In what respects does communitarianism differ from cosmopolitanism? Which is more plausible as a theory for understanding issues of equity with respect to the climate and biodiversity crisis?

The combined tragedies of climate change and the biodiversity crisis remain pressing, in the process of devising and negotiating social philosophies and political institutions. Last year the 1.5C threshold had been exceeded for 12 continuous months for the first time[footnoteRef:1]. And whilst we can recognise achievements such as conservation efforts or developing renewable energy[footnoteRef:2] ,there still remains important and unresolved questions of values and principles. The principles with which I am concerned are of social and political kind. [1:  https://www.bbc.co.uk/future/article/20231130-climate-crisis-the-15c-global-warming-threshold-explained]  [2:  https://www.theguardian.com/environment/article/2024/may/08/renewable-energy-passes-30-of-worlds-electricity-supply
] 

 In trying to understand issues of equity with respect to the climate change and biodiversity crisis, I want to draw upon ideas from communitarianism and cosmopolitanism. Both streams of thought are interested in the relationship between an individual and various communities. They also each provide questions and insights about our moral obligations and limitations to social relations. After a brief description of their key premises, we can then make a hypothesis on which is more plausible as a theory for understanding issues of equity surrounding the climate and biodiversity crisis.
Our conception of what human being is, does and wants, will naturally inform our principles for participating in interactions and relationships with other human beings. There are many aspects to a human being; as a bio-chemical system, a citizen, worker, friend, lover, believer, teammate. Which aspect of the human being, or combination of different aspects should we consider to sufficiently provide for the needs of human beings and design our civic institutions accordingly.
Fortunately, as human beings we can ask ourselves and others such questions. So, I ask the reader, what aspect(s) of you as a human being would you like considered as guiding principles for your civic institutions? Some of our aspects are idiosyncratic, but a large proportion of them overlap with other individuals. Likewise, human beings have similar interests in basic liberties such as nourishment, shelter and decent working opportunity (Singer, 1975) .
· Although there are few who do, or have, explicitly named themselves as ‘communitarian’, there are collection of considerations that are branched under the name communitarian or communitarianism( (Etzioni, Communitarianism Revisited, 2014)). According to Daniel Bell;
“Communitarianism is the idea that human identities are largely shaped by different kinds of constitutive communities (or social relations) and that this conception of human nature should inform our moral and political judgments as well as policies and institutions”. (Bell, Communitarianism, 2024)
Communities, in larger or smaller numbers, affect just about every aspect of our lives. Being a sibling or speaking any language are examples of communities that so many of us partake in. Whenever we consider the needs of a human being, how to organize sufficient means, for people to achieve equitable ends, it is difficult to separate our considerations of individuals from their communities.
Unlike liberal individualism, communitarianism places emphasis on the social embeddedness of individuals. This perspective suggests that equity cannot be understood in purely individualistic terms but could be framed within the context of shared tradition and culture, local knowledge and collective action. In tackling issues of the climate and bio-diversity crisis, this approach implies that solutions should be tailored to specific communities rather than a universal approach imposed globally.
Communitarianism places strong emphasis on responsibilities rather than just rights (Etzioni, The Spirit of Community: Rights, Responsibilites, and the Communitarian Agenda, 1993). In addressing environmental justice, it suggests that communities have collective duties to care for their local ecosystems and future generations. This perspective challenges models of environmental governance that rely solely on market mechanisms or individual incentives, advocating instead for policies that strengthen community stewardship, such as cooperative land management or local renewable energy initiatives.
Communitarianism can help to implement local solutions, encourage grassroots movements and strengthen democratic participation on important issues. Whilst I agree with the main aims of communitarianism, its scope and focus on the community is only one aspect of tackling the climate and bio-diversity crisis. We will now turn to a description of cosmopolitanism, then compare some its features against our understanding of communitarianism and the climate and bio-diversity crisis.
