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Abstract

Geography ‘discovered’ the topic of social justice, in an explicit and profound way, at least more than half
a century ago, with the publication of David Harvey’s Social Justice and the City. Of course, there were
geographers who discussed in depth various aspects of social (in)justice long before that; we only need
to think about anarchists Elisée Reclus and Piotr Kropotkin, but we could even go back further in time,
remembering the social criticisms made by Alexander von Humboldt during his fieldwork in the Americas,
particularly his criticism of slavery. Nevertheless, it is with Harvey’s famous book that a specifically
geographical treatment of the theme of social justice takes shape directly, amidst a range of philosophical
dialogues that extended from liberal authors to Marx. Since then, geographers have made significant
contributions to our reflections on the spatial dimension of justice. The opposite is much less true: in the
fields that have traditionally been devoted, for centuries and even millennia, to discussions on social
justice - first and foremost political philosophy and law, followed by sociology and political science later,
as well as other social sciences -, little attention has been paid to the real and potential contributions of
geography and socio-spatial research in general. Even the growing appreciation of spatiality in the
humanities and social sciences (the celebrated ‘spatial turn’) has not led to significant interest in
geographers’ research and reflections. One of the central themes of this article is the concept of
‘necropolitics,” introduced by Cameroonian intellectual Achille Mbembe. In its concrete expressions,
necropolitics is very often an eco-necropolitics, which confronts us with the challenges of socio-ecological
metabolism. To face ‘eco-necropolitics’ in all its multidimensional and multi-scalar complexity, it is
essential to go beyond a purely ‘sectoral,” non-spatial view. It is necessary to incorporate, deeply and
densely, the spatial dimension of reality. In this paper, four aspects of justice are analysed, compared, and
integrated: the social one, the spatial one, the environmental one, and the ecological one. With this, | hope
to contribute to reflecting on the analytical parameters that can help us to build concrete alternatives.

Keywords: Social justice; Spatial justice; Environmental justice; Ecological justice; Right to the planet.

AMBIENTES. Volume 8, NUmero 1, 2026, pp. 307-369. ISSN: 2674-6816
DOI: https://doi.org/10.48075/qmsf4g13

307




Towards a Geographical Theory of Justice: The Right... SOUZA, M. L. de

Rumo a uma teoria geografica da justica:
O direito ao planeta

Resumo

A Geografia “descobriu” o tema da justica social, de forma explicita e profunda, hd pelo menos meio
século, com a publicaco de A justica social e a cidade, de David Harvey. E claro que, muito antes disso, ja
havia gedgrafos que discutiam em profundidade vérios aspectos da (in)justica social; basta pensarmos
nos anarquistas Elisée Reclus e Piotr Kropotkin, mas poderfamos recuar ainda mais no tempo, lembrando
as criticas sociais feitas por Alexander von Humboldt durante seu trabalho de campo nas Américas,
particularmente sua critica a escraviddo. No entanto, é com o famoso livro de Harvey que um tratamento
especificamente geografico do tema da justica social toma forma diretamente, em meio a um arco de
didlogo filoséfico que se estendeu de autores liberais a Marx. Desde entdo, os gedgrafos tém dado
contribuicdes relevantes para refletirmos sobre a dimensdo espacial da justica. O oposto é muito menos
verdadeiro: nos campos que tradicionalmente se dedicaram, durante séculos e até milénios, a discussdes
sobre justica social - em primeiro lugar a Filosofia Politica e o Direito, seguidos posteriormente pela
Sociologia e pela Ciéncia Politica, bem como outras ciéncias sociais —, pouca atencdo tem sido dada as
contribui¢des reais e potenciais da Geografia e da pesquisa sdcio-espacial em geral. Mesmo a crescente
valorizacdo da espacialidade nas humanidades e ciéncias sociais (a célebre “virada espacial”’) ndo levou a
um interesse significativo pela pesquisa e pelas reflexdes dos gedgrafos. Um dos motes deste artigo € o
conceito de ‘“necropolitica”, introduzido pelo intelectual camaronés Achille Mbembe. Em suas
expressdes concretas, a necropolitica é, muito frequentemente, uma eco-necropolitica, a qual nos
confronta com os desafios do metabolismo ecolégico-social. Para enfrentar a “econecropolitica” em toda
a sua complexidade multidimensional e multiescalar, é essencial ir além de uma visdao puramente
“setorial”, ndo espacial. E necessario incorporar, profunda e densamente, a dimensdo espacial da
realidade. Neste artigo, quatro aspectos da justica sao analisados, comparados e integrados: o social, o
espacial, o ambiental e o ecoldgico. Com isso, espero contribuir para a reflexao sobre os parametros
analiticos que podem nos ajudar a construir alternativas concretas.

Palavras-chave: Justica social; Justica espacial; Justica ambiental; Justica ecoldgica; Direito ao planeta.

Hacia una teoria geogriafica de la justicia:
El derecho al planeta

Resumen

La Geografia “descubrié” el tema de la justicia social, de forma explicita y profunda, hace al menos mas
de medio siglo, con la publicacién de Lajusticia social y la ciudad de David Harvey. Claro que, mucho antes,
hubo gedgrafos que profundizaron en diversos aspectos de la (in)justicia social; basta pensar en los
anarquistas Elisée Reclus y Piotr Kropotkin, pero podriamos remontarnos atin mds atréas, recordando las
criticas sociales de Alexander von Humboldt durante su trabajo de campo en las Américas, en particular
su critica a la esclavitud. Sin embargo, es con el famoso libro de Harvey que se configura directamente un
tratamiento especificamente geografico del tema de la justicia social, en medio de un didlogo filosdfico
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que se extendid desde autores liberales hasta Marx. Lo contrario es mucho menos cierto: en los campos
que tradicionalmente se han dedicado, durante siglos e incluso milenios, a los debates sobre justicia social
— en primer lugar la Filosofia Politica y el Derecho, seguidos posteriormente por la Sociologia y la Ciencia
Politica, asi como otras ciencias sociales —, se ha prestado poca atencidn a las contribuciones reales y
potenciales de la Geografia y la investigacidn socioespacial en general. Ni siquiera la creciente apreciacion
de la espacialidad en las humanidades y las ciencias sociales (el célebre “giro espacial’’) ha generado un
interés significativo en las investigaciones y reflexiones de gedgrafos. Desde entonces, los gedgrafos han
hecho contribuciones significativas a nuestra reflexion sobre la dimensién espacial de la justicia. Uno de
los temas centrales de este articulo es el concepto de “necropolitica”, introducido por el intelectual
camerunés Achille Mbembe. En sus expresiones concretas, la necropolitica es a menudo una eco-
necropolitica que nos confronta con los desafios del metabolismo ecoldgico-social Para afrontar la “eco-
necropolitica” en toda su complejidad multidimensional y multiescalar, es esencial ir mas alld de una visién
puramente “sectorial” y no espacial. Es necesario incorporar, profunda y densamente, la dimensién
espacial de la realidad. Este articulo analiza, compara e integra cuatro aspectos de la justicia: el social, el
espacial, el ambiental y el ecoldgico. Con esto espero contribuir a la reflexiéon sobre los pardmetros
analiticos que pueden ayudarnos a construir alternativas concretas.

Palabras clave: Justicia social; Justicia espacial; Justicia ambiental; Justicia ecoldgica; Derecho al planeta.

Introduction: Eco-necropolitics and the injustices of the world

It has been almost half a century since Jean-Francois Lyotard, herald of a supposed
new intellectual (and political) era, proclaimed the end or exhaustion of ‘emancipatory
metanarratives’ — from the Enlightenment to Marxism to psychoanalysis - while
announcing the reign of postmodernism (Lyotard, 1979). This considered any form of
universalism to be ‘out of fashion,” hailing as ‘cool’ a theoretical minimalism and an
ethical-political relativism that easily threatened to descend into analytical fragmentation
and political impotence, if not ethical paralysis and even voyeuristic cynicism. Sure, it
would not be appropriate to reduce postmodernism to an ideological byproduct of
historical pessimism and resignation in the face of the defeats of the social struggles that
shook many countries between the late 1960s and the beginning of the following decade;
and it would be far less fair or sensible to deny postmodern philosophers and intellectuals
any noteworthy contributions. However, it would also be unacceptable to divorce
epistemological shifts and changes in academic moods from the broader economic,

political, and cultural conditions that contextualise and influence the production of
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knowledge, theoretical and philosophical programs, intellectual trends, and research
agendas. It is impossible, therefore, to separate postmodernism from the rise of
Margaret Thatcher to the position of British Prime Minister (in the same year, 1979, that
Lyotard published his key book) and Ronald Reagan to the position of President of the
United States (a year later), both were leading figures in the propaganda and gradual
imposition of neoliberal economic policies. These policies would set the tone for the
1980s, the tragic ‘lost decade,’ as it became known in Latin American countries.

Postmodernism, it must be admitted, reacted to some real problems of the so-
called ‘project of modernity,” which was excessively self-confident — and excessively
Eurocentricinits defence of a universality that was little or not at all sensitive to historical,
geographical, and cultural context. Positivism and scientism even penetrated Marxist
thought itself. The emancipatory perspective of class struggle often seemed unable to
genuinely and without condescension recognise and embrace forms of suffering — such
as racism and male domination - beyond or other than the exploitation of labour, even
though such suffering was inseparable from class-based exploitation. Despite
appearances, however, the minimalist and relativistic exaggeration that characterised
postmodernism had less to do with liberation than with a somewhat contradictory
reaction to a new crisis of capitalism, in which workers were definitively emerging as
losers in the long run. The ‘cure’ was, at least in part, worse than the ‘disease’ itself.
Instead of ‘curing’ the (real) ‘ills’ of the political-intellectual strands and utopian projects
of the 19" and first half of the 20" centuries, postmodernism disqualified the very ideas
of utopia (which Michel Foucault would later attempt to replace with a vague
‘heterotopia’) and revolution (which the same Foucault believed could be replaced by
‘revolts’), in addition to exchanging an analysis of social classes for a reformist (or frankly
liberal) discourse that speaks, at most, of ‘the poor’ and ‘low income.’

The postmodernist ‘antithesis’ has not productively overcome the modernist
‘thesis,” so the question arises: isn’t it high time, within the framework of resistance to

neoliberalism, neofascism, conservatism, and reactionism in general, that we engage in
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the construction of a new ‘synthesis’? This essay is an expression, albeit a modest one, of
this conviction. The theme/problem around which this effort will gravitate is that of
justice, a structuring theme/problem par excellence, and in relation to which | will strive

to demonstrate the importance of highlighting the spatial dimension of social justice.

For Marx and Engels, the history of humanity would be, in its essence, the history
of class struggle (Marx; Engels, 1982). For the Greek-French thinker Cornelius Castoriadis,
the history of humanity, more than (only) the history of class struggle, would be a history
marked by manifestations of hatred for the Other, frequently helping to fuel wars and
carnage, however much economic and other factors need to be considered also
(Castoriadis, 1999; see also Castoriadis, 1990b). It seems an exaggeration to emphasise
‘hatred,” but knowledge of history teaches us that unfortunately the exaggeration, if it
exists, is very small — and that scientific and technological advancement, instead of
making us wiser, has made us, in fact, capable of killing more, and more efficiently. Pure
and simple indifference, the lack of empathy, which produces and reproduces prejudices
and stigmas, is usually just one step away from hatred, which, in turn, results in violence.

The violent death of entire communities — rival groups decimated, armies
annihilated, villages and cities looted and burned, ethnic groups exterminated - has been
a constant feature of human history, and the same can be said of all kinds of physical or
mental suffering, whether or not ending in death. Diseases, famine, and various forms of
suffering have often resulted from factors present in the natural environment (inclement
weather, earthquakes, volcanic eruptions, floods, etc.), but very frequently they have
been imposed by human beings themselves upon one another, in the wake of disputes
over territories and their resources, ethnic animosities, and ideological rivalries.

Inequities, oppressions, and violence have, in fact, often aggravated the tragic effects of
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phenomena that are themselves (at least in part) natural, whose worst consequences
tend to be socially selective. Environmental disasters are to a large extent also social, and
never merely natural. Not to mention diseases whose fatal spread resulted from
processes of conquest and domination of one society by another.

In one way or another, the death of hundreds, thousands, or millions of people,
ordered or commanded by a few (even if accepted, forideological reasons, by many, with
greater or lesser resignation), has always had a component of ‘necropolitics,” to use a
concept that will be explored further in this article. This neologism reflects a new quality
— or several new qualities. It is quite true that, in a certain sense, the world was never the
same after Auschwitz, as Theodor W. Adorno once suggested. However, apart from the
historical inauguration of a perverse ‘industrial rationality’ in the perpetration of
genocide, with the paradigmatic Nazi extermination camps and their gas chambers, the
Holocaust did not even invent concentration camps, which had been introduced by the
British in Africa during the Second Boer War (1899-1902). From colonial hecatombs to the
carnage in the Gaza Strip in the 215t century, mass condemnations to death, starvation, or
disease have been very common, although comparatively little alarm has been produced,
most of the time, when it came to torturing bodies and the taking of non-white, non-
European lives. The colonial (or neocolonial) world has always been full of carnage and
violence, a situation that unfolds to this day - and which was brilliantly reflected by
Cameroonian intellectual Achille Mbembe (2001, 2003, 2019). Be that as it may, the fact is
that the reality of ‘necropolitics’ (Mbembe, 2003, 2019) is much older than the word,
despite any factors that have attracted attention (or awakened philosophical and
scientific awareness) in recent times. Behind the cruelty and genocide, the oppressions
and necropolitics, lies injustice — which may even make use of violence, eventually, but
which is always based on an asymmetry of power.

