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PLANETARY WELL-BEING

Ontology and ethics

Teea Kortetmdiki, Mikael Puurtinen, Miikka Salo,
Gonzalo Cortés-Capano, Sanna Karkulehto and
Janne S. Kotiaho

Introduction

Planetary well-being is defined as “a state in which the integrity of Earth system
and ecosystem processes remains unimpaired to a degree that lineages can per-
sist to the future as parts of ecosystems, and organisms (including humans) can
realize their typical characteristics and capacities” (Kortetmaki ef al., 2021, p. 4).
This “state” is a dynamic rather than a static condition: Planetary well-being may
increase and decline, and human activities influence it greatly. Understanding these
dynamics necessitates grounding the ontology and ethics of planetary well-being.
In this chapter, we examine how the conceptualization of planetary well-being is
grounded and positioned in the broader theoretical landscape, both in ontological
and ethical terms. We also reflect upon the overall conceptual underpinnings of
planetary well-being and its implications for the different well-being frames that
are used for guiding societal development and policy-making, hoping to encour-
age further research. It should be noted that we limit our normative reasoning to
human activities: Although large-scale natural events might also affect planetary
well-being by disrupting large-scale processes, only humans are morally responsi-
ble for their activities’ impacts on planetary well-being.

Ontology behind planetary well-being: Systems and processes

Ontologically, planetary well-being takes a systems- and process-oriented
approach. Planetary well-being commits to the Bungean type of systemism (see
e.g., Bunge, 2000) where every “thing” is a system or a component of one (Kortet-
méki ef al., 2021). Ontologically speaking, a system is an entity that consists of
interacting components and has structures and processes that are characteristic of
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the given kind of system. All systems are situated in a context (environment) where
they interact with other systems.

Most systems are material and independent of human and nonhuman minds.!
Communication systems as well as human-made complex systems, such as
schools, financial systems, and preservable semiotic and symbolic systems (texts
and images), may be partially immaterial but their immaterial parts have causal
effects only through cognition and action, i.e., through the material neural system
(Elder-Vass, 2010a). For example, money does nothing unless humans believe it
does and agree with (and act upon) the rules determining what money can do.

Systems have both aggregative and emergent properties. Aggregative properties
result from the simple addition of the properties of the parts. A classic example
of an aggregative property is mass (ibid.). Emergent properties are those novel
properties that emerge particularly due to the ordering and interaction of the com-
ponents in a system (Bunge, 2000). Emergent properties are those that make the
system “greater than the sum of its parts”: Its components do not have such prop-
erties in themselves, nor in aggregate. Certain emergent properties, such as the
ability of systems to reproduce and preserve themselves, and sentience, also add to
the properties of a system in a way that is relevant to moral considerations (see the
section on ethical underpinnings).

Emergent properties constitute the basis for a view of the stratified nature of
reality. Various phenomena have physical, chemical, biological, psychological, and
social levels. Various scientific disciplines have also specialized in the research
of a specific level of reality. While scientific activities may often be most fruitful
when a level is studied with the concepts, theories, and methods developed for
that particular level, it is also possible and sometimes valuable to combine tools
or apply them at different levels. For example, psychological level phenomena can
be viewed through psychology but also approached with the tools of neurobiology
(a lower level), or with social psychology and sociology (a higher level). Phenom-
ena in complex systems, such as societies, can only be explained comprehensively
by studying them with multi- and interdisciplinary approaches.

In the planetary well-being framework, the well-being of a system is under-
stood in a nonsubjective way, as the functional integrity of that system. Well-being
means meeting the needs conveyed through critical processes at the biological,
mental, and social levels. This understanding is in line with the above-described
systems- and process-oriented approach where also non-conscious entities can gain
or lose well-being. In the case of conscious entities such as sentient animals (those
who can feel pain and suffer), consciousness does not always capture all critical
processes. Also, some subjects with rich imagination and tendencies to comparison
(many human beings) may consider some non-critical processes hastily as criti-
cal to their well-being. Hence, the subjective experience of well-being—although
generally a good indicator of, for example, experienced human well-being—is not
necessarily accurate or a comprehensive description of the state of well-being of an
individual in the sense of the definition relevant to planetary well-being.
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Processes and relations

