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In this paper, we attempt to contribute to understanding the concept of ‘planetary justice.’ Rather than
advancing a speciﬁc philosophical vision, we attempt to illuminate the theoretical landscape by highlighting a range of distinctions, decision-points, and stakes that are at play in navigating issues of
planetary justice. We consider the range of reasons and values that matter for planetary justice, including
those related to humans, non-human animals, and non-sentient nature, and complicate this backdrop
with another set of distinctions and decision points one must grapple with in order to come to any
substantive position or recommend any action on the basis of planetary justice. After surveying some of
the leading contemporary approaches to justice to see how they interface with the challenges posed by
the concept of planetary justice, we end by distilling why all of this matters for scholars engaged in Earth
System Governance research.
© 2020 The Authors. Published by Elsevier B.V. This is an open access article under the CC BY-NC-ND
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1. Introduction
Justice is an essentially contested concept, that is, a concept of
which the proper use will be the subject of inevitable and unsolvable debates among its users (Gallie, 1995). In other words, agreement on some precise and settled meaning of the concept is not
forthcoming. It should come as no surprise, then, that the very idea
of something such as ‘planetary justice’ would also be unsettled
terrain. While a consensus account for what planetary justice
consists in is unlikely, it isn't the case that just anything goes, and
some arguments and positions are more defensible than others. As
scholars involved in Earth System Governance (ESG) research
increasingly engage in matters of justice at the planetary scale,
some theoretical clarity would be well worth seeking. Otherwise
we run the risk that Earth System Governance scholars, and indeed
others too, will be using the same term (‘planetary justice’) while
having quite divergent, and perhaps even conﬂicting meanings of
that term in mind. This is especially true as the new ESG Science
and Implementation Plan includes a new theme on ‘justice and
allocation’ and indicates further expansion of the project's interests

* Corresponding author.
E-mail addresses: c.j.hickey@uu.nl (C. Hickey), i.a.m.robeyns@uu.nl (I. Robeyns).

in working on justice issues (Burch, 2019).
Since the term ‘planetary justice’ is not an established term, we
ﬁrst need to explain what we are aiming for. If one searches in the
scholarly literature across all disciplines, one ﬁnds a few very
scattered references to ‘planetary justice’, which are mainly
referring to the same ideal as what has become known in
contemporary political philosophy as ‘global justice’ or ‘cosmopolitan justice’. However, we are interested in the use of this term
in a speciﬁc context, and that is in the recent use of the term
‘planetary justice’ as a combination of both social justice as well as
environmental and ecological justice, developed in a way that
takes the conditions of the Anthropocene into account.1 In
particular, in 2018 the Earth System Governance Project has set up

1
The Anthropocene is meant to mark a new geological epoch that reﬂects the
profound impact of humans on the Earth. To further clarify, social justice is meant
here to capture justice in the wide array of social relations between persons, from
cultural to political to economic relations. While obviously interconnected, it is
often discussed, even when pitched under the heading of ‘global justice’ at a distance from humans' relations to other species, ecosystems, or the environment,
which environmental or ecological justice foreground (perhaps unsurprisingly
environmental justice often tends to do a better job at accounting for social justice
concerns than the literature on social justice tends to do with environmental justice
concerns).
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a task force on planetary justice, and Ruben Zondervan, the ESGP's
Executive Director, mentioned planetary justice as “an emerging
issue” and as a principle underlying the Sustainable Development
Goals (SDGs), which the research agenda of the ESGP should
include (Zondervan, 2018). Outside these agenda-setting documents and articles, there are two other texts in which ‘planetary
justice’ has been used. Peter Singer (2009), writing about “the
greatest moral challenge” of our time, used the term ‘planetary
justice’, but was effectively referring to climate justice only. The
account of ‘planetary justice’ by Dryzek and Pickering (2019:
58e81) is much more elaborate. They argue that conditions in the
Anthropocene require that we extend traditional Holocene
thinking to make sure justice reaches beyond national borders,
that it reaches across generations, and that it includes justice for
non-humans. Put in the language of theorizing about justice, in
order to develop a solid account of ‘planetary justice’, we must
bring the accounts and literatures on environmental justice,
climate justice, global justice, intergenerational justice, social
justice, and justice for non-humans together. What we aim to do
in this paper, is not to defend a speciﬁc normative view of what
the most defensible synthesis of these various forms of justice into
‘planetary justice’ would amount to, but rather to detail and
discuss the normative choices that anyone choosing to work with
the term ‘planetary justice’ must make. We will do that by
providing a guide to the available literature in political philosophy
and ethics. Hence, we see our paper as complementary to the
account that Dryzek and Pickering provide, as the analysis we
present in this paper is contributing to the same overall project of
advancing our understanding of the term ‘planetary justice.’ All of
the papers helpfully assembled in this special issue of Earth System
Governance share the broader goal of expanding our understanding of the concept of planetary justice. These contributions
come from a variety of perspectives and disciplines - and our
contribution in this paper comes from political philosophy and
ethics.
