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Just Transition, therefore, is a political response to neoliberalism — whether globalist or nativist — that 
has been unfolding since the 1970s. As its popularity spreads, an increasing number of initiatives will be 
labelled as Just Transitions — in the same way that many initiatives have been baptized in the waters of 
sustainable development. Such isolated events can very well be used to deflect attention from deeply unjust 
green transitions. Those of us who see Just Transitions as integral components of green transitions must 
resist these appropriations, even when supported by unions, communities or environmentalists, and commit 
to turning these events into a politics of social and ecological emancipation. (Stevis, 2018 n.p.) 

Humanity is facing many, geographically, socially and hierarchically stratified (but interrelated) 
crises in the embedded spheres of the environment, society and economy. Climate crises and 
related environmental catastrophes are the direct result of industrial processes and the current 
industrial socio-metabolic regime – the set of flows of materials and energy a society needs to 
reproduce itself (Fischer-Kowalski and Haas, 2016; Fischer-Kowalski and Haberl, 1998). While 
industrial development has led to huge increases in human wellbeing in the Global North, it is now 
undermining processes of natural and social reproduction around the world. The latest IPCC 
(2019) report explains that global temperatures have already risen 0.8-1.2°C above pre-industrial 
levels due to human activity, making climate-related risks to human and animal health, livelihoods, 
food security, water supply, and security ever more likely, depending on the severity and speed of 
temperature changes and human (in)action on the causes of the crises (IPCC, 2019). To stay below 
2 degrees warming will require the deep decarbonisation of the economy: net emissions of global 
greenhouse gases (GHG) will have to approach zero between 2050 and 2075 consistent with IPCC 
findings. Incremental actions and partial decarbonisation projects (like moving from coal to gas) 
are not enough since all countries must reach close to zero GHG emissions by the second half of 
this century (Bataille et al., 2016). The needed societal transformation is as profound as the 
transition from the agrarian to the industrial socio-metabolic regime, and must occur in a much 
shorter timespan (Haberl et al., 2011; Krausmann et al., 2009). It will also necessarily have to include 
deep social, economic and political changes challenging existing institutions, habits and norms – as 
well as the work process itself (Fischer-Kowalski and Haas, 2016; Hildingsson et al., 2019; Littig, 
2018).  

The “Just Transition” (JT) approach emerged as an answer to balancing human welfare, jobs and 
the need for deep decarbonisation (Just Transition Centre, 2017). The concept was developed by 
trade unions in the industrialised world as a unifying rallying cry around the demand that ecological 
transformation be undertaken in a socially just way. Starting out in the US in the 1970s, it has 
increasingly been adopted and adapted by different groups, including unions and workers 
themselves, environmentalists, academics, governments, international institutions and 
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nongovernmental organisations (Snell, 2018; Stevis and Felli, 2016). While the flexibility of the 
concept and the easy translatability of “fairness” have arguably been its strength and the reason for 
its popularity, JT has also been criticised for its vagueness, inoperability in practice, and in particular 
for being used to fight for various, and sometimes antithetical, conceptualisations of justice (Snell, 
2018; Stevis and Felli, 2015). Without negating the political challenges of JTs, this paper will look 
at divergent types of current formulations of JT, within a modified framework of Hampton’s (2015) 
trade union climate approaches, which includes 1) “neoliberal political economy/market” (NPE), 
2) “ecological modernisation/state” (EM), and 3) “social-ecological transformation” (SET) climate
approaches. Different JT approaches are aligned along “Market Policies” and “Just Transition”
axes (Figure 1) of which NPE and SET form two extreme approaches. This paper will elaborate
on why a radical SET formulation of JT, which moves past only class-based climate approaches
(Hampton’s (2015) Marxist Political Economy) to include broader critiques based on
environmental justice, degrowth and ecofeminism, is needed to adequately challenge current
multiple crises related to the environment and society.

