
suffer immensely from climate change impacts. Similarly, small island states are threatened by rising 
sea levels, unpredictable weather patterns, and devastating storms, despite contributing little to GHG 
emissions. Their very existence is at risk, as evidenced by the erosion of islands like the Kinilailau 
Islands [41,42]. 

The inequities in responsibility and suffering from climate change highlight the issue of climate 
injustice. Developing countries, which are the least responsible for climate change, are the ones most 
affected by it. Without addressing these inequalities, the gap between those contributing to and those 
suffering from climate change will only widen. 

3.3. Power Imbalance in Global Climate Negotiations 

Inequality in power dynamics also plagues the international response to climate change. In 
forums such as the United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC) and its 
Conference of the Parties (COPs), poorer nations often find their interests marginalized. Wealthy 
nations, armed with superior financial and technical resources, dominate negotiations. They are 
backed by a large cadre of experts, while poorer nations lack the personnel and resources to 
effectively advocate for their interests [43,44]. For instance, most climate research, including that 
conducted by the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC), is produced by scientists from 
the Global North. As a result, the IPCC reports tend to focus more on adaptive policies that benefit 
wealthier countries, rather than mitigation strategies favored by developing nations. This imbalance 
in scientific and technical expertise skews climate negotiations in favor of wealthier countries, leaving 
poorer nations at a disadvantage [5,44]. 

An example of this power imbalance was seen during the 6th COP in The Hague in 2000, when 
the Group of 77 (G77) and China expressed dissatisfaction with decisions made in secretive "Green 
Room" meetings attended only by wealthier nations. The exclusion of poorer nations from key 
negotiations reflects the systemic marginalization of their interests in international climate talks 
[25,44]. 

3.4. Economic and Political Vulnerabilities 

Developing nations are also constrained by their economic and political vulnerabilities. Many 
are burdened by debt and subject to the conditions imposed by multilateral financial institutions like 
the World Bank and International Monetary Fund (IMF). These institutions often prioritize the 
interests of wealthier nations, further weakening the bargaining power of developing countries [45–
47]. The structural adjustment policies imposed on developing nations in the wake of the 1980s debt 
crisis undermined their national sovereignty and weakened their collective negotiating power. The 
process of debt management has made these nations more vulnerable to foreign influence, limiting 
their ability to pursue independent climate policies [4,48,49]. 

Moreover, developing countries often find themselves locked into global supply chains where 
they are responsible for resource extraction and industrial production, while the environmental 
burdens, including pollution and GHG emissions, are outsourced from wealthier nations. This 
dynamic exacerbates the environmental degradation in developing countries, while wealthier 
nations reap the economic benefits without bearing the full environmental costs. In another twist of 
irony, the World Bank, which has funded numerous polluting projects in the Global South, was 
appointed interim trustee of the Green Climate Fund (GCF) in 2010. This fund was established to 
help developing nations cope with climate change, with the aim of raising $100 billion annually by 
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2020. However, the involvement of the World Bank raises concerns about the potential conflicts of 
interest in how climate funds are managed and distributed [5,43,50,51]. 

3.5. Fragmentation and Weakening of Developing Nations' Negotiating Power 

The political and economic vulnerabilities of developing nations have also led to fragmentation 
in their collective negotiating power. The once-unified “G77 + China” bloc, consisting of 134 
developing countries, has splintered into various ad-hoc groups such as BASIC (Brazil, South Africa, 
India, and China), the Least Developed Countries (LDCs), and ALBA (Bolivarian Alliance for the 
Peoples of Our America). Each group prioritizes its own interests in climate negotiations, weakening 
the collective bargaining position of developing nations [5,43]. 

This fragmentation was evident in the 2009 Copenhagen Accord and the subsequent Cancun 
Agreement in 2010, where the collective power of developing nations was diminished. The pursuit 
of national advantage and economic interests has led to a lack of unity among developing nations, 
further weakening their ability to influence global climate policy [4,5]. 