We don't mean to suggest that the work we include under the
heading of planetary justice couldn't, in principle, be done
without using the termdfor instance, in the global justice literature. However, if one is going to embrace the term, as is increasingly common in the ESG community, the questions and
considerations we raise from disparate literatures need to be
addressed. Moreover, there is value in bringing these issues
together under a single heading, given the extent to which
scholars in global justice (for example, which is the nearest
literature with rival claim to capture the substance of ‘planetary
justice’) tend to forego or underemphasize questions about animals, ecosystems, and the environment more generally. ‘Planetary
justice’ may therefore be a term that also forces scholars working
on or embracing ‘global justice’ to become less anthropocentric. It
could also bring scholars working on poverty in developing
countries and scholars working on environmental and ecological
sustainability together.
In this paper, we would like to select and discuss relevant
knowledge from political philosophy and ethics, to help advance
this agenda, by spelling out what we could possibly understand
under ‘planetary justice’. However, we will not advance a speciﬁc
philosophical vision, approach, or theory to the concept of planetary justice. What we hope to do instead, however, is illuminate the
theoretical landscape by highlighting a range of distinctions,
decision-points, and stakes that are at play in considering issues of
planetary justice, so as to facilitate more careful and critical
engagement with the notion. We hope that this paper also helps
scholars in ESG who are not trained as philosophers to more easily
navigate the philosophical literature.
It is important to also be clear about what this paper does not

do. We do not address the notion of ‘justice’ from a legal
perspective, which would require another paper. Moreover, as we
note in section 3, what justice requires morally is not always what
legal justice requires: hence the moral question logically precedes
the legal question - in other words, a legal approach to justice
supervenes on the moral analysis. We therefore believe that an indepth discussion of the moral and conceptual questions at stake
are important, which is what this paper focuses on. Second, we
will mainly focus on substantive accounts of justice, which allow
us to judge whether a certain situation or policy is leading to more
or less justice. There are other dimensions of justice, most
importantly procedural justice, and issues that are relevant to
taking questions of justice into practice, such as questions of the
agents of justice and of power, that we will also not discuss.
Without doubt, as other authors have made clear, these issues are
important (e.g. Schlossberg, 2007, 2013), and hence the fact that
they are not the focus of this paper should in no way be taken as an
implicit statement on their importance or relevance. Finally, we
will not be discussing empirical approaches to justice, in which
the focus is on what people consider just or unjust situations or
policies (e.g. Pasgaard and Dawson, 2019). People's views on justice are often partly informed by (or could be challenged by) insights from theoretical work on justice, whether or not mediated
through more applied debates in public that make those abstract
ideas more easily accessible. Hence, while they certainly are more
abstract and theoretical, the ideas and theories that we will be
discussing in this paper could help in inspiring and theoretically
supporting applied and empirical analysis related to planetary
justice. Indeed, one of the conclusions of the paper by Elizabeth
Dirth, Frank Biermann and Agni Kalfagianni (2020) in this special
issue is that empirical social science research on planetary justice
should engage more with political philosophy. We hope that our
paper will make that task easier.
To that end, at the most general level, in the second section of
the paper we consider three domains of reasons and values that are
at stake in considering matters of planetary justice. These include
both human and non-human animal interests, as well as any potential interests or values associated with non-sentient nature.
Against this backdrop of possible stakeholders for any investigation into planetary justice, in the third section, we overlay
another array of distinctions to further complicate the range of
normative and theoretical choices facing scholars engaged in issues
of planetary justice. These further distinctions relate to which
stakeholders matter, as well as how and why they matter in the way
they do.
Once we have a sense of the complicated range of choices facing
those seeking to understand or deploy concepts of planetary justice, in the fourth section we brieﬂy survey some of the leading
contemporary approaches to justice writ-large in the political
philosophy literature. In particular, we look to the human rights
tradition and the distributive justice tradition in order to see how
some of the best developed strands of thought stack up to the
challenges posed by the concept of planetary justice.
In the ﬁfth and penultimate section, we distil the reasons why
getting clear on all of these distinctions matters for scholars
engaged in Earth System Governance research and neighboring
ﬁelds. The implications for coming down in different ways are
potentially signiﬁcant, and the arguments in various directions are
substantial, which together recommend careful deliberation about
one's claims and commitments when engaging in matters of
planetary justice.
We end the paper by raising some additional philosophical
questions for researchers to think about carefully as they move
forward into more robust arguments and claims about planetary
justice.