A Just Transition [JT] Typology 

JT was founded on the understanding that environmental and social crises are interrelated. It 
emerged as a radical concept as early as 1973, by workers in the Oil, Chemical and Atomic Workers 
Union in North America, coinciding with an increased understanding of the threat of the 
environmental crises and biophysical limits during the era, as well as increased action by 
environmental groups (JTRC, 2018; Stevis and Felli, 2015). Different trade unions in the 1990s 
adopted JT, as the concept gradually spread. The Just Transition Alliance was founded in 1997 as 
a coalition of workers organisations and environmental justice campaigners in North America. The 
website of the Alliance explains the aims of the organisation as follows:  

“Together with frontline workers, and community members who live along the fence-line 
of polluting industries, we create healthy workplaces and communities… Together, the Just 
Transition Alliance embodies the process of people of color, Indigenous Peoples, workers, 
and unions in polluting industries in Canada, Mexico and the U.S. addressing 
environmental and economic justice issues together.”1  

In the 1990s and 2000s, JT spread to other trade unions and workers’ organisations globally, and 
was for example used at the Copenhagen Climate Summit in 2009 by the ITUC (International 
Trade Union Confederation) (Rosemberg, 2010). The language of JT entered the mainstream of 
climate change debates in the last decade and is now used by “UN organisations, governments, 
NGOs, indigenous groups, feminist groups, businesses and philanthropists” who associate the 
term with different things (JTRC, 2018, p. 9). While the growing popularity of JT shows that there 
is convergence around the reality of environmental concerns and that the burden of transforming 
to a more sustainable society should not be borne by workers, there are necessarily important 
cleavages within this broad consensus. As Barca explains, “[s]ome groups simply push for job 
creation in a greened economy. Others, refusing to abide market solutions, have adopted a radical 
critique of capitalism. How this schism shakes out will decide whether labo[u]r unwittingly bolsters 
capital — or confronts capital and climate change” (Barca, 2016). 

The struggle between a short-term focus and business alignment, and the fight for radical societal 
change and politicisation going beyond immediate member interests, are not new fault lines in the 
history of trade unions. These are also clearly visible in various conceptualisations of JT. The 
environmental crises urgently reaffirm the need for a workers’ environmental movement going 

1 Just Transition Alliance ‘About Us’: http://jtalliance.org/about-us/ (accessed: 28.01.2020) 
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beyond immediate members’ interests. Using Hyman’s (2001) famous triad of market, state and 
class-focused labour unions, Hampton (2015) has successfully adapted this typology of ideal trade 
union types to workers movements’ interaction with, and response to, the climate crisis, as the 
“neoliberal” approach, the “ecological modernisation” approach, and the “Marxist political 
economy” approach. Hampton contests that only the last, Marxist political economy (or eco-
socialist) approach is actually challenging the causes of the climate crisis (Hampton, 2015, pp. 16–
56). Building on this typology, it is the goal of this paper to undertake a brief explorative analysis 
of different narratives of JT through this trichotomy. Building on the Marxist political economy 
approach with insights from other critical fields, including environmental justice, degrowth and 
ecofeminism, SET (Social-Ecological Transformation) is used as a third, broader, critical climate 
approach.  

The specific SET formulation used here refers to a radical social-ecological transformation of the 
current socio-metabolic regime (Asara et al., 2015; Brand and Wissen, 2017a; Pichler et al., 2018). 
This is different from appropriated concepts of (social-ecological) transformation used to refer to 
green-innovation-centred incremental transitions within the current economic system (see for 
example: Sarkar, 2013). The radical SET may “either take on the form of a catastrophic break with 
industrial metabolism or, if the patterns of energy generation and consumption are radically 
changed, may result in a new, sustainable sociometabolic regime” (Brand and Wissen, 2017a, p. 4; 
see also: Haberl et al., 2011). This approach builds on Hampton’s Marxist political economy 
approach by further considering the material and energy basis of the economy and the work 
process, as well as the position of paid labour in society, opening up “work” as the societal basis 
of organisation for critique. Elsewhere, Stevis and Felli (2015) have created a framework to analyse 
different narratives of JT through the concept of environmental justice. They divide JT approaches 
along two axes: whether the approaches consider “affirmation” of the system (seeking allocation 
changes) or whether they seek “transformation”, as well as whether justice is sought for humans 
alone or also for nature. The “shared solution” approach (affirmation of the system and justice to 
humans) corresponds to both neoliberal and EM narratives of environmental crises, while the 
“social ecological” type (transformation of system and justice to nature) is similar to Hampton’s 
(2015) Marxist political economy approach (Stevis and Felli, 2015, pp. 36–39).   
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Table 1 – Three “Ideal” Approaches to Climate Change 
(Based on: Bernstein, 2002; Ewing, 2017; Felli, 2014a; Foster et al., 2009; Hampton, 2015; Howes, 2018; Machin, 2019; McLaughlin, 
2012; Pattberg and Zelli, 2015; Quilley, 2017; Spash, 2016, 2012, 2008, 2007; Stevis and Felli, 2016; Turner, 2014) 