3.6. Obstacles to North-South Cooperation on Climate Change 

The unequal distribution of power and responsibility in the global political and economic system 
has created major obstacles to international cooperation on climate change. Despite the success of the 
UNFCCC in engaging 154 states and the European Union in climate talks, disagreements over the 
principle of "differentiated responsibilities" have hindered progress [41]. Wealthier nations, 
particularly the U.S., have been reluctant to commit to legally binding emission reductions, especially 
when fast-developing countries like China and India are not subject to similar restrictions. The U.S., 
for example, delayed its participation in the Kyoto Protocol, demanding that key developing nations 
also commit to emission reductions. Ultimately, the U.S. withdrew from the Protocol in 2001, citing 
concerns about its economic competitiveness [5,43]. 

On the other hand, developing nations argue that they should not bear the same responsibilities 
as wealthier countries, given their historical contributions to climate change and their need for 
economic development. Countries like China and India insist on their right to industrialize and have 
demanded that developed nations take responsibility for their own emissions [5,50]. 

3.7. The Role of Grassroots Movements 

Grassroots movements have played a crucial role in advocating for climate justice, challenging 
the dominant systems of power and calling for more equitable and sustainable approaches to 
environmental governance. Movements such as the Global Climate Strike, led by young activists like 
Greta Thunberg, have brought attention to the need for urgent action on climate change, while 
indigenous movements around the world have emphasized the importance of protecting traditional 
lands and resources from environmental degradation [6,51]. 

These movements highlight the intersection of environmental and social justice, emphasizing 
that climate change cannot be addressed without also addressing issues of inequality, 
marginalization, and exploitation. The fight for climate justice, therefore, is not only about mitigating 
the effects of climate change but also about transforming the systems of power that perpetuate 
environmental and social inequality. 
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4. Towards an Integrated Climate Justice Approach 

Environmental sociology provides critical frameworks for understanding the intersection of 
social systems and environmental crises, offering insights into how societies can achieve climate 
justice. Among the most influential paradigms are the New Ecological Paradigm (NEP), the Post-
Growth Society, and the Environmental Justice paradigm. Together, these approaches form the basis 
for a comprehensive sociological model of climate justice that includes material justice, procedural 
justice, compensatory justice, and transformative justice. This section will first elaborate on these 
paradigms and then propose a unified model of climate justice. 

4.1. The New Ecological Paradigm (NEP) 

The New Ecological Paradigm (NEP), developed by Riley Dunlap and colleagues, challenges the 
traditional human-centered or anthropocentric worldview. It argues for a more eco-centric 
perspective, one that recognizes the interconnectedness of humans with the natural world. The NEP 
is rooted in four key principles [52–55]: 

No.  Principles  Elaboration  

1. Human 

Dependence on 

Nature 

The NEP stresses that humans are part of a larger ecological system. 

They depend on the finite biophysical environment for survival, 

contrary to the widely held belief that technology or human 

ingenuity can fully compensate for ecological degradation.  

2.  Interconnectedness 

of Species: 

NEP emphasizes that humans are one among many species in the 

global ecosystem, and that all species are interconnected in a vast web 

of life. This recognition urges the protection of biodiversity and the 

acknowledgment that other species have the right to exist and thrive 

alongside humans.  

3.  Limits to Growth This paradigm also emphasizes the finite nature of Earth's resources. 

The environment imposes constraints on human activity, and 

humanity cannot bypass the laws of ecology. The unchecked pursuit 

of growth, without regard to these limits, results in ecological crises.  

4. Ethical Obligations 

to Non-Human 

Entities 

The NEP asserts that plants, animals, and ecosystems possess 

intrinsic rights to exist independently of human needs or desires. 

Human exceptionalism—the belief that humans are exempt from 

ecological constraints—must be dismantled.  

In light of these principles, the NEP argues that environmental problems such as climate change 
are rooted in the dominance of human-centered worldviews. For climate justice to be realized, 
humans must acknowledge their role as part of nature and cease acting as if they are above ecological 
limits. 

