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The Paris Agreement will be ten years old in 2025. It is a good opportunity, then, to reassess the feasibility of its long-
term goals and understand what they mean for the current and for the next generations. In a very optimistic scenario,
if the goals of the Paris Agreement are achieved, the climate crisis will have been solved by the end of the 21st

century. In the meantime, though, the crisis will worsen, as temperature overshoot is very likely to occur by the middle
of the century. During the overshoot period, our planet’s average temperature exceeds 1.5°C above pre-industrial
levels, which is the threshold proposed by the Paris Agreement. At the end of the overshoot period, which could last
from one to several decades, the temperature will begin to fall until it eventually stabilises at 1.5°C at the turn of the
century (IPCC 2023, 1810).

Expectedly, the success of the Paris Agreement would greatly benefit the “post-overshoot generation”, namely the
generation that will live in the first half of the 22nd century. But to ensure the success of the Paris Agreement, the
generation that will live in the overshoot period – the “overshoot generation” – will have to remove an enormous
amount of GHG (Greenhouse Gases) from the atmosphere. For now, though, it is unclear whether CCS (Carbon
Capture and Storage) technologies will be available at a scale that might enable the overshoot generation to achieve
the long-term goals of the Paris Agreement. To aggravate the problem, the overshoot generation will also probably
have to rely on as-yet untested geoengineering technologies to promote their own survival.

As we can see, conflicting interests of three different generations are at stake here, namely: (1) the interests of the
current generation, (2) those of the overshoot generation, and (3) the interests of the post-overshoot generation.
Given the unequal distribution of power across generations (Gardiner 2011, 36), it is likely that the current generation
will tend to further their own interest to the detriment of the overshoot generation, even if, in the end, the climate
policies enforced by the current generation do indeed fulfil the interests of the post-overshoot generation.

The best possible world is one in which the goals of the Paris Agreement are achieved. Yet, depending on the
choices that we make today, the best possible world could also mean the worst possible world that human beings will
ever have met on our planet. That will be the fate of the overshoot generation, squeezed between the self-serving
policies of the current generation and the climate hopes of the post-overshoot generation. The implications for
international relations are momentous, as we intend to show in this article.

Possible pathways

The Paris Agreement did not establish a concrete deadline for the achievement of the goals set out in Article 2,
namely:

Maintain the increase in the global average temperature well below 2°C above pre-industrial levels, and make efforts
to limit this temperature increase to 1.5°C above pre-industrial levels, recognising that this would significantly reduce
the risks and impacts of climate change.

The scientific community generally understands that the Paris Agreement aims at climate stabilization at the end of
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the 21st century. There are two main reasons for this. The first is a constraint imposed by our planet’s climate system.
The second is a constraint imposed by agreed upon principles of justice.

As for the first reason, we have to bear in mind that an immediate reduction of GHG emissions would not be followed
by an immediate decline of global temperature (Dessler 2016, 91). Even if all countries decided to eliminate their
respective emissions today, the global temperature would continue to rise for several decades, until it begins to
recede and stabilises at the turn of the century. As for the second reason, the Paris Agreement assumed that
developing countries could not immediately reduce their own emissions without compromising their own development
and the prospect of eradicating poverty. Thus, the Paris Agreement also established in Article 4 that each country
could continue to emit GHG until their respective emissions peaked as soon as possible. After peaking, emissions
should be rapidly reduced. Thus, the attempt to achieve the goals set out in Article 2 well before the end of the 21st

century might turn out to prove inconsistent with the reality of our planet’s climate system and unfair towards
developing countries.

The problem, however, is that the Paris Agreement did not establish a specific pathway for the achievement of its
long-term goals (Figure 1). There is, indeed, a multitude of pathways, but many (if not most) of them involve an
overshoot period (Geden and Löschel 2017, 881; Schleussner et al. 2016). And as there are “different interpretations
for limiting global warming to 1.5°C”, there emerges the question, then, as to which interpretation could do justice to
the conflicting claims of the three different generations considered as a whole, namely the claims of the current
generation, those of the overshoot generation, and the claims of the post-overshoot generation (Figure 2).