 

Table 1 above shows a general overview of the three different approaches to climate change and 
environmental crises. The NPE (Neoliberal Political Economy) storyline on climate change has been 
subject to criticism from many scholars. It can be understood as being predicated on the 
“promotion and maintenance of a liberal economic order” as the basis and aim of international 
environmental protection (Bernstein, 2002, p. 1). It comprises of an agreed ideological conviction 
around the supremacy of the market, the importance of international trade over environmental 
protection, as well as defining environmental goals and liberal markets as compatible (Pattberg and 
Zelli, 2015). Through the prism of the neoliberal political economy, the climate crisis is rebranded 
and depoliticised as a global market failure, with the economic order removed from critical analysis 
and normalised. Emissions trading schemes, founded on the core tenets of market idealism and 
neoliberalism, which emerged as the answer to the problem of climate change in developed 
countries, are an example of NEP. The solution to the crisis is presented as the ‘internalisation’ of 
market ‘externalities’, the use of market mechanisms and the creation of new markets to solve crises 
caused by the market system itself (Felli, 2014a, 2014b). Biophysical limits are either considered 
non-important, or as an externality to the economic system. This approach is encapsulated by 
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Nordhaus (2015), one of the most prominent “climate change economists” in the mainstream. He 
suggests that only modest GHG reductions are necessary in the short term, as drastic attempts to 
decarbonise the economy and stabilise emissions would have a negative effect on global trade and 
the economy. The so-called optimal path he suggests would have global temperatures approaching 
6°C above pre-industrial levels, with both humans societies and the environment around the world 
facing chaos and irreversible damage (Foster et al., 2009). Perversely, since the environment as well 
as humans are “priced” according to their economic value in the model, as Spash (2008, p. 2) 
explains, “Nordhaus speculates that there will be [economic] benefits of extra recreation in the US 
from a warmer world, but some loss of life elsewhere… dead people in China or India are 
compensated for by extra golfing holidays in Florida”.   

EM (Ecological Modernisation) was born as an answer, or what Quilley (2017) has called a “fudging 
approach”, to the influential Limits to Growth report of the Club of Rome in 1972. Limits to Growth 
cautioned humanity against never-ending growth in production and consumption, and against 
overstepping Earth’s boundaries to avoid global catastrophe (Meadows et al., 1972). This is the 
path we are currently on, indicating a systems collapse midway through the 21st century (Turner, 
2014, 2008). As prominent EM proponent Howes (2018, p. 15) explains, EM is based on the idea 
that “governments can assist with the transition to a more sustainable low-carbon economy by 
using EM to design policies that promote technological innovation, engage with economic 
imperatives, implement institutional change, improve community engagement and change the 
public discourse to focus on practical “win–win” scenarios”. The EM narrative is distinct from, 
but similar to neoliberal narratives of the climate crisis, with a further emphasis on state, a stronger 
focus on the social implications of climate policy, as well as an increased focus on the importance 
of technological change, industrial action and innovation in addition to market mechanisms. 
Depoliticisation and a disregard for power relations within and between countries (i.e. global power 
relations and global class relations) are part of the foundation of EM (Hampton, 2015, pp. 20–24). 
The EM narrative focuses on the role of the state and intra-state entities, in helping to ‘internalise’ 
the environmental ‘externalities’, while still presupposing “the desirability and maintenance of 
profit and growth as economic priorities” (Ewing, 2017, p. 126). Mazzucato’s (2014, 2011) 
“entrepreneurial state” is the archetypal green-innovating EM state that helps spearhead more 
economic growth and production through financing research, commercialisation and innovation. 
Similar to the neoliberal narrative, environmental problems are side-lined through “double-
depoliticisation”: first, business rationality, market competition and innovation are used to replace 
political dialogue; thereafter, EM is reified as the only feasible “common-sense” strategy which 
further removes alternative approaches from the drawing board (Machin, 2019, p. 209). EM has 
predominately focused on local, small-scale symptoms of the crises of the global economic system, 
rather than the roots of the problem (expansion of economic growth, production, materials and 
energy use) offering distraction and small-scale solutions to the symptoms, while failing to face or 
comprehend the disease (Machin, 2019; Quilley, 2017). Crucial to the internal consistency of the 
EM narrative is a lack of understanding of, or the outright rejection of, environmental and 
biophysical limits to energy and materials use (McLaughlin, 2012).  

