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And yet the just transition might indeed be 
the most interesting idea of the early 21st cen-

tury, as the twin crises of inequality and the 
biosphere feed one another—provided we em-

brace its full meaning. 

Éloi Laurent,  
«Reimagining Just Transition» (2020) 

I t is not a new insight that social/in-
come inequality and environmental 
degradation are elements of the 
same crisis, and should therefore be 

addressed together. This notion was already 
present in the U.S. environmental justice 
and labor movements in the 1980s (Farrell, 
2012; Morena et al., 2019), which attracted 
much scholarly research and moved to the 
global policy level in the 1990s with the Rio 
Declaration. Catholic Social Teaching 
(CST) highlighted the link between justice 
and ecology for the first time during the 
Synod of Justice in the World in 1971: «Its 
line of thought suggested a close link bet-
ween concern for the poor and a concern for 
the earth, the cry of the poor and the cry of 
the earth» (Turkson, 2020, p. xiii). What is 
new today is the global scientific consensus 
regarding the anthropogenic causes of cli-
mate change (IPCC, 2021; Powell, 2017), 
more accessible green technologies, a more 
aware global public, and globally coordina-
ted policy efforts to address climate change 
threats. In addition, many countries have 
started transitioning away from fossil fuel 
energy systems towards more sustainable 
energy systems. 

When it was realized that this shift 
would exacerbate existing socio-economic 
inequalities and create new losers and win-
ners, the concept of just transition gradually 
moved to the center of political discourses, 
social dialogue meetings, sustainable busi-
ness, investment strategies (WBA, 2021), 
and civil society demands. Although there 
is no universally-agreed definition of «just 
transition», the central idea underpinning 
the different understandings is that the tran-
sition to a green economy must also entail 
a commitment to address widening social 
inequalities (Swilling – Annecke, 2012). 
Probably the most widely-used global de-
finition of the concept is included in the 
ILO’s 2015 Guidelines for Just Transition, 
which states that «a just transition for all 
towards an environmentally sustainable 
economy […] needs to be well managed 
and contribute to the goals of decent work 
for all, social inclusion and the eradication 
of poverty» (ILO, 2015, 4). 

With its origins in the U.S. labor move-
ment of the 1970s (Morena et al., 2018, 
2019) the concept of just transition through 
internationally-organized labor effort has 

been mainstreamed and included «in U.N. 
processes and agreements» (Cahill – Allen, 
2020, 4), attracting a great deal of scholarly 
research. Attention to just transition will 
undoubtedly continue to grow because we 
are entering a period of climate policy im-
plementation. This process, aggravated by 
the COVID-19 pandemic, will gradually 
disclose the enormous complexity of the 
task and intensify the debates between al-
ternative visions of just transition. The con-
cept’s adoption by different groups will di-
versify its meanings even further. Academic 
literature on just transition and its practical 
implementation points out several proble-
matic aspects of the quick proliferation of 
usage and meanings of the concept. First, 
it has become «so ambiguous and with so 
many different meanings that communica-
tion and debate have become difficult» 
(Wang – Lo, 2021, 2). Hence, there is a 
need for urgent conceptual overview and 
reflection on different paradigms of just 
transition. Second, scholars agree that the 
most challenging task in the practical im-
plementation of just transition is a necessity 
to «step out of existing institutional and 
epistemic boundaries» (Escobar, 2015, 4). 
However, such a shift is a slow and complex 
process, especially when genuine alterna-
tives supporting «value shifts and beha-
vioural changes» (Christie et al., 2019, 
1344) are unavailable or not taken into ac-
count. Third, the proliferation of academic 
and policy discourses about just transition 
can be interpreted as an expression of a dif-
ficulty to abandon an epistemology of the 
current modernist «technocratic paradigm» 
(Francis, 2015, 107). Finally, the slowness 
of climate change action calls to a reasses-
sment of our theories (Winkler, 2020). The-
refore, the search for and adoption of radi-
cally new «patterns of thinking» (Swilling 
– Annecke, 2012, xiii) will inevitably need 
to precede the search for just transition so-
lutions. 

CST could play a unique role in the 
above-mentioned challenging quest for new 
paradigms of just transition. Even if it does 
not use the term «just transition», the con-
cept is present in CST on integral ecology. 
For example, CST warns against perpetra-
ting further injustice «under the guise of 

protecting the environment» (Francis, 2015, 
170) and calls for distributing the burden of 
limiting global warming in an equitable way 
(Dorr, 2016). It also reminds us that each 
new project from the very beginning should 
be debated and developed by all «interested 
parties» and consider its environmental and 
social effects (Francis, 2015, 183). Laudato 
si’ states: «we cannot adequately combat 
environmental degradation unless we attend 
to causes related to human and social degra-
dation» (Francis, 2015, 48). All these exam-
ples indicate that just transition principles 
are encompassed within CST. 