Cosmopolitans hold that moral principles apply to all individuals, rather than only to those within certain limits I,e nation, ethnicity, culture. Cosmopolitanism often ‘..presupposes a positive attitude towards difference, a desire to construct bro.ad allegiences and equal and peaceful global communities…’ (Ribeiro, 2005)
International organisations & projects such as the United Nations, Belt & Road Initiative and the European Union are well known examples of various individuals and communities operating beyond traditional’ obligations and social institutions. The growing popularity of the internet is another space in which transnational communities are made and shaped on a daily basis (Cheah & Robbins, 1998, p. 7) , for a wide range of activities from commerce to love. Cosmopolitanism's emphasis on global interconnectedness naturally extends to concerns about the environment. Climate change and biodiversity loss are not confined within national borders; carbon emissions produced in one country affect the entire planet. From a cosmopolitan perspective, these crises must be addressed through cooperative international efforts rather than fragmented national or local responses. The Paris Agreement, for example, embodies a cosmopolitan ethos by bringing together diverse nations under shared climate goals, even as each country contributes to and experiences climate change differently.
Cosmopolitanism also offers a compelling moral argument for addressing environmental injustice. Those most affected by climate change—often in the Global South—are frequently the least responsible for causing it. Rising sea levels threaten low-lying nations like Tuvalu and Bangladesh, while extreme weather disproportionately affects poorer communities with fewer resources for adaptation. A cosmopolitan approach suggests that wealthier nations, having historically contributed the most to greenhouse gas emissions, have an ethical duty to provide financial and technological assistance to more vulnerable regions. This aligns with the principle of global distributive justice, which calls for an equitable sharing of resources and responsibilities across borders. We can see this in Article 3 of the United Nations Convention on Climate Change that states;
“The Parties should 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. Accordingly, the developed country Parties should take the lead in combating climate change and the adverse effects thereof”. (Article 3, Paragraph 1)
just as national laws protect the rights of citizens, international governance structures should extend protections to ecosystems, endangered species, and future generations of human and non-human life. The concept of ‘planetary stewardship’ reflects this idea, advocating for governance frameworks that transcend state-centric interests and recognize the Earth as a shared home for all life forms
However, cosmopolitanism faces challenges. Its emphasis on universalism risks overlooking cultural and historical differences in how societies relate to nature. Policies that assume a singular vision of environmentalism may impose external solutions that conflict with local knowledge, traditions or habits. Achieving meaningful global cooperation is difficult when states prioritize their national interests over collective well-being. International agreements are often non-binding, and enforcement mechanisms remain weak, leading to failures in meeting climate targets. 
Despite these limitations, cosmopolitanism provides an essential framework for understanding equity in the climate and biodiversity crisis. Its commitment to global justice, transnational cooperation, and moral consideration beyond local affiliations makes it a necessary counterpart to communitarian approaches. We can now turn to asnwering: can these two perspectives be reconciled to offer a more holistic solution to our environmental challenges?
The challenges posed by climate change and bio-diversity loss demand urgent and effective responses. These crises, by their nature, transcend national borders and affect societies unevenly, raising fundamental questions about justice and responsibility. I have given a brief description of cosmopolitanism and communitarianism, which I now will use to compare them. They offer different ways of understanding equity in addressing these issues. While cosmopolitanism promotes a global, moral responsibility to all individuals regardless of nationality or local affiliation, communitarianism emphasizes the importance of local traditions, communities, and cultural identities in shaping ethical and political obligations.
Cosmopolitanism is grounded in the idea that all individuals belong to a single, global moral community. It argues that climate and biodiversity crises are shared human concerns that require transnational cooperation and collective responsibility. This perspective is evident in major international environmental agreements like the Paris Agreement and the Convention on Biological Diversity (as part of COP), which attempt to create global frameworks for addressing ecological challenges. Communitarianism, by contrast, argues that moral obligations emerge from particular communities rather than from an abstract global standpoint. The relationships individuals have with their local culture, history, and environment shape how they perceive and act upon issues of justice. This perspective suggests that addressing climate and biodiversity crises should not rely solely on global governance but should empower local communities to take charge of environmental stewardship. Communities have collective duties to protect their ecosystems, often making conservation more effective and culturally relevant as people may have stronger connections to closer communities.
