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Introduction

Questions of justice are becoming central political discourses in a world characterised by 
growing inequality. Currently, governments and intergovernmental organisations formu-
late goals and set priorities for action with the aim to address justice issues on a global scale. 
For example, three of the recently adopted Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) focus 
explicitly on reducing inequalities within and across countries (Goal 10), promoting gender 
equality (Goal 5), and peace and justice (Goal 16). In addition, private actors like businesses 
and civil society organisations (e.g. the Ethical Trading Initiative and the Fairtrade Labelling 
Organization) are creating institutions that rely on market forces to generate “fair” distri-
bution of environmental or social goods. Likewise, activist and grassroots networks such as 
Global Justice Now are engaged with justice concerns around the globe.

Despite these efforts to address inequalities in the world today, the very concept of justice 
is elusive and means different things to different people. Justice is typically associated with 
allocation, or “the process of allocating or sharing out something” (Oxford Dictionary). Yet, 
justice as a broader term is also understood in its colloquial use as “the quality of being fair 
and reasonable” (Oxford Dictionary) as “fairness in the way people are dealt with” (Cam-
bridge Dictionary) or as “the principle of fairness that like cases should be treated alike” 
(Collins Dictionary). Also, different disciplines tend to refer to justice differently. While 
economists emphasise allocation, lawyers adopt a language of rights, resource analysts of 
access, political scientists of fairness in representation and access, and sociologists of social 
justice (Biermann et al. 2009; Gupta and Lebel 2010). Likewise, political philosophers have 
developed different theories of justice. For example, in the socialist tradition the central re-
quirement for justice is culminated in the phrase: “from each according to his ability, to each 
according to his needs” (Marx 1875). In contrast, liberal egalitarian theorists would stress 
“fair distribution” of various goods and resources resulting from the fairness of procedures 
(e.g. Rawls 1971, 1999). Capabilities theorists would propose to evaluate how these goods or 
resources are transformed into the capacity of individuals to function in lives of their own 
choosing (e.g. Sen 1999, 2009; Nussbaum 2000). Cosmopolitan theorists would extend lib-
eral egalitarian concerns at the global level (e.g. Beitz 1999; Caney 2005; Beck 2006). And 
others would deny the possibility of global justice entirely (e.g. Nagel 2005).
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In view of this complexity, this chapter asks: how can we systematically compare and 
evaluate justice claims or demands for justice in global sustainability governance research? 
We propose that a justice lens would need to clarify the subjects, principles, mechanisms and 
instruments for justice, as well as the consequences of just societies. We discuss these various 
elements in some greater detail below.

The subjects of justice

According to political philosopher Thomas Nagel “we do not live in a just world” (Nagel 
2005). The fact that this proposition is uncontroversial does not mean that the concept of 
justice is uncontested nor that it is clear what it should entail. But before examining what a 
system of justice covers, any approach to justice needs to clarify who the subjects of justice – 
or else the units of moral concern – are. For the purpose of global sustainability governance 
research, we find it useful to conceptualise the subjects of justice in four dimensions ( Jerneck 
et al. 2011): intergenerational (between generations; see also Lawrence this volume), inter-
national (between states and regions; see also Okereke this volume), intersectional (between 
groups/categories in society), and interspecies (between humans and other species).

Justice between generations

Intergenerational justice is core to environmental concerns for both natural and social rea-
sons (Gündling 1990; Weiss 1990). The inertia of many natural systems and phenomena is 
one obvious reason why intergenerational considerations are essential. For example, green-
house gases are persistent over several generations, while the atmosphere responding to these 
gases interacts with oceans and icecaps operating at time scales of decades and millennia. 
Extraction of finite resources like oil, coal, or minerals is fundamentally a matter of inter-
generational justice. The generation of long-lived hazardous materials, such as nuclear waste 
where one generation reaps the benefits of nuclear power while hundreds of generations 
will live with the waste and the potential use of nuclear arms also raises intergenerational 
issues. Finally, irreversible processes, such as extinction of species or permanent depletion of 
resources, are of intergenerational importance. Accordingly, intergenerational justice brings 
to the fore questions of responsibility (Birnbacher 2006; Pellizzoni this volume) of present 
generations to the future together with questions of representation and voice. We provide 
some examples of the latter in the section of “mechanisms for justice” below, but for a more 
extended discussion see Lawrence (this volume).