The “social ecological” type in Stevis and Felli’s (2015) typology, as well as Hampton’s (2015) 
Marxist political economy climate narrative, both demand the socialisation of technology 
production and development, public ownership of fossil fuels, and the relocalisation of production, 
to take action on environmental crises, while also providing for human wellbeing and 
emancipation. For this end, labour has to become more confrontational (abandoning win-win 
scenarios), it has to re-imagine its role in the political economy, as well as embrace “the imperatives 
of an ecologically just transition” (Stevis and Felli, 2015, p. 39). The ideal SET-type of climate 
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narrative suggested here additionally considers insights from solidarity economy, going beyond a 
critique of the types of paid labour performed by labour. Further including ecofeminist 
perspectives, including a critique of productivism, a concern for North-South relations, an explicit 
politicisation of the private and social-[re]production work and care work (performed mostly by 
women), as well as a critique of the primacy of paid labour as the basis of societal organisation itself 
(Bauhardt, 2014), allows us to consider a transformation past the current industrial socio-metabolic 
regime, towards human emancipation. Waged labour gained dominance during the industrial 
revolution, and is currently one of the main mechanisms organising people’s everyday lives, identity 
and environment (Komlosy, 2018; see also: Aigner et al., 2018). It is also the mediator between 
society and the social metabolism (humans and nature) (Barca, 2019a), and a major driver of 
unsustainable economic growth because of production and the productivity trap (Jackson and 
Victor, 2011), as well as consumption through workplace socialisation, compensatory consumption 
and conspicuous consumption (Schor, 2008). The “ideal type” of SET climate narrative must 
critique the logic of the treadmill of production, productivism, and the work relation itself, 
demanding a move towards prioritising care work and societally reproductive labour, including re-
commoning (Biesecker and Hofmeister, 2010). In other words, SET sees the democratic 
reembedding of labour within human creativity, [re]production and nature as its goal (Wainwright, 
2014; Bennie and Satgoor, 2018). Crucially, a SET approach to multiple crises includes new visions 
of society and the “good life” past current consumption and material-based expressions of living 
well, (including Zeitwohlstand or “time prosperity”, for example (Garhammer, 2002)) where human 
emancipation and needs, not wants, are met in line with biophysical boundaries.  

Figure 1 - Different JT Narratives 

 

Figure 1 shows the three ideal types of climate narratives (NPE, EM and SET) along two axes – 
“Market Focus” and “Just Transition”, which reflects the extent to which the economy is prioritised 
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over society, or vice versa. The place of the different JT approaches on the graph is thus determined 
by the degree of market-focus (“Market Focus”) over human emancipation (“Just Transition”). 
Both NPE and SET are at the end of the ideal poles, respectively. EM is somewhat in the middle 
on both accounts.  