4.2. The Post-Growth Society 

The concept of the Post-Growth Society, championed by thinkers like Gus Speth, challenges the 
capitalist obsession with GDP growth. This paradigm suggests that perpetual economic growth is 
not only unsustainable but also harmful to the environment and society. A post-growth society 
envisions an economic and social system that prioritizes well-being, environmental sustainability, 
and equity over GDP expansion [56,57]:  
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No. Principles  Elaborations  

1. Quality of Life 

Over Quantity of 

Growth 

In a post-growth society, the well-being of communities, the natural 

environment, and public health would take precedence over GDP 

growth. Economic policies would prioritize shorter workweeks, longer 

vacations, and a balanced life over material consumption.  

2. Rejection of 

Growth Mania 

Post-growth theorists argue that the pursuit of continuous economic 

growth is an illusion that exacerbates environmental degradation and 

social inequality. Instead, society should strive to develop in ways that 

improve social and environmental well-being.  

3.  Reshaping 

Corporate 

Power 

The paradigm also suggests redefining corporate goals to align with 

social and environmental priorities. This would include dismantling 

corporate dominance and enacting pro-democracy reforms that limit the 

power of large corporations over environmental and economic policies.  

In the context of climate justice, a post-growth society offers a transformative model. By 
decoupling societal progress from economic growth, resources can be redistributed in a way that 
addresses environmental injustices, while simultaneously protecting the natural world. 

4.3. The Environmental Justice Paradigm 

The Environmental Justice (EJ) paradigm, developed by Robert Bullard and other scholars, 
examines how marginalized communities disproportionately bear the burden of environmental 
degradation due to unequal laws, regulations, and policies. Environmental justice seeks equitable 
treatment for all people, regardless of race, ethnicity, income, or geography, in the development, 
implementation, and enforcement of environmental policies [58–62] 

No.  Principles  Elaborations  

1. Fair Treatment Fair treatment in environmental justice means that no group 

should bear a disproportionate share of the negative 

environmental consequences resulting from industrial, 

governmental, or commercial operations. This principle challenges 

existing systems of environmental inequality, which often expose 

marginalized communities to greater risks of pollution and 

climate-related disasters. 

2. Meaningful 

Participation 

Environmental justice emphasizes the importance of meaningful 

participation, ensuring that marginalized and affected 

communities have a say in the decision-making processes that 

impact their lives. For climate justice, this means that those most 

affected by climate change—often communities in the Global 

South—must be included in global discussions and decision-

making.  

3.  Non-discrimination EJ mandates non-discriminatory environmental policies that do 

not disproportionately harm vulnerable populations. Historically, 

communities of color, indigenous peoples, and low-income groups 

have been systematically excluded from decision-making, 
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resulting in environmental harm being concentrated in these 

communities.  

The EJ paradigm underscores the need for a climate justice framework that addresses systemic 
inequalities. To achieve climate justice, the impacts of climate change must be viewed through the 
lens of social justice, with a focus on protecting vulnerable communities. 

4.4. Sociological Model of Climate Justice 

Combining insights from these three paradigms, we can propose a comprehensive sociological 
model of climate justice that includes material, procedural, compensatory, and transformative justice.  

4.4.1. Material Justice 

Material justice refers to the equitable distribution of environmental goods (e.g., clean air, water, 
and land) and the burdens of environmental harm [62]. In a climate justice framework, this means 
ensuring that the benefits of climate adaptation and mitigation efforts are shared fairly and that no 
group disproportionately bears the negative impacts of climate change. 

4.4.2. Procedural Justice 

Procedural justice involves fair and inclusive decision-making processes. Building on the EJ 
paradigm, it ensures that marginalized groups have meaningful participation in environmental 
governance [5,42]. Procedural justice in climate change mitigation would require that the voices of 
those most affected by climate change, such as indigenous peoples and climate refugees, are heard 
and respected in global climate negotiations. 

4.4.3. Compensatory Justice 

Compensatory justice seeks to rectify past injustices by providing compensation or reparations 
to those who have been harmed. In the context of climate justice, this means holding wealthy, 
industrialized nations accountable for their disproportionate contributions to greenhouse gas 
emissions and providing financial and technological support to vulnerable nations [31]. 

