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Abstract
The actual amount of adaptation finance available globally is insufficient to finance, imple-
ment and maintain the necessary adaptation actions. A common way of dealing with this 
scarcity is to apply prioritisation criteria to the distribution of adaptation finance. The 
criterion of good governance already applied in the context of the distribution of official 
development assistance, and the social and political nature of adaptation needs, motivate 
the idea of allocating adaptation finance between countries based on the level of democ-
ratisation of their government. This paper examines three normative arguments for the 
democracy criterion: the legitimacy argument, the entitlement argument and the additional 
side-benefit argument. Understanding democracy as public reason and participation, this 
examination of the three arguments touches on considerations of justice and a potential 
intrinsic value of democracy. However, a final judgement on the democracy criterion is not 
the aim of this paper. Rather, this analysis concludes that there are plausible arguments for 
considering the democracy criterion in the debate on the distribution of scarce adaptation 
finance. Future work by policy-makers and academics will need to show whether, and, if 
so, in what detailed specification, the democracy criterion could actually play a role in the 
decision-making processes on the distribution of adaptation finance.

Keywords  Democracy criterion · Adaptation finance · Procedural justice · Distributive 
justice · Democracy · Participation

1  Introduction

The empirical circumstances of global adaptation finance are characterised by the adapta-
tion finance gap and the uncertainty in its measurement. The adaptation finance gap has 
been widely discussed and indicates that the need for resources for adaptation exceeds the 
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amount of resources actually available for adaptation (Roberts et al., 2021). For example, 
the UN Environment Programme states that the estimated costs of adaptation for develop-
ing countries are ten to eighteen times higher than the amount of adaptation finance actually 
provided each year (UNEP 2023). As indicated by the wide estimate of between ten to eigh-
teen times, there is considerable uncertainty in quantifying the adaptation finance gap due 
to a lack of transparency in the corresponding accounting practices of the actual amounts 
of adaptation finance provided and due to the use of different financial instruments, such as 
(concessional) loans or grants (Oxfam 2020). The existence of the adaptation finance gap 
means that vulnerable persons and communities who lack the resources are prevented from 
adapting to climate change in an autonomous and independent manner. This is often the 
case in countries in the Global South. As a result, these vulnerable countries that lack the 
resources for adaptation are dependent on the external provision of resources for adaptation 
in order to adapt successfully. A relevant aspect in this context is that mainly countries of 
the Global North have caused climate change in the first place and have also established and 
maintained a post-colonial global political and economic order, which makes countries in 
the Global South particularly vulnerable to the climate crisis (Dehm, 2016; Mignolo, 2018; 
Mikulewicz, 2020; Reibold, 2022; Webber, 2013).

This paper explores the idea of using the degree of democracy of a country’s government 
to influence decisions on the distribution of scarce adaptation finance. At first glance, an 
analysis of this idea is highly controversial. Some might argue that there is no need for a 
justification of the democracy criterion as it promotes local participation in the adaptation 
process, whereas this locally-led adaptation is widely accepted to be beneficial for adapta-
tion because it makes the implementation of climate change adaptation measures more suc-
cessful (Rahman et al., 2023; Tye & Suarez, 2021, Susskind & Kim 2021). Whereas others 
might deny the possibility for a justification of the democracy criterion in this polarised 
debate because the idea of requiring democratic government structures to be eligible for 
adaptation finance is considered as a form of cultural imperialism. Cultural imperialism is 
the universalisation of experiences of the dominant group and the establishment of its cul-
ture as the norm (Young, 1990, p. 59). Critics might perceive the democracy criterion as an 
universalist intervention from outside to actively promote democracy by distributing adap-
tation finance informed by the democracy criterion, what also contradicts the importance of 
a democratisation process that is internal where all voices are being heard (Dewey, 1916; 
Phillips, 1995; Sen, 2009).

My paper is a normative philosophical and freestanding analysis in the discipline of 
practical ethics of the controversial idea to inform the distribution of adaptation finance by 
democracy. As it is common in practical ethics (Shue, 2014, 2021), I do not refer to one 
normative theory in particular, rather I discuss arguments and considerations, which are 
based on widely held normative commitments. I consider aspects of distributive justice and 
procedural justice, because both are relevant in the context of adaptation finance (Grasso, 
2010; Tomlinson, 2015; Jennings, 2023). In my analysis, I will focus on the distribution of 
adaptation finance between countries, because countries are the relevant actors in bilateral 
and multilateral adaptation finance and in global climate policy. For example, countries 
are the relevant actors in the United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change 
(UNFCCC). Accordingly, a use case of the democracy criterion might be when a suprana-
tional entity, like the Green Climate Fund, decides on applications for adaptation finance 
from various countries. But, even though the democracy criterion is intended to support 
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decision-making in the distribution of adaptation finance between states, the evaluation of 
the democracy criterion also depends on the distribution of adaptation finance within states 
and ultimately if and how adaptation finance arrives at individuals on the ground. Not states 
matter finally for adaptation finance, but persons. But, even though individual entitlements 
to adaptation finance play a role in this normative analysis, this paper is devoted to the 
research question whether the democracy criterion is suitable to inform actual decision mak-
ing processes on the distribution of adaptation finance between countries.

