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IN 1987 the United Nations held a Conference on environment and development, and the World Commission On Environment and Development produced what is known as the Brundtland Report on sustainable development, which defined it as: 'Development that meets the needs of the present without compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own needs' (WCED 1987).

This co-opted vision was promoted as Agenda 21 at the 1992 Rio de Janeiro Earth Summit. The Conference recognized the profound need to transform the industrial economy and to create a sustainable economy guided by the ethical values of social equity, economic prosperity, environmental responsibility, and cultural authenticity. Particular attention was paid to human rights and to the challenge of building a sustainable economy in the context of social justice. (Munasinghe & Shearer 1995).

This last acknowledgment
 unarguably draws our attention back to Willoughby's organic conception of society
 (cited in Miller 2001). According to Willoughby's work we can visualise society as an organism in which the flourishing of each of its element requires the cooperation of all the others. From this perspective the aim of social justice is to specify the institutional arrangements that will allow each person to contribute fully to social well-being.

Putting the question this way, sustainability describes a topic of research that is basically social, addressing virtually the entire 'process by which societies manage the material conditions of their reproduction, including the social, economic, political and cultural principles that guide the distribution of environmental resources' (Becker et al., 1997:  19). This entailed notion of distributive justice is also resembled in the writings of most contemporary political philosophers as the very baseline of social justice itself, and indeed the two concepts are often used interchangeably
. In this tradition, distributive justice indicates the fair distribution of benefits among the members of various associations (Rawls 1971; Miller, 1999).

In the context of sustainability the equity principle accounts for this Situation. The term equity relates to distributional fairness in dealing with both non-human and human life, but mainly the latter, and encompasses both rights and duties towards future as well as present
 generations and ecosystems. (O'Riordan & Voisey 1997; Carley & Spapens 1998)

In saying that social justice has to do with how advantages and disadvantages are distributed to individuals in a society, we must be careful not to take "distributed" in too literal a sense. In particular, we must avoid thinking that there is some central distributing agency that assigns resource quotas to persons. Instead we are concerned with the ways in which a range of social institutions and practices together influence the shares of resources available to different people, in other words, with the distributive effects of what Rawls (1971) calls ‘the basic structure of society’
. In order to obtain social justice, it is necessary that each person's needs be met (fully or proportionately) according to a common standard of need (which is recognized from the Brundtland report) and applied across the whole of the society. (Miller, 1999)

Throughout the discussion we have spoken about "distribution among the members of a society" and "the basic structure of a society" without indicating what "a society" means in these contexts.

It is often argued that nowadays people 's shares of resources and their life prospects generally depend not just on the working of domestic institutions within states, but also on transnational economic and political forces. The "basic structure" (if we continue for the moment using this term), therefore, must now be understood to include institutions (such as global capital markets) that are not subject to control by the state at national level. However, as we shall see nation-states have a special Standing here. This is because where a state is constituted in such a way that its citizens share a common national identity, the resulting political communities (or localities) of that nation will develop 3 distinct features that will make the application of the 'justice' principle comprehensible and feasible to all of its members.

Firstly, according to Miller (1999) national identities tend to create strong bonds of solidarity among those who share them, bonds that are strong enough to override individual differences of religion, ethnicity, and so forth. The localities formed in this way therefore become a natural reference group when people ask themselves whether the share of resources they are getting is fair or not. (Miller, 1999 18)

Secondly, national political cultures include a range of shared understandings that form an essential background to principles of social justice (Miller, 1999). Because these shared understandings are so easily taken for granted within national communities, we may overlook the difficulty involved even in specifying what distributive justice would mean across such communities.

Finally for social justice to become an operative ideal that guides people's everyday behaviour, those concerned must have sufficient assurance that the restraint they show in following fair principles and procedures will be matched by similar restraint on the part of others. What can motivate adherence to principles of social justice, then, is trust reinforced by compulsion, and it is this combination of forces that nation-states are uniquely able to provide. (Miller, 1999 19)

My claim here, is not that justice formally requires this particular scope restriction, but that the principles we use are always, as a matter of psychological fact, applied within bounded communities, and that the integrating power of national identity is sufficiently great to make the national community our primary universe of distribution. Thereinafter, l suggest that this principle of justice can only depend upon how people understand their relationships to others, with whom or to whom they are doing justice. Thus different principles are used in different social contexts
.

What social justice apparently presupposes here, is a relatively homogeneous political community whose directing agency, the state, has the capacity to shape its major social institutions (and thus the final distribution of social resources) in the way the principles embedded in the concept prescribe. In the absence of these homogeneity features, social justice cannot be understood from a global perspective; at least not in the foreseeable future. From this point onwards on we must continue to think of social justice as applying within national political localities, and therefore understand global justice differently.