Planetary well-being is rooted in the idea that all living systems come into existence
(emerge), develop, and behave in ways that result from complex sets of causal
relations and patterns of species association (assemblages/communities of species)
(Banitz et al., 2022; DeLanda, 2016). Relations and feedbacks between interacting
entities generate emergent properties: Many ecological processes are produced by
the interactions between species (Folke et al., 2016). For example, pollination as an
ecological process often emerges from the relations between animal pollinators and
the plants they pollinate (see also Chapter 6 for soil processes). These processes are
mostly contingent: If the interactions end, animal pollination as an emergent pro-
cess would cease to exist (DeLanda, 2016). The integrity of ecological processes in
turn is vital for the continuity and well-being of the members of the communities,
that is species and organisms (Levin et al., 2013).

It is important to note that in many relations between the entities (e.g., spe-
cies) and the emergent systems they belong to (e.g., ecosystems), entities main-
tain their relative autonomy and are not fused together into a homogeneous whole
(DeLanda, 2016). For example, individuals can be connected to each other in many
ways yet also remain as individuals in their community. Acknowledging the rela-
tive autonomy of entities as parts-of-wholes implies in some cases replaceability
or functional redundancy within processes: A pollination process can (at least in
many cases) continue even if the current pollinator species is replaced with other
species, local or exotic, or robot brushes, as long as the replaced entities realize
the same functions in the system. However, very rarely does a species have only
one role in an ecosystem. Pollinators, for example, also interact in numerous other
assemblages beyond pollination such as comprising a food source for other species
in that system. This overall complexity of relationships means that precautionary
measures and preventive action should be adopted to avoid potential harm to the
integrity of larger ecological systems, and hence, to planetary well-being.

Knowledge about the interactions between and among Earth’s geophysical sys-
tems, ecosystems, and human-created systems is still very limited (e.g., Mastran-
gelo et al., 2019). The ontological basis of planetary well-being implies the need
for interdisciplinary work to make sense of the connections between different pro-
cesses that comprise planetary well-being. This also necessitates acknowledging
epistemic humility: We humans will likely never be able to know, and thus take
into account, all relevant relations and interactions between different species. To
avoid too simplistic ontological or epistemic assumptions, it is important to rec-
ognize the social dimensions of such knowledge, while asserting the reality of the
material dimension of the problems (Bhaskar et al., 2010).

The ontological position taken in planetary well-being challenges traditional
dualisms between humans and nature and the assumption that humans’ interac-
tions with (the use of) nonhuman entities or materials could be considered in isola-
tion from their ecosystems and processes. Planetary well-being emphasizes that



Planetary well-being: Ontology and ethics 29

humans are part of co-evolving systems and participants in multispecies processes
in nature, not external to the rest of the natural world (¢f., Berkes and Folke, 1998).
The processual viewpoint in planetary well-being also highlights the presence of
agency throughout nature, as life is intertwined in these processes in myriad ways:
Humans are not the active agent using and managing passive nature, but a partici-
pant in the webs of actants. However, moral agency—the capacity to think of (and
shape) one’s actions with an ethical perspective—and, thus, also the responsibility
to act ethically, is specific only to humans. As the technological capacity of humans
to use nonhuman world and interfere with its processes has grown, the concept of
moral agency has also become more important since human actions can have such
huge and far-reaching effects on planetary well-being.

Notably, the ontological basis of planetary well-being described here leaves
room for different, more detailed ontological perceptions. For example, it is pos-
sible to emphasize the different levels of complexity in the existence of entities.
Moreover, questions about how inter-entity relations are constitutive of the enti-
ties engaged in such relations, remain open to different characterizations. This, we
believe, allows the engagement with planetary well-being from different perspec-
tives and worldviews (see also Chapters 3 and 8).

The ethical underpinnings of planetary well-being

Planetary well-being is based on certain normative premises, some of which are
influenced by the above-described ontology, that constitutes the ethical underpin-
nings of planetary well-being. By “underpinnings”, we emphasize that such con-
siderations still leave room for the diversity of further ethical elaborations. In our
treatment, we adhere to scientific realism about values. Scientific realism

commits one to treating values as socially produced and historically contin-
gent. This does not, however, prevent us from reasoning about values, nor from
developing critiques by combining ethical reasoning with a theoretical under-
standing of the social world and its possibilities.