Justice between states and regions

International justice has a long tradition of research and scholarship in global sustainabil-
ity governance (Toth 2013), often from the point of view of international relations and 
international law. As Okereke (this volume) highlights there has been no significant en-
vironmental summit, multilateral agreement, or global environmental institution that has 
not been severely challenged by issues of North-South inequity and justice since the 1972 
United Nations Conference on the Human Environment (UNCHE), when sustainability 
was first introduced as a focus for international governance. Many of our most pressing 
environmental challenges have explicit and implicit international implications and drivers. 
Climate change, in particular, is to a large extent caused by industrialised countries over 
many decades (and thereby seen as an intergenerational justice issue) but will have much 
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more severe negative impacts on countries in the global South (Field et al. 2014). Many 
of the policies and mechanisms for addressing climate change are initiated by the global 
North but with significant implications for energy security and energy resilience for peo-
ple in the global South (Scobie 2019). Many value chains benefitting affluent societies are 
based on exploitation of natural resources and repression of people elsewhere, for example, 
phosphorous for agriculture and rare earth minerals for computers and telephones. Similar 
observations extend to loss of biodiversity, marine pollution, overfishing, or depletion of 
water resources (Scobie 2013).

Justice between groups in society

Intersectional justice relates to expressing the multiple dimensions and modalities of so-
cial relations and subject formations we belong to (McCall 2005). In sustainability gov-
ernance, intersectional justice can be understood in relation to multiple deprivations at 
context-specific intersections of age, class, caste, (dis)ability, gender, indigeneity, and race. 
Examples of intersectional (in)justice are rife in regards to climate change impacts as well 
as impacts of climate change policies (Kaijser and Kronsell 2014; Olsson et al. 2014). 
However, intersectional justice also has an emancipatory perspective and is used by ac-
tivist groups who want to overcome a more narrow-focused politics addressing singular 
justice concerns and move towards a more strategic and relational vision of environmental 
and social issues. Examples of this include women activists who link environmental and 
feminist concerns (Di Chiro 2008), alliances between voices who are usually margin-
alised in the political agenda (Kaijser and Kronsell 2014), and more just and equitable 
planning, preparedness, response, and recovery activities in response to environmental 
disasters (Ryder 2017).

Justice between species

Environmental ethics approaches emphasise the need to extend justice considerations beyond 
humans towards non-human species and the natural world (Donaldson and Kymlicka 2011; 
Benton 2018; see also Gumbert, this volume). Such an ecocentric view on justice requires 
moving away from an instrumentalist perspective of the non-human world (e.g. as one that 
provides satisfaction of basic needs and human flourishing) towards one that acknowledges 
the independent intrinsic value of nature. This would require recognising and respecting 
other ways of life as equal to humans. Similar to intergenerational justice, however, this ap-
proach is also contested. The main criticisms include the convincingness of moral arguments 
of equality among species (Cooper 2018), our limits to fully understand and know what 
is good for other species (Soper 2018), and the appropriateness of a discourse of justice for 
capturing humans’ ethical relationships to other species (Hay 2018). As a way around these 
challenges, some scholars argue for interspecies justice from the perspective of stewardship, 
care (Hay 2018), and solidarity (Hayward 2018).

Principles of justice

Principles of justice are moral propositions that serve as the foundation of all actions and 
institutions that aim to achieve just outcomes. Below we identify three main principles of 
relevance to the current literature of environmental justice and global sustainability gover-
nance research.
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Distribution