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2. Domains of reasons and values at stake
At the outset of any conceptualization of planetary justice one
must come to terms with the range of potential values that are at
stake and the kind of reasons that could be put to use in arguments
about the demands of planetary justice. At the most general level
we can help clarify the conceptual space by distinguishing between
three main domains where considerations of planetary justice are
at play, as well as the values and reasons that attach to them. Any
approach to planetary justice must contend with the balance of
human interests, non-human animal interests, and whatever
values or reasons exist regarding non-sentient nature itself, like
trees, plants, and forests.
Humans. In the ﬁrst place, and most familiar, planetary justice
surely must encompass a range of interests and rights of human
beings. Purported claims about planetary justice that didn't include
humans, or which sanction widespread human rights violations,
inequalities, or domination are non-starters. Naturally, it is a matter
of debate what human interests or rights are to be protected as a
matter of justice (e.g., what subsistence rights, which civil/political
rights, etc.). Such debates are, of course, well-rehearsed and not
unique to the planetary stage, but they are signiﬁcant decisions and
commitments that would shape one's vision of the demands of
planetary justice. For instance, in political philosophy, there has
been a lively debate about whether or not duties of justice extend
beyond national borders. It would seem that an account of planetary justice would be positioned sympathetically with so-called
cosmopolitan accounts of justice, in thinking that all humans are
to be included under the domain of planetary justice. As another
example, if one maintains that realizing the SDGs would be sufﬁcient for planetary justice regarding humans, one may be satisﬁed
with an outcome which still allows for many inequalities that
would be condemned by other ethical frameworks, such as a more
demanding theory of egalitarian justice.
Non-human Animals. In addition to the range of human interests
and rights that need to be accounted for in any discussion of
planetary justice, any plausible account must also contend with a
potentially extensive second domain of interests and rights; those
of non-human animals. There are, again, signiﬁcant debates how to
think about non-human animal interests and their implications for
behavior and policy. We might wonder which interests, if any of
them, generate or warrant moral rights protections?2 (Singer, 1975;
Regan, 1983; Korsgaard, 2018; Kagan, 2019; Francione and Garner,
2010; Varner, 1998; Donaldson and Kymlicka, 2011). Or are nonhuman animal rights generated via other mechanisms? Moreover,
what do any such rights entail, e.g., what freedoms and opportunities for ﬂourishing are they entitled to? Here, again, we see that
the choices that are made matter. The status one affords to nonhuman animal interests has the potential to dramatically shift
what may be required to realize planetary justice. For example, if
we hold the view that non-human animals have certain rights to
live well and ﬂourish, then this may entail that we need to allocate
large areas of forests of other natural habitat for meeting their
needs to ﬂourish, which we then cannot use for our own purposes.
Similarly, if we hold the view that killing animals for human consumption is wrong, then this would impose a duty on humans to
not eat animals. In general, we need to come to terms with what are

2
We are focused here on moral rights. Rights encoded in treaties and legal
frameworks are essential for actually enforcing and protecting moral rights of nonhuman animals, but we are asking the question at a prior, more abstract, level about
the properties that generate moral rights, which can then be formalized and protected in legal and institutional structures. A turn toward legal philosophy will
eventually be an important part of a theory of planetary justice, but conceptually, it
plays a secondary role.
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permissible and impermissible forms of use and interaction with
non-human animals. What constitutes objectional domination?
(Blattner et al., 2019) What forms of intervention are required to
protect non-human animal interests? Such issues, central to the
philosophical literature on ‘animal ethics,’ thus should be part and
parcel of our thinking on planetary justice. Some philosophers and
legal scholars have earlier argued that non-human animals should
be included in the scope of social justice and environmental justice
(Donaldson and Kymlicka, 2011; Nussbaum, 2006; Schlosberg,
2013; Berkey, 2017; Pepper, 2016, 2019; Schlottmann and Sebo,
2018; Nussbaum Wichert and Nussbaum, 2017; Blattner, 2019).
Hence our account of planetary justice needs to engage with those
arguments.
Non-Sentient Nature. Third, and ﬁnally, the language of ‘planetary’ justice suggests an even more extensive push than stopping
with non-human animals. It invites, perhaps requires, debates
about the moral status of non-sentient nature. Are there ethically
defensible arguments to be made that plants, forests, mountains,
rivers, oceans, or the like, themselves deserve protection as a
matter of justice? (Stone, 2010; Taylor, 2011; O'Neill, 1992; Varner,
1998; Rolston, 1994; Hill, 1983; Schmidt, 1998; Katz, 1992). Moreover, how do answers to that question impact the broader picture of
what one takes planetary justice to consist in?