CST can offer a fundamentally different 
intellectual framework for the reflection on 
just transition. Studying just transition in 
the light of CST would allow creating suf-
ficient theoretical distance (cfr. Bourdieu – 
Wacquant, 1992) for more disengaged ana-
lysis leading to a better understanding of 
the different secular paradigms of just tran-
sition. Moreover, as the planning and im-
plementation of just transitions are gaining 
momentum, and many countries are facing 
the inevitable transformation of their eco-
nomies and societies, the need for compel-
ling ethical orientation for such policies is 
becoming more apparent. In this respect, 
CST is one of the most valuable resources. 
It provides well-founded and well-argued 
insights into the roots of the current ecolo-
gical crisis and guidance for principled cli-
mate action (Christie et al., 2019). To sum 
up, bringing CST into the scholarly debate 
on the concept of just transition could help 
to overcome some of the current theoretical 
stalemates and at the same time create op-
portunities to operationalize CST principles 
in specific just transition projects.  

In order to take one of the first steps in 
bringing the Church’s social teaching into 
the scholarly debate on just transition, I will 
briefly overview two main approaches to 
just transition. Then I will compare these 
approaches to corresponding ideas in CST. 
So far, only a limited number of authors 
have attempted to group the multitude of in-
terpretations of just transitions under va-
rious approaches to the idea (Biermann – 
Kalfagianni, 2020; Escobar, 2015; Ham-
pton, 2015; Kreinin, 2020; Morena et al., 
2019; Rothe, 2020; Snell, 2018; Swilling, 
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2019; Swilling – Annecke, 2012; Wang – 
Lo, 2021). Their input can be preliminarily 
summarized by distinguishing two funda-
mentally different visions of just transition: 
eco-modernism and the degrowth approach. 

Eco-modernism proposes to work wi-
thin the existing capitalist structures and 
views ecological threats as potential sources 
for innovation and growth. This approach 
believes in the possibility of «decoupling» 
economic growth from greenhouse gas 
emissions. It disregards biophysical limits, 
believing they can be overcome by innova-
tion and state investment (Kreinin, 2020). 
Accordingly, the only limit to sustainable 
growth and development is «not planetary 
boundaries, but human system boundaries» 
(Ellis, 2011, 37–38). Moreover, eco-moder-
nism either claims that understanding of ju-
stice varies globally or endorses blind 
market «justice». Neoliberal proponents of 
eco-modernism explain climate and social 
crises as global market failures and propose 
«the use of market mechanisms and the 
creation of new markets» to solve these cri-
ses, for example, emissions trading schemes 
(Kreinin, 2020, 4). Besides trusting the mar-
ket mechanisms, other representatives of 
this paradigm rely more on government as-
sistance in promoting innovation, institutio-
nal change, industrial action (Morena et al., 
2019), and just transition. Kreinin (2020) 
suggests that the latter approach is endorsed 
by ILO, while the Just Transition Mecha-
nism of the European Green Deal (EGD) is 
based on the neoliberal approach. 

A standard critique advanced towards 
eco-modernism rejects its assumption that 
market mechanisms alone can alleviate so-
cial injustices, attacks its «common sense» 
strategy to remove alternative approaches, 
and points at the failure to address the cau-
ses of the current social and climate crisis. 
First of all, the greening of the economy can 
also be unjust, which does not address exi-
sting social disparities and perpetuate them 
even further. Another drawback of this ap-
proach identified in the literature is that it 
replaces political dialogue with «business 
rationality, market competition, and inno-
vation», and by focusing on local, small-
scale symptoms of the socio-ecological 
crises, fails to address «the roots of the pro-
blem (expansion of economic growth, pro-
duction, materials and energy use)» 
(Kreinin, 2020, 5). 