Distribution as a principle of justice evaluates how and to what end a just society allocates the 
costs and benefits of social cooperation (Rawls 1971). This perspective emphasises that jus-
tice fundamentally concerns the basic structure of society and how this defines and regulates 
social, economic, and environmental equality and inequality. For sustainability governance, 
distributive justice would pay attention to the institutions that are responsible for distributing 
such costs and benefits across different generations, among jurisdictions and other regions, 
and among different groups in societies worldwide. There is no widespread consensus on 
what is considered just distribution, however (Luterbacher and Sprinz 2001). To illustrate, 
utilitarians accept as just the distribution that, on average, produces more benefits than costs. 
Scholars in the liberal egalitarian tradition, in contrast, adopt a (global) “difference principle” 
whereby inequality in the distribution of costs and benefits is acceptable as long as this ben-
efits the least advantaged members of society (Beitz 1979; Caney 2001, 2005; Moellendorf 
2002). Environmental justice advocates focus on access to resources, environmental rights 
and duties, and the fairness of their distribution among geographical, ethnic, economic, 
social, and other communities (Bullard 1994). Still others advocate a needs-based minimum 
floor principle whereby basic needs should be satisfied first before any distribution is con-
sidered (Brock 2009). The plurality of distributive justice principles invites sustainability 
scholars to clarify and unravel the principles that underline the multiple governance processes 
in which decisions regarding “who gets what and why” are being negotiated and disputed.

Recognition

Recognition as a principle of justice contends that, if a group or individual lacks recognition 
in the social or political structures within a society, it will contribute to maldistribution 
(Young 1990; Fraser 1997, 2001). Lack of recognition occurs when people are devalued, 
dominated, or disrespected due to their identity or status. Recognition and distribution are 
two distinct experiences of justice, but are intrinsically linked. Misrecognition manifests in 
the structures, practices, rules norms, and language. In turn, it is within this context that the 
maldistribution is instigated (Fraser 1997). Recognition can be achieved when individuals 
are free of physical threats, offered complete and equal political rights, and have distinguish-
ing cultural traditions free from various forms of disparagement (Honneth 2001). This per-
spective of justice invites scholars to contemplate who is being recognised or misrecognised 
as a subject of justice in global sustainability governance processes.

Representation

Representation or procedural justice describes democratic, fair, and equitable processes in 
decision-making (Schlosberg 2007). It demands that all groups, especially those most af-
fected, are fully provided the opportunity to participate in the decision-making process, and 
the decision-making should be shared. It also requires that all (affected) actors participate in 
an impartial way and ensure full disclosure of the content of information, how it is provided, 
if it is provided in a timely manner, and to whom it is given, so as to facilitate effective par-
ticipation. In other words, representation emphasises the importance of the political process 
through which existing injustices in distribution and recognition can be addressed (Young 
1990). For global sustainability governance research, representation requires evaluating, 
for instance, the democratic character of the processes through which decisions affect the 
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distribution of environmental costs and benefits, as well as the economic costs and benefits 
of proposed solutions. It further entails questioning who are considered and recognised as 
legitimate participants and beneficiaries of cooperation along with those who are not consid-
ered like certain nation-states, social groups, different generations, and non-human species.

Mechanisms and instruments for justice

How – if at all – do sustainability governance institutions organise themselves to address 
injustice? Below we discuss existing and potential mechanisms and instruments to foster 
justice with varying demands and ambitions which reflect and inform global sustainability 
governance research.

Legal rights

In international forums, legal and human rights are seen as one path to advance equity claims 
of disadvantaged and underserved peoples and nations. The Common but Differentiated Re-
sponsibility (CBDR) and capability principle, for instance, is the main legal justice norm ad-
dressing North-South injustices. It has enabled countries to maintain cooperation in climate, 
biodiversity, and other environmental concerns even though there remain important differ-
ences over how to interpret and operationalise CBDR in practice (see Okereke this volume).

Human rights to water are considered to have enormous mobilising potential and may 
help redress the imbalance between the have and have-nots in water allocation and use 
(Sultana and Loftus 2012). In those countries that have institutionalised the human right 
to water in their constitutions or national legislation, it may serve as a moral articulation 
and as a basis for legal challenges, even if there are limitations in terms of implementation 
(Gerlak and Wilder 2012; Baer and Gerlak 2018). Among other things, access to systems of 
implementation and justice at national and international levels is needed to ensure imple-
mentation of those rights for the poorest and most vulnerable (Gupta and Lebel 2010), and 
proper recognition is afforded. An example of combining the human right to water with the 
environmental right to water, for instance, is South Africa’s Free Basic Water policy, which 
institutionalised the idea that water used for necessities is free, but above that level it needs 
to be paid for (Muller 2008).