Naturally, merely raising this trio of domains does little to ﬁx the
scope and settle the actual stakeholders owed justiﬁcation as a
matter of planetary justice. As mentioned above, because substantive decisions and arguments need to be made about what the
inclusion of each element means, how they interact, and what the
balance of various reasons directs us towards, the task moving
forward is no small feat (to put it mildly!). There are potential
tensions when including all of these spheres in the domain of
justice and navigating them might require us to revise certain pretheoretical commitments about, for instance, what humans are
entitled to as a matter of justice.
We raise the issues here to highlight exactly how important it is
to come to grips with one's commitments along these lines in
proceeding to make claims about planetary justice. The analysis
one makes will inevitably look very different depending on how
much one weighs various animal interests, or if one is skeptical
about natural environments themselves having rights, versus
someone who embraces the idea.
3. Some complicating distinctions
The above hints at the extensive conceptual work required to
make sense of what planetary justice might entail are, unfortunately, just the beginning. There are further distinctions and decision points that one has to grapple with in order to come to any
substantive position or recommend any action on the basis of
planetary justice.
Current vs. Future Generations. First, wherever one settles with
respect to the human, non-human, and natural values, interests,
and rights that matter for planetary justice, there are difﬁcult
questions one has to contend with about which time-frames are
relevant. Debates in intergenerational justice (which tend to be
largely anthropocentric) show just how difﬁcult it is to balance the
relationship between the demands of existing, current generations
and future generations, whether in the near future or the far future
(Sikora and Barry, 1978; Gosseries and Meyer, 2009; Gosseries and
Gonzales-Ricoy, 2016; Meijers, 2018). Considering, in addition,
future generations of plant and non-human animal life have the
potentially to signiﬁcantly complicate and alter the decision space.
Collectivist vs. Individualist Accounts. Another conceptual lacuna
to complicate the pursuit of planetary justice involves asking
whether the stakeholdersdbe they human, non-human, or non-
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sentientdshould be considered qua individuals or if we need to
consider some groups qua collectives, potentially with collective
rights? (Leopold, 1949; Callicott, 1989, 1999, 2010; Cahen, 1988;
Varner, 1987, 2002; Basl, 2017). This kind of debate already surfaces,
for instance, in thinking about climate refugees. Would it be enough
to offer resettlement rights somewhere to each individual climate
refugee from a low-lying Paciﬁc country, or is the nation itself owed
something as a collective (e.g., territorial rights over new land)?
€
(Nine, 2010, 2012; Bell, 2004; Heyward and Odalen,
2012). But the
distinction also may have signiﬁcant implications elsewhere.
Consider, is it individual organisms or, say, species or ecosystems
that matter from the perspective of planetary justice? If only individual organisms matter, some species extinctions may not be
particularly problematic, as long as the individual animals don't
suffer terribly, but if the species itself is a locus of justice-concerns it
may be. If ecosystems or other collectives themselves are the focus,
it might sanction certain kinds of managed hunting to keep population levels balanced that wouldn't be licensed if only individual
organisms were considered.
The answers to these questions, then, come with signiﬁcant
implications for how we might understand the various rights,
permissions, and duties of planetary justice.
Intrinsic vs. Instrumental Reasons. The next important distinction
worth raising has already been gestured at above in introducing the
questions about non-sentient nature. In the philosophical literature, a distinction is often made between intrinsic and instrumental
value. Something is intrinsically valuable if it matters for its own
sake, or in its own right. If something is merely instrumentally
valuable, then it matters only insofar as it is a means to some other
good. Hence, if it were no longer productive toward that end, it
would cease to be valuable. For example, politicians and policy
makers often talk about economic growth as if this matters in its
own right. But this cannot be the case. Economic growth may be,
and in many cases is, instrumentally contributing to our quality of
life and the freedoms we can enjoy, by reducing involuntary unemployment, raising the level of average income, and raising total
tax revenues. It could, however, also lead to a situation in which
only the interests of the best-off are served, and in which the
quality of life of most people does not improve, or even decreases
due to the inequality, and all the while the quality of the natural
environment deteriorates. Thus, in the planetary justice arena it is
important to not only ﬁgure out where, how, and how much
various human, non-human, and non-sentient entities matter, with
respect to justice, but also whether they matter intrinsically or
instrumentally.
The language of planetary justice, on its surface, seems to invoke
the idea that some parts of the natural world matter beyond
exclusively their use to humans. It is very plausible that the lives of
many non-human animals are intrinsically valuable, and not just
insofar as they serve or sustain a livable environment for humans. It
is more controversial whether claims of intrinsic value are similarly
true of non-sentient nature, especially once we have separately
considered its instrumental value to non-human animals as well as
humans.