There are two main results of this normative analysis. First, my analysis confirms the 
idea to inform decisions of the distribution of adaptation finance by the degree of democracy 
of a national government. The democracy criterion should play a role and should be consid-
ered in future actual adaptation policy making because some arguments for the democracy 
criterion are convincing. Second, my normative analysis also shows, based on the political 
nature of adaptation, that the democracy criterion might also be used to determine not only 
the amount of adaptation finance distributed, but also the modalities of the distribution of 
adaptation finance to a certain country.

The paper is structured as follows: Sect. 2 motivates my research question of whether 
adaptation finance should be influenced by the degree of democracy of a country’s gov-
ernment, first by reference to the prioritisation criterion of ‘good governance’ used in the 
context of Official Development Assistance (ODA), second by empirical evidence showing 
that democracy is already considered in the distribution of adaptation finance, and third, that 
adapting to climate change is a civic practice which depends on inclusive participatory dem-
ocratic institutions. Section 3 is the main section of this paper and examines in detail and 
critically evaluates three arguments for the democracy criterion: the legitimacy argument, 
the entitlement argument, and the additional side-benefit argument. Section 4 concludes.

2  Reasons for research on the idea to distribute adaptation finance 
informed by democracy

I will begin this section with considerations on the concept of democracy and the democ-
racy criterion. Democracy is the process of collective decision-making, where decisions are 
made for groups and these decisions are binding on all members of the group (Christiano, 
2018). Different conceptions of democracy require different degrees of equality, as in the 
case of ‘one person, one vote’ or participation in the process of deliberation or coalition 
building (Christiano, 2018). The degree of participation in conceptions of democracy varies 
between liberal, republican, deliberative and radical democracy (Held 2016). In my norma-
tive analysis, I will apply the conceptions of democracy as ‘democratic equality’ (Anderson, 
1999), which is based on equal relations, and the conception of democracy as public reason 
and participation (Sen, 2009).

The idea to distribute adaptation finance informed by democracy is spelt out by Baatz 
(2017) and Baatz and Bourban (2019), according to which the level of democracy of a gov-
ernment might influence the amount and modalities of the distribution of adaptation finance. 
Accordingly, the democracy criterion might inform the distribution process of adaptation 
finance in two ways. A country with a more democratic form of government, first, might 
receive a higher amount of adaptation finance, and second, with more favourable modalities, 
e.g. with a leaner application process and with less reporting requirements (‘less red tape’) 
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during the implementation of the adaptation measure. However, Baatz and Bourban do not 
suggest to distribute adaptation finance exclusively based on the democracy criterion. My 
contribution to the recent scholarly debate of the democracy criterion is a detailed normative 
examination and evaluation of arguments for the democracy criterion in adaptation finance.

Even though the democracy criterion faces fierce criticism as indicated above, there are 
three reasons to examine its argument in detail. First, the democracy criterion considerably 
overlaps with the ‘good governance’ criterion which is already established in the distribu-
tion of aid. Second, empirical evidence shows that democracy is already considered in the 
actual decision-making process of the distribution of adaptation finance. And, third, the 
civic practice of adaptation depends on inclusive participatory democratic institutions.

First, a reason to examine the democracy criterion further is that the democracy criterion 
for adaptation finance shares considerable similarities to the ‘good governance’ criterion for 
aid. The good governance, or recipient merit, criterion is already widely used in the field of 
aid distribution (Betzold & Weiler, 2018, p. 12). The good governance criterion distributes 
an amount of aid proportional to the merit of a country’s ‘good’ policies and governance 
(Betzold & Weiler, 2018, pp. 35-6), where the good governance criterion includes coun-
try characteristics such as sound policies and good governance at all levels of government 
and respect for the rule of law (United Nations, 2003). Furthermore, the good governance 
criterion focusses on solid democratic institutions responsive to the needs of the people 
(United Nations, 2003, Monterey Consensus, II.A.11). Both, the good governance and the 
democracy criterion are supposed to provide intrinsically valuable civil liberties and respect 
political and human rights as well as the rule of law (Betzold & Weiler, 2018, pp. 35-6). But, 
the good governance criterion does not explicitly capture all relevant aspects for adaptation 
which are captured by the democracy criterion. For example, successful implementation of 
local adaptation measures depends on the opportunity for participation of individuals with 
the community or regional government on an equal footing.