(Elder-Vass, 20100, p. 33)

Most importantly, planetary well-being transcends human-prioritizing value
hierarchies (moral anthropocentrism) for more inclusive and equal valuation. The
more inclusive stance is known as moral non-anthropocentrism or more-than-
human ethics (e.g., Puig de la Bellacasa, 2017; see also Kohler et al., 2019) and
broadens the sphere of moral considerability. Morally considerable entities have a
particular moral status and moral (intrinsic or non-instrumental) value regardless of
their utility for humans. The value of nonhuman well-being is not derived from its
importance to humans (without denying such importance): In the planetary well-
being framework, both human and nonhuman well-beings are morally worthy for
their own sake.
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The basic sphere of moral considerability in planetary well-being grounds
moral value in the self-regulative and self-regenerative capacity of living enti-
ties, extending moral considerability beyond humans (Kortetméki et al., 2021,
p- 3). This is closely connected to the functional integrity, the well-being, of such
entities. Understood this way, well-being as a morally relevant idea also extends
beyond individuals. However, since individuals’ striving for well-being unavoid-
ably generates continuous conflicts between organisms, and because the organisms
are so vast in their number, it would be extremely difficult or even impossible to
adequately capture ethical concern for all well-being by paying attention to each
individual. Thus, planetary well-being seeks to focus on another level to capture
the moral concern for all well-being in a way that is meaningful and applicable
to guiding societal development and policy evaluation. To succeed in this, plan-
etary well-being takes a dual standpoint to moral valuation: First, it takes lineages
(a group of organisms with a shared genetic ancestry) as the key entities of moral
concern, and second, it embraces a multicriterial valuation that is relevant for
addressing the diversity in how well-being is manifested in different life forms.

Focusing on lineages (e.g., species and populations) is a theoretically and prag-
matically satisfactory way to capture the moral concern for all nonhuman well-
being. This is for two reasons. First and foremost, lineages as species possess
particularly weighty value. Each species manifests a unique historical continuum
and story of evolving life; many lineages have existed for thousands, even millions
of years, and many of them will continue to exist far beyond the duration of human
communities. However, if a species is driven into extinction by human activities,
it is likely lost forever; the irreversibility of the harm and the piece of history lost
due to it makes the harm particularly severe (Rolston, 1985). Second, pragmatic
reasons also favour the focus on lineages. The status of lineages indicates well the
overall state of affairs regarding the possibility of nonhuman entities to satisfy their
needs and strive for well-being. Population declines or the increased number of
endangered species are signs that some critical processes are failing and compro-
mising planetary well-being (see Chapter 14).

Another ethically focal acknowledgement in planetary well-being, already high-
lighted, is that both human and nonhuman well-being are valuable for their own
sake. The well-being of various humans and nonhumans requires sufficient integ-
rity of Earth system and ecosystem processes (shared preconditions for all well-
being) but also the satisfaction of species-specific needs. This implies that planetary
well-being is inclusive of multicriterial approaches to moral considerability where
the moral status can be grounded in several criteria. The multicriterial approach
also has the advantage of being much better equipped to explain some of the care-
fully considered ethical intuitions that are illustrated by the range of problem cases
used to test various moral approaches. For example, single-criterion approaches
that attribute moral value only to an entity’s characteristic of having a life would
not explain why we might have special (additional) duties to the individuals of
endangered species (Warren, 2000, pp. 172—173). The use of multiple criteria also
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helps distinguish and clarify why we have such different duties to different morally
considerable entities: Our duties to fellow human beings are different from our
duties to nonhuman individuals, let alone the duties to non-individual entities such
as species or populations.