However, such a thesis might be defensible. Perhaps a giant
sequoia, the Grand Canyon, or the Colorado River matter in and of
themselves such that deforestation, oil drilling, or dam-building
betray their intrinsic value and wrong them, independent of the
effects on humans or non-humans. In addition to Aldo Leopold and
the biocentric holists referenced above from the environmental
ethics canon, some non-western worldviews also have a holistic
view on nature, seeing human and non-human animals as inseparably part of the non-sentient natural world. For some indigenous
peoples, rivers, mountains and lands have important meanings
related to their identities, often through the roles they play in the

relationships with ancestors. They are not ‘natural resources’ that
are interchangeable for other natural resources, let alone nonori, the land, sea,
natural resources. For example, for the Ma
rivers, mountains and other natural resources are ancestors and
hence kin, and are therefore given spiritual powers and authority
(Watene, 2016).
If one endorses such a holistic worldview, it is possible to attach
intrinsic value to the non-sentient natural world. Others, however,
will balk at using such language in anything more than a metaphorical sense in such contexts. They'll press that in order to be
‘wronged,’ or be owed duties certain properties must be present
(for instance cognitive ones) that rivers and trees don't possess.
The arguments in both directions are sophisticated and tricky,
but settling one's thoughts on this question is not just some
innocuous decision, nor is withholding judgment. The implications
one way or another across many debates may again be signiﬁcant.
For instance, consider land-use permissions. If some plot of land
matters only insofar as it serves human and/or non-human animal
interests, then we might permissibly be able to permissibly radically transform it for such productivity. If, on the other hand, nonsentient nature is intrinsically valuable such transformation might
be impermissible. Of course, a full accounting of all of the reasons
and values at stake would be important because such intrinsic
value of non-sentient nature may in the end be outweighed, but
that would be a substantive conclusion. When around half of the
world's biosphere is used for human food production or habitation,
and we lose 18.7 million acres (75,676 km2) of forests annually, a
full accounting of planetary justice requires the conceptual resources to recognize and think through such tensions (Ellis, 2010;
World Wildlife Fund 2019).
Existing vs. required mechanisms. The ﬁnal clarifying and/or
complicating distinction we want to offer in this section may be of
particular note to scholars working on Earth System Governance
research, insofar as this is generally conceived as a ﬁeld that is
mainly grounded in empirical research. It is important to recognize
the difference, in advancing claims of planetary justice, between
two things. On the one hand, there are claims about what existing
institutions, frameworks, or mechanisms (whether formal or
informal) would protect and defend as a matter of planetary justice
if they were meeting their charge. Connected to this, ESG researchers are likely to be more comfortable in doing the social
science of comparing existing regulations to observed behavior and
reporting or explaining problems, gaps, etc. The core of this work is
more empirical and less normative than the moral philosophical
project we have been focused on.
On the other hand, there are claims about what is ultimately, all
things considered morally desirable to protect or required as a
matter of planetary justice. Such claims are more squarely
normative and they are the kinds of claims that require most careful
attention to the various distinctions and questions raised above as a
way of adequately defending the kind of fundamental framework
with which to evaluate institutions, policy decisions, and behavior
as more or less just, planetarily.
We might of course be falling short of fulﬁlling negotiated
agreements or legally recognized requirements that implicate
matters of planetary justice, and recognizing such deﬁcits is an
important endeavor. But furthermore, as gestured at in the example
above about the SDGs and a more thoroughgoing egalitarianism,
even if we weren't falling short, there is still a live and normatively
fundamental question about what full-ﬂedged planetary justice
would require, which may in fact include different or additional
institutions, frameworks, and mechanisms. Consider, as an
example, the International Whaling Commission. Quite clearly
Japan is not in compliance with its requirements, and that is
important to notice and combat. But planetary justice, might
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require even more protection for whales than the current legal
requirements, such that even full compliance with the IWC would
still be unjust (Nussbaum Wichert and Nussbaum, 2017).
Preserving and attending to this distinction is an important
check against too much uncritical adoption of the status quo.
Existing legal and regulatory frameworks will tend to look conservative when put into conversation with the issues and domains
of planetary justice we've raised so far. Given that the project of
planetary justice is meant to include humans, non-humans, and
non-sentient nature around the globe and across time that have
been historically ignored, dismissed, or discounted, it is poised to
present a radical departure from the status quo. It might require
giving political rights to non-human animals and or non-sentient
nature (Donaldson and Kymlicka, 2011; Stone, 2010). Or it might
demand mechanisms to give voice to future generations in our
political decision-making, for example, via special representatives,
procedural rules, or lowering the voting age (Ekeli, 2005;
Bidadanure, 2016). Or it might require a radically more egalitarian
global distribution of resource rights and the beneﬁts of the Earth's
resource systems? (Armstrong, 2017) Among many other similarly
revisionary prospects of the project of planetary justice, foregrounding this distinction between the existing mechanisms that
address matters of planetary justice and the all-things-considered
requirements of planetary justice, not tethered to existing potentially conservative biases is important.