The formulation of JT in the European Commission’s Proposal for a Just Transition Fund, depicted in 
Figure 1 as “1. JTF” (EC, 2020a) can be understood as an elaboration of JT with elements of both 
NPE and EM: it is a limited sectoral, financial and market-based intervention in the fossil-fuel 
sector, predicated on enabling further economic growth, development and trade, while envisioning 
an important role for individual Member States. It shows a formulation of JT narrow in both focus 
and scope. Interestingly however, it presents a move away from the NPE formulation of the climate 
crisis of the previous Commissions (Bailey and Maresh, 2009). For example, the proposal states 
that “(i)n order to be successful, the [sustainability] transition has to be fair and socially acceptable 
for all” recognising that the “most vulnerable are the most exposed to the harmful effects of climate 
change and environmental degradation” (EC, 2020a, pp. 10, 1). As Article 2 of the Proposal states, 
it is the objective of the fund to contribute to “enabling regions and people to address the social, 
economic and environmental impacts of the transition towards a climate neutral economy” (EC, 
2020a, p. 13). While the social articulation of both climate inaction and climate mitigation policies 
point toward an EM narrative, the focus on markets and marketization and supra-national top-
down action, set it apart from other JT narratives in the EM camp. The proposal makes clear at 
the very start of the document that the main ambition of the Just Transition Fund as part of the 
Just Transition Mechanism and the European Green Deal is to provide above all a “roadmap 
towards a new growth policy for Europe” (EC, 2020a, p. 1), making environmental considerations 
a secondary objective. The fund will aim to tackle “the situation of solid fossil fuel extraction 
activities (coal, lignite, peat and oil shale) but also the transformation of energy intensive industrial 
processes required by this transition, as regards their social and economic impacts” in order to help 
foster long-term economic growth, without focusing on overall changes required in the economy 
(EC, 2020a, p. 7). The fund promises to unlock funding and investment opportunities to 
governments and companies in carbon-intensive sectors, providing a public loan facility with the 
European Investment Bank, as well as creating “attractive conditions” for private investors through 
the ‘InvestEU’ scheme, reaffirming market-based formulations of and solutions to the climate crisis 
(EC, 2020b, p. 1).  

As examples, both the ILO (International Labour Organisation) “Guidelines for a just transition” 
(ILO, 2015), as well as the Trade Union Development Cooperation Network’s (TUDCN) 
“Promoting a just transition” report (TUDCN, 2019), demonstrate EM approaches to JT. This is 
depicted on Figure 1 as “2. ILO TUDCN”. The ILO report emphasises the role of governments 
in integrating JT visions, through nine aspects: macroeconomic and (green) growth policies, 
industrial and sectoral policies, enterprise policies, skills development for technological change, 
health and safety at work, social protection, active labour market policies, workers’ rights, and social 
dialogue.. It is the role of the government to “align economic growth with social and environmental 
objectives”, invest in public funds in greening the economy, develop trade and investment policies 
that “facilitate access to environmentally friendly technology” and “facilitate green innovation and 
jobs”, as well as encouraging active labour market policies that reskill workers for the green 
economy (ILO, 2015, pp. 4–11). The TUDCN is an initiative of the International Trade Union 
Confederation (ITUC) bringing together national trade unions. The TUDCN (2019, pp. 10–11, 
40–42) report builds on the ILO guidelines, using the same framework and the same nine avenues 
for state involvement for JT. Similarly to the ILO report, the document highlights the importance 
of state involvement, research and spending for technological innovation and product development 
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for green growth: “in order to achieve sustainable economic development, we have to create the 
necessary conditions for people to have access to quality jobs by stimulating the economy without 
harming the environment” (TUDCN, 2019, p. 13). The TUDCN report further provides case 
studies that it deems as examples of JT both among state industries (EDF in France) as well as 
private companies (ENEL, Siemens, Inditex). The highlighted cases are in effect minor 
improvements shown as success stories: the slow planned closure of 23 fossil fuel thermoelectric 
plants in Italy where 900 workers have been redistributed around the country; or 150 workers who 
have been retrained by EDF in their UK operations after the closure of a coal energy plant 
(TUDCN, 2019, pp. 35–38). The Global South is mentioned in both reports in passing, for example 
in sentences such as: “(t)he greening of economies presents many opportunities to achieve social 
objectives: it has the potential to be a new engine of growth, both in advanced and developing 
economies.” (ILO, 2015, p. 4) Historic global power relations and colonialism, and the 
overwhelming share of emissions by early-industrialised countries, as well as the unsustainability of 
material consumption levels in the Global North are negated as concerns.  