The second, degrowth, approach is the 
opposite of eco-modernism. According to 
the representatives of this view, the exclu-
sive emphasis on economic growth caused 
overproduction, overconsumption, and the 
global environmental crisis. This logic sees 
the twin environmental and social crisis as 

inherent in current dominant (neoliberal) 
capitalist institutions, practices and in tying 
development to economic growth. Hence, 
degrowthers take the biophysical limits 
(Meadows et al., 1974; Rockström et al., 
2009) of the planet seriously, since they be-
lieve that «it is impossible to pursue infinite 
material growth within a finite biological 
environment as the world is» (Puggioni, 
2017, 8). Consequently, just transition 
should reduce energy consumption and re-
source exploitation in a participatory and 
equitable way while maintaining wellbeing. 
People in the global North should agree to 
limit consumption, voluntarily consent to 
possibly lower income (and GDP), and ena-
ble a just transition that gives more time to 
low-income countries to peak and reduce 
their emissions (Keyßer – Lenzen, 2021). 
Such a scenario of just transition is very 
different from eco-modernism’s techno-
logy-driven pathways. Currently, it may 
seem «politically impossible» (Kallis, 2018, 
115), since it implies «significant changes 
to current capitalist socio-economic sy-
stems, […] and challenges deeply embed-
ded cultures, values, mindsets and power 
structures» (Keyßer – Lenzen, 2021, 9). 
However, proponents of this approach fir-
mly believe that such change is possible by 
changing values, habits, culture, creating 
alternative institutions, bringing about so-
cial change from below. 

At first glance, there are many similari-
ties between degrowth views on just tran-
sition and corresponding ideas in CST.  For 
example, CST addresses the problem of li-
mited resources (John Paul II, 1987, 26, 
34), criticizes technocratic mentality, re-
jects the idea of unlimited growth, and of-
fers an alternative understanding of the 
quality of life. To continue, CST points to 
the importance of solidarity between coun-
tries, moderation (Francis, 2015, 222), and 
the necessity of a change in values and eve-
ryday practices (Benedict XVI, 2009, 51). 
The encyclical letter Laudato si’ comes 
close to the degrowth idea of just transition 
by stating that «the time has come to accept 
decreased growth in some parts of the 
world, in order to provide resources for 
other places to experience healthy growth» 
(Francis, 2015, 193). Likewise, it emphasi-
zes that it is essential to implement changes 
in a participatory and transparent way 
(Francis, 2015, 183), starting from small 
bottom-up initiatives. 

On the other hand, CST differs from 
the degrowth approach in some crucial 
ways. First, CST is proposing not only a 
transition from one socio-economic struc-
ture to another. It calls to the «ecological 
conversion» of persons and communities, 

which is a theological and moral principle. 
To continue, the degrowth just transition 
paradigm is often criticized for not explai-
ning how the sought radical change is sup-
posed to happen and how to make it politi-
cally feasible. Even though it is often 
criticized for its abstractness, CST is more 
specific than the degrowth paradigm be-
cause it provides clear, well-founded theo-
logical anthropology and moral vision of 
society. Finally, CST is not as fragmented 
as the degrowth approach and offers a more 
stable normative orientation in today’s 
world of transitions (Puggioni, 2017). 

Regarding the eco-modernist approach 
to just transition, CST firmly rejects the ex-
treme version, which asserts that «ecologi-
cal problems will solve themselves simply 
with the application of new technology and 
without any need for ethical considerations 
or deep change» (Francis, 2015, 60). CST 
similarly criticizes the core belief of the 
eco-modernist version of just transition that 
the market alone can solve all social pro-
blems and guarantee social inclusion (Be-
nedict XVI, 2009, 35–36). However, quite 
contrary to the degrowth approach, CST 
recognizes the importance of the market 
institution but reminds that the market 
should be subject to the principles of social 
justice and directed towards the common 
good in order to «fulfil its proper economic 
function» (Benedict XVI, 2009, 35). Fi-
nally, one of the central concerns of more 
interventionist eco-modernist versions of 
just transition is the need to protect affected 
workers and guarantee decent work for all. 
Standing in such a long tradition of reflec-
tion of the situation of workers, CST could 
doubtless offer significant and constructive 
contributions to this debate.  

To conclude, the initial evaluation of 
the two main just transition paradigms in 
the light of CST confirmed that the concept 
of just transition has a corresponding idea 
in CST. However, since the 1970s, both tra-
ditions developed their analogous concepts 
in parallel with limited contacts until recent 
decades. Even today, when the implemen-
tation of green transitions is gaining mo-
mentum, the theoretical reflection on the 
concept of just transitions remains some-
what fragmented and lacks a sound ethical 
grounding. For this reason, bringing the so-
cial teaching of the Church into the debates 
and policies of just transition would greatly 
enrich them and help to overcome some of 
the shortcomings of degrowth and eco-mo-
dernist approaches. Most importantly, CST 
offers a well-founded moral vision of so-
ciety which both secular approaches lack. 
As a result, it can help to «transcend» the 
current paradigms of just transition and 
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analyze them in light of a fundamentally 
different intellectual framework.  
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