In multicriterial moral valuation, different criteria constitute together the over-
all sphere of moral considerability, which is comprised of different (overlapping)
spheres of morally considerable entities. Different spheres set different demands and
limitations to acceptable human behaviour, depending on the features of the systems.
Sentience, for example, constitutes one feature-specific sphere of moral consider-
ability. The well-being of sentient creatures sets some additional well-being related
requirements because sentience influences the behavioural and physical needs of
these beings. Many of those activities that are wrong towards sentient beings (such
as industrialized meat production) would not, to our current knowledge, harm non-
sentient beings and would therefore be wrong only when practised towards sentient
beings. This way, multicriterial valuation is also compatible with the view that we
human beings owe some species-specific duties to fellow human beings.

The broadest sphere of moral considerability includes all entities that can have
well-being and have self-regenerative capacities. This broadest sphere is relevant
for the framing of well-being in contexts that aim to guide overall societal develop-
ment. Planetary well-being, thus, means a paradigmatic change in how well-being
should be framed in such contexts. The inclusive notion of well-being broadens
the scope of consideration when the well-being impacts of societal development
are to be assessed (or when policy planning and implementation aim to improve
the overall well-being or more equal well-being). As a non-anthropocentric notion,
planetary well-being requires that a society-guiding conception of well-being is
framed in a way that considers nonhuman well-being for its own sake, not only as a
factor that influences human well-being. This implies that the possibilities of non-
humans to satisfy their needs, now and in the future, must not be undermined when
societies strive to increase well-being or promote development that is assumed to
increase well-being indirectly.

The needs-based understanding of well-being also highlights the universality of
human needs, which has ramifications on the appropriate framing of human well-
being in societal contexts. Ramifications concern universality and inclusiveness.
Regarding universality, an objective approach to well-being—a conception where
well-being is neither defined nor usually measured by subjective experiences but
by external criteria—is necessary for considering social contexts and inequalities
adequately (e.g., Nussbaum, 2011).2 Objective approaches have a strong foothold
in justice and social policy studies (e.g., Doyal and Gough, 1984; Nussbaum,
2011). Protecting the opportunity of all humans to satisfy their needs and strive
for a good life is a condition for minimum social justice (e.g., Nussbaum, 2011).
This condition of considering a// humans is quite demanding: The needs fulfilment
of current generations should take the global perspective and must not compro-
mise the possibility of future generations to fulfil their needs (Max-Neef, 1991; the
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World Commission on Environment and Development (WCED), 1987). The needs-
based understanding of well-being is thereby also more attentive (than subjective
accounts) to the situation of disadvantaged human communities and groups. It urges
the prioritization of the satisfaction of universal human needs before investing in
the fulfilment of desires that stem from the increased standard of living in high-
income communities and consumerist marketing processes (see also Chapters 9
and 10), even though such desires might be perceived locally as important to sub-
jective well-being. Overall, an objective approach to well-being provides a tangible
set of criteria for conceptualizing well-being for societal development purposes in
a more suitable and morally acceptable way than subjective approaches do (e.g.,
Doyal and Gough, 1984; Kortetmaiki et al., 2021; Nussbaum, 2011; Rice, 2013).
The objective approaches to well-being also allow the moral inclusiveness that
planetary well-being seeks to promote. Some approaches already extend inclusive-
ness beyond human well-being and thus provide a compatible platform for fur-
ther theorizing about the politics of planetary well-being. They have addressed
the well-being of nonhuman animals (e.g., Broom, 1991; Nussbaum, 2011), other
organisms, and even species and ecosystems (Kortetmaki, 2017; Schlosberg, 2007;
see also Prescott-Allen, 2001). Adopting the non-anthropocentric, inclusive fram-
ing of well-being to guide societal development makes a big difference for the
consideration of legitimate and illegitimate societal actions, policies, and develop-
ment trajectories. It renders the nonhuman world from a background resource and
service provider into an ensemble of active recipients, beneficiaries, and sufferers,
of societal development. The relevant community affected by societal development
and policies always includes the biotic community (Dryzek and Pickering, 2018).