Second, a practical reason to research on the democracy criterion despite facing severe 
criticism is that it is already discussed and used in actual decision-making in adaptation 
finance. For example, the Adaptation Fund (AF), established to finance adaptation in devel-
oping countries that are Parties to the Kyoto Protocol and particularly vulnerable to cli-
mate change, takes into account public dialogue and good governance in the distribution 
of adaptation funds (Adaptation Fund, 2022). Similarly, the Green Climate Fund (GCF), 
a key element of the Paris Agreement and the world’s largest climate fund which aims to 
help developing countries achieve climate-resilient pathways through adaptation, consid-
ers aspects of democracy in the distribution of adaptation finance. The GCF aims to allo-
cate at least 50% of its climate finance to adaptation, taking into account the capacity of 
implementing entities and engagement with civil society, organisations and stakeholders 
(Green Climate Fund, 2020). The GCF works closely with the Global Environment Facil-
ity (GEF), which also distributes adaptation finance through its Least Developed Countries 
Fund (LDCF) and Special Climate Change Fund (SCCF). The GCF aims to distribute adap-
tation finance based on country characteristics such as capacity, policies and practices that 
are relevant to the successful implementation of adaptation projects (GEF 2018).

Third, another reason to further examine the idea of distributing adaptation finance based 
on democracy is the understanding of adaptation as a civic practice. Adaptation planning 
should not be understood narrowly as a technical solution to the question how to adapt, but 
more broadly as a civic practice in line with inclusive participatory democracy to answer the 
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question of what to achieve through adaptation, such as equality and resilience in communi-
ties (Jennings, 2023). Similarly, social vulnerability to climate change is driven by politics 
and local power structures, so that democratic institutions related to the local adaptation 
process lead to an equalisation of adaptation benefits (Mikulewicz, 2017). Democratic insti-
tutions in the adaptation process would also prevent the discursive violence of post-colonial 
adaptation projects that exclude local persons and thereby reproduce vulnerability (Mikule-
wicz, 2020). Analogous to Sen’s famous observation that democracies with free media are 
less likely to suffer from a famine (Sen, 1982, 1983), stable democracies also hold hope 
for better adaptation to climate change (Burnell, 2012). Although democracy is primarily 
associated with norms of fairness and justice, such as equality, especially in the context of 
complex and uncertain impacts of adaptation measures, democratic deliberation also offers 
epistemic advantages for institutions dealing with adaptation (Hilde, 2012). Therefore, 
salient characteristics of democracy like equality, participation and giving everyone a voice, 
are relevant aspects for adaptation processes understood as a civic practice to reduce vulner-
ability and achieve climate resilient communities.

3  Three arguments for the democracy criterion for the distribution of 
adaptation finance

In this section, I will critically discuss three arguments for the democracy criterion: the 
legitimacy argument, the entitlement argument and the beneficial side-effect argument for 
the democracy criterion. The first two of these arguments are based on Duus-Otterström 
(2016), who discusses these arguments in terms of recipient control of adaptation finance in 
the context of subnational allocation of adaptation finance. The requirement of consistency 
of the distribution of adaptation finance between and within countries implies that consid-
erations for the distribution within countries are also relevant for the distribution between 
countries, which makes Duus-Otterström’s (2016) analysis relevant to my discussion of 
the distribution between states. And the strong links between arguments for recipient con-
trol and arguments for the democracy criterion, already noted by Duus-Otterström (2016, 
655), will be evident in my following discussion of the legitimacy and entitlement argument 
regarding the democracy criterion. I will present each of the three arguments for the democ-
racy criterion, and then subsequently discuss their objections (see Table 1).1

1 There are two other relevant arguments for the democracy criterion, which I do not discuss due to space 
restrictions. First, the epistemic argument, which is also discussed in the context of recipient control (Duus-
Otterström, 2016) and in the context of the democracy criterion by Baatz and Bourban (2019, 87). The intu-
ition behind the epistemic argument is that the incorporation of local knowledge is central to the adaptation 
planning process in order to efficiently transform adaptation finance into successful adaptation (Khan & Rob-
erts, 2013, p. 183, Biagini et al., 2014, p. 105, Heyward, 2017, p. 482). Democracy, understood as democratic 
equality (Anderson, 1999) and public reason and participation (Sen, 2009), ensures a participatory public 
discourse on adaptation that incorporates local individual knowledge. Second, the anti-corruption argument, 
which suggests that democratic countries are less likely to suffer from the misappropriation of adaptation 
finance (Baatz & Bourban, 2019, p. 87). However, there is mixed empirical evidence whether democratic 
countries actually suffer less from corruption related to climate finance or adaptation finance (Fritsch, 2023).
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3.1  The legitimacy argument for the democracy criterion