Before delving into the terrain of necropolitics, however, it is necessary to prepare
the ground by briefly discussing ‘biopolitics,” an idea associated with Michel Foucault, an

author who was cited earlier, negatively in that context, but who undoubtedly made
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relevant contributions to various subjects. (The critique of postmodernists, it should be
understood, is not merely a disqualifying critique here, much less an objection fuelled by
nostalgia for a modernist past to which we should return without significant
reservations.) Even before that, however, it is worth mentioning something about the
concept of power in Hannah Arendt.

Arendt (1985) argued very consistently around the reality of power as a social
relation, and not as a ‘thing’ that could be ‘possessed’ or ‘stored.” In other words —
contrary to what common sense expressions lead us to believe —, one does not ‘take’
power, since it is not something that can be ‘stored.” Power is exercised within the
framework of relationships between people, and it increases or decreases, evaporates or
dissipates as social relations change (for example, as the perceived legitimacy of the
source of power shrinks). Furthermore, and in close connection with this line of
argument, she distinguished between power and violence: the former always implies a
dimension of consent (which does not necessarily mean being democratic), while
violence becomes all the more useful the more insecure or weak the power of the ruler
is. The use of violence would not, therefore, represent an expression of a ruler’s power,
but rather, on the contrary, a symptom that consent is waning, withering. The contrast
established by Arendt between power and violence is most enlightening, which does not
prevent us from affirming that, in the real world, violence (or the threat of the use of
violence) is almost never absent from the arsenal of those who govern. Therefore, while
it is defensible to conceptually distinguish between power and violence, it is not sensible
to attempt to separate them hermetically from one another.

Michel Foucault also advanced our conception of power, although without the
same clarity that we find with Hannah Arendt. Like Arendt, for Foucault power is also a
social relation, or a ‘principle’; power, moreover, is not only ‘negative’ — the power to
prohibit or forbid, to destroy or deconstruct — but can also be, conversely, ‘productive’:
the power to do things, or to allow things to be done. Despite the variety of ‘technologies

of power’ identified and scrutinised by Foucault at different points in his work (see, e.g.,

AMBIENTES. Volume 8, NUmero 1, 2026, pp. 307-369. ISSN: 2674-6816
DOI: https://doi.org/10.48075/qmsf4g13

313




Towards a Geographical Theory of Justice: The Right... SOUZA, M. L. de

Foucault, 1984, 1986, 20083, 2008b), such as discipline, sovereignty, and
‘biopolitics’/‘biopower,’ his approach to the phenomenon was always, ultimately, to see
it as contrasting with emancipation and freedom, even if power was irreducible to
notions such as repression and domination. This applies even to ‘biopolitics’ and
‘biopower,” examples of how power could be very different from pure and simple
oppression (as understood, in an excessively simplistic way, by classical anarchists).

Foucault developed reflections on what he called biopower and biopolitics in the
1970s (Foucault, 2008b). These concepts constitute the backdrop against which Giorgio
Agamben, another relevant author, and later Achille Mbembe made their own seminal
contributions. What does ‘biopolitics’ consist of? Biopolitics (or biopower), according to
Foucault, refers to the techniques used by the state apparatus within modern nation-
states, aimed at the subjugation of bodies and the control of populations - in short,
aimed at the regulation of subjects. It could be used in seemingly diverse domains such
as public health (for example, the assessment and control of epidemics) and various
aspects of the management of public welfare, such as birth control. If biopolitics aims at
social control through the instrumentalisation and state regulation of spheres such as
public health and demographic policy, there are significantly more obscure or sinister
aspects that highlight the visceral and complex relationship between state power and
death (and suffering), especially in the modernity. It was Agamben and Mbembe who
expanded Foucault’s original analysis in this direction, broadening and radicalising it, in
order to explore paths that would lead to the analysis of the most sordid and abominable
relationships between heteronomy, on the one hand, and the subalternisation,
dehumanisation, and torment of human beings, on the other.

In Giorgio Agamben’s work, the privileged role of biopolitics is a crucial
characteristic of our contemporary world; one in which life has often been reduced to
what he called ‘bare life’ — that is, a life deprived of any rights. His notion of homo sacer
was particularly inspired by the historical experience of Nazi concentration and

extermination camps, seen by him as ‘the nomos of the modern’ (that is, a kind of
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paradigm). The camps would be the structure upon which the state of exception would
normally be realised (see Agamben, 2002, p. 177; see also Agamben, 2004). From his point
of view, “[w]hat happened in the camps exceeds (in the sense of being outside) the legal
concept of crime” (Agamben, 2002, p. 173). However, despite the conditions in the Nazi
camps being so extreme in terms of inhumanity — a conditio inhumana, as he emphasises
—, such that the people imprisoned there could only be defined outside the limits of
humanity itself, under the Nazi laws of exception, the camp itself simply corresponded
to the place where the ‘normality’ of the dominion of pure arbitrariness reached its
climax. For Agamben, places like the Guantanamo Bay detention camp, maintained for
those accused of terrorism by the United States government (an example he made
famous), are an expression of the contemporaneity of both the state of exception and
its spatial symbol, the concentration camp. In such spaces, “[the] condemned to death
and the inhabitants of the camp are, therefore, somehow unconsciously likened to
homines sacri, compared to a life that can be killed without committing murder”
(Agamben, 2002, p. 166).

Under the arbitrary rule of a state of exception, a person accused of committing a
crime may, among other things, be deprived of the possibility of self-representation.
Their citizenship may be suppressed and their dignity disregarded; in fact, they become
completely powerless. However, an environmental sacrifice zone — a place
heteronomously chosen to receive toxic waste or to be affected by pollution without
respect for human or non-human life —, for instance, while obviously not as extreme in
terms of heteronomy as a concentration camp (or any prison under the dynamics of a
state of exception), also contains the ingredients of a blatant devaluation of human life...

At this juncture, Achille Mbembe’s concept of ‘necropolitics’ can help to further
illuminate our discussion on (in)justice from a Global South perspective. Mbembe
believes that Michel Foucault’s concept of biopolitics, used by Agamben in a modified
version, is not sufficient to explain certain modes of control and regulation of subjects.

Instead of biopolitics, he speaks of necropolitics, a set of practices that go beyond a mere
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process of “inscribing bodies in disciplinary apparatuses” (Mbembe, 2003, p. 34). For him,
“(...) the ultimate expression of sovereignty resides, to a large degree, in the power and
capacity to dictate who may live and who must die” (Mbembe, 2003, p. 11). From Africa
to Kosovo to Palestine, death zones are created where human life is almost entirely
devalued. This is the essence of necropolitics, which is obviously related to asymmetries,
inequalities, racism, and the devaluation of bodies and lives. It is therefore related to
heteronomy (the opposite of autonomy), and to particularly high degrees of oppression.
In short, it is related to injustices, including their most odious and cruel forms.

How do we fight injustice? By trying to apply justice. But what does justice consist
of? For millennia, people have tried to answer this question, and the debate remains
heated. The issue is as fundamental as it is difficult.

In this essay, | will take a shortcut to preliminarily address the meaning of justice in
the next section (I will stand on the shoulders of giants, especially Castoriadis), while at
the same time introducing a problem and a challenge to be faced in subsequent sections.
The problem: the existence of various disconnected or poorly connected facets of justice.
The challenge: to reflect on how they could be connected to each other. And, in each
situation, without losing sight of the scourge that afflicts us and motivates this essay: eco-
necropolitics, a term with which | seek, with the help of the prefix ‘eco,’ to highlight some
specific and often underestimated or little-considered dimensions of necropolitics. Eco-

necropolitics itself is multifaceted, and it haunts us on many scales and in many places.

1. What is justice? (First approximation)

The first distinction to be made is that between interpersonal and social justice.
Despite the fact that all individuals in a given society are like ‘microcosms’ of the larger
society, socialised and more or less shaped and influenced by social values and the social

imaginary, friction between two individuals is not necessarily an expression of social
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injustice in the strict sense. When a child accuses her or his father of being unfair because
she or hereceived a punishment that, in her or his view, was undeserved, what is at stake
is probably a situation of interpersonal injustice; when a child goes hungry because her
or his parents cannot feed her or him adequately, or when a child feels humiliated by
suffering racist insults at school, we are faced with a situation that reflects a context of
social injustice.

For two millennia, Western philosophical thought on social justice has revolved,
essentially, around the problem of the distribution of socially generated wealth. Plato,
Aristotle, Jeremy Bentham, Immanuel Kant, John Stuart Mill, Karl Marx, Piotr Kropotkin
and other classical anarchists, John Rawls: all of them are more or less ‘canonical’ authors
in the West, who centred their interests on the discussion of distributive justice, even
though their doctrines raise questions that extend beyond these limits. Be that as it may,
each one offered their own seminal answers to the question ‘what is just?’, and any
serious attempt to answer this question cannot fail to acknowledge what these thinkers
proposed — whether to agree or disagree, entirely or partially.

Let’s begin with the Greeks — Plato and his most illustrious disciple, Aristotle. In his
most celebrated dialogue, The Republic (Plato, 2000), Plato presents an account of his
master, Socrates, discussing justice and injustice. Ultimately, The Republic, in which
Socrates argues and delves into a wide range of topics, is a defence of politics as an
instrument for promoting justice and virtue. It argues that politics should be conducted
by enlightened rulers who would treat it with mathematical precision — quite the
opposite of what the philosophers and oratory teachers known as Sophists, rivals of
Socrates and Plato, proposed. It was Aristotle, however, who bequeathed to us the most
powerful reflection of Greek Antiquity on justice and injustice, elevating the debate to a
higher level that serves as a reference even today.

For ancient Greece, justice was a moral virtue that should be applied both to the
individual level — the person who acts justly — and to socio-political arrangements - the

just polis, the just society. We can see, therefore, that the discussion about justice has
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always articulated two facets: ethics (the good, the good life, a dignified life) and politics
(the power and institutional relations that best ensure what is right, honourable,
dignified, and acceptable). A characteristic of classical Antiquity, even in the case of the
Greeks, was the absence of an individualistic perspective on the role of the individual:
interpersonal justice and the just individual were conceived against the backdrop of the
happiness (in Greek, eudaimonia, understood as a ‘good life,” a life of dignity) of the
community as a whole. Thus, when Aristotle enunciated the famous principle that doing
justice is treating equals equally and unequals unequally, in proportion to their
inequalities (Aristotle, 2004, Book V, Chapter 3), the criteria of equality and inequality
were drawn from a collective, social level.” Similarly, when Plato based his idea of justice
on a hierarchical and a priori conception according to which justice consists of granting
each person what is legitimately due to them within the framework of a natural
distribution of talents and potentials, what would be due to each person would be
established by the social order (the ideal social order, in Plato, being a centralised
structure in which knowledge and merit should be the fundamental parameters, with the
wise occupying the top of a political-social pyramid in which everyone should ‘know their
place’ and accept it, from the slave to the ‘philosopher-king’).

Justice is thus related to giving each person her or his due; that is, what she or he
deserves. The essential questions are: who deserves it or not, and what exactly is
deserved? The normative principle that Aristotle offered to guide practical life — “treat
equals equally and unequals unequally” — opens up many interpretative possibilities, but
it cannot be read outside of a historical context. Who is, in each culture and each historical
moment, within the framework of each imaginary, ‘equal’ or ‘unequal,” and for what

reasons? The Aristotelian principle, according to the values and perceptions prevailing in

' In the Nicomachean Ethics, Aristotle not only addresses this principle of justice, which refers to distributive justice
and to which he attributes the property of corresponding to a ‘geometric proportion.” He also explores what he
calls corrective justice, which, for him, corresponds to an ‘arithmetic proportion’: “subtract unjust gain of one party,
to make up for loss by the other party.” Although corrective justice does not need to be considered only on an
interpersonal level, since it can, on the contrary, also be used to reflect on the relationships between social groups
(which takes the debate to another level of complexity), in this article | have chosen to highlight Aristotle’s reflection
on distributive justice.

AMBIENTES. Volume 8, NUmero 1, 2026, pp. 307-369. ISSN: 2674-6816
DOI: https://doi.org/10.48075/qmsf4g13

318




Towards a Geographical Theory of Justice: The Right... SOUZA, M. L. de

his time, allowed for the acceptance as natural of both slavery and the non-citizen status
of women - two categories that, along with a third, foreigners, were excluded from the
exercise of political life in the public space of the polis. For Aristotle (as well as for Plato),
there were individuals predestined, by their very nature, to be slaves, while others were
born to govern, to be masters; similarly, he considered women naturally inferior to men,
hence justifying their exclusion from public life. (Plato did not hold a very different
opinion from that of his most illustrious disciple on this point, but he considered that, for
the good of the polis, it would be desirable for the political rights of men and women to
be equal.)