4.4.4. Transformative Justice 

Transformative justice in the context of climate action emphasizes not only addressing the 
immediate impacts of climate change but also creating long-term, systemic changes that foster 
inclusivity and equity. One critical aspect is the inclusion of marginalized groups in climate-resilient 
livelihoods. These communities, often the most vulnerable to climate impacts, must be empowered 
with access to sustainable resources, training, and opportunities to build resilience, ensuring their 
active participation in decision-making processes that shape their futures. Additionally, 
transformative justice addresses structural power imbalances by challenging the dominant political 
and economic systems that have historically marginalized these groups. It calls for the redistribution 
of resources, political influence, and decision-making power, enabling marginalized communities to 
not only survive but thrive in a climate-changed world. This holistic approach seeks to correct long-
standing inequities while building a more just, inclusive, and resilient society [58]. 
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5. Conclusions 

Climate change is one of the most pressing global challenges of the 21st century, and its root 
causes and impacts are deeply embedded in social structures. The environmental sociology of climate 
change emphasizes the need for climate justice, which seeks to address the unequal distribution of 
the causes and consequences of climate change. Sociology provides valuable tools for analyzing the 
social dimensions of the crisis and offers a critical perspective on the belief systems and practices that 
contribute to environmental degradation. Moving beyond technical fixes, the fight for climate justice 
requires systemic change that prioritizes sustainability, equity, and social justice. 

As sociologists have argued, addressing climate change requires more than just technical fixes; 
it demands systemic change. This includes not only the development of renewable energy 
technologies and the reduction of greenhouse gas emissions but also the transformation of social, 
political, and economic systems that prioritize profit and growth over sustainability and equity. 
Sociology’s emphasis on social critique and its focus on power relations make it a valuable tool for 
understanding and addressing the structural causes of climate change. By examining the ways in 
which social institutions, cultural beliefs, and power dynamics shape human behavior, sociology 
offers insights into how these systems can be transformed to promote sustainability and climate 
justice. 

As shown in the paper, the inequalities in suffering, responsibility, and power between the 
Global North and South are central to the ongoing climate crisis. Developing nations, which 
contribute the least to global emissions, are disproportionately affected by climate change and 
marginalized in international climate negotiations. The structural inequalities embedded in the 
global political and economic system make it difficult to achieve a fair and effective global response 
to climate change. If these inequalities are not addressed, the gap between the nations contributing 
to and suffering from climate change will continue to grow, undermining the international 
community's ability to collectively address the climate crisis. Mutual trust and cooperation between 
North and South are crucial for achieving meaningful progress in tackling climate change and 
ensuring climate justice for all. 

• Fairness principles 
• Inclusion of poor nations 

effectively 

•Losers will need to be 
compensated

•Polluter pay principle 

• Helping poor nation to 
develop 

• Addressing inequality and 
binding treaties 
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groups in climate resilient 
livelihoods

•Addressing structural 
power imbalances

4. 
Transformative 

Justice 

1. 
Material 
Justice 

2. 
Procedural 

Justice 

3. 
Compensatory 

Justice 

Preprints.org (www.preprints.org)  |  NOT PEER-REVIEWED  |  Posted: 29 September 2024 doi:10.20944/preprints202409.2286.v1

https://doi.org/10.20944/preprints202409.2286.v1


 10 

 

Environmental sociology offers profound paradigms, such as the NEP, the Post-Growth Society, 
and the Environmental Justice paradigm, that provide a comprehensive understanding of climate 
justice. These frameworks highlight the interconnectedness of humans and nature, the dangers of 
growth-oriented economies, and the importance of fair treatment for marginalized communities. A 
sociological model of climate justice must incorporate material, procedural, compensatory, and 
transformative justice, ensuring a holistic approach to addressing the climate crisis. This model 
emphasizes the need for systemic change, fair participation, and the protection of both vulnerable 
communities and the environment. 
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