The legitimacy argument for recipient control (Duus-Otterström, 2016) motivates the legiti-
macy argument for the democracy criterion. The legitimacy argument for recipient control 
states that only national governments, and not supranational institutions and foreign donors, 
have the legitimacy to decide on issues of civic protection (Duus-Otterström, 2016, pp. 
666-7). The use of adaptation finance to protect citizens from climate risks is a part of 
civic protection (Müller, 2011, p. 2). Consequently, only national governments have the 
legitimacy to decide who should be protected how from climate risks (Müller, 2011, p. 
2), and therefore only national governments should enjoy recipient control of adaptation 
finance. Now turning to the legitimacy argument for the democracy criterion, it is ques-
tionable whether national non-democratic governments enjoy the same degree of legiti-
macy than national democratic governments. Leaving empirical legitimacy aside, the most 
likely working hypothesis is that national non-democratic governments have an insufficient 
degree of normative legitimacy. Accordingly, only national democratic governments enjoy 
the legitimacy to decide on how to protect citizens from climate risks through the domestic 
use of adaptation finance.

The legitimacy argument for the democracy criterion is that only national democratic 
governments, and not outside actors, have the legitimacy to decide how to protect citizens 
from climate risks through the domestic use of adaptation finance.

I raise two objections to the legitimacy argument for the democracy criterion. The first 
objection is related to the source of justification of the normative legitimacy of a govern-
ment, either from the protection from climate risks or from the upholding of democratic 
values. The severe climate risks threaten the long-term survival of a country’s population, 
which raises the question whether a government’s legitimacy should be based on providing 

Table 1  Overview of arguments for the democracy criterion and their objections
Name Argument Objections
Legitimacy 
Argument

Only national democratic governments, and not 
outside actors, have the legitimacy to decide how 
to protect citizens from climate risks through the 
domestic use of adaptation finance.

1) The legitimacy of a government is 
primarily based on the protection of the 
population from climate risks rather 
than the provision of democratic values.
2) The exclusion of non-democratic 
countries from the distribution of adap-
tation finance is a compound injustice.

Entitlement 
Argument

First, the entitlement to adaptation finance is 
based on the underlying injustice of climate 
change which requires compensation in the form 
of the protection of human rights threatened by 
climate risks, and, second, democratic govern-
ments can best ensure that this compensation can 
be used without restrictions.

1) The disregard of justified individual 
entitlements to adaptation finance by 
vulnerable persons living in non-demo-
cratic countries.

Additional 
Side-Benefit 
Argument

Democracy is intrinsically valuable, and there-
fore the unintended side-effect of the democracy 
criterion of incentivising national governments 
to become more democratic when intending 
to apply for adaptation finance, is an intrinsic 
benefit of the democracy criterion.

1) Democracy is not valuable in itself, 
in other words democracy is not intrin-
sically valuable.
2) Objecting against the claim that the 
side-effect of incentivising national 
democratic governments to become 
more democratic is unintentional, rather 
it is supposed to be intentional.
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protection from climate risks or on promoting democratic values such as equality, partici-
pation and freedom (Mittiga, 2021). In case the normative legitimacy of a government is 
justified by the protection of the citizens from climate risks, it may even be the case that a 
non-democratic government is even more legitimate than a democratic one, if it is better 
at providing protection from climate risks. However, a rebuttal to this objection is that the 
misrecognition of its citizens by a non-democratic government in failing to not recognise 
their equal moral worth and ignoring their voice in the adaptation decision making pro-
cess, disqualifies a non-democratic government as a legitimate trustee of adaptation finance 
(Baatz & Bourban, 2019, p. 88).

A second objection to the legitimacy argument, which is a general objection against the 
democracy criterion, is that the categorical exclusion of non-democratic countries from the 
distribution of adaptation finance is unjust. A general consequence of the democracy crite-
rion and of the legitimacy argument in particular is that non-democratic governments and 
foreign actors do not have the legitimacy to decide on the use of adaptation finance within a 
country. The lack of legitimacy of external entities and non-democratic governments results 
in an empty set, i.e. no one is legitimate to decide on the use of adaptation finance in a non-
democratic country. This is similar to the empty set resulting from the legitimacy argument 
for recipient control in case of a government whose legitimacy is in doubt (Duus-Ottersträm 
2016, 666). This empty set constitutes a compound injustice, which is an injustice where 
some persons have made others vulnerable and then take advantage of these circumstances 
(Shue, 1992, 2021). In other words, a compound injustice is a situation where persons are 
left to fend for themselves to solve a problem they did not create. The distribution of adap-
tation finance based on the democracy criterion in terms of the legitimacy argument is an 
example of a compound injustice because most persons living in non-democratic countries 
who are vulnerable to climate change are not responsible for their non-democratic govern-
ment and did foremost not cause climate change. Categorically excluding these vulnerable 
persons living in non-democratic countries from adaptation finance would exploit their lack 
of political and economic power to assert their right to adaptation. Moreover, the absence 
of a functioning democratic government means the absence of functioning institutions, a 
reduced capacity to cope with climate change and increased vulnerability to climate risks.