We can understand and extend the Aristotelian principle in such a way that it not
only makes sense but also has a progressive content in our times. For example, if we
ignore the effects of structural situations of injustice, accumulated over the centuries,
such as the persistent inequalities that derive from the existence of slavery in countries
like Brazil until a few generations ago, we will neglect the need for an approach that
recognises that the population of a city is not homogeneous in terms of access to
educational and employment opportunities. The same reasoning applies to inequalities
arising from the ‘natural lottery,’ such as the fact that there are people who have special
needs in terms of mobility, such as being wheelchair users, visually impaired, etc.: the
population of a city is heterogeneous with regard to ease or difficulty of mobility in urban
space. Without affirmative action policies promoting inclusion, and without adequate
equipment and adaptations of urban spaces — which presuppose recognising differences
in terms of the full exercise of dignity that must be guaranteed for all — a falsely ‘equal’
treatment would only serve to reproduce disparities, exclusions, and asymmetries.

Be that as it may, however much a formal principle of justice, such as the one
Aristotle presents in his Nicomachean Ethics, may serve as a source of inspiration and have
a validity that spans centuries and millennia, its use is never ahistorical. It is within the
framework of each particular society that a formal principle or criterion acquires concrete

meaning, and this is what led, in Aristotle’s time (and for Aristotle himself), to ‘treat
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equals equally and unequals unequally’ justifying inequalities considered unacceptable in
our time.

The world and social imaginaries are constantly transforming, which does not
mean that, from an emancipatory perspective, history follows a linear and cumulative
progression. It is no coincidence that, at the dawn of industrial capitalism, and specifically
in England, a very different interpretation of justice from that of the Greeks was
proposed, though not necessarily a better one: utilitarianism, whose most emblematic
representative was Jeremy Bentham. According to utilitarians, ‘pragmatically,” the
yardstick for measuring what is just and unjust should not be determined by intentions,
but by outcomes. Nothing could be more in keeping with the spirit of a mode of
production like capitalism, less inclined to induce people to adhere to substantive
content of what is ‘worthy,” ‘honourable,” and ‘correct’ or ‘virtuous,” and more prone to
encouraging the flexible application of the notion of ‘utility’ (precisely what should be
maximised) according to varying conveniences. A prime example of a consequentialist
doctrine of justice — one that focuses on the practical consequences of actions and
decisions, rather than on values and parameters established speculatively about ‘honour’
and ‘virtue’ — utilitarianism, nevertheless, is perfectly capable of concealing and helping
to perpetuate abject inequalities: the criterion according to which what is just is what
maximises utility for the greatest number of people can be used to justify the exploitation
and oppression of minorities by a majority.

In the West, conceptions of social justice have oscillated between these two poles
for centuries: intentions vs. outcomes. Immanuel Kant, for example, like Aristotle, was an
essentialist: to act justly was to act according to the principles he called the ‘categorical
imperative’ (= always act in such a way that your actions can be generalised and serve as
the basis for a hypothetical universal moral law, and always act taking other people as
ends in themselves, and never merely as means). Furthermore, the true moral foundation
would be the action he called ‘autonomous,’ that is, an expression of the rational

individual’ use of her/his intellectual faculties, and not a simple expression of convenience

AMBIENTES. Volume 8, NUmero 1, 2026, pp. 307-369. ISSN: 2674-6816
DOI: https://doi.org/10.48075/qmsf4g13

320




Towards a Geographical Theory of Justice: The Right... SOUZA, M. L. de

or obligations (e.g., legal). For John Stuart Mill, in contrast, the criterion was of a
consequentialist type, and he tried to smooth out Bentham’s most serious flaws without,
however, abandoning utilitarianism. In Karl Marx’s case, things are less obvious at first
glance, since he did not spend much paper and ink on specifically moral discussions;
nevertheless, it would not be absurd to see his defence of the emancipation of workers
and the revolutionary overcoming of capitalism as a sophisticated form of
consequentialism (albeit very distinct from utilitarianism), since, in Marx, the path to
building a just society is the means through which social energies can be released, and
economic and political shackles can be broken. Classical anarchists (Kropotkin and
others) tended much more clearly towards moral considerations (praising human
perfectibility and the ‘inherently good nature’ of human beings) than Marx and Marxists;
anarchists’ insistence on pedagogy, as opposed to the Machiavellianism of Marx
(‘dictatorship of the proletariat’) and, even more so, of Lenin (‘democratic centralism’),
seems to indicate a primacy of moral essentialism, not consequentialism. In fact, this
seems to be one of the most fundamental differences between Marxists and anarchists.

In any case, it was not until the second half of the 20" century that some thinkers
emphatically began to call for conceptions that would allow us to go beyond distributive
justice in order to include factors of human well-being such as recognition and dignity.
While someone like John Rawls, who brilliantly renewed the liberal tradition (see Rawls,
1999), or Brian Barry, who commented on and complemented Rawls’s liberal
egalitarianism (Barry, 1995), are still quite bound to the paradigm of distributive justice,
and do not go beyond the Western canon itself and its typical ambition for universalism,
other authors, especially from the 1970s and 1980s onwards, have broadened the
boundaries of philosophical and political thinking on the just and the unjust.

Iris Young was a philosopher who took on the task of thematising and analysing
the different types of oppression related to distinct manifestations of injustice (Young,
1990). She identifies five basic types: exploitation, marginalisation, powerlessness, cultural

imperialism, and violence. We can (and should) discuss the greater or lesser felicity in the
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choice of certain terms, as well as the complex overlaps between these various types of
oppression; it is undeniable, however, that she encourages us, through sensitive and
dense reflection, to confront the multifaceted nature of injustice, which is definitively
irreducible to distributive injustice or the question of exploitation in the strict sense. This
is something that, incidentally, Castoriadis had already done, in an even more dense way,
albeit not so systematically, in the midst of his critique of narrow Marxist ‘class-centrism’
and economism [see, for instance, Castoriadis, 1975, 1978, 1985, 2013].

At this point, it is worth introducing a fundamental challenge that Western
philosophers were slow to recognise: the relationship between justice and cultural
plurality, which obliges scholars and activists to relativise (without completely denying)
universalism and to break with Eurocentrism (which is obviously not the same as ignoring
or underestimating the weight of the Western philosophical heritage). Within the
Western tradition itself, since the second half of the 20" century, we have had authors
who recognise, to a large extent, the limits of universalism: in addition to Iris Young, are
Alasdair McCintyre (1988, 2007) and Michael Walzer (1983), for instance. However, it is
from the Global South that the most explicit and eloquent contributions in this regard
have come, from the work of Latin American, Asian and African intellectuals (see, for an
overview of contemporary Latin American contributions, Castro-Gémez and Grosfoguel,
[2007]; for an excellent example of recent African contributions, see Mbembe [2025]) to
the praxis of various social movements (especially, due to their influence also on the level
of ideas, Mexican Zapatistas’ paradigmatic example [Marcos, 2007, 2008, 2011]) — all of
them strongly driven by anti-colonial/postcolonial/decolonial sentiments and

convictions.?

> Although radical intellectuals from the Global South have, in the past, often limited themselves to importing
European critical thought, with very little concern for the difficulties of transplantation and the need for adaptation
or reinvention, there has nevertheless been no shortage of thinkers and activists who have contributed
extraordinarily to decolonising critical thought many decades before the ‘decolonial turn’ of the early 215t century
came into vogue: one need only think, among Marxists, of the Peruvian José Carlos Mariategui; among anarchists,
of the Mexican Enrique Flores Magén — and the list would be almost endless, ranging from the Cuban José Marti to
the Brazilian Darcy Ribeiro.
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To understand injustice and, above all, to build justice, it is essential to accept that
different cultures perceive and experience what is just and unjust differently. Numerous
justice systems exist and, consequently, numerous parameters for judging what is just
and what is unjust.3 If this is not properly understood, we risk suggesting measures and
actions that, under the pretext of correcting injustices, end up generating others.
However, things are far from simple. To what extent can opportunism and casuistry take
advantage of supposed ‘cultural particularities’ and ‘ancestral traditions’ without these
particularities and this ancestry being proven? (Or, even if proven otherwise, does the
fact that it is a particularity or tradition sanctify and justify everything a priori?) To what
extent will it be difficult or impossible to sweep under the epistemic-political rug
contradictions between local and regional cultural specificities, which need to be taken
into account, and universal (or rather: universalised) values, which have been
incorporated by social groups and used by them in a struggle against what they
themselves (or some of their members) see as oppressive and unjust situations? Is it
reasonable to abdicate all value judgments and solidarity-based dialogue in the name of
an abstract principle of non-interference? Where does respectful and cautious non-
interference end and indifference (or cowardice) begin? Where does practical solidarity
end and undue and arrogant intervention (or imperialism disguised as ‘humanitarian aid”)
begin? There are no simple formulas to solve these problems. However, there are more
and less fruitful paths. | will propose, by way of general framework, one of them, which
is the same one | have been advocating for four decades.

In my understanding, the most decisive philosophical contribution to thinking
about justice, amidst the tense relationship between ethical universalism and cultural
particularisms, came with the work of Cornelius Castoriadis and the key question of
autonomy. Not that the ‘project of autonomy,’ in its Castoriadian formulation, is a non

plus ultra, a kind of ‘unsurpassable horizon,” however rich, powerful, and profound it may

3 Even with regard to environmental justice, which is pivotal to the discussions in this article, several initiatives have
been taking place to value indigenous systems and non-Western traditions of justice (a formidable example is the
Indigenous Environmental Justice Project in Canada).
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be. It is necessary to know how to go beyond Castoriadis, complementing or calibrating
his thought, precisely to overcome, for example, both the limits of an Eurocentric
experience, from which he could not completely detach himself,# and, moreover, his
negligence towards the spatial dimension of reality (see, on this, Souza, 2017). In any
case, at the end of this section, what matters is to highlight the spirit of the idea of
autonomy in Castoriadis’s philosophical work, concisely evidencing the reasons why it
can be so useful to us.

First of all, as Castoriadis never tired of repeating, justice and freedom are always
intertwined. In fact, from a radical (and radically democratic) standpoint, the basic
question of power (but also of justice) is precisely the question of freedom, not exactly

the question of ‘happiness,’ which ultimately is a private matter.> Power, in a very general

4 1t would probably be neither rigorous nor fair to qualify Castoriadis’s thought as typically Eurocentric, since this
adjective presupposes a cognitive and ethical closure or narrowing of mind that, honestly, we cannot accuse
Castoriadis of. Nevertheless, a certain Eurocentric bias inhabits his thought, despite him having bequeathed to us
extremely insightful and sensitive reflections on racism (Castoriadis, 1990) and the psychic and social roots of hatred
(Castoriadis, 1999). On the one hand, the (relative) privileging he granted to the European or classical Greek
experience, such as the birth of philosophy (in the strong sense) and the idea of democracy, is empirically grounded
in historical experience, and does not serve as a basis for an imputation of ‘Eurocentrism’. On the other hand,
however, asserting a specificity of the West in its way of dealing with otherness throws us into the lap of a paradox
that is not without risks. If we accept that cultures are equal in their dignity, but also establish that Western culture
is ‘more equal than others’ (and, in that respect, superior), because it is the one that, on the foundations of unlimited
questioning and robust cosmopolitanism, admits the relativisation of its own centrality, will we be opening the
doors to an intervention from the outside, in the name of human rights, democracy, and so many other Western
values? The problem is not, obviously, that Castoriadis’s biographical trajectory, of Greek origin and based in France,
entailed an experiential horizon with evident and understandable limitations — in such a way that his perspective
presents gaps -, since this limitation will always happen to any of us. The problem is different: A layer of
‘commonality’ (or ‘generality,” or even ‘universality’) is a valid proposition; however, taking any culture as absolutely
valid as a yardstick to measure and judge others (in this case, the West and its supposed intrinsic values) deserves,
at the very least, serious reservations. If we are not careful, supposedly ‘benevolent’ interferences can always be
distorted and instrumentalised in opportunistic and heteronomous ways. The interesting thing is that autonomy as
a principle and parameter is a tool that Castoriadis, like no other, helped to value, and this tool allows us to face the
dialectic between ethical universalism and cultural particularism in a particularly balanced way (which does not
mean that it provides a ‘recipe,’ but rather points of reference to face the challenge, case by case). It is up to other
observers, situated in other spaces and times, to complement and enrich Castoriadis’s debate on the struggle
against heteronomy, including ethnocentrism, by bringing other perspectives.

5> As he stressed, “L’objectif de la politique n’est pas le bonheur, c’est la liberté.” (= “The goal of politics is not
happiness, it is freedom”). Unfortunately, a crucial aspect of the original text risks being lost in translation: the
difference between la politique (the conscious, reflexive, self-instituting activity of citizens to challenge the
instituted society) and le politique (the laws, rules, and agents of the established order — that is, of the instituted
society).
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sense, can be heteronomous (as it is in most concrete historical cases, but by no means
in all!) or autonomous (as envisioned by radical democratic politics).

To exercise power is to exercise influence; that is, to lead other individuals to act
in accordance with what we believe is good, just, useful, or convenient. This can,
obviously, be achieved through deception, blackmail, bribery, and even the threat of
violence (expressions and means of heteronomous power), but it can also be achieved
through rational persuasion, the free exchange of arguments, and debate under
conditions of transparent access to information and effective equality of participation in
decision-making (which characterises the horizontality of autonomous power).