On a global level, treating social justice as a domain issue first of all means, recognizing that both the environment and the economy represent global and interconnected systems. Nevertheless, despite being environmentally interconnected, we have to accept that the world is socially fragmented (Becher, Jahn 1999).

The diversity of immediate needs and concerns, as well as long-term goals throughout the world, suggests that there is no universal right or wrong approach to sustainable development. To a village-level official in the developing world, sustainable development may mean, first and foremost, dealing with poverty and human misery through health and education Services. Meanwhile, to a government regulator in an industrial country, it may mean protecting the physical environment from emissions of both greenhouse gases and other effluents that cause acid rain by developing the right economic incentives and monitoring compliance with point discharge regulations. The existence of diverse perceptions and the existing structure of decision-making do not readily allow for one globally just consensus building. This is partly because as said by Munasinghe & Shearer (1995) the variety of problems at the micro level does not facilitate constructive synthesis at the level of macro policy. What this consequently means is that the actions of one nation may have international ramifications (Westley & Vredenburg, 1996). This in turn suggests that sustainable development can only be maintained through the appreciation of the finite life-support limits of this planet
 (O'Riordan & Voisey 1997) 

Drawing from the literature, the equity principle of sustainable development argues that we are all equal in terms of access to planetary resources (Carley & Spapens 1998). To achieve international equity would therefore mean first world sustainable development movements should focus on making the first world sustainable so as to reduce the extraction from third world resources
. Sustainable development internationally means the first world taking responsibility for having underdeveloped the third world, and examine how to make the first world sustainable
. (Starr, 2000)

The World Commission on Environment and Development (1987) has recognized this problem, stating that "it is a terrible irony that as formal development reaches more deeply into rain forests, deserts, and other isolated environments, it tends to destroy the only cultures that have proved able to thrive in these environments." (32-33)

Both the theory and practice of sustainable development appear to have reached something of an impasse. This impasse reflects the congruence of several key difficulties. First, the concept is ambiguous and open to a wide variety of interpretations. Not only does this allow the idea to support a range of different agendas, it has also caused many analysts to become unproductively stalled in the search of a widely acceptable definition. Second, the concept of sustainable development is not only broad but also fundamentally integrative, and no convincing methodology exists for embracing, in a single moment, the totality of the idea. (Drummond, Marsden, 1999). In practice, most current approaches to sustainable development have been criticized to address 'narrow technocratic concerns' and for being Western-centric while defining development and progress according to their own means and measurements (Drummond, Marsden, 1999). Furthermore, the term 'development' and 'modernization' have attracted growing criticism, mainly from Third World activists, as a means to domination of non-Western societies and cultures (Becher, Jahn 1999).

What is here seems to be a conclusion is that on an analytical level sustainability puts to rest the idea that there is one single direction for societal development, which all human societies must or could possibly follow. In contrast, sustainability emphasizes the diversity of paths for societal transformation, depending on the particular cultural or political as well as ecological starting points. (Becher, Jahn 1999). 

The pursuit of social justice in this special project is bounded in time and space. A pluralistic and consultative social framework will be required in the future if development shall be addressed equally accurate. 
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� This idea mainly reflects the triple bottom-line approach which identifies three different concepts that reflect the view of sustainable development presented above. That is the economic, the ecological and the socio-cultural (Becker 1999).


� Also shared by other works from this period, such as 'The Elements of Social Justice' by the British social philosopher L. T. Hobhouse (1965).


� For instance see Rawls (1971). A Theory of Justice. Harvard University Press. Cambridge.


� The term equity is also used (i.e. Pearce, Barbier & Markandya, 1990) in connection with the idea that all people have the same basic needs that must be taken into consideration This concept is often referred to as intra-generational equity, meaning justice among the present population. The preservation (or acquisition) of basic human rights and the fulfilment of basic human needs are the fundamental driving forces behind economic transactions, social interactions, and resource consumption.


� According to Rawls (1971), the "basic structure of society" must be taken to include practices and institutions like these whose individual repercussions are quite local but, when taken together, produce society-wide effects.


� This explanation can be confirmed by looking at empirical studies of Runciman, (1966) based on people's beliefs and attitudes towards social justice.


� Daly & Cobb (1989) usually refers to this as the natural capital or total capital stock. Natural capital includes both renewable and non-renewable natural resources such as forests, fisheries and petroleum.


� For development to be truly sustainable, Drummond & Marsden (1999) have argued its dynamism must be internalised. No sub-system which borrows from other geographical or temporal subsystems can be sustained indefinitely.


� Weinberg calls this 'scaling back of over-development' (1991: 159)
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