An evaluation of the democracy criterion in light of the legitimacy argument highlights 
a serious shortcoming of the democracy criterion in general, i.e. that vulnerable persons in 
non-democratic countries are excluded from adaptation finance. According to the legitimacy 
argument, no one has the normative legitimacy to receive, distribute and subsequently use 
adaptation finance in countries with a non-democratic national government. As many per-
sons vulnerable to climate change live in non-democratic countries (Ott, 2021, IPCC 2022), 
the severity of this compound injustice is particularly problematic. And, the more ambi-
tious the conception of democracy applied, the more persons being vulnerable to climate 
change and living in non-democratic countries are excluded from adaptation finance. As 
many persons vulnerable to climate change live in non-democratic countries, this objection 
to the democracy criterion based on the legitimacy argument points out that the democracy 
criterion contradicts the idea to prioritize the most vulnerable persons in the distribution of 
adaptation finance. Empirical data supports this objection against the democracy criterion. 
According to the recent Democracy Report by the Varieties of Democracy Institute (Nord et 
al., 2025), approximately 75% of the countries listed as Least Developed Countries (LDCs) 
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by the United Nations2 are classified as ‘electoral autocracy’ or ‘closed autocracy’, where 
many LDCs are particularly vulnerable to climate change.

3.2  The entitlement argument for the democracy criterion

As in the case of the legitimacy argument, the entitlement argument for recipient control 
(Duus-Otterström, 2016) also motivates the entitlement argument for the democracy cri-
terion. The entitlement argument for recipient control states that, first, the entitlement to 
adaptation finance is a compensation for a past or ongoing injustice, and second, that the 
recipient of adaptation finance should be free to decide how to use this compensation (Duus-
Otterström, 2016, pp. 662-6). In the context of the entitlement argument for the democracy 
criterion, compensation comes in the form of adaptation measures to prevent the violation 
of human rights, where human rights are threatened to be violated by materialised climate 
risks. The cause of this underlying injustice is climate change, which imposes unduly risks 
on others without their consent and threatens to violate human rights (Bell, 2013). Further 
more, the materialisation of climate risks threatens to violate the fundamental no-harm prin-
ciple and poses a threat to basic human needs. Accordingly, I will base the justification of 
the entitlement to adaptation on the protection and upholding of rights (Caney, 2010, p. 
172), which are threatened to be violated by climate change. To make clear, compensation 
in the context of the entitlement argument for the democracy criterion is different from 
compensation in the recently much debated policy option of ‘Loss & Damage’. Compensa-
tion with regard to Loss & Damage deals not with the prevention of human right violations 
through climate risks, but rather with payments for actually occurred losses and damages 
due to materialised climate risks (Heilinger and Kemp 2024).

The entitlement argument for the democracy criterion is, first, that the entitlement to 
adaptation finance is based on the underlying injustice of climate change which requires 
compensation in the form of the protection of human rights threatened by climate risks, and, 
second, that democratic governments can best ensure that this compensation can be used 
without restrictions.

The second part of the entitlement argument, that adaptation finance should come with no 
strings attached, is particularly relevant in the context of the democracy criterion. Already 
in the entitlement argument for recipient control, Duus-Otterström (2016 663, fn. 18) refers 
to van der Vossen (2023)3 stating that a control right over adaptation finance is constituted 
by the claim right to adaptation finance and the liberty right, i.e. the right to use adaptation 
finance without conditions.

My contribution to the entitlement argument for the democracy criterion is to acknowl-
edge the control right to adaptation finance and to interpret its two components in more 
detail, especially the liberty right to adaptation finance. The distinction by Hohfeld between 
positive and negative rights is fundamental to a normative consideration of rights. Apply-
ing a Hohfeldian analysis of rights (Hohfeld, 1919; Weinar, 2023) to the control right to 
adaptation finance relates the claim right to adaptation finance to a negative right, i.e. a 
person is entitled to use adaptation finance without others interfering with this resource. 
And, a Hohfeldian analysis of rights relates the liberty right to adaptation finance to a posi-