Making justice dependent on autonomy presupposes that there can be no justice
without freedom for all; that is, without overcoming oppression and exploitation,
structural power imbalances, and the subjugation of some social groups (classes,
ethnicities, etc.) by others. Injustice, therefore, relates to heteronomy in its various
manifestations, and these circumstances do not even need to be scandalous, like brutal
and cruel oppression: a structural social hierarchy between those who decide and those
who do not decide on matters of collective interest already characterises heteronomy
and, therefore, injustice. It does not matter if the despotism is ‘enlightened,” if the
tutelage of some over others has ‘good intentions,’ or if a social group claims privileges
to deserve a larger share of wealth or respect: all of these are ways of justifying
heteronomy and, consequently, injustice. It should be clarified that it is not assumed here
that autonomy always guarantees the ‘right decisions’ regarding material and political
outcomes: a community can logically decide, autonomously, to embrace a project (going
to war, building an engineering work, etc.) that will prove to be a fiasco. That is not the
point. The quintessential point is that, from the perspective of autonomy as a principle
and parameter, a community must have the right to make mistakes — even because, let us
faceit, it has never been proven that, in general, the deprivation of liberty and structural
hierarchies guarantee better outcomes, even materially. The result of a collective

decision can be (apparently) good or bad, in its material consequences; however,
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politically and pedagogically, if the decision-making process was heteronomous, that is,
if one part of society found itself and finds itself under the tutelage of another part (or is
blatantly dominated and oppressed), there is no way the process can be fair, given that
the regime is unjust. There are no ‘economic gains’ that can, in the long run and
considering everything, justify despotism and authoritarianism, however supposedly
‘enlightened’ it may be.

Castoriadis emphasises that autonomy has two interconnected and
interdependent aspects: individual and collective autonomy. These two aspects are like
two sides of the same coin: there are no free individuals (or effective ‘individual freedoms’
for all) in a society whose political institutions and modes of production and distribution
of material wealth are not themselves free and guarantors of freedom - and vice versa
(see Castoriadis, 2013). This understanding is essential for overcoming false dilemmas and
false oppositions, such as ‘equality vs. freedom’ (there can be no real equality without
effective freedom, and the converse is no less true) and ‘individual vs. society’ (given that
the individual is ‘socially constructed,” and cannot be understood outside of a cultural
context) (Castoriadis, 2013). This understanding, moreover, is equally essential to help us
overcome the apparent contradiction (as interpreted by those who have striven to treat
class struggle and other emancipatory agendas as more or less mutually incompatible)
between material distribution (the core of distributive justice) and cultural dignity and
self-respect (that is, justice as recognition). Finally, it is also essential for the task of
helping to navigate the turbulent sea of tension between ethical universalism and
cultural/identity particularism. In all these cases, the operationalisation of autonomy as a
principle and parameter depends on an epistemological and methodological valorisation
of spatiality, as we will see in more detail later.

For now, it suffices to state that the idea of autonomy, if well managed, allows us
to relativise (dialectically) without falling into inconsequential relativism. What does
‘managing it well’ mean? It means not mutilating its meaning, exploring the potential for

audacity present in the very etymology of the word. ‘Autonomy’ has become, in recent
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decades, an important term in the vocabulary of many social movements, especially in
so-called ‘Latin’ America, or Abya Yala. However, not infrequently, a supposed
‘autonomy’ is proclaimed without questioning structural heteronomous characteristics
(such as patriarchy or gerontocracy) within a given social, regional, and/or culturally
defined group. There may be some gains in autonomy (for example, in relation to other
social groups, or in relation to the nation-state) without, however, certain structural
hierarchies having been eliminated...

Thanks to the idea of autonomy, we canleave behind the biases that have hindered
our progress (for generations sometimes): the economism that only concerns itself with
class contradictions and distributive justice, as if eliminating exploitation in the sphere of
production would automatically eliminate all real and imaginable sources of oppression
(racism, male domination, homophobia, cruelty towards animals, etc.); but also its
opposite, the (multi)cultural identity politics of liberal origin that tends to neglect classes
and disdain or avoid an anti-systemic, anti-capitalist stance, sanctifying traditions (with or
without quotation marks) and valuing demands of a cultural and customary nature within
capitalist society. Adopting autonomy as a principle and parameter opens many doors,
without closing any, weaving together the multiple facets of a robust emancipatory

project.

2. ‘Planetary eco-necropolitics’

Let us now return to Achille Mbembe and necropolitics. Without in any way
intending to deny the great magnitude of his contribution, something fundamental is,
however, insufficiently present in Mbembe’s oeuvre: the geographical dimension of life
and death. His ideas open up new avenues, and a book like the impressive and beautifully
written The Earthly Community (Mbembe, 2025) is permeated from beginning to end by

ecological concerns on a planetary scale. But these ideas need to be complemented and
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calibrated by specific theorisations and further developed through empirical studies. If
the ‘human condition’ (an expression that is the title of a famous book by Hannah Arendt)
is an ‘earthly condition,” as Mbembe acknowledges, the ‘earthly condition’ arises from
the intimate relationship of human beings (as well as non-human beings) with
geographical space. Again: Mbembe is not oblivious to the ecological dimension of
human suffering (a lack of awareness that would be difficult to explain in the current
world). But he does not go beyond inspired and inspiring, but very general comments -
undoubtedly revealing of sensitivity, but far from an attempt at systematic examination.
Be that as it may, although his discussion of the ‘earthly community’ lacks detailed
explanations about the socio-ecological metabolism under capitalism and its problems,
this is not something that geographers should demand from a historian and political
theorist like him. The task is fundamentally ours, and he has done his part admirably.

Furthermore, while Achille Mbembe deals with situations frequently involving
genocide, enslavement and torture, what | call eco-necropolitics also revolves around
something less spectacularly dramatic, though not necessarily less tragic, and by no
means free from violence. International transfers of ecostress® and the corresponding
formation of sacrifice zones generate enormous daily environmental suffering, which, in
turn, is linked to situations of violence (both symbolic and even physical, in certain cases).
In short, when we examine the usual problem situations of environmental injustice,
tragedy is always present — not to mention those most extreme cases of eco-
necropolitics, which is when, in the midst of wars, a ‘scorched earth’ policy or the cutting
off of access to vital resources (such as water) is perpetrated in order to force an enemy
to surrender or, quite simply, to annihilate them.

Considering my own purposes, | would like to adjust or adapt Mbembe’s definition

to the reality of environmental sacrifice zones through an inversion. Let us recall that, as

® Ecostress can be defined as the result of pressure exerted on an environment, causing negative effects of various
types — and with diverse consequences - depending on the duration and intensity (which can range from a simple
disturbance or temporary instability to various levels of degradation and transformation and ultimately to
destruction).
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Mbembe tells us, the ultimate expression of sovereignty, in its necropolitical expression,
resides in the power and capacity “to dictate who may live and who must die.” The
exercise of eco-necropolitics confronts us with something slightly different, less
dramatic: eco-necropolitical power consists of the capacity of the state apparatus
(directly) or capitalist firms (indirectly) to dictate the spatial and environmental
conditions that will determine who should live (the elites and the middle classes, valued
both as a group and at the individual level) and who may die (those who belong to the
hyper-precarious working class, whose labour power is necessary, but whose lives are
concretely treated as disposable at the individual level).

Social justice has been treated sectorally by philosophers and social scientists.
However, to confront eco-necropolitics in all its multidimensional and multi-scalar
complexity, it is essential to move beyond a purely ‘sectoral,” non-spatial perspective. It
is necessary to incorporate the geographical dimension thoroughly.

It is imperative to note how, in eco-necropolitics, the ecological dimension is
ultimately intertwined with international geopolitics itself: the export of toxic waste
(waste dumping), ‘carbon leakage,” and the conversion of countries and regions into
‘pollution havens’ require us to consider borders, ‘extraterritoriality,” and the role of the
state, international agencies, and multinational/transnational corporations — always
within the framework of imperialism and dependency as they have manifested
themselves in recent decades, in the context of globalisation (relativised, incidentally, by
the neo-protectionism of recent years). All this without even mentioning the armed
conflicts around the world - ‘low-intensity wars,’ civil wars, etc. — that have caused so
many tragedies for humans and non-humans (animals, plants, soils, water bodies). Taking
seriously the intersection of ecology, human and non-human health, and justice leads us,
sooner or later, to geopolitical considerations on various scales: from the international
level, with its power blocs and intergovernmental institutional arrangements, to regional

and local actors, including the role of nation-states and their room for manoeuvre.
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It is important to emphasise something that was mentioned in the previous
paragraph: human lives are not the only ones that matter. Frequently, the deaths of non-
humans have been industrialised (agribusiness) or simply trivialised, as occurs with all
environmental catastrophes (oil spills and similar events) in which countless lives or
entire ecosystems perish. Nevertheless, not all humans profit from the destruction of
ecosystems and the suffering inflicted on non-humans, just as all of this, at its core, is
intertwined with the exploitation and oppression of some humans by others. Overuse of
pesticides, deforestation, destruction of ecosystems, confined breeding of animals, and
the abuse of animals as test subjects are inseparable from chains of production and
transfer of surplus value, as well as from a wide variety of health problems that
particularly affect the most vulnerable social groups.

The ‘more-than-human’ necropolitics and the injustices and attacks against animal
rights, the ‘ecocides,” the human and ecological cost of wars of all kinds, the sacrifice
zones, and the ‘banality of evil’ on all scales (the suffering and deaths from pollution,
disasters, and other daily tragedies, especially in the Global South, where bodies and lives
are racistically disregarded and devalued): this, in short, is the broad scope of planetary
eco-necropolitics. From an ethical perspective not guided by exacerbated
anthropocentrism, but rather by a humanism that does not exclude empathy and respect
for the dignity and rights of non-humans, the critique of necropolitics must be a critique
of eco-necropolitics. Moreover, it needs to be planetary, thus understanding the complex
interconnection of the various scales of analysis and action.

Now, it is not only the examination of injustices that requires a geographical focus:
the theorising about justice itself needs to be densely spatialised. This is what this essay
is about, in which, however, the intention is not to offer a narrowly disciplinary view (as
if a ‘geographical theory’ of justice were something restricted to academic geography,
and as if its purpose were to reinforce disciplinary boundaries), but rather to draw
attention to the strategic relevance of the spatial dimension, while inviting an

interdisciplinary debate and, if possible, a transdisciplinary perspective.
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3. Explaining further the relevance of a ‘geographical theory’ of justice

| already clarified this at the end of the previous section, but it does not hurt to
reiterate it: by a ‘geographical theory’ of justice | do not mean a theorisation held hostage
by any disciplinary narrow-mindedness, as if it were a ‘matter for geographers’ (and only
for them). What | wish to emphasise is simply that space is not an epiphenomenon. It is
not enough to apply a spatial veneer, and the matter would be resolved. It is necessary
to spatialise the debate on justice, no less than to contextualise it historically.

Geography explicitly and profoundly explored the theme of social justice at least
half a century ago with the publication of David Harvey’s Social Justice and the City
(Harvey, 1973). Of course, geographers had discussed various aspects of social (in)justice
in depth long before that; we need only think of the anarchists Elisée Reclus (1830-1905)
and Piotr Kropotkin (1842-1921), but we could even go back further in time, recalling the
social critiques made by Alexander von Humboldt (1769-1859) during his fieldwork in the
Americas, particularly his condemnation of slavery. Nevertheless, it is with Harvey’s book
that a specifically geographical treatment of the theme of social justice takes shape more
directly, within a range of philosophical dialogue that extended from liberal authors to
Karl Marx. We can certainly desire greater depth and systematicity from geography in
dealing with the theme of justice, but it would not be fair to accuse it of ignoring the
subject.

The opposite is far less true: the fields of knowledge that have traditionally been
most concerned with a discussion of social justice for centuries and millennia - political
philosophy and law, followed by sociology and political science, as well as by other social
sciences - have given little attention to the real or potential contributions of geography.
With a few exceptions, even the growing appreciation of spatiality in the humanities and
social sciences (the celebrated ‘spatial turn’) has not led to a noticeable interest in the
research and reflections of geographers on the topic of justice. Here too, however, the

exceptions are mostly due to a few geographers, almost invariably English-speaking ones
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(such as Harvey), who are occasionally remembered by some social science and law
theorists. Many justice theorists, in fact, view the spatial aspect of reality with great
interest, but it often does not occur to them that geographers can be excellent
interlocutors on this matter. Such a lack of dialogue was precisely the case with the
reflections of philosopher and sociologist Henri Lefebvre on the ‘right to the city’ — who,
praised by many geographers, never reciprocated the compliment. Perhaps this
widespread indifference is conditioned by factors such as a still very traditional image of
geography as a tedious ‘school geography,’ but it would certainly not be justifiable to
blame only the geographers themselves for this ignorance. Ultimately, the positivist
division of academic labour is responsible for perpetuating communication difficulties.

It is worthwhile to summarise in a few paragraphs, albeit merely as an
introduction, what | believe to be the relevance of the spatial dimension to achieving
autonomy, fighting against heteronomy, and consequently, overcoming injustices and
making justice a reality. After that, then it will be time to delve into the different facets
of justice and their interrelationships (section 4).