Planetary well-being and moral duties

Assigning at least some moral value to well-being for its own sake means that
moral duties related to well-being arise in relation to any entities that may gain or
lose well-being. Such duties, however, are not identical towards all morally consid-
erable entities. Negative duties, or duties to avoid causing harm, comprise the cor-
nerstone of environmental ethical duties to nonhuman nature. Because planetary
well-being comprises processes whose functioning is the general precondition for
the well-being of morally considerable entities, the primary duty for planetary well-
being would be the negative duty to avoid impairing those processes. However, the
impairments already caused—and the consequent harm to nonhuman and human
well-being at all levels—suggest that positive duties to restore the prospects of
nonhumans to strive for well-being can be justifiably demanded. We see this kind
of positive duty, or a duty to actively promote good, as crucial. The moral obliga-
tion to aim at restoring the impaired Earth and ecosystem processes is an important
ethical implication of the idea of planetary well-being.

May positive duties also imply duties to advance planetary well-being even
in situations where the impairment is not human-originated? The quick answer
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intuitively appears to be “no”: Humans are unlikely to have duties to compensate
the impacts of volcanic eruptions to nonhuman species. However, the actual
question is more complex since it is increasingly hard to tell whether the nega-
tive impacts from “nonhuman activities” are exacerbated by human activities.
For example, volcanic eruptions might today induce greater harm to nonhuman
well-being because the human-induced habitat degradation prevents nonhumans
from migrating to new places from areas damaged by the eruption. Addressing the
question of positive duties beyond restoration goes, in its complexity, beyond this
chapter’s scope. Here it can be noted that even for now, the positive duty to restore
processes that comprise planetary well-being but have been degraded by human
activities is so significant that taking it seriously implies transformative changes to
human activities.

When it comes to duties to individuals, the planetary well-being framework
goes beyond individualistic approaches in its framing of moral considerability.
This does not need to render the well-being of individuals unmeaningful or value-
less. Both individuals and entities beyond individuals, such as species or ecosys-
tems, are acknowledged to be morally considerable. Yet, the duties for planetary
well-being must be imposed on levels higher than the individual to make the obli-
gations feasible. The ethical framework that underpins planetary well-being allows
the integration of various approaches with the attribution of moral considerability
(also inherent value) in environmental ethics. Yet, the requirements set by planetary
well-being limit the range for the approaches that planetary well-being embracing
pluralism can accommodate. Moral obligations to individuals, whatever they com-
prise (depending on the chosen ethical approach), must not require actions that
would cause societies to undermine planetary well-being.

Mapping planetary well-being in environmental ethics

How is the normative core commitment of planetary well-being positioned within
environmental ethics? Inclusive approaches that grant moral considerability to non-
humans comprise three stances where moral considerability is grounded in differ-
ent attributes (e.g., Goodpaster, 1978; Schweitzer, 1969; Taylor, 1981; for a good
summary, see Warren, 2000): sentientism, biocentrism, and ecocentrism. Sentient-
ism (e.g., Nussbaum, 2011; Singer, 2002) only considers sentient animals. Biocen-
trism grants moral considerability to individual organisms that act as teleological
systems so that something can be good or bad for them.? It has also been proposed
that biocentric moral considerability is grounded in the state of being alive as the
ultimate goal or good, for which all other goals are instrumental. Ecocentrism, in
turn, emphasizes the stability and integrity of ecosystems and/or ecological enti-
ties (such as lineages) more broadly but essentially beyond individuals who are
not of primary concern in ecocentric approaches (Callicott, 1986; Leopold, 1949;
Naess, 2008). The most-cited articulation of an ecocentric viewpoint is Leopold’s
(1949, pp. 224-225) land ethic thesis: “A thing is right when it tends to preserve
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the integrity, stability, and beauty of the biotic community. It is wrong when it tends
otherwise.”

Ecological dynamics entail that individuals’ striving for well-being creates con-
stant conflicts. Thus, even if an individual’s well-being is valuable for its own sake,
we align planetary well-being in the camp of approaches which posit that individu-
alist non-anthropocentrism cannot meaningfully ground normative guidance for
societal development. Despite works that attempt to resolve these conflicts in dif-
ferent ways by, for example, determining certain simple rules (such as choosing the
action with the least number of harmed individuals) or principles for making pri-
oritizations for certain goods to be protected or harms to be avoided (e.g., Taylor,
1981; Wienhues, 2017), there is an overwhelming number of conflicting demands.
Attempts to include and navigate all the claims between different kinds of individu-
als, let alone the claims between ecosystem-, species-, and organism-levels, have
been heavily criticized as prone to fail (e.g., Cripps, 2010). We agree with the criti-
cism that creating a conflict-generating approach is unlikely to successfully guide
societal action: It is important to find a way to consider all well-being without
considering all possible claims at all levels. More-than-individualistic environmen-
tal ethics, such as ecocentrism, usually ground moral considerability in the self-
regulative and self-regenerative capacities of living entities (e.g. Kortetmaki, 2017;
Rolston, 2002; Schlosberg, 2007) and planetary well-being aligns well with them.