2 ​h​t​t​p​s​:​​​/​​/​u​n​c​t​a​​d​.​o​r​​g​/​t​​o​p​​i​c​​/​l​e​a​​s​​t​-​d​e​v​e​​l​o​​p​​e​d​-​c​o​u​n​t​r​​i​e​s​/​l​i​s​t. Last Accessed: 31 March 2025.
3 Duus-Otterström (2016) refers to an earlier version of this entry in the Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy 
by Vallentyne (2012).
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tive right, i.e. a person is able to use her share of adaptation finance autonomously and 
independently as she wishes. As adaptation to climate change is a collective process, the 
liberty right to adaptation finance is a positive right to have a voice and to participate in the 
decision-making process on an equal footing. Given the conception of democracy used in 
this analysis, democracy understood as ‘democratic equality’ (Anderson, 1999) and public 
reason and participation (Sen, 2009), the liberty right to adaptation finance as a positive 
right supports the democracy criterion, because the more democratic a government is based 
on participation and public deliberation, the more should it be likely to take into account 
the interests, needs and preferences of individuals being vulnerable to climate change. An 
open public discourse on adaptation finance, in which all persons affected have their say 
and actually have the opportunity to contribute their individual ideas on what constitutes 
good adaptation, is particularly well suited to promote the positive liberty right to partici-
pate freely in the process of using adaptation finance locally as desired, by leaving room for 
individual choice in the adaptation decision-making process. This is what Duus-Otterström 
(2016, 665) calls ‘preference tracking’ in the adaptation process, which is required by the 
entitlement argument for recipient control due to the positive liberty right to use adaptation 
as one wishes. Accordingly, the political system should be set up in such a way that national 
adaptation policies can be expected to track individual preferences for adaptation. Given the 
characteristics of democracy, such as an open public discourse and equal participation, the 
entitlement argument for the democracy criterion is essentially based on this ‘preference 
tracking’ of the citizens’ preferences for adaptation to actually fulfil their entitlement to 
adaptation. However, empirical evidence indicates that democracies do not always com-
pletely track the preferences of their citizens. Rather, empirical studies show that democra-
cies sometimes give the tracking of interests of more affluent citizens more weight (Gilens, 
2005; Gilens & Page, 2014). Accordingly, democratic governments are more likely to track 
the preferences of their citizens than non-democratic governments. The taking into account 
of the preferences and of the interests of individuals at the local level is particularly relevant 
in the context of adaptation, where all individuals should be able to participate with an equal 
voice (Paavola & Adger, 2006) and power should be equally delegated to communities and 
their members in adaptation decision-making (Mikulewicz, 2017).

In order to examine the entitlement argument for the democracy criterion in more detail 
it is necessary to clarify whether national governments or individuals are entitled to adapta-
tion finance. Climate justice scholars (Duus-Otterström, 2016; Baatz, 2017) see individuals 
as the ultimate bearers of entitlement to adaptation finance. However, given that successful 
adaptation requires a significant degree of collective decision-making at national, regional 
and municipal levels, it is impractical and ineffective to distribute small amounts of adapta-
tion finance to individuals (Baatz & Bourban, 2019, p. 86). Thus, since non-democratic gov-
ernments lack preference tracking in the case of adaptation, and it is impractical to distribute 
small amounts of adaptation finance directly to individuals, an objection to the entitlement 
argument for the democracy criterion arises. This objection is that the democracy criterion 
would categorically disregard justified individual entitlements to adaptation finance by per-
sons living in non-democratic countries.

A rebuttal to this objection is that individual entitlements to adaptation finance can be rec-
ognised even in non-democratic countries by bypassing, i.e. transferring adaptation finance 
directly to churches or non-governmental organisations (NGOs), as in the case of ODA 
bypass aid. It is therefore possible to recognise individual entitlements to adaptation finance 
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even in non-democratic countries by transferring adaptation finance to individuals bypass-
ing non-democratic governments. For example, finance can be bypassed in bilateral projects 
between the provider and local communities or individuals, such as NGOs, civil society or 
private institutions like churches (Betzold & Weiler, 2018). Bypassing adaptation finance is 
an example where the democracy criterion affects not only the amount of adaptation finance 
distributed, but also the modalities of distribution, here the modality of bypassing.

To provide a first evaluation of the entitlement argument, the entitlement argument sup-
ports the democracy criterion. In the context of recipient control, Duus-Otterström con-
cludes that the strength of the entitlement argument is only decisive in the case of democratic 
governments (Duus-Otterström, 2016, p. 658). Whereas non-democratic countries lack the 
structures to support coordination and participation in adaptation decision-making process 
and also fail to recognise individual entitlements to adaptation, democratic countries pro-
vide functioning structures and institutions for adaptation planning that allow ‘preference 
tracking’, i.e. the implementation of adaptation in the best interests of individual entitlement 
bearers.

3.3  The additional side-benefit argument for the democracy criterion

The additional side-benefit argument for the democracy criterion is that democracy is 
intrinsically valuable, and therefore the unintended side-effect of the democracy criterion of 
incentivising national governments to become more democratic when intending to apply for 
adaptation finance, is an intrinsic benefit of the democracy criterion.