‘Spatialising’ the ‘project of autonomy’ (Castoriadis: projet d’autonomie) is an
inevitable challenge. And, to begin with, it must be noted that this ‘spatialisation’ has
numerous aspects, some of the initial and most fundamental issues having to do with
geographical scale and, more precisely, with the combination of scales (from an analytical
point of view) and with the ‘social construction of scale’ and the ‘politics of scale’ (with
regard to the subjects’ own practices). It is necessary, with the help of the spatial
dimension, to leave no doubt as to the meaning of ‘autonomy’ now employed. It
constitutes a usurpation to use ‘autonomy’ to designate processes of self-enclosure,
escapism or separatism — such as when a privileged group segregates itself into its gated
community (condominio exclusivo, barrio cerrado, etc.), trying to distance itself as much
as possible from the poor, whose presence is considered unpleasant and even
‘threatening’, but upon whom it depends as domestic workers, employees, labourers,

etc. (see, on this issue, Souza, 2006). Usurpation, without a doubt, because this version
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of ‘autonomy’ is achieved through the exercise of heteronomy on a broader scale. It is
ethically indefensible and, from a left-libertarian, autonomist perspective, politically
inconsistent, because it has nothing to do with justice and freedom. Add to this the
problem of political-spatial integration between those who advocate the construction of
an autonomous society or, in a hypothetical non-heteronomous society of the future,
have already managed to build institutions that represent a high degree of autonomy:
how to articulate decision-making processes equitably and efficiently, given needs that
involve cooperation between various agents and the consideration of issues relating to
different spaces and scales? Principles and general guidelines have already been tested
and should, in any case, be discussed (as | attempted, primarily, in Souza [2006, 2017]),
but it is up to praxis to (re)invent concrete solutions, which certainly will not be uniform
and invariable. Making the ‘project of autonomy’ viable requires that several concrete
issues be considered and adequately ‘operationalised,” which presupposes taking into
account space in its multiple facets. Some of these issues, generally clearly articulated

with each other, are the following:

®» New social relations (radically democratic decision-making dynamics, less
individualistic, non-massified and non-atomised forms of housing, more convivial
technologies and productive processes, etc.) demand new material spatial forms to
accommodate them. Adequate spaces to accommodate large-scale popular assemblies
are an obvious case, but issues of housing and habitat, production, consumption,
circulation, leisure, etc., would equally require refunctionalisations and restructurings of
spatial forms and organisation. When Castoriadis observes that “true human freedom
presupposes that each person has their own time” (“la vraie liberté humaine suppose
de disposer de son temps” [Castoriadis, 2002:82]), only the limitations of his approach
” o«

to space prevent him from adding: “et de son espace”, “and their own space”. Or, even
more rigorously: their own spacetime.

®» Decision-making will occur at various scale levels, not only at the level of the most
immediate spaces of housing and work. Therefore, the limits and responsibilities of the
different decision-making levels, relating to the competences and attributions of
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different deliberative institutions at various scales (articulated among themselves
according to the federative principle), will need to be established according to socio-
spatial identities, economic exchanges and (inter)dependencies, etc. Furthermore, it is
crucial to realise something that was already explored by me in a book (Souza, 2006, p.
557 et seq.): namely that modern communication and information technologies show
what we would already be capable of doing, with extraordinary implications, to enable
spatial deconcentration and territorial decentralisation - in short, the federative
principle — once we subvert the logic of the use of these technologies (which, after all,
and not being neutral, were conceived by and for capitalism).

®» Economic integration, which always implies a certain degree of dependence in the
wake of complementarity, and self-sufficiency (‘autarky,’” in the Greek sense), which can
never be complete, will need to be balanced.

®» The different reference spaces for organisational and decision-making processes —in
short, territories — will need to be agreed upon, certainly taking into account socio-
spatial identities, always taking care not to crystallise socio-spatial stigmatisation and
(self-)segregation: neighbourhoods, regions, ‘nations’ (not ‘nation-states’!) and other
places can and should, surely, serve as a basis for defining the territories of ‘communes’
and federations. However, the rights and aspirations of other groups, referenced by and
established in other spaces, and the problems involved in the ‘politics of scale, cannot
be lost sight of.

®» The sharing of responsibilities, burdens, and benefits in providing services of common
interest to more than one political-spatial entity poses the challenge of integrating
efforts to overcome ‘territorial corporatism’ without, on the other hand, harming local
autonomy.

®» |t will be necessary to prevent the invocation of local (or regional, etc.) autonomy
from providing a pretext for the establishment of locational monopolies and other types
of ‘localist egoism.’ Space is a scarce resource par excellence, and locations can, at most,
be equivalent, but they are not reproducible like movable goods or even buildings. The
exclusionary use of local (regional, etc.) spatial resources would constitute a nefarious
‘territorial corporatism’ and, ultimately, could give rise to unjust heteronomy on a
broader scale. The issue of accessibility needs to be considered and operationalised
without ‘localist egoism,’ reconciling any locational privileges with necessary solidarity
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(environmental justice, spatial or scalar subsidiarity, etc.), in order to relativise those
privileges whenever necessary.

®» Environmental protection: it will be necessary to know how to deal with the
vulnerability of geosystems and ecosystems and with the limits of natural resources
without giving up certain comforts and without preservationist and ‘biocentric’
romanticism, once capitalism’s growth imperative and the ‘Promethean’ mentality
(‘dominion over nature’ at all costs) have been overcome.

In fact, the aforementioned aspects are not only important in relation to a
basically autonomous society. The achievement and maintenance of gains in autonomy
within the general framework of a heteronomous society (based on the direct action of
social movements or through institutional struggle, such as the introduction of
consistent participatory planning and management schemes) also depend on these
aspects. (It is useful to remember, for instance, that the issue of sharing responsibilities,
burdens, and benefits in providing services of common interest has been, for decades,
the rationale behind the creation of metropolitan entities, inter-municipal consortia, and
similar arrangements, despite the fact that all of this often boils down to conforming in
a rather conventional way to the mold of representative ‘democracy’ without even
introducing participatory elements. A further example is the increasingly relevant need
to counteract processes of residential self-segregation and top-down regional
separatism, where a discourse of local or regional ‘autonomy,’ uttered by local and
regional elites, fails to disguise a blatant heteronomy due to abject economic and
political asymmetries.)

Regarding the question of achievable gains in autonomy here and now - a
question that encompasses but transcends that of institutional struggle, since it directly
concerns the forms of organisation of emancipatory social movements and the
consequences of direct action — the true compass, from a political-philosophical
perspective, is this question raised by Castoriadis: “(...) what to do and how to do it so

that each stage of an emancipation process, through its results, makes political
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participation in the next stage easier, and not more difficult?”” (Castoriadis, 1990c, p.
224).” And space, embedded in history (actually in space-history), will have, as an asset
or obstacle — depending on how it is shaped and how one can and knows how to act in
a specific spatial context — a capital importance in this process of accumulation (or not)
of forces.

Space, therefore, is far from being an epiphenomenon. The conquest of
autonomy and the struggle against heteronomy will take place on space and by means
of space — or they will not happen at all. Consequently, we can also say that spatiality
(very broadly seen, as environment, territory, and place) is essential to the
implementation of justice.

In light of all this, how have the contributions of geographers evolved and
unfolded since David Harvey wrote his famous book? It would be a blatant injustice to
accuse geographers of the last fifty years of disinterest concerning the theme of justice
in its relations with spatiality, but it would not be unfair to point out that there are still
glaring and considerable gaps in this regard. Perhaps the most important of these is the
lack of integration between the various facets of justice; additionally, we can highlight
the persistence of predominantly Eurocentric views on the subject; finally, it is also worth
noting how little, especially in the Global North, reflections seem to draw from dialogue
and cooperation with the social actors who suffer injustices and strive for justice.

Harvey, despite having laid a sort of cornerstone, did little thereafter to discuss the
topic systematically. Even in Justice, Nature and the Geography of Difference (Harvey,
1996), the discussion of environmental justice and ecological justice is relatively brief —
this in a 438-page book, published at a time when there was already considerable
accumulated literature on the subject. One and a half decades later, Edward Soja gave a
new and significant impetus to the debates on the spatiality of justice, through his

Seeking Spatial Justice (Soja, 2010). Soja’s book catalysed academic production on the

7 French original: “(...) que faire et comment faire pour que chaque étape d’un processus d’émancipation, par ses
résultats, rende plus facile, et non plus dificile, la participation politique du peuple a I’étape suivante?”.
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subject, while at the same time provoking reactions that were not always complimentary
- and | was among the early critics myself (Souza, 2011). A primary problem is the fact
that Soja insisted, in a completely unconvincing manner, and as if to emphasise and
highlight the spatial dimension of reality, that spatial justice is something different from
social justice, rather than an aspect of the latter. Essentially, in his analysis of justice, he
repeated the same ‘epistemological autonomisation’ of space that he had already

proposed three decades earlier with his ‘socio-spatial dialectic’:

Calling it spatial justice is not meant to imply that justice is determined
only by its spatiality, but neither should spatial justice be seen as just one
of many different components or aspects of social justice to be
comparatively gauged for their relative strength. This relativist view
misses the point of the socio-spatial dialectic, that not only does the social
comprise the spatial, it is also comprised by it. (Soja, 2010, p. 5)

Between Harvey’s 1973 book and Soja’s 2010 book, each a landmark in its own way
(and without intending to compare them in terms of influence), two important books
were published by British geographer David Marshall Smith: Geography and Social Justice
(Smith, 1994) and Moral Geographies (Smith, 2000). Although Edward Soja has some
reason to consider Smith’s contribution a kind of ‘return to the past,’ by resurrecting an
intensive debate with John Rawls (who had already been heavily criticized by Harvey in
1973), this criticism is relatively unfair and exaggerated, for at least two reasons: 1) Smith
did not seek a dialogue only with Rawls’s work, but systematically discussed the
contributions of liberals, ‘libertarians,” contractarians, communitarians, and also Marxists
(whether he did so in a way that displeased Soja, that’s another story); 2) it is not
justifiable devote so little interest to Smith’s books as Soja does, considering that, as a
whole, Geography and Social Justice and Moral Geographies represent a systematic and
very detailed contribution (supported by case studies relating to realities that Smith
knew very well, such as that of South Africa, among others) to a reflection on the spatial

dimension of social justice. In fact, | would like to have the opportunity to discuss both of
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Smith's books, something that will not be possible within the limits of this article. That
will have to wait for another occasion.

It seems quite reasonable to imagine that, in the many cases where we perceive a
clear ‘integration deficit’ or ‘deficit in terms of theoretical-analytical openness,’ powerful
theoretical, and even philosophical and ethical-behavioural filters are at play. In certain
situations, an exacerbated anthropocentrism can lead to the downplaying or even
complete neglect of (in)justice in relations between humans and non-humans; moreover,
a historical lack of familiarity with ‘environmental’ themes and problems, resulting from
the gradual distancing between human geography and physical geography that began in
the 1970s (and which had Harvey and Soja as two of its leading figures), can lead to a late
and insufficient recognition of the relevance of environmental injustice itself. In contrast,
many heralds of ‘ecological justice’ have rebuked and distanced themselves from
anything that smacks of ‘humanism,” a word that is almost anathema - and it is
perceptible how, from such a position, even environmental justice is neglected. In other
situations, finally, an excess of ‘epistemological autonomisation’ of space can lead to
positioning spatial justice in a problematic way, and one that is unacceptable even to

many geographers.

4. Justice, justices: plurality, interconnections and overlaps

| will attempt to present succinctly — more as a means of provoking debate and as
work in progress than as ‘finished work’ — what | see as four facets of justice, whose
relationships are anything but simple, since the overlaps are often fluid and quite
complex: social, spatial, environmental, and ecological.

Social justice, which refers to macro-social problems and demands (thus
distinguishing itself from ‘mere’ interpersonal justice, although it is not entirely detached
from it), is the great matrix, from a logical standpoint (ecological justice forces us to

relativise this somewhat; but let us leave that subject for later). If we assume spatial
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justice as social justice seen, lived, and thought through the ‘lenses’ of the spatial dimension
of society, we can understand it as a subset of social justice, as illustrated by the diagram
in Fig. 1.

Figure 1 — A schematic approach to the relationship between
social justice (Soc J) and spatial justice (Spatial J).

Source: Illustration by Marcelo Lopes de Souza.

To what extent can we say that spatial justice is a specific aspect of social justice?
Well, if one is an aspect, a facet of the other, it is obvious that they are inseparable. But
they can be distinguished for reasons of convenience, in order to highlight spatiality and
draw attention to certain relationships. Social justice corresponds to the material
conditions (i.e. distribution of socially generated wealth) and immaterial factors (i.e.
presence or absence of stigmatisation, attribution of recognition and preservation of the
dignity and self-esteem of social groups) that ensure well-being — understood in a very
broad way - and that have to do with the existence and functioning of concrete social
institutions and norms. Spatial justice comes into play whenever (in)justice depends
directly and strongly on spatial factors. These factors may relate to the material
organisation of social space (infra-structures, built environment, etc.) as well as to more

or less natural or anthropogenic landforms, to territories and territorialities, to sense and
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feelings of place and socio-spatial identities, and finally, to the socio-ecological metabolism
(which leads us to the concept of environment in its broad sense).