4. Two strands of thought in political philosophy
As is obvious from the preceding sections, there is a lot to sort
out in the pursuit of a clear vision of planetary justice. In this section we look to two of the leading contemporary approaches to
justice in the political philosophy literature. In particular we focus
on the human rights tradition and the distributive justice tradition
as two strands of thought that have not only secured positions of
clout theorizing about justice, but have been put to good purpose in
dealing with a range of issues big and small implicated by the
concept of planetary justice like climate change and resource use.3
So, although not an exhaustive survey of contenders nor
mutually exclusive, the human rights and distributive justice approaches seem particularly productive to put into conversation
with ideas about planetary justice to see how they stack up to the
many challenges it poses. In doing so, we will gain some insight into
just how consequential a move towards planetary justice might be
for our received theoretical traditions, and put a spotlight on some
of the departures and innovations that planetary justice might
demand.
From the Universal Declaration of Human Rights and beyond,
much of the lingua franca of justice is cashed out in terms of human
rights. There are of course many different conceptions of what
human rights are, how they are justiﬁed, which ones exist, and so
on. But the general idea of there being some basic set of robust

3
There are other broad approaches to justice that are inﬂuential in the political
philosophy literature. Among them, one approach that stands out, goes under the
heading ‘relational egalitarianism,’ which conceives of justice as oriented around
the kinds of relationships of authority, status, and standing people share with
others. This approach has highlighted concepts like oppression, domination,
exploitation, marginalization, exclusion, shame, and stigma as they relate to how
we design our social, political, and economic institutions (Anderson, 1999; Wolff,
2015; Young, 2000; Schemmel, 2012; Fraser, 1995; Gheaus, 2018; LippertRasmussen, 2018). Such concepts will likely be indispensable in a complete theory of planetary justice, but we will limit our discussion here partly because
signiﬁcantly less work has been done under the heading of ‘relational egalitarianism’ to deal particularly with the kind of global issues that fall under the heading
of planetary justice, which is a place the human rights and distributive justice
approaches have already directly and extensively expanded into.
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moral entitlements, owed in virtue of our humanity and which
imply strict duties on others is a powerfully stable force in the
justice literature (UN, 2019; Dworkin, 1978; Gewirth, 1982; Shue,
1996; Beitz, 2009; Grifﬁn, 2008; Nickel, 2007; Buchanan, 2013;
Tasioulas, 2011; Nickel, 2017). Human rights are often employed to
mark out some kind of basic, moral minimum that people are owed
and are commonly used in highlighting things such as poverty
relief or in tracing out development goals.
Human rights-based approaches have been crucially important,
and provided much of the moral currency in condemning problematic aspects, when dealing with many of the issues we might
consider under the heading of planetary justice. Things like climate
change, extractive industries, land-use patterns, over-ﬁshing,
pollution, etc., can be condemned on the basis of being threats to
substantive rights (like the right to life, subsistence, health, or
against forcible eviction) as well as undermining various procedural rights (like a right to democratic participation) (Caney, 2006,
2010; Humphreys, 2010; Düwell et al., 2018).
A second, and notable, orienting approach in the political philosophy literature comes from the tradition looking at unfairness
and distributive injustice (Rawls, 1971; Dworkin, 1981a,b; Arneson,
1989; Cohen, 1997; Sen, 1982; Nussbaum, 2009; Roemer, 1996;
Lamont and Favor, 2017). From this angle, fundamental to the task
of justice is a focus on the fair distribution of various social beneﬁts
and burdens. This might be understood at a general, society-wide
level or deployed in a speciﬁc location or context. Moreover, it
might take the shape in reference to a broad bundle of goods, or in
discrete contexts with respect to a speciﬁc of good or set of goods.
For instance, the environmental justice movement has focused
much attention on thinking about the distribution of environmental beneﬁts and burdens (Bullard, 1990, 1993; ShraderFrechette, 2002; Schlosberg, 2007).4 The central concepts here
tend to be those like ‘fair shares’ and ‘overuse.’ For instance, discussions of climate change often invoke the idea of a ‘carbon
budget’ and arguments about distributive justice suggest that,
through their proﬂigate lifestyles and high emissions, the wealthy
have used more than their fair share of the carbon budget, and
thereby owe it as a matter of justice to reduce their emissions and
fund adaptation efforts to mitigate the harms from such a violation
(Hayward, 2006; Blomﬁeld, 2013; Traxler, 2002; Vanderheiden,
2006). In more popular discourses these issues often get taken up
under the mantle of carbon or ecological ‘footprints,’ which are
meant to measure various levels of resource use and which can
then be evaluated against certain principles or schemes of
distributive justice (Wackernagel and Rees, 1996).
Both the human rights and distributive justice approaches have
some natural links to the impulse to worry about planetary justice,
and indeed have been operationalized in arguments thereof. But it
is also interesting, after unearthing the various distinctions we have
above, to see what their limitations or gaps might be for the project
of planetary justice.