There has been much discussion now on the concept of a “just transition”. But this debate has focused entirely on
the claims that the members of the current generation can raise against each other, and not on claims that could be
raised – or presumed – across the three generations referred to above. The IPCC (Intergovernmental Panel on
Climate Change) Glossary from 2023, for instance, contains a specific entry on this topic: “Just transitions. A set of
principles, processes and practices that aim to ensure that no people, workers, places, sectors, countries or regions
are left behind in the transition from a high-carbon to a low carbon economy” (IPCC 2023, 1806). The IPCC entry
ends with some considerations regarding past generations: “Just transitions may embody the redressing of past
harms and perceived injustices”. Interestingly, though, the entry says nothing about the normative implications of a
just transition for future generations.

A 2023 United Nations document defines the concept of just transition along similar lines (United Nations Economic
and Social Council 2023, 3, 12–13). But, again, it understands “just transition” in terms of claims that stakeholders
within the current generation, whether at national or international level, can raise against each other. As for the
international level, the United Nations document makes the following statement concerning the concept of just
transition as applied to international relations: “As countries pick up the pace of their climate change mitigation
strategies, it is critical that developed countries do not transfer the burden of the transition onto developing countries”
(United Nations Economic and Social Council 2023, 8). The problem, however, is that, as a matter of justice, it is
equally critical that the current generation does not transfer the burden of the transition onto the overshoot
generation, even if that burden, in the end, turns out to benefit the post-overshoot generation. Such an unequal
distribution of burdens across three generations would certainly conflict with the requirements of intergenerational
justice (Moellendorf 2022, 161–70; Meyer 2021).

Overshoot generation and retroactive mitigation

One might perhaps argue that no extra burden is being imposed on the overshoot generation, for the current
generation is already having to face challenges that the overshoot generation, supposedly, will not have to face. The
overshoot generation, one might suggest, will inherit from the current generation all the benefits resulting from the
energy transition, but without having to bear the costs that the transition imposes on the current generation. The idea
here is that by the middle of this century global emissions will have already peaked and will be declining at an
accelerated pace, towards stabilisation at 1.5°C above the pre-industrial level at the end of this century. Thus, the
overshoot generation can arguably reap the benefits of green energy, as long as the current generation remains free,
at least for the time being, to emit GHG further, which is necessary to finance the human and technological

E-International Relations ISSN 2053-8626 Page 2/7



Ten Years After the Paris Agreement: The Tragedy of the Overshoot Generation
Written by Marcelo de Araujo and Pedro Fior Mota de Andrade

development that the overshoot generation will need later.

This claim, however, overlooks a crucial fact about the climate crisis – a fact that has not been given due attention in
the public debate on climate policies. In a very optimistic scenario, the overshoot generation will not have the burden
of reducing their own emissions because they will be able to rely on carbon-free energy. The problem, however, is
that the overshoot generation will still have to retroactively mitigate the emissions of previous generations – including,
of course, the emissions of the current generation. We call this process “retroactive mitigation”, for what is at stake
here is not reduction and phasing out of one’s own emissions, but the removal of massive amounts of GHG, which
previous generations failed to mitigate in the past.

In a 2014 report, the IPCC realised that simply reducing GHG emissions would no longer be enough to preclude
irreversible climate change. Removal of GHG would also be necessary (IPCC 2014, 12). The IPCC called attention
to yet another problem: it was unclear whether CCS (Carbon Capture and Storage) technologies, including DAC
(Direct Air Capture), could be deployed on a global scale in time to avoid a climate disaster. In a 2018 report, the
IPCC was even less confident about the future development and scaling-up of CCS technologies (IPCC 2018, 136).
To make matters worse, two further factors must be taken into consideration. (1) Recent studies show that there are
practically no pathways left for the achievement of the Paris Agreement goals without the massive deployment of
CCS (Smith et al. 2023). And (2) it has become increasingly probable that the overshoot generation will also have to
deploy geoengineering technologies to cope with ever more frequent heatwaves (Moellendorf 2022, 161–70).

It could perhaps be argued that afforestation and preservation of existing forests could be used instead of CCS
technologies. However, the amount of land and water that would be necessary for the creation of new forests is
probably larger than the amount of land and water available. Moreover, the attempt to create new forests on such a
large scale might compromise the water and food security that the overshoot generation will need to promote their
own climate adaptation (Shue 2017, 205). It is also necessary to take into account the amount of time new forests
need to grow, not to mention the risk of fire. In this case, forests stop absorbing GHG and become GHG emitters
themselves (Gatti et al. 2021).