Not all challenges or problems regarding social justice are, at least directly,
‘spatial,” even though society only exists on space, with space, and through space.
Pragmatically, we can understand certain issues as ‘sectoral,’ that is, they do not directly
concern spatiality, although indirectly they can always refer to spatial issues and factors.
When fighting racism or sexism, it is possible to foresee norms and policies to protect the
dignity and integrity of members of a social group without referring to spatiality, at least
under certain circumstances — for example, when we foresee mechanisms to prevent
people belonging to a certain social group from being victims of crimes (e.g. femicide) or
receiving lower pay than people from other social groups or strata (e.g. black women vs.
white men) who perform the same functions in their jobs. However, we can admit that
addressing the problems will only become fully concrete, on many occasions, when we
‘spatialise’ their implementation: for example, dealing with residential segregation and
the housing issue (in its various aspects: property, basic sanitation, mobility, etc.), in the
case of racism.

And what about environmental justice, a topic increasingly discussed worldwide,
both in academia and in the sphere of praxis and activism? Environmental justice must,
first and foremost, be seen as a facet of social justice: more specifically, social justice
viewed through the lens of socio-ecological metabolism. What does this mean? If we start
from the premise that the ‘environmental’ is not circumscribed to ‘“first nature’ (in other
words, to physis, to erste Natur, or to the ‘natural environment’), but rather a totality of
which human society is a part, the core of the concept of environment lies precisely in
the complex relationships between geobiophysical factors, dynamics, and processes, on
the one hand, and social relations, on the other - that is, socio-ecological metabolism.
Furthermore, we can also admit that environmental justice is part of spatial justice, since

everything that interests us regarding the socio-ecological metabolism has a clear
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geographical expression: human society and its spatial practices within the framework of
ecosystems and geosystems.
At one point, therefore, Edward Soja is certainly right in presenting his (albeit

problematic) conception of spatial justice:

Environmental justice may be best considered and conceptualized as a
subfield of spatial justice focusing on geographical discrimination with
regard to negative environmental impacts, ranging from the location of a
toxic waste facility to the uneven regional and national impact of global
warming and climate change. (Soja, 2010, p. 53)

However, while it is easy to concede that the environmental is also spatial, not
everything that is spatial is necessarily environmental (at least in a first approximation).
This is why Fig. 2 presents two subsets within the larger set of social justice (Soc J):
environmental justice (Env J) and a kind of spatial justice that does not encompass, at
least directly, issues of socio-ecological metabolism (N-m Spatial J, meaning ‘non-
metabolic spatial justice’). As an example, let us consider a situation where residents of
a peripheral neighbourhood organise to struggle for cultural facilities, daycare centres,
schools, or health clinics: this is a mobilisation easily identifiable as a case of fighting for
greater spatial justice, but not directly orimmediately for environmental justice (as would
be the case in a mobilisation against the location of a highly polluting industry, for
example). We therefore have three layers: alarger set, that of social justice; spatial justice
as a subset of social justice; and environmental justice as a subset of spatial justice (and,

by extension, also of social justice).
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Figure 2 — A schematic approach to the relationship between social justice (Soc J)
and environmental justice (Env J) — the latter forming part, along with non-metabolic
spatial justice (N-m Spatial J), of spatial justice as a whole.

Source: Illustration by Marcelo Lopes de Souza.

However, one layer is missing — that of ecological justice. This is understood as the
kind of justice that concerns the just or unjust relationships between human beings and
other living beings. In a diagram like the one in Fig. 2, where would it fit in? Before
addressing the question more directly, we need to discuss some issues to prepare the
ground.

To ‘environmentalise’ justice through the idea of environmental justice, as
proposed here, does not, however, mean that we have carte blanche to fall into an
exacerbated, ‘parochial anthropocentrism,’ including only humans in the universe of our
considerations about what is or is not just. At the same time, we must avoid a ‘post-
humanist’ (ultimately, anti-humanist) ‘biocentrism,” which has been in vogue in certain
environmentalist and philosophical circles. Let us clarify the meaning of these
expressions — ‘post-humanism,’ ‘parochial anthropocentrism,” and ‘biocentrism’ - and
then discuss how ecological justice (a fourth modality of justice) can be invoked without

slipping into exaggerated simplifications, exaggerations, and prejudices.
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To begin with, it is questionable whether ‘humanism’ should be taken — as some
intellectuals linked to so-called ‘post-humanism’ have been doing — as a synonym for
exclusive or exaggerated consideration of human needs. While it is true that the needs
and rights (as perceived today) of animals were not adequately considered in previous
centuries —and here | refer more specifically to the Western philosophical tradition —, this
does not mean that one can or should erase the ethical importance of humanist thought,
from Erasmus of Rotterdam to the several radical movements that emerged in the 19"
and 20" centuries (anarchism, Marxism, and so on) to Sartrean existentialism to
Castoriadis’s ‘project of autonomy,” among many other expressions of humanism. Abusus
non tollit usum: misuse is no argument against proper use.

Moreover, the very term ‘anthropocentrism,” which has almost become a kind of
curse word and anathema in certain circles, deserves more rigorous scrutiny. What does
‘anthropocentrism’ mean? That the human being, the anthropos, is at the centre of our
attention. ‘Being at the centre,” however, does not necessarily mean being ‘above,’ in an
absolute sense and devoid of bioethical sensitivity, to the point of justifying the
‘dominion over nature’ in its Christian sense® or later in its capitalist/Promethean sense.
Much less does it mean not paying attention to the needs of other living beings. Strictly
speaking, the question is: are we willing to truly assume, with all the consequences, that
a human life deserves exactly the same consideration as the life of, say, a mollusk, a fish,
or an insect? Or, at least, of a mammal — or any demonstrably sentient animal? If we
answer affirmatively, we should be willing to conduct some thought experiments in
which we confront ourselves with certain dilemmas: such as, whose life to save first in
the case of a burning building or a sinking ship? (Obviously, these experiments are

somewhat abstract. For example, what if the human life in question is not that of a baby,

8 Genesis 1:28: “And God blessed them, and God said unto them, ‘Be fruitful, and multiply, and replenish the Earth,
and subdue it: and have dominion over the fish of the sea, and over the fowl of the air, and over every living thing
that moveth upon the Earth’”. Although the Book of Genesis originally belongs to the Jewish religious tradition,
what | call exacerbated anthropocentrism seems to have always been more a characteristic of Christianity than of
Judaism.
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but rather that of a war criminal? However, in such an extreme case, the question also
deserves extreme answers: is it worth risking our lives to save a hypothetical Nazi
executioner, for example, under the generic, typically Christian argument that ‘all human
life is precious”?)

From my point of view, it is valid and quite logical to differentiate between a
‘parochial’ anthropocentrism and a ‘cosmophilic’ one. While the former establishes a rigid
hierarchy of value between human and non-human lives, treating the latter as mere
instruments to satisfy humans — and forgetting, parochially, that we are nothing more
than ‘cosmic dust,’ inhabiting a planet orbiting a star of little importance located on the
periphery of one among countless galaxies —, the latter admits that we are, or should be,
especially important to ourselves, while humbly recognising our insignificance in the face
of the universe and cultivating a feeling of profound solidarity among all forms of life.

It is interesting not to lose sight of how a supposed ‘biocentrism’ (or ‘ecocentrism,’
which is a subtle variant), which aims to equalise everything in terms of empathy, can
easily lead to misanthropy or reinforce a pre-existing misanthropy (given that it often
starts from a fundamentally misanthropic ethical premise: ‘humans are the problem’). (It
seems highly necessary to reflect on the reasons why, at this juncture in history, so many
people seem willing to adopt a ‘post-humanist’ or similar perspective, which correlates
with a widespread loss of hope in humanity and in the idea of the perfectibility of Homo
sapiens sapiens — a hope that animated, for centuries, if not millennia, the most diverse
philosophical currents and forms of activism. Unfortunately, there would not be space
here for such an undertaking.)

| do not doubt the excellent intentions and noble ideals of non-misanthropic
‘biocentric’ thinkers with clear social concerns, such as Gudynas (2014) or Springer (2021),
among others. However, ‘biocentrism’ can easily result in or lead to blatant attacks
against many cultures and various human rights. For instance, human cultures, typically,
have not been vegan; in addition to consuming animal-source food, they have used

domesticated or trained animals to perform numerous tasks, ranging from agriculture to
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transportation to security.? It is necessary to be clear that a certain outcry against
Western-style ‘speciesism’ is itself a basically Western outcry (and of a middle-class
nature, originating fundamentally from the Global North), which risks wanting to wipe
off the map everything that does not conform to its normative ethical ideal.” It is not
uncommon in certain (near-)ecofascist, sectarian environmentalist circles to disdain the
very idea of ‘human rights,” or to reduce it to a mere ‘ideology,” pejoratively — an
interpretation that speaks for itself.

However, none of what has been said previously is intended as a kind of alibi to
‘excuse’ misuses and abuses regarding the relationship between humans and non-
humans - from the industrial-scale breeding of animals in confinement to absurd
insensitivity in the use of guinea pigs for scientific experiments (sometimes not even for
the production of essential medicines, as in the case of the cosmetics industry). The point
is not whether or not we should take the needs and suffering of non-human beings,
especially sentient animals, very seriously; the point is: would it be reasonable to imagine
that degrees of empathy can never or should never vary? (Or that this should be, at the
very least, a perfectly legitimate consideration?)

Fig 3 presents, in the form of four diagrams (modified from Souza, 20193, p. 78),
four specific schemes, representing four different basic ways of dealing with this
formidable ethical challenge. Given the large amount of information that this figure

condenses, it is necessary to comment on it with some level of detail.

9 Vegetarian or semi-vegetarian diets (and in certain cases near-vegan diets and lifestyles) have been adopted by
some religions, religious movements, and individuals from Antiquity to the present day, whereas the concept of
‘veganism’ as widely disseminated (especially in Europe and the United States) in the last two decades is a recent
and basically Western creation. In fact, the type of vegan fundamentalism propagated in the West in a typically
middle-class environment, often insensitive to the traditions and needs of other cultures (and which has been called
‘white veganism’), has never been adopted by any society.

' We should pay due attention to the outrage of indigenous communities against the authoritarianism of animal
rights activists who try to prohibit ancestral traditions such as hunting and the consumption of meat by these
communities (see Legge and Taha, 2017).
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Figure 3 — Four basic ways of dealing with the potentially different degrees of
empathy between human beings and other living beings: a schematic approach.

A B
C D
ENVIRONMENT
Threats Domination
Resources [Instrumental
and conservation,
‘services’ plunder]
+ empathy - empathy
< B

Source: Illustration by Marcelo Lopes de Souza.

In diagram A of the figure, we see the representation of ‘biocentrism,” tending
towards a generalising hostility towards humanism and what is generally called, without
nuance, ‘anthropocentrism.” A perspective is adopted according to which humans are,
tendentially or typically, a source of threat to other living beings and to the planet, hence

the need to always be suspicious of them (= ourselves). Although humans and their
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‘environment’ are seen as constituting a totality (which explains the dashed outline of
the subset representing humans), it is generally not thoroughly questioned that the
category ‘environment’ (seen as a synonym for ‘natural environment’) is treated as
something in relation to which human beings are, strangely, a kind of ‘inside-outside’
(which explains the great thickness of the dashed line of the outline of the subset in
question). In matters of empathy and sensitivity, a perfect equalisation is advocated:
human beings are neither more nor less deserving of empathy than other living beings;
there should be no moral distinction whatsoever (or at least no significant one) between
humans and non-humans (which explains the gray tone used for the dashed line). The
‘environment’ should be preserved and, at least ideally, left untouched.

In diagram B, we have a type of ‘biocentrism’ that exacerbates the anti-humanistic
spirit of A: here, even though an equalisation between human beings and other forms of
life in terms of deserving empathy continues to be proclaimed, humans are ultimately
judged from a distinctly misanthropic point of view, as deserving less empathetic
treatment than other animals, being considered even as morally inferior (that explains
why the outline of the subset representing humans is black, which in practice is
symbolising a significant moral boundary). Furthermore, with even greater emphasis and
pathos than in A, it is argued that the ‘environment’ must be preserved and ‘defended’
from humans. These are very generally and ahistorically reduced to the condition of
Homo devastans, as if humanity as a whole (or its poorest and ‘inferior’ members, in the
most racist interpretations) were responsible for environmental degradation and
destruction, and not historically specific modes of production and economic processes
(and social classes).

In diagram C, we find, in several senses, the opposite of B: a ‘parochial
anthropocentrism,’” in which humans can and should ‘dominate nature’ and dispose of
their ‘(natural) environment’ (reduced to mere resources) as they please, allowing, at
most, a utilitarian, instrumental conservationism. Often, it is not even instrumental

conservationism, but plunder in the name of a human superiority sanctioned by religion
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or by mere economic convenience. We are, therefore, faced with a mentality that
endorses a very clear moral hierarchy between humans and non-humans, in favour of the
former (although, in a second approximation, some groups of human beings are elevated
to a moral and merit-based condition far superior to that of others, who are, for that very
reason, frequently ‘animalised,” that is, compared to ‘animals’ [i.e. non-humans]). In
contrast to A and B, in C the sense of totality gets practically lost, underestimating the
level of interdependence between humans and their ‘(natural) environment’ (which
explains why the outline of the subset representing humans is not only black, symbolising
a significant moral boundary, but also continuous).