The intrinsic value of democracy is based on fundamental aspects of democracy such 
as freedom, public legitimacy and equality (Christiano, 2018). From a justice perspective, 
democracy is a condition and outcome of social justice (Young, 1990), and democratic 
government has intrinsic value because it provides social justice in the form of ‘democratic 
equality’ (Anderson, 1999). Democratic equality, in the form of collective self-determination 
through democracy, is the result of open discussion between persons on an equal footing, 
based on rules that are acceptable to all. Under conditions of democratic equality, all accept 
the obligation to justify an action to others on the basis of principles acceptable to others. 
Democratic equality requires a ‘social order in which persons stand in relations of equality’ 
(Anderson, 1999, p. 313) and recognises the equal moral worth of all human beings (Young, 
1990; Anderson, 1999; Scheffler, 2015; Nath, 2020; Heilinger, 2020; Schemmel, 2021). 
Because public deliberation results in binding agreements for group members, everyone has 
equal moral worth, everyone is entitled to participate, and everyone is obliged to listen to 
the arguments of others. These salient requirements of democratic equality are part of the 
intrinsic value of democracy and have implications for the social and political life of a coun-
try, e.g. that persons, institutions and government should interact on an equal footing, that 
everyone’s voice should be heard and everyone’s interests taken into account, especially 
in the context of adapting to climate change. Furthermore, the side effect of incentivising 
national democratic governments to become more democratic is only a by-product of the 
democracy criterion and therefore unintended. The goal of adaptation finance is to enable 
the successful financing, installation and maintenance of adaptation measures, not to sup-
port democracy. The support for democracy implied by the democracy criterion is therefore 
unintentional. The additional side-benefit argument for the democracy criterion is further 
supported by the fact that adaptation to climate change is predominantly a political process. 
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The level of vulnerability to climate change depends on political context, and the process of 
adaptation itself is predominantly a political process (Mikulewictz 2017).

In what follows, I will discuss two objections to the additional side-benefit argument 
for the democracy criterion. The first objection is that democracy is not valuable in itself, 
in other words that democracy is not intrinsically valuable. Rather, democracy could be 
rejected as a peculiarly Western concept, and consequently, implementing the democracy 
criterion promoting the democratisation of national governments would lead to cultural 
imperialism. Cultural imperialism is an injustice because a dominant group imposes its 
experience and interpretation of society on an oppressed group without considering the 
oppressed group’s potentially different experience and interpretation of society (Young, 
1990, p. 60). Cultural imperialism occurs when a dominant group universalises its experi-
ence by establishing its culture as the norm according to the dominant group’s perspective 
and interpretation of society (Young, 1990, pp. 58-61). Transferring the injustice of cultural 
imperialism to the democracy criterion leads to the accusation that a dominant and powerful 
group of Western countries is powerfully establishing the democracy criterion in interna-
tional climate negotiations and thereby oppressing a group of countries in the Global South 
that are committed to a non-democratic form of society and government. This objection to 
the democracy criterion challenges the idea that the democracy criterion has any positive 
intrinsic value, because it ignores the experiences and perspectives on society of govern-
ments committed to a non-democratic form of government.4

This charge can be refuted by the global nature of democracy, which is justified for two 
main conceptions of democracy: a narrow conception of democracy as free and fair elec-
tions and a broader conception of democracy as public reason and participation. Both con-
ceptions of democracy, wide and narrow, show that democracy is not a peculiarly Western or 
European concept (Sen, 2009, pp. 330-1). First, history shows that the narrow conception of 
democracy as free and fair elections has often been implemented in non-Western societies. 
Second, the broad conception of democracy as public reason and participation is also not a 
regional phenomenon. The appeal of participatory governance has emerged and re-emerged 
in different parts of the world over the centuries (Sen, 2009, p. 323). Accordingly, the rheto-
ric of the West ‘imposing’ democracy on the non-Western world is inappropriate because it 
assumes that the idea of democracy belongs exclusively to and flourishes only in the West 
(Sen, 2009, p. 322, 328). Specifically democratic equality, which is based on a strong com-
mitment to the equal moral status of all persons and to the fact that all voices should be 
heard, regardless of the outcome of a deliberative process, is unlikely to be seen as a form of 
oppression or domination (Schulan and Heilinger, 2024, 15, fn. 8). However, the democracy 
criterion could be seen as a form of interventionism as processes of democratisation should 
be initiated from within a country (Nussbaum, 2011).

A second charge might be that the incentive for national governments to become more 
democratic in order to increase their chances of receiving adaptation finance has no real 
effect in practice. The force of this charge depends on empirical evidence, whether non-
democratic national governments seeking adaptation finance actually try to become more 
democratic or possibly just pretend to become more democratic in light of the democracy 
criterion. I am currently unaware of empirical evidence for these two situations. As the addi-

4 I would like to thank an anonymous reviewer for pointing out that opponents of the democracy criterion 
might accept some arguments in favour of it, but nevertheless reject it due to other objections, like the charge 
of cultural imperialism.
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tional side-benefit argument proposes this unintentional positive side effect of incentivising 
governments to become more democratic and participatory, proponents of the additional 
side-benefit argument have the burden of proof of its actual relevance. Accordingly, the lack 
of empirical evidence for the proposed effect of the additional side-benefit arguments points 
to a weakness of the additional side-benefit argument and makes this charge of having no 
real effect in practice weightier.