It is perhaps no surprise that the human-rights approach, while
can generate signiﬁcant implications about issues of planetary
justice like climate change, is not immediately equipped to deal
with issues of non-human or non-sentient rights. If they only have
instrumental value, this may not be as big of a problem because all
decisions about earth systems could be put in terms of what promotes human rights. In that case, whatever notions of

4
This is not to discount the practical and theoretical importance of other dimensions highlighted in the environmental justice literature about matters of
procedural justice, participation, power, and recognition. As mentioned in the
introduction, we have narrowed our scope to focus on the substantive side, but
work on these issues is also crucially important.
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sustainability, climate policy, land and ocean governance would be
grounded in standard rights claims. On the other hand, if necessary,
perhaps a general rights-based approach can be extended to this
broader scope, but it might also be that the reasons some are so
drawn to the power of the human rights approach prevents it from
neatly stretching beyond humans. The same could be said for how
the human-rights approach might navigate the challenge of dealing
with future generations and whether and how it can address the
issue of collective rights, and most approaches tend to be fairly
individualistic and focused on the near-term.
Looking to the distributive justice approach, it has often had a
more domestic focus (i.e., within the boundaries of a state) (Rawls,
1993; Blake, 2001; Nagel, 2005; Sangiovanni, 2007, 2011; MeckledGarcia, 2008), but many have also persuasively pushed the
approach at a more global level (Caney, 2008; Cohen and Sabel,
2006; Beitz, 1979; Buchanan, 2000; Fraser, 2010; Abizadeh, 2007;
Gilabert, 2012, 2015; Ronzoni, 2009; Valentini, 2011). Again, the
focus has been on ‘fair shares’ for humans, of the earth's resource
systems. In that, it may already have stronger assumptions about
common or collective ownership that are not without controversy
(Risse, 2009), but furthermore, trying to think about what fair
shares and distributive justice with non-human animal or nonsentient nature as shareholders is a new endeavor. The same goes
for future generations or collectives, for that matter. And doing so
may push the bounds of the conceptual resources developed in the
tradition. Moreover, developing the perspective of ‘planetary justice’ may suggest shifts in thinking about distributive justice between, for instance, the received ‘fair shares’ orientation and one
that places more emphasis on who has duties of justice. Or, given
the kinds of scarcity ‘planetary justice’ might implicate, it could
suggest a shift in our thinking from a ‘fair shares’ view to an
‘emergency ethics’ view (Caney, 2014).
These difﬁculties may tell us that we need to revise or abandon
the well-developed views of the tradition. As Dryzek and Pickering
(2019) put it, Holocene conceptions of justice are not apt to deal
with justice in the Anthropocene. We may need conceptual innovation to get out of some of the parochial focus of the past, now that
we are confronted by issues at planetary scale. But it may also give
us pause about how far we really need to go, or how far we can go
with good argumentative support. That is part of what Rawls called
the “reﬂective equilibrium” that we'll need to reach between our
theoretical commitments, the values and principles we accept, and
our moral intuitions about their implications when we are confronted by such new and big challenges (Rawls, 1971; Daniels,
2018). We don't have an answer, but we do know that the debates need to be had and the issues need to be thought through
carefully. They can't be ignored or assumed away.
5. Why does this matter?
Throughout the paper, we have gestured at why paying attention to any of these (perhaps seemingly abstract) philosophical
points matters for conceptualizing, employing the term, and ultimately realizing planetary justice. With this penultimate section,
we aim to assemble some of those thoughts and make a few related
points before we close.
If there is something like a central takeaway from our efforts to
canvass the terrain in the way we have, it is that wherever we stand
on these multiple values, distinctions, and possible approaches will,
normatively, set the terms for any substantive debates about
planetary justice (including potentially offering a vision of planetary justice signiﬁcantly more, and differently, demanding than
many existing ideals of justice). They do so in shaping the longterm, broad vision of what planetary justice consists in. They do
so in constraining and directing us towards a range of options for

justiﬁable institutions of planetary justice. Furthermore, they may
also be essential for strategizing and providing concrete action
guidance or prioritization here and now, setting the terms for
justiﬁable transitional steps to achieve the vision and institution,
given the world as it is currently constituted.
It is too much to expect everyone who deploys the concept of
planetary justice to have a fully developed theory in their back
pocket that answers all of these questions. Doing so may not even
be possible as a life-time project. That said, a call for humility in
being more explicit about one's working assumptions and a
sensitivity to the key elements of the domain is more reasonable.
6. Some further questions
We have tried, in this paper, to shine some light on the
complicated conceptual landscape of planetary justice. There is a
wide array of controversial decisions to be made before coming to
any substantive claims about the demands of planetary justice.