Finally, diagram D illustrates what | would define as a critical and dialectical
conservationism, based on an ecologically sensitive, ‘cosmophilic’ humanism. This
approach conceives of human society as being fully part of a totality: the environment in
a broad sense. This fourth position is the one | espouse, although it may admit variations
regarding the way of dealing with the issue of making the legacy of humanist thought
compatible with a ‘cosmophilic’ ethics and worldview (see on this Souza, 20193, p. 78).
Although | readily admit that this position has some affinities with the perspective
represented in A, various differences must be stressed: the sense of totality expressed
by A is a type of holism in which the whole is exalted at the sacrifice of a more complex
and realistic view of the peculiarities of the parts; in D, it is no longer just a matter of a
humanity inseparable from and dependent on its ‘environment,’ but rather of a humanity
that is viscerally integrated into the environment, and that historically transforms itself
and co-evolves articulately with all the other elements and factors that make up this
totality (which explains why the outline of the subset representing humans is not only
gray, symbolising a relative boundary, though not non-existent, but also thinner than in
A, despite the difference in tone between the subset of humans and the larger group to
which they belong suggesting a specificity in terms of empathy that gets simply lost in
A).
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We can now finally turn our attention to the problem of conceptualising and
justifying the idea of ecological justice. It has been common to treat relations between
humans and non-humans under the heading of ‘ecological justice,” reserving the
expression ‘environmental justice’ for human-to-human relations, insofar as they involve
the distribution of burdens such as pollution and disaster risks. In reality, it has been usual
for those dedicated to environmental justice — as scholars or activists - to give little (or
no) attention to ecological justice, while those devoted to ecological justice typically
ignore environmental justice. This separation seems to me both pernicious and
unnecessary, although | readily admit that ‘harmonising’ the two types of justice will
often lead us to ethical dilemmas for which there is no simple solution.”

Fig. 4 offers a perhaps provocative idea: that ecological justice can be seen,
fundamentally, as a subset of environmental justice. With this, we broaden the scope of
the latter, which ceases to be merely justice between humans, to encompass justice
between humans themselves and between humans and non-humans, within the
framework of a mediation of the environment (as a totality that includes society) and
particularly the socio-ecological metabolism. Now, are not our relationships with other
living beings, after all, projections of our imaginaries/cultures and of the relationships
between human beings, for good (the pursuit of justice, the reduction of suffering and
the increase of well-being) and for evil (‘dominion over nature’)? Once again, autonomy
as a principle and parameter can be of great value to us. Christine Korsgaard proposed
extending the ‘categorical imperative’ of Kantian ethics to our relationships with animals
(Korsgaard, 2018), arguing that the ‘Formula of Humanity’ — “Act in such a way that you

treat humanity, whether in your own person or in the person of any other, never merely

" Regarding the silence of scholars of environmental injustice concerning non-humans, consider, to cite just one
example, the now almost classic example of Bullard (2000). In fact, environmental justice, in the last four decades
since the debate on the subject intensified, has treated the casualties and suffering caused by pollution and
contamination to non-humans as a kind of side issue. David Schlosberg has perhaps been the main exception in
building bridges between environmental and ecological justice (see, forinstance, Schlosberg, 2017, 2014; Schlosberg
and Carruthers, 2010). Additionally, it is worth mentioning that Finnish researcher Teea Kortetmaki offers an
interesting reflection on the difficulties of extending the community of justice to include non-humans (see
Kortetmaki, 2017).
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as a means to an end, but always at the same time as an end”" — should apply beyond
the human sphere, considering that the capacity for sentience (and not only rationality)
makes an animal an ‘end in itself.” It is debatable whether such an extension could find
any support in Kant’s thought, as it sounds anachronistic (that is, something totally
outside the scope of Kant’s spirit and intentions). However, this is not the main point.
‘Autonomy,’ in Kant’s thought, is the ‘autonomy’ of the supposedly rational, human,
atomised individual; Kant wastes no time in contextualising individual autonomy with
regard to collective autonomy rooted in institutions that, in turn, can stimulate or block
the exercise and flourishing of individual autonomies. The Kantian horizon of thought is
that of typically Western individualism. Castoriadis’s ‘project of autonomy’ provides a
much richer and more interesting starting point for thinking about the concrete way and
extent to which we, as humans, can conceive of and respect the autonomy of non-
humans - who do not possess a ‘voice of their own’ (even though their pain and needs
can be well understood), and who depend on humans to establish and guarantee the
rights of animals within the framework of social imaginaries, cultures, and ethical systems
(and their possibilities). In light of the inseparable link between individual and collective
autonomy, it is up to humans to develop social institutions that not only allow the
autonomy of human individuals to flourish, but also support, as much as possible, the

autonomy of non-human animals, to the extent of their own capabilities and needs.

2 German original: “Handle so, dafl du die Menscheit sowohl in deiner Person, als in der Person eines jeden anderen
jederzeit zugleich als Zweck, niemals bloR als Mittels brauchst.” (Kant, 1911, p. 429)
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Figure 4 — A schematic approach to the relationship between social justice,
spatial justice, environmental justice, and ecological justice.

Source: Illustration by Marcelo Lopes de Souza.

We can conclude this section with some additional questions, in the form of
problems, doubts, and reservations. First, is not the very current notion of
‘anthropocentrism’ intrinsically naive (and sometimes misanthropic and elitist), since it
seems to presuppose that ‘humans’ can and should be treated as a homogeneous set, as
if social classes, ethnic and racial divisions, and gender oppression did not exist? When
we see the ‘domination of nature’ in action, is this, strictly speaking, ‘anthropocentrism’
— something that benefits humankind (anthropoi [&vBpwmol]) as a whole, and where
everyone is equally responsible — or rather an elitecentrism? Does the capitalist mode of
production, after all, with its viscerally anti-ecological character, serve ‘human beings’ in
their entirety, or primarily certain groups of human beings? Does not the distribution of
burdens and benefits (and responsibilities) ultimately vary tremendously according to
place and social group?

Let us turn to the problem of ‘biocentrism’ once again. Many animals are directly
part of our social community; furthermore, the sense of justice that well-informed and

sensitive people demonstrate towards sentient animals is an expression of their social
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values (compassion, solidarity, empathy in the face of the suffering of others, etc.). This
seems, moreover, to help justify the proposition that ecological justice should not be
seen as detached from social justice, but rather as part of it (and, more directly, of
environmental justice), given that the very idea of justice and the notions of ‘nature,’
‘rights,’” etc., are all social constructs and, therefore, historically and culturally variable.
However, would this justify conceiving of a ‘community of equals’ in an absolute sense,
in which humans and all non-humans could be treated uniformly? It only takes a few steps
to begin to suspect that we will become entangled in contradictions and logical
absurdities. If animals do not and cannot have a ‘voice of their own’ in a political sense,
how can they be made to ‘participate’ in debates of collective interest? Would not
respecting their autonomy (and their rights) inevitably involve the autonomy of humans
themselves, just as the ‘dominion over nature’ is based on the domination of humans by
one another? Would not it be evident, then, that treating ecological justice not as
‘something separate,’ but rather as a way of dealing with justice that, at its core, refers
to social justice itself and to our conceptions of right and wrong in relation to humans,
makes perfect sense? From an excessively abstract perspective, we might think that
ecological justice is the larger whole, since we are nothing more than a subset within the
larger whole of living beings, or even of nature in general. This would surely be the
‘biocentric’ viewpoint. But it would disregard the historically and culturally situated
character of all our conceptions of justice - which throws us, once again, into the
turbulent sea of the social imaginary and the historicity of any and all ethics, of any and
all ways of dealing with the Other (whether this Other is a human being from the same
social group, a human being from another culture, a sentient animal, or a plant...).
Taking ecological justice seriously is an ethical imperative that comes with an
enormous challenge (at least from an emancipatory and humanist point of view). How
can we keep ourselves safe from the spectre of ecofascism? How to immunise ourselves
against misanthropy? In other words: how to value ecological justice without slipping into

‘preservationism,” which is so often neo-Malthusian and conservative? Advancing this
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discussion requires much theoretical depth and, certainly, also varied empirical examples,
tasks that are impossible to perform in the short space of a paper. It is already a gain,
however, to have the lucidity to admit the following: in many cases, a mixture of
intercultural tolerance and the ability to make concessions (and, fundamentally, to
dialogue and negotiate) will be essential. Because many situations will confront us with
real dilemmas, in which it will not be possible to please everyone or fully satisfy all
expectations.” It will be necessary to resolve problems and overcome impasses through
dialogue (ecofascism advocates authoritarianism and believes that only with
authoritarian measures will it be possible to ‘save the planet’); it will be necessary to
compromise in some circumstances. It is crucial to know how to distinguish between
what is essential, and regarding which there should be no tergiversation or concessions

—not even of a tactical nature —, and what is negotiable.

5. Right to the city, to land, to territory... to the planet!

When discussing justice from the perspectives of philosophy, politics, and social
theory, what matters most are rights, not law as an academic discipline or a set of more
or less established doctrines. Rights, as explicitly or tacitly put forward by social
struggles, need to be considered beyond (and independently of, or with precedence
over) the legal aspect. What is paramount is not the formal dimension represented by
legality, but rather the ethical-political dimension represented by legitimacy. Not
everything thatis legal is legitimate, and not everything that is considered (or postulated)
as legitimate is legal — or has a chance of becoming legalised, as would be any delusional
attempt to abolish private ownership of the means of production and the exploitation of

labour under capitalism. Human rights became an ethical-political issue before becoming

3 As the Germans would say, we will often be faced with Pflichtenkollisionen (conflicts of duty).
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the object of legal treatment and codification — obviously always incomplete and flawed,
under capitalism and the capitalist state.

‘Eco-necropolitics’ is a neologism, but the oppression and heteronomy that it
conceptually encompasses have long been confronted and debated through the
invocation of various types of rights, such as land rights, the ‘right to the city,” and the
‘right to territory.” Furthermore, the rights of animals and non-human nature (‘rights of
nature’) have been increasingly brought into debates about justice and rights.
Unfortunately, however, the many discussions about different types of rights continue
to be conducted in a poorly integrated manner. On the contrary, we are mostly faced
with ‘discussion bubbles’ that communicate little with each other, and worse: that often
show little propensity for dialogue or transversality. As a result, the limitations of various
partial or specific rights are perpetuated and even aggravated: for example, the
dangerously false sense of totality of the right to the city; the limits of the right to land;
the restricted scalar horizon of the ‘right to territories’ (often excessively localist); and as
already discussed the very low level of integration between environmental justice (which
has referred almost exclusively to human rights) and ecological justice (which has
referred almost exclusively to animal rights, often with humanity being seen as the
enemy in toto).

Given the impossibility of elaborating on the limitations of the various types of
specific rights, | will discuss, by way of example - and justification for the proposal of a
right to the planet — the limits of the right to the city, even though | have already
addressed this subject on several previous occasions (Souza, 2015, 20193, 2019b).

The right to the city — understood as the right to enjoy everything that the city
historically represents in terms of positive cultural and political aspects, and which was
explored in a very influential way by Henri Lefebvre (1983, 1991), is undeniably important.
What many fail to realise is that the exclusivist celebration of the right to the city —asif it
exhausted the issues of rights and (in)justice —is quite reductionist. Although the banner

of the right to the city is largely valid and legitimate, it should be understood, in terms of
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emancipatory praxis, as a part, never as the whole. Even though (according to available
statistical data) we have witnessed the world’s urban population surpassing that
classified as rural at the beginning of this century, there are several objections and
reservations to be made regarding a representation of reality that describes the planet
as ‘entirely urbanised.”* Moreover, many cannot disguise, indeed, a simplistic sympathy
for this supposed reality of ‘complete urbanisation of society’ (to use Lefebvre’s
formulation), however much capitalist urbanisation is criticised in various ways.

While accelerated urbanisation is undeniable (especially since the mid-20™"
century), data from national statistics are subject to some controversy, notably the
overestimation of the ‘urban’ - which, especially in the Global South, officially
encompasses geographical entities still heavily marked by rural life and culture,
particularly in small towns. By rendering invisible these other identities and lives that do
not conceive of themselves as ‘urban’ in any dense and reasonable sense, the details of
the socio-ecological metabolism, at its various scales, also end up being rendered
invisible. The forced conversion of all actors, all identities, all ways of life, and all
territories into ‘urban’ by reductionist (and Eurocentric!) theories is a symbolic violence
with practical-political effects.

Furthermore, it seems that most urban researchers who identify with the ‘right to
the city’ motto see urbanisation not only as something inevitable, but also as an
intrinsically good thing — however much the inequalities, segregation, poverty, etc.,
among other problems associated with capitalist urbanisation, are identified and
criticised. It is not admitted, for example, that the displacement of peasants, ribeirinhos
(Amazon riverside dwellers), artisanal fishermen, indigenous peoples, quilombolas
(peasants who are descendants of Afro-Brazilian runaway slaves), and so on, and their
subsequent reconversion into urban workers — most often under extremely precarious

working and housing conditions —, is far from being an undeniable advance in light of

4 See, on the ‘planetary urbanisation’ thesis — which ‘updates’ Lefebvre’s ideas on the ‘urban society’ —, Brenner
(2014).
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criteria such as social justice and a good quality of life. In this regard, liberals and orthodox
and even heterodox Marxists unite, in practice, despite their mutual animosity, to sing
praises to the advantages of urbanisation - seen as equivalent to civilisation and, to use
an old and worn-out word, ‘progress’ (or, more modernly, ‘economic development’). And
when someone dares to raise a dissenting voice, that person is invariably accused of
‘romanticising life in the countryside’ or ‘harbouring outdated prejudices against cities’ —
as if reservations regarding the productive forces (technologies) inherited from
capitalism, as well as regarding the ‘progress’ and ‘development’ associated with it, could
necessarily only come from someone who idealises the pre-capitalist past.