Today also a variety of institutional and legal efforts to represent future generations can 
be identified (see also Lawrence, this volume). At the national level, a number of coun-
tries have made progress towards institutionally recognising future generations such as the 
Canadian Commissioner of the Environment and Sustainable Development, the Finnish 
Committee for the Future, the Parliamentary Advisory Council for Sustainable Develop-
ment in Germany, and the Parliamentary Commissioner for Future Generations and Deputy 
Ombudsperson for Future Generations in Hungary. Internationally, although proposals for 
a United Nations High Commissioner for Future Generations (UNHCFG) have not yet 
materialised, the concept of intergenerational equity has arguably influenced the decision 
to include a more ambitious temperature goal of 1.5°C (United Nations Joint Framework 
Initiative on Children Youth and Climate Change 2010).

Another application of legal rights is to non-human entities. Although this idea is not 
entirely new (Salmond 1947; Stone 1972) it has only recently begun to be implemented 
(O’Donnell and Talbot-Jones 2018). Examples include the granting of constitutional rights 
to nature in Ecuador in 2008 (Constitution of the Republic of Ecuador 2008, articles 71–74), 
the creation of legal rights for nature in Bolivia in 2010 (“the Law of Mother Earth”), and the 
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attribution of legal status of persons to rivers in 2017 (the Whanganui River in New Zealand, 
and the Ganges and Yamuna rivers in India). Although it is too soon to evaluate the effects 
of such legal approaches, scholars underline their importance as complementary to existing 
legal frameworks to address complex cultural, environmental, and economic issues to the 
extent that there is the financial and institutional capacity to support them (O’Donnell and 
Talbot-Jones 2018).

Democratic processes

Legitimate and transparent democratic processes permit societies and communities to choose 
equitable policies to address environmental problems (Biermann et al. 2012) and is part of 
procedural justice. Justice can be achieved through public participation in decision-making, 
by empowering communities, and seeking equitable distribution (Anand 2004). Governance 
architectures (Biermann et al. 2009) have the potential to challenge injustices if adequately 
inclusive in their construction and provide systems for rule making, monitoring, and en-
forcement in matters of the global commons (Andersson and Agrawal 2011; see however 
Blühdorn and Deflorian, this volume, on challenges to this potential). If not, these architec-
tures risk locking in existing injustices. In this context, democratic governance systems that 
seek to distribute power amongst citizens in ways that curtail the power of any single indi-
vidual or interest group can potentially reduce inequalities amongst individuals and groups.

Accordingly, mobilising the agency of local communities, indigenous peoples, and 
non-governmental organisations to help shift towards more mutual learning and capacity 
building approaches at different governance levels is considered to be a key part of promot-
ing democracy in sustainability governance (Dryzek and Stevenson 2011), and illustrates 
representative or procedural justice (see, however, Litfin, this volume, for a critical view on 
initiatives limited to the local level). New alternative discourses and social movements are 
often necessary to promote a re-allocation of resources and shift to more just and equitable 
patterns of use (Gupta and Lebel 2010). The widespread anti-privatisation movement around 
water in Latin America over the past two decades illustrates the power of social movements 
to protect marginalised populations and reverse neoliberal water reforms at national and 
local levels (Bustamante et al. 2012). The debates supporting privatisation of marine genetic 
resources obtained from areas beyond national jurisdiction via patenting show that justice 
challenges continue (Scovazzi 2016). Increasingly, climate justice activists and movements 
are also relying on the local experience of increasing vulnerability to climate change and 
adaptive responses to climate change helping to shift beyond traditional distributive justice 
approaches to addressing injustice (Schlosberg 2013). Simultaneously, deliberative democracy 
processes are supposed to facilitate the inclusion of the voices of those not present such as 
future generations and the non-human world (Dryzek and Stevenson 2011).

Economic tools

Intergenerational justice is at the core of macro-economic analyses and policy advice through 
the practice of discounting the future. Mainstream economic models often discount the 
welfare of future generations by adding the utilities of all people of the current generation, 
and adding the weighted (by a discount rate) utilities of all people of future generations. 
The choice of discount rate explains why the Stern Review (using a very low discount rate 
of 0.1%) concluded that early mitigation of climate change is a priority in order to achieve 
a stabilisation of the climate at about 2°C (Stern 2007), while William Nordhaus (using a 
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discount rate of 6%) concluded that the social optimum of mitigation is a mere 11% below 
business as usual (Nordhaus 1992).