I provide a first assessment of the additional side-benefit argument in terms of the intrin-
sic value of democracy. Following the argumentation of Amartya Sen, the intrinsic value 
of democracy is linked to the practice of democracy as ‘government by discussion’, which 
is closely related to justice (Sen, 2009, p. 324) and the empirical observation of the global 
nature of democracy. Accordingly, the charge of promoting democracy as cultural imperi-
alism or oppression can be rejected. However, from an empirical point of view, the addi-
tional side-benefit argument could be rejected by questioning the empirical evidence that the 
democracy criterion for adaptation finance actually provides an incentive to start a national 
democratisation process in currently non-democratic countries.

Having evaluated three arguments for the democracy criterion in detail, I would like to 
make two general points about mainly instrumental considerations to further evaluate the 
democracy criterion. First, the actual use of the democracy criterion could politicise the 
decision-making on the allocation of adaptation finance between countries in such a way 
that some countries might stop providing adaptation finance (Ott, 2021, p. 188). Therefore, 
the politicization caused by the democracy criterion could reduce the efficiency of adaption 
policy. However, the negative consequences of politicization due to the democracy criterion 
likely also apply for other prioritisation criteria causing politicization. Second, in contrast to 
intrinsic arguments in favour of democracy, any instrumental argument in favour of democ-
racy runs the risk of losing its force if a concept other than democracy emerges that achieves 
the instrumental goal in question even more efficiently (Herzog, 2019). Accordingly, from 
an instrumental point of view, the democracy criterion for the distribution of adaptation 
finance is at risk of being replaced by another criterion that more efficiently achieves the 
various goals of adaptation finance.

4  Conclusion

My paper shows that there is more to a normative analysis of the idea of distributing adapta-
tion finance on the basis of democracy than just the spectrum between the accusation of a 
no-go due to the criticism of Western hegemonic claims to democracy on the one side and 
the trivial instrumental benefits of participation for adaptation on the other side. The aim 
of this paper is to discuss arguments for the democracy criterion to distribute adaptation 
finance and evaluate these arguments and their objections. Based on the examination of 
normative arguments for the democracy criterion, Sect. 3 shows that each of the legitimacy 
argument, entitlement argument and additional side-benefit argument provides reasonable 
considerations in favour of the democracy criterion. But, each of the three arguments also 
faces justified objections. Accordingly, opponents of the democracy criterion might accept 
certain arguments in favour of the democracy criterion but might reject it overall based on 
certain objections against the democracy criterion.
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This analysis shows two results. First, as there is reasonable support for the democracy 
criterion, the democracy criterion should be further seriously considered and discussed by 
both academics and policymakers in the context of global adaptation policy. The democ-
racy criterion provides relevant information for the complex decision-making process of the 
distribution of scarce adaptation finance and should therefore be consulted as one source of 
information. Future research needs to clarify in detail whether, and if so how, the democracy 
criterion should be used in actual decision-making on adaptation policy. A challenge for this 
endeavour is to specify the democracy criterion in more detail, which would increase the 
feasibility of assessing its normative justification and practical implementation. An example 
for a further specification of the democracy criterion is to base a decision on the distribution 
of adaptation finance not on the degree of democratisation of a government at a given point 
in time, but rather on a evolving process of democratisation of a government over time. Sec-
ond, another result of this analysis is that the modalities of adaptation finance should receive 
more attention in the decision-making process on the distribution of adaptation finance. The 
democracy criterion, based on an understanding of democracy as participation and public 
reason, is coherent with the importance of participation for successful adaptation measures. 
Therefore, especially when distributing adaptation finance to governments with partially 
non-democratic institutions and practices, the modalities of the distribution of adaptation 
finance should become more prominent. In these cases of partially non-democratic gov-
ernments, certain modalities should be required for the distribution of adaptation finance, 
like requiring the opportunity for persons vulnerable to climate change to participate in the 
decision-making process for adaptation at the national, regional and local level.

Last but not least, the implementation of adaptation projects with a focus on local partici-
pation ‘on the ground’, facilitated by democratic structures of government characterised by 
participation and public reasons, will not only have a positive impact on the ability to cope 
with unfolding climate change. Rather, in addition to good governance, these democratic 
policies will also serve as a blueprint for favourable practices of local governance charac-
terised by the active participation of citizens in political decision-making processes which 
improve the distribution of resources and political power, as all affected parties have a voice 
and an equal say. And, individual participation helps to make democracy more successful by 
giving citizens the opportunity to actually represent their interests in local decision-making 
processes (Landemore, 2020). Therefore, taking democracy, and thus justice in the sense 
of equal relations, into account in global and local adaptation policies helps to avoid the 
perpetuation of political power imbalances and structural injustices through poorly designed 
adaptation policies.
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