While we have not ventured to solve such controversies, we hope
exposing them and their stakes more explicitly is of value.
While the preceding comments already indicate how expansive
the philosophically signiﬁcant issues are at play in working on
planetary justice, they may still be just the tip of the iceberg. In
closing, we want to raise a few more pertinent questions to
(further) stimulate future discussion of questions of planetary
justice among ESG scholars.
First, while most of what we have said has pointed to decisions
about the scope and shape of planetary justice, there is of course an
important set of companion questions about who should be the
agents of planetary justice. This is, for instance, where Dryzek and
Pickering (2019) focus much of the attention in their treatment of
planetary justice, and the theoretical terrain is rich. Who should
bear responsibility for realizing planetary justice? Are the duties
primarily collective (and which levels of collective organization are
responsible for what?)? Furthermore, how do those collective obligations fairly distribute or redound to individuals? Is it possible
that new, as yet non-existent, collective institutions are required to
discharge the responsibilities of planetary justice? This is where the
moral, political, and legal spheres meet to actually enact a defensible vision of planetary justice. These are but a few of the important questions to think through, regardless of where one settles on
the various distinctions raised above to inform a broader vision of
planetary justice.
Another important domain of questions to be further considered
involve representation. Speciﬁcally, how can and/or should we
represent whatever various non-human and non-contemporary
interests we deem relevant? What institutional measures or reforms would be needed in order to adequately accomplish the task?
We also think it is important, while deliberating on the range of
issues already presented, for Earth System Governance researchers
speciﬁcally to wrestle with the question of how it should incorporate normative commitments into its mission. To do so, we
believe it is imperative for ESG researchers to engage more with the
work of normative theory and collaborate more with philosophers
and other normative theorists. As can be seen above, there are
normative decisions to be made at every turn in coming to a
working conception of planetary justice. There is no neutral ground
to stand on and the normative implications for various choices are
substantial. This can be an uncomfortable position if one thinks of
oneself as doing mainly empirical or non-normative research, but it
is unavoidable if trying to incorporate claims about justice into the
fold of one's research agenda. Moreover, this affords another good
opportunity to make explicit what would otherwise be hidden
normative assumptions. The issue is not unique to issues of planetary justice and the work by ESG scholars. For example,
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economists have also often endorsed the self-image of a completely
non-normative science, but philosophers of economics have shown
in detail why this is impossible, since several key concepts require
normative decisions (Reiss, 2013; Hausman et al., 2016). If ESG
scholars venture to use terms such as ‘sustainability’ or ‘planetary
justice’, they also, inevitably, move onto terrain that is to some
extent normative.
Finally, as a parting thought, it is also worth probing what
conceptual work is being done in thinking about planetary justice,
speciﬁcally, rather than something like, ‘planetary ethics.’ ‘Ethics’ is
often taken to refer to a broader normative category than ‘justice’,
which takes into consideration various other values, virtues,
interpersonal as well social normative phenomena. Conceptualizing the area of inquiry as a matter of justice speciﬁcally makes
certain tools, language, and conceptual resources available, but it
may also invite controversy and de-emphasize certain important
tools and resources that approaching it as a matter of ethics would
not. For instance, among other things, justice-language importantly
helps us focus on basic human rights, patterns of resource distribution, and fundamental features of institutional design, broadly
construed. However, to the extent that it does so, depending on
one's conception of justice, keeping the focus on justice at the
planetary scale may simultaneously foreclose some important
conversations about certain environmental virtues we should
instill (Hill, 1983; Sandler, 2007), or relationships of care with the
natural world that we should be foregrounding (Gilligan, 1982;
Noddings, 1984; Held, 1995, 2006; Ruddick, 1989; Kittay and Feder,
2003; Robinson, 1999). Moreover, justice-language has traditionally
been interpreted as marking a particularly stringent, urgent, and
fundamental normative domain and set of moral requirements. On
the one hand, inclusion at such a level might be indispensable to
the project of planetary justice. On the other, the more radical and
speculative the claims getdas regards for instance non-human
animals, non-sentient nature, or future generationsdthe more
resistance one might invite to being welcomed in the domain of
justice. And some of that might be needless resistance, or controversy if similar claims could be deployed with other moral language. This all depends on the role the concept of justice has played,
and should play, in political philosophy and political debates, which
is of course also up for debate. However, if the change that is
needed would be hampered because of negative reactions that
policy makers and other agents of change have towards the term
‘justice’, then one might, in order to reach the relevant goals, opt for
the term ‘ethics’. Whether that kind of resistance to the term ‘justice’ is currently signiﬁcant, is an empirical question that we cannot
answer. Future work on planetary justice should not only make
progress on spelling different concepts of planetary justice, but also
examine the question whether we should not (merely) talk about
planetary justice, but (also) about planetary ethics.
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