There is also another reason why planetary well-being must reach beyond indi-
vidualistic ethics: The moral considerability of non-individual entities is not reduc-
ible to individuals. We agree with Callicott (1986) and Rolston (1985) that the
loss of a species due to human action is morally reprehensible for its own sake
and not just due to the suffering it causes to individual beings. The extinction of
lineages are exceptionally grave and morally reprehensible losses because of the
timeframe of evolutionary history that reaches up to millions of years to the past
and could have reached equal periods in the future without human interruption.
Thus, planetary well-being aligns with those normative views where the survival of
lineages is an end in itself (Naess, 1989, 2008; Rolston, 1985). This is a huge issue
since the currently estimated number of species under risk of extinction due to
human-originating interference is around 1 million (based on a rough but informed
extrapolation, IPBES, 2019).

Amongst the established environmental ethics approaches, deep ecology is
the most resemblant to planetary well-being. Deep ecology is grounded in a rela-
tional and holistic approach and considers human and nonhuman flourishing as
morally valuable for their own sake. This implies that “[hJumans have no right
to reduce this [nonhuman] richness and diversity except to satisfy vital needs”
(Naess, 1989, p. 29; “vital needs” remains a vague notion but is not restricted to
biological survival needs). Planetary well-being differs from deep ecology by pay-
ing more attention to socio-ecological systems, relations, and processes. This is
in line with socio-ecological sustainability and transformations research, thereby
providing a more elaborate basis for the examination of societal development and
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for creating non-anthropocentric framings of sustainable development (see United
Nations (UN), 2015; WCED, 1987 for the recent and original framings). Second,
planetary well-being gives a more process-oriented definition for the limits of per-
missible harm by focusing on process integrity. This might also imply differences
between deep ecology and planetary well-being approaches in the permissibility of
some actions deep ecology and planetary well-being find morally permissible, but
an examination of them is beyond the scope of this chapter. It must be, however,
emphasized that planetary well-being is meant to complement, not to replace social
ethics that further guides the promotion of equal well-being among humans and the
organization of human societies.

Since planetary well-being addresses large-scale processes (see section Intro-
duction in this chapter), it may become confused with the planetary boundaries
framework that is also systemic and process-oriented. The planetary boundaries
framework was introduced (Rockstrém et al., 2009) as a framework to help main-
tain the Holocene, the stable environmental conditions on Earth. The essential dif-
ference between planetary boundaries and planetary well-being is both epistemic
and normative. Planetary boundaries are measurable thresholds, the crossing of
which could lead to irreversible changes and unstable environmental conditions,
threatening safe human existence. It highlights the importance of avoiding the
crossing of “tipping points” (and thus staying within stricter boundaries of safe
action) that could lead to the abrupt changes or collapse of crucial processes. In
contrast, planetary well-being focuses on functional integrity. These thresholds dif-
fer greatly: Consider, analogously, the difference between avoiding the crossing of
a human individual’s tipping point (physical or psychological collapse) vs. secur-
ing their functional integrity (well-being). Protecting one’s functional integrity
requires more than simply avoiding the crossing of a safety boundary; admittedly,
however, the state of integrity is also fuzzy. Moreover, planetary boundaries are
defined with reference to human safety: The framework is thus explicitly anthro-
pocentric in normative terms. This also shows in the status of biodiversity loss
rate as just one of the safety boundaries. In the planetary boundaries framework,
extinctions are not a concern per se but due to their impacts on the safe existence
of humans and stability of the Holocene. Planetary well-being sets more demand-
ing limits for permissible activities: Increasing the risk of extinctions is a concern
as such, and some disruptions that are insignificant for planetary boundaries can be
very significant for planetary well-being.