This positive post-development vision of what emancipation in a new sustainable socio-metabolic 
regime might look like, is necessary for a JT and for human wellbeing, but crucially missing from 
most trade union approaches in the Global North. The SET conceptualisation of JT might be more 
difficult for us to imagine in areas where the global relations of power have allowed workers to 
achieve high material consumption as part of the industrial peace, thanks to exploited labour 
elsewhere. However, concerns for social and natural reproduction and climate change are being 
brought up together as part of JT in areas where the capitalist logic of expansion imperils and has 
already assaulted social reproduction directly. The South African Food Sovereignty Campaign 
(SAFSC) was established to contest post-apartheid struggles against hunger amongst those 
suffering under multiple forms of oppression – a basic struggle for the reproduction of society. 
The SAFSC represents an effort to “contest and build power to transform the food system through 
grassroots mobilisation, initiative and action”, with a form of “activism and politics through 
practice and engagement that seeks to build power to push back the frontiers of capitalism and 
actively construct an alternative” (Bennie and Satgoor, 2018, p. 301). The “Climate Justice through 
Land Justice” guide of the SAFSC in cooperation with the Co-operative and Policy Alternative 
Centre (COPAC, 2019), provides an SET-type narrative of JT. This is depicted on Figure 1 as “3. 
SAFSC”. In the “Guiding Principles for a Deep Just Transition Pathway to Land Justice and Food 
Sovereignty” section of the guide, seven principles for a “deep” JT are expanded on (including the 
rights of nature, solidarity, freedom from racial or gender oppression, and democracy), thereafter 
a land-use and political mobilisation plan are developed (COPAC, 2019, pp. 67–74).  

Conclusion 

Overall, both the neoliberal and EM articulations of the crises and proposed solutions are severely 
limited in achieving the radical changes required by multiple crises facing society. This is because 
challenging the root causes of the crises – unlimited appropriation of material resources and global 
labour power, as well as a disproportionate claim to global sinks (Brand and Wissen, 2017b) – 
which form the basis of the functioning of the current global economic system, is outside the remit 
of possible action. There is ample literature in the growing field of environmental labour studies 
critiquing the predominantly EM narrative within trade union approaches to the environment and 
JT (i.e. for example Barca, 2014; Räthzel and Uzzell, 2011; Rosemberg, 2013; Snell and Fairbrother, 
2010; Soder et al., 2018; Stevis and Felli, 2016). Deindustrialisation, outsourcing and societal 
polarisation have shifted the balance from labour in the favour of capital, making the ability of 
labour organisations to adequately respond to the more long-term environmental crises (in the face 
of short-term threats) more difficult (Barca, 2019b). It is no wonder that with this backdrop, the 
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win-win scenario of EM has seduced most trade unions and workers organisations. Solace from 
the severity of the crisis, unwanted political combats with business, and liberation from the weight 
of required action, are all in short supply. Yet while rising economic growth, productivity and full 
employment were important in providing worker welfare and industrial peace (Fraser, 1999; 
Hyman, 2001), economic growth as a panacea to inequality and societal crises is in peril regardless 
of environmental crises. The spectre of secular stagnation and the crisis of social reproduction are 
further signals that a transformation in the system is needed (Jackson, 2019; Palley, 2012; Summers, 
2015).  

Blühdorn (2017, p. 42) is right to emphasise that a bright new dawn of eco-socialism is not 
necessarily in sight, even if there are cracks in the system, including “accelerating climate change, 
the unrestrained exploitation of natural resources, the precariousness of the global financial system, 
the public and private debt crisis, ever higher levels of social inequality, rapidly eroding trust in 
political elites, the challenges of mass migration, proliferating movements of populism and so 
forth”. An end to societal peace brokered on the promise of mass consumption and rising material 
and energy use, is on the horizon at some point, yes. But authoritarianism, petro-masculinity (the 
“toxic combination of climate denial, racism and misogyny” (Daggett, 2018)), as well as outright 
fascism and eco-fascism (Dyett and Thomas, 2019; Lawton, 2019; Lubarda, 2020) offer increasingly 
popular and powerful, counter-emancipatory solutions to the complex crises2. These developments 
highlight the importance of lucid thinking amongst those fighting for societal wellbeing when it 
comes to the magnitude of the environmental crises, the different narratives of climate change 
(what is hidden, challenged and revealed?), as well as the challenges and opportunities posed by a 
social-ecological transformation. This is necessary to envision new emancipatory ways of 
organising society and social reproduction in a sustainable way. 
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