That said, we can very briefly introduce the right to the planet as a far-reaching
category (see, for a detailed discussion, Souza, 2015, 20193, 2019b). In fact, it
encompasses the other rights (right to the city, right to land, etc.), recontextualising
them in such a way that one does not overshadow or crush the others. However, it is
necessary to move both from the general to the particular - from the overall vision and
from truly planetary challenges to locally observable phenomena - and from the
particular to the general - valuing the praxis that emerges from environments, territories,
and places, as well as the associated knowledge. Therefore, debates on the right to the
city, animal rights, the right to territories, and so on, remain valuable — provided each of
them is not conceived and analysed in a narrow way, that is, in an exclusivist and self-
absorbed manner. Fig. 5 offers, in a rather simplified and even stylised way," a synthesis

of this spirit: different types of rights are encompassed by the right to the planet. Here,

5 As Cornelius Castoriadis brilliantly insisted on numerous occasions since the 1970s (see e.g. Castoriadis, 1975),
classical logic — or, in his words, ‘ensemblistic-identitary logic’ — is notoriously ill-suited to dealing with social
relations, whose complexity defies classical principles and formal representations. Venn diagrams, used in
mathematics and formal logic to express the properties and axioms relating to sets, show their limitations from the
moment we enter the realm of phenomena whose contours and characteristics are inescapably nebulous and fluid.
The figures used in this paper exemplify this very well: as the degree of complexity increases, it becomes increasingly
evident that the aim is not to ensure any ‘rigour,” but only to offer useful illustrations that convey an approximate
ideain a simple way. From figures 5 and 6 onwards, in particular, this purely didactic character, without the slightest
pretence of precision, becomes evident. Even so, diagrams of this type can, precisely because of their simplicity,
have explanatory value, provided they are taken for what they are: merely suggestive and approximate graphic
resources.
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the challenge is to expand without eliminating, to integrate without diluting: in other
words, to take the right to the planet as a conceptual framework to promote articulations
between rights and debates among their representatives, without weakening or

obscuring any of these rights.

Figure 5 — Different rights and their relationships: a schematic approach.

RIGHT TO
THE CITY

RIGHT TO
THE PLANET

COMMUNITARIAN
TERRITORIAL
RIGHTS RIGHTS

Source: Illustration by Marcelo Lopes de Souza.

It remains, however, to consider the challenge of illustrating, through a diagram,
the relationship between different human/social rights and animal rights — or, more
broadly, the ‘rights of nature.” As Fig. 6 suggests, | am inclined to see, very simply, the
‘rights of nature’ as having a huge area of intersection with the right to the planet but
not being a mere subset of it. What would be the justification for this (perhaps strange)

decision?
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Figure 6 — The right to the planet (A) and the ‘rights of nature’ (B):
a schematic representation of an extremely complex relationship.

Source: Illustration by Marcelo Lopes de Souza.

We might consider, in a first approach to the subject, that all living beings have a
‘right to the planet’ - therefore, any ‘rights of nature’ would constitute a subset of the
right to the planet, and nothing more. | fear, however, that such a simple solution does
not do justice to the complexity of the matter. It is important to note that in Fig. 6 the
outline of the circle representing the rights of nature is formed by a dotted line, and the
meaning of this requires explanation. They are not, obviously, rights voiced by their non-
human beneficiaries, but rather interpreted and voiced (in certain historical-geographical-
cultural circumstances) by their human ‘fellow earthlings.’ The rights, thus interpreted by
humans, refer, as should seem obvious, first and foremost to life forms, and especially to
sentient living beings. Non-Western cultures have often seen mountains or rivers as
‘living’ or ‘soulful’ entities, but it is not necessary to accept such a premise — surely
anchored in deep cultural and religious convictions that are not easily transferable from

one place to another, except at the price of artificiality or pastiche — to admit that living
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beings, both human and non-human, depend on the geobiophysical whole of ‘first
nature,” on physis, including its inanimate components, such as rocks (which, however,
decompose to give rise to soils teeming with life and which support countless lives). At
the same time, believing that, per se, a mountain possesses ‘rights’ could lead us, by
logical extension, to presume that the Moon, the planets, the Sun, etc., possess ‘rights,’
incurring grotesque nonsense. So, how do we situate the ‘rights of nature’ in relation to
the right to the planet without slipping into narrow-minded, contradictory, or even
absurd positions?

There are, certainly, historically defined rights of nature that can be easily linked to
what is being called the right to the planet (in Fig. 6, the intersection set, i.e. A N B). But
there are, on the other hand, aspects of these rights that simply escape any consistent
conceptualisation of rights or justice: the duty of human societies to refrain from
disfiguring the landscape by reducing a hill to rubble has to do with abhorring an
aesthetic aggression, even if it does not harm ecosystems or sentient living beings — and
not with any ‘violated rights’ of mountains or hills. However, there is much more to justify
why the so-called ‘rights of nature’ are not entirely understood as part of the right to the
planet: the irreducible and unavoidable field of tension between humans and at least
some non-humans, under certain circumstances. Denying the persistence of this tension
between rights would lead us to unsustainable generalisations, such as demanding that
no living being — from Aedes aegypti mosquitoes to plants to bacteria — be killed or
sacrificed to satisfy human needs for well-being and nutrition. (And | am not even going
into the merits of the ‘rights’ of mountains and rivers.) It is easily perceived that, by
completely generalising and making absolute principles that are, in themselves,
reasonable and noble (ecological prudence and respect for life, whether human or not),
we abandon the realm of common sense. The logical result would then be to propose the
self-extinction of humanity — something that some biocentric-minded, particularly
misanthropic and eccentric people have already advocated, and which, as a result of

humankind’s wars and ecocidal practices, may one day actually come to pass.
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Followers of an ancient Indian religion, Jainism, based on the principle of non-
violence (ahimsa), believe they are free from killing any animal by covering their mouths
with gauze (to avoid accidentally ingesting a fly or mosquito) and sweeping the ground
in front of them while walking (to avoid accidentally stepping on an ant or other insect).
Unfortunately, things are not that simple. We kill other forms of life all the time, both
microscopic and macroscopic, accidentally or deliberately, and there is no way to avoid
doing so if we want to survive. (Incidentally, as science teaches us, human individuals are
constituted not only by their own cells, but also by a vast and complex community of
other organisms, known as the human microbiota.) Let us now reflect, beyond sentience
—which is a parameter always to be taken into account —, on what would authorise us to
decree that one part of nature has rights (mammals, birds, reptiles, etc.), while another
part (arthropod vectors of diseases, bacteria, plants that we sow and harvest for food,
and so on) would have ‘fewer rights’ or no rights at all? There are two options: either we
eliminate the arbitrariness of deciding (according to criteria concerning human
convenience and needs) who does or does not have ‘rights’ by extending such ‘rights’ to
all forms of life (and even to mountains and bodies of water) without restriction, sentient
or not, and agree to take the next step (the self-extinction of humanity, leaving only the
decision of how this will happen); or we resign ourselves to accepting that the ‘rights of
nature’ will remain, to a large extent, vague and imprecise, and in constant tension with
human needs and rights. The great challenge, therefore, is to reject an ‘all or nothing’
style of reasoning, admitting that we will always be confronted with dilemmas or, at the
very least, with solutions that are not perfect, but ‘acceptable.’

Unfortunately, it is necessary to complicate things a little further. If in Fig. 6 the set
difference B — A represents those situations in which a (momentary or lasting) conflict
of interests arises between humans and non-humans - for example, regarding the need
to sacrifice plants and even animals for food and to satisfy pressing human needs, such
as avoiding disease — consequently leading to questioning the ‘right’ of bacteria, Aedes

aegypti mosquitoes, or cassava plants (Manihot esculenta), whose common goal is
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naturally to survive —, there is also the opposite set difference, A — B. It represents human
rights that are not directly and strongly related to socio-ecological metabolism: for
instance, human rights concerning topics and challenges of social and spatial justice that
do not necessarily involve interference in ecosystems and geosystems — as the right not
to be negatively discriminated based on phenotype (‘race’) or the right to move freely
through places, without access restrictions that violate isonomy.

The right to the planet, in its essence, refers — as we saw in the previous section —
not only to questions of environmental justice, but also to problems of social and spatial
justice that do not always have a direct and strong relationship with the interface
between humans, on the one hand, and the ecosystems and geosystems in which human
societies are embedded, on the other hand. Ecological justice, for its part, obliges us to
reflect on the tension constantly posed by our dependence on the ecological materiality
of the world, which will always raise ethical problems, challenging the sympathetic
naiveté (or delusion) of a ‘harmony’ between Homo sapiens sapiens and other living
beings that could be attainable in a perfect way, without friction or rough edges. The set
union A U B reminds us that the interests, objectives, and rights of humans are not the
only ones, while the difference B — Areminds us of a dimension of dilemma(s) from which
we can never completely escape. This dimension, far from signifying a licence to act in
and upon the world without regard for bioethical principles, in the name of a Baconian
‘dominion over nature,” demands, on the contrary, incessant reflection and a constantly
renewed ethical debate. As Uncle Ben once said to his nephew Peter Parker (whose
secret identity is the teenage superhero Spider-Man), “with great power comes great

responsibility.”
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Conclusion: geography matters — the geographical dimension of good
and right, of empathy and solidarity

Fortunately for us, most of the time we do not have to choose a priori between
intraspecific and interspecific solidarity, since both are commonly possible and ethically
necessary. There is no environmental justice without social justice, just as there is no
ecological justice without overcoming ‘parochial anthropocentrism.” Overcoming
exacerbated anthropocentrism does not imply embracing a misanthropic sort of
‘biocentrism’ that claims that intraspecific and interspecific empathy should be
completely levelled (in the best of all cases...). If we are to learn anything from societies
less destructive than the Western, modern, and capitalist one, let it be to remember that
all human societies that have lived throughout history, since our beginnings as hunters
and gatherers, ‘respected life’ and its supports (soil, water, etc.), while, obviously, they
could not and did not even consider exercising this respect in the absolute and idealised
terms that some Westerners, our contemporaries (such as the ‘fruitarians’), advocate.

In any case, | hope to have demonstrated, despite the brevity of the discussion in
a paper, that ‘geography matters.” The concreteness of environments (the core of which
being the socio-ecological metabolism), of territories (which are power, whether
heteronomous or autonomous, projected onto space) and of places (‘topophilia,” socio-
spatial identities), as well as the spatial distribution of burdens, benefits and power, are
central traits and components of the operationalisation of justice, and by no means
epiphenomena.

The discussion about justice is potentially endless; the question of the more or less
(un)just nature of social institutions must remain permanently open. What is just, what is
unjust? Which norms best ensure justice? When do they become obsolete or outdated?
Under what circumstances can or should they be relativised? Such questions do not admit
an ahistorical and aspatial answer, valid once and for all and independent of place and

culture. As Cornelius Castoriadis said:
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(...) A just society is not a society that has adopted, once and for all, just
laws. A just society is a society in which the question of justice remains
constantly open — in other words, a society in which there is always the
socially effective possibility of questioning the law and its foundation. This
is another way of saying that it is constantly in the movement of explicit
self-institution.

(o)

To abolish heteronomy does not signify abolishing the difference
between instituting society and instituted society-which, in any case,
would be impossible — but to abolish the enslavement of the former to
the latter. The collectivity will give itself its rules, knowing that it itself is
giving them to itself that these rules are or will always become at some
point inadequate, that it can change them — and that they bind it so long
as it has not changed them in a regular way."® (Castoriadis, 2013, p. 104,
105; emphasis by Castoriadis)

The application of principles and parameters, however just they may be, can never
completely avoid dilemmas (‘Sophie’s choices’). The spatial dimension helps us deal with
the friction between human rights and the ‘rights of nature,” between particularism and
universalism, between different scales of decision-making, etc. We will never arrive at
definitive answers and solutions; if thinking otherwise would already be absurd in physics
and mathematics, what about in matters of justice! We can, however, assume that each
‘solution’ implies a new beginning, and that we do not need perfect parameters, absolute
and idealised harmonies, or ‘irrefutable arguments’ to achieve fairer results than those
offered by mainstream philosophical and legal doctrines and permitted by the
institutions of our heteronomous societies. In any case, we have a long way to go - and

understanding this is already a considerable intellectual and ethical-political benefit.

16 ¢(..) Une société juste n’est pas une société qui a adopté, une fois pour toutes, des lois justes. Une société juste est
une société ou la question de la justice reste constamment ouverte — autrement dit, ou il y a toujours possibilité
socialement effective d’interrogation sur la loi et sur le fondement de la loi. C’est [a une autre maniére de dire qu’elle
est constamment dans le mouvement de son auto-institution explicite. (...) § Abolir I’hétéronomie ne signifie pas
abolir la différence entre société instituante et société instituée — ce qui serait, de toute facon, impossible — mais
abolir 'asservissement de la premiére a la seconde. La collectivité se donnera ses régles, sachant qu’elle se les donne,
gu’elles sont ou deviendront toujours, quelque part, inadéquates, qu’elle peut les changer — et qu’elles la lient aussi
longtemps qu’elle ne les a pas réguliérement changées.”
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