Finally, one central ethical aspect of planetary well-being is the shift of atten-
tion from actual well-being outcomes to the opportunities to achieve well-being, to
avoid paralysis in front of unavoidable conflicts between individuals in their reali-
zation of well-being. Planetary well-being focuses on factors that are constitutive
of the opportunity of almost any living entity to achieve well-being. In its focus on
the opportunities to achieve well-being, the ethical grounding of planetary well-
being resembles the influential capabilities approach to justice and development
(Nussbaum, 2011; Nussbaum and Sen, 1993). The capabilities approach focuses on
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evaluating the capabilities of humans—what they can do and be in terms of striving
for a dignified and worthy life—rather than the actual outcomes of each individual
or their perception of well-being. Although the initial capabilities approach was
limited to humans, social justice literature expanded it to sentient animals (Nuss-
baum, 2006) and ecological justice literature even to ecosystems and species, ask-
ing whether such entities are able to maintain their functional integrity and what
impediments to that goal human activities are causing (e.g., Kortetméki, 2017,
Schlosberg, 2007).

Ethics of moderate and severe scarcity

Opportunities for achieving well-being depend on numerous goods. Many of
them are scarce in one way or another. This very fact of scarcity has, in the first
place, given rise to various theories of justice that aim to define (among other
things) appropriate criteria for the just distribution of goods. However, almost all
approaches to justice—even those that speak about justice for nature—assume that
scarcity is only moderate and that there are enough goods to provide everyone what
they need (Wienhues, 2020). However, the present world manifests significant or
severe scarcity for many nonhumans (ibid.): They barely survive or even face
extirpation as populations or extinction as species. The basic moral imperative of
planetary well-being is to strive towards circumstances where Earth and ecosystem
processes function so well that nonhuman entities have the opportunity to achieve
well-being. This is to be pursued alongside the production of greater equality of
well-being among human beings.

Of course, one thing needing clarification is whether the scarcity concerns all
potential need satisfiers that could satisfy the species-specific needs of humans, or
whether it is caused by unbearably burdensome/consuming need satisfiers. Severe
scarcity would urge promoting the availability of the least harmful need satisfiers
that can provide well-being to humans and the rejection of the more harmful ones.
The prospects for planetary well-being would then be maximized by shifting to
the least burdensome human need satisfiers. For example, standards for adequate
housing, the availability of fuelled traffic vehicles and the composition of adequate
diets differ greatly in their impacts on planetary well-being. But what if scarcity
is too severe for combining such goals: What if the needs of all humans cannot be
satisfied due to scarcity, or what if satisfying all human needs necessarily hampers
the prospects of nonhumans to achieve well-being?

Speaking of equality remains relevant also with relation to well-being and to
“survival” (existence deprived of well-being). Insofar as there are enough goods to
support survival, there are still prospects to reach “back” to well-being later. This
happens, for example, when human communities face acute catastrophes but get
over them and recover. Below the threshold of survival, however, speaking of equal
distribution becomes meaningless. If a ship is sinking and there are life jackets only
for half of the passengers, cutting life jackets in half (if the half-jacket does not
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increase the likelihood of survival) for equality would not make sense: Everyone
would die. To avoid tragedies that are analogous to this metaphor, realizing the need
for urgent transformations and communicating this urgency in action-encouraging
ways is crucially important. From the viewpoint of survival, helping species stay
existent until their prospects to be well are secured again is a meaningful goal.

Planetary well-being can provide a hopeful vision also for the ethics of scarcity
by suggesting a focus on thinking about the preconditions of well-being, which
constitutes a broadly embraced value and thus a common overarching vision
across times and even groups of deep differences (Rogers ef al., 2012). The above-
described considerations of just distribution do, however, also raise unavoidably
questions about human population size in the long term. What share of goods are
we, as one species, entitled to use on the planet whose goods we share with millions
of other species?

Planetary well-being as a bridging concept

The relational notions underpinning the concept of planetary well-being acknowl-
edge the importance of fundamental, life supporting processes and relationships