Economic tools typically focus on distributive justice. For example, some scholars ad-
vocate stronger financial support for poorer countries, through direct support payments for 
climate change mitigation and adaptation programmes based on international agreements or 
through international market mechanisms, like global emissions markets (Biermann et al. 
2010) or more recently through payments for loss and damage caused by climate change 
through the United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change (Darren 2016). 
Carefully designed and monitored market mechanisms for climate change mitigation and 
technology transfers can help to address inequalities between industrialised and developing 
countries (Dryzek and Stevenson 2011; Rode et al. 2015). However, fossil fuel subsidies, 
long seen as a tool of redistributive justice in some developing states, are being removed with 
pressure from climate lobbies, and the challenge is to find more efficient redistributive mech-
anisms to help the energy poor (Scobie 2017).

Internationally, labelling strategies and financial instruments like tradable certificates or 
taxes have been promoted to better inform consumers, producers, and institutions about 
water usage and ultimately, to shift the financial burden to customers of water-intensive 
products (Hoff 2009). However, private standards and certification schemes are also criticised 
as mechanisms for delivering justice and have been questioned in terms of delivering envi-
ronmental benefits (see Ebeling and Yasué 2009). First, standards are products and extensions 
of broader political and socio-economic structures, such as the neoliberalisation of policies 
worldwide, designed to strengthen market independence from government regulation while 
providing market alternatives rather than addressing structural inequalities and injustices. 
Research underlines the use of such instruments to open up new spaces for material con-
trol, social legitimation, political power, and environmental management, particularly for 
transnational corporations (Kalfagianni 2014). Second, in contrast to command and control 
regulation that nominally forces all to abide by a set of constraints, voluntary economic 
tools enable economic actors to pay compensation to continue environmentally damaging 
behaviour (Guthman 2007). As a result, environmental and social sustainability becomes 
subject to the highest bidder (Busch 2011) or lacks strong enough governance with highly 
uneven effects (Ebling and Yasué 2009).

Consequences of just societies

Several of the key conceptual elements discussed earlier are also part of the global sustainable 
development agenda and the UN 2030 SDGs. As mentioned earlier, Goal 5 aims to “Achieve 
gender equality and empower all women and girls.” Goal 10 aims to “Reduce inequality within and 
among countries.” Goal 16 is designed to “Promote peaceful and inclusive societies for sustainable 
development, provide access to justice for all and build effective, accountable and inclusive institutions 
at all levels.” These SDGs depend upon humanity being able to achieve intergenerational, 
international, intersectional, and interspecies justice (Linklater 1999; Levy and Scobie 2015; 
Stevens and Kanie 2016; Zhang et al. 2016). Further, the SDGs related to food and nutritional 
security (Patrick, Syme, and Horwitz 2014; Shingirai and Happy 2017), health, education, 
job security, fair access to land, sustainable agriculture (van Bommel et al. 2016), fair access to 
genetic resources, sustainable resource use ( Jaeckel, Gjerde, and Ardron 2017), fair access to 
technology and to energy (Wolf et al. 2016) and fair and sustainable systems of trade (Scobie 
2013) all face the challenge of being dependent on or creating robust justice systems (Levy 
and Scobie 2015).
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The governance of complex global economic and environmental systems requires strong 
social, economic, and legal institutions that are multilevel and hybrid in terms of the actors, 
sectors, spaces, and forms of relationships (Boehmelt, Koubi, and Bernauer 2014; Kalfagianni 
2014; Ramos 2015; Nunes, Rajão, and Soares-Filho 2016; Stratoudakis et al. 2016). They 
should also be context-specific, flexible, participatory, representative, inclusive, accountable 
(Donald and Way 2016), transparent, resilient, and effective (Bracking 2015; van Bommel 
et al. 2016).

Just and non-discriminatory legal and regulatory systems and institutional frameworks 
can serve to reduce human suffering. They can resolve conflicts and are indispensable for 
promoting and maintaining peaceful societies, the fair distribution of environmental rights 
to goods and services (Griggs et al. 2014; Paloniemi et al. 2015; Scovazzi 2016), risks (Thaler 
and Hartmann 2016), duties (including positive duties of care or negative duties to refrain 
from harming the environment) (Barrett 2011; Duus-Otterström and Jagers 2012; Saarinen 
2013; Norstrom et al. 2014; Asmelash 2015), and preserving delicate physical environmental 
systems including genetic, historical, and cultural assets.