One of cosmopolitanism's key strengths is its commitment to global justice and shared responsibility. Climate change and biodiversity loss are inherently global problems, meaning that solutions must transcend national borders. Cosmopolitan ethics promote the fair distribution of resources and financial support to vulnerable nations. Concepts like climate reparations reflect this approach, acknowledging historical emissions and assigning responsibility accordingly. International legal frameworks, such as the UN’s principle of Common but Differentiated Responsibilities (CBDR), embody cosmopolitan ideals by requiring wealthier nations to take the lead in climate action while supporting less developed regions. The idea of planetary stewardship extends moral concern to future generations and non-human life, recognizing the Earth as a shared space beyond state-centric interests. Communitarianism offers advantages in addressing environmental challenges at a local level. Environmental problems often require localized solutions rather than one-size-fits-all policies. Traditional and Indigenous communities, for example, have long practiced sustainable land management in ways that global initiatives sometimes overlook. Bottom-up, community-led approaches can be more resilient by taking the lead with initiative and delegation of tasks. Communitarianism acknowledges the role of culture and identity in shaping environmental ethics. While cosmopolitanism pushes for universal moral duties, it risks imposing Western-centric models of conservation that may alienate local populations. Policies based on local participation and democratic engagement, such as cooperative land management or municipal climate initiatives, often foster deeper and more lasting environmental commitment.
Despite its strengths, cosmopolitanism faces practical and political challenges. International agreements, while ambitious, often lack enforcement mechanisms. Many nations fail to meet their climate pledges because global governance structures lack authority over sovereign states. Furthermore, cosmopolitan approaches risk overlooking local knowledge and cultural differences, imposing externally designed policies that may not align with community needs. Communitarianism, on the other hand, struggles with scaling up solutions. While local efforts can be highly effective, they may be insufficient when dealing with problems of planetary scale. Climate change cannot be tackled solely through regional efforts, as its impacts stretch beyond local boundaries. Additionally, some communities, particularly those in high-emitting countries (or low income and developing), may prioritize short-term economic benefits over long-term environmental responsibility, leading to inaction or even resistance to necessary policies and co-operation.
Rather than viewing cosmopolitanism and communitarianism as mutually exclusive, a hybrid model may offer the best framework for addressing climate and biodiversity equity. The Well-Being of Future Generations (Wales) Act 2015 provides a useful example. This legislation applies cosmopolitan principles—such as intergenerational justice and sustainability—within a national and community-driven legal framework. It acknowledges global ethical concerns while empowering local governance structures to implement solutions in ways that reflect the cultural and social realities of Welsh communities. Similarly, successful environmental policies often integrate both global frameworks and local participation. For example, REDD+ (Reducing Emissions from Deforestation and Forest Degradation) balances international funding with community-led forest conservation. The UN Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples promotes self-determination in conservation, recognizing Indigenous knowledge systems within an international human rights framework.
Both cosmopolitanism and communitarianism offer valuable insights into climate and biodiversity equity, but neither is fully sufficient on its own. Cosmopolitanism provides the ethical foundation for global cooperation and shared responsibility, ensuring that wealthier nations support those most affected by environmental crises. However, communitarianism ensures that solutions remain grounded in local realities, fostering effective and culturally sensitive environmental stewardship. For a just and effective response to climate change and biodiversity loss, we probably should integrate the strengths of both perspectives. A cosmopolitan vision of shared responsibility, combined with communitarian attention to local agency and cultural diversity, offers the most plausible framework for achieving equity in the face of environmental crises.
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