Implications for international relations

In the aftermath of the Second World War, human being’s capacity to trigger catastrophic events at a global scale
became increasingly apparent. As Garrett Hardin aptly put the problem in 1974: “No generation has viewed the
problem of the survival of the human species as seriously as we have” (Hardin 1974b, 561). But while even realist
thinkers such as Hans Morgenthau and John Herz argued for international cooperation in the face of global threats,
Hardin himself advanced what he called the “lifeboat ethics”. According to Hardin, instead of engaging in
international cooperation, richer states should behave like lifeboats and resist the temptation to help individuals from
poorer states to cope with environmental disasters or famines. This, he argued, might undermine richer states’
capacity to secure their own survival (Hardin 1974a; 1974b). In hisThe Limits of Altruism: An Ecologist’s View of
Survival from 1977, Hardin resumes his criticism of international cooperation to alleviate the plight of poorer states:

We will do little good in the international sphere until we recognize that the greatest need of a poor country is not
material: call it psychological, moral, spiritual, or what you will. The basic issue is starkly raised in a story of personal
heroism that unfolded in South America a few years ago (Hardin 1977, 64).

Hardin goes on to recall the 1972 Andes plane crash, turned into a feature film in 2023. Hardin suggests that the
passengers who had survived the crash would not have taken the initiative to save their own lives had they not heard
on the radio that the search efforts to rescue them had been called off. Hardin’s conclusion is this: “This true story, I
submit, bears a close resemblance to the moral situation of poor countries. The greatest gift we can give them is the
knowledge that they are on their own” (Hardin 1977, 65). Hardin, of course, does not take into consideration the
extent to which richer states themselves may be responsible for the plight of poorer states.

Hardin’s self-help approach to international relations is in line with political realism. But when major realist thinkers
themselves addressed the question of human survival, around the same time Hardin advocated his lifeboat ethics,
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they came to entirely different conclusions. Authors such as Morgenthau and Herz realized that nation-states had
become unable to protect their own citizens in the face of global catastrophes triggered by the depletion of the
environment or the outbreak of a nuclear war. As Morgenthau put the problem in 1966: “No nation state is capable of
protecting its citizens and their way of life against an all-out atomic attack. Its safety rests solely in preventing such an
attack from taking place” (Morgenthau 1966, 9). In a 1976 article on the emergence of the atomic age, Herz made a
similar point: “Nuclear penetrability had rendered the traditional nation-state obsolete because it could no longer fulfill
its primary function, that of protection” (Herz 1976a, 101). Both Morgenthau and Herz argued for international
cooperation – or perhaps even the dissolution of the system of states (Morgenthau 1978, 539) – as the better
strategy to avert global catastrophic risks (Herz 1976a, 110; 1976b, 47). Herz later also theorized about the concept
of “ecological threat” and argued for the development of a new interdisciplinary field, which he aptly named “survival
studies” (Herz 2003; Seidel 2003; Laszlo and Seidel 2006, 2–3; Graham 2008; Stevens 2020).

During the overshoot period, as heatwaves and other climate-related extreme events become more severe and
frequent, people in poorer countries are likely to suffer the most. Mass migrations are likely to occur on an
unprecedented scale (Vince 2022). Given the current popularity of anti-migration measures both in the United States
and Europe, it is imaginable, then, that the lifeboat ethics will strike a chord with future conservative governments.
That would be an error, for the assumption that governments will be protecting their own citizens by way of making
their borders impenetrable to climate migrants is misleading. The “ecological threat” cannot be held back by higher
walls. Lifeboat ethics will make everyone worse-off.

Back in the 1960s, Martin Luther King may not have had climate change or mass migration in mind, but his words
strike us as even more poignant now: “We may have all come on different ships, but we’re in the same boat now” (as
quoted by former American President Barack Obama). There is only one boat, carrying three generations of hopeful
passengers with equal legitimate claims to a better climate. It is a long journey. Let us not allow our only boat to go
down.

Final remarks

The scenario in which the overshoot generation will have to live is not an encouraging one, but it is even less
inhospitable than the scenario that the post-overshoot generation will have to face if the goals of the Paris Agreement
are not met. It is up to the current generation to make sure that the overshoot period is as short as possible, and that
the overshoot generation will not only be in a position to adapt to unprecedented climate scenarios in the history of
human civilization, but also fulfil hopes of the post-overshoot generation.

Figures

Figure 1: Pathways compatible with the goals of the Paris Agreement (IPCC 2018, 62).
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Figure 2: Pathways that would limit global warming to 1.5°C (IPCC 2018, 160).
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