Finally, religious and ethical worldviews (Dash 2014; Esquivel and Mallimaci 2017; see 
also Glaab this volume) have the potential to form the overarching delivery framework and 
contexts for partnerships for ending poverty and inequality (Feygina 2013), for sustainable 
financing, capacity building, technology sharing and transfer, and for quick responses to 
environmental shocks and crisis situations at national or local scales. Indeed, religious and 
ethical worldviews are often the drivers of global solidarity but also of subsidiarity, support-
ing local and community-scaled initiatives and solutions that are outside centralised political 
governance and that directly redress economic and environmental inequity and poverty. 
This is crucial as subsidiarity is especially important in sustainability governance in that it 
favours solution brokering wherever possible at local scales and in areas that are directly im-
pacted by improvements.

Conclusion and looking forward

Experts contend that justice needs to become an explicit topic of academic research (Klinsky 
et al. 2017), as no institutional framework for sustainable development will be effective and 
legitimate in the long run unless it has justice and fairness concerns at its core (Pritchard 
1969; Adger et al. 2005; Bierman et al. 2012). In this chapter, we argued that a justice lens 
for global sustainability governance research would need to clarify the subjects, principles, 
mechanisms and instruments for justice, and consequences of just societies.

Scholars of critical sustainability governance, in particular, need to embrace a broad 
range of subjects of justice including future generations and the non-human world. In addi-
tion, such scholarship needs to advance an encompassing understanding of principles of jus-
tice. Distributive, procedural, and recognition principles can both reinforce and undermine 
each other. For example, fair procedures cannot materialise unless actors are recognised as 
subjects worthy of participation and representation in them. Likewise, fair distribution can 
be undermined by unfair procedures when deciding what is at stake and who should get 
what and why. Regarding mechanisms of justice, these are currently both underdeveloped 
and tend to rely too much on voluntary economic instruments. We are sceptical that reli-
ance on such instruments alone will deliver the more progressive and encompassing forms 
of justice that are necessary today. Instead, we find encouraging the legal and institutional 
innovations specifically towards the recognition of subjects of justice across generations and 
across species.
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However, we also wish to underline that contextual conditions matter for justice. Indeed, 
the way justice is operationalised and the hierarchy of and relationships between principles 
and instruments to be applied depends on the nature of the injustices and of the limited 
resources that are to be apportioned. A one size fits all model in applying principles and in-
struments may result in injustices. Scholars of critical sustainability governance would need 
to include historical and future, economic, political, social, and environmental contexts and 
the impact of these on human and non-human actors in any analysis of the way justice should 
be operationalised for fair sustainability outcomes.

To conclude, in order to advance a research agenda on justice, we propose that future 
research should take into account the following aspects.

First, there is a need for more interdisciplinary approaches to better understand the out-
comes associated with mechanisms to advance justice and how best to understand success in 
achieving it. The integration of theoretical constructs and methodologies from diverse disci-
plines can allow us to better understand the most fruitful governance pathways for addressing 
injustices in distribution, recognition, or representation of the various subjects of justice.

Second, we argue that it is necessary to examine which new demands for justice, fairness, 
and allocation are emerging in a world where “planetary boundaries” are being crossed 
(Rockström et al. 2009; Steffen et al. 2015), where the Anthropocene (Crutzen 2006) con-
fronts us with our ability to change the entire earth system, and where global inequalities 
are ever increasing.

Finally, determining which types of steering have been helpful and not helpful to channel 
personal, regional, national, and global worldviews towards more sustainable approaches 
to environmental rights and duties is of the utmost importance. Sustainable outcomes are 
a consequence of the willingness of peoples and groups to “live more simply so that others 
may simply live,” but achieving this is anything but simple. Global sustainability governance 
science can help discover the triggers, drivers, and types of agency that can be scaled up to 
support just outcomes, making both intellectual and policy contributions towards a more 
sustainable world.

Note

	 1	 A version of this chapter is available online as part of the Earth System Governance Science and 
Implementation Plan 2018: www.earthsystemgovernance.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/11/Earth- 
System-Governance-Science-Plan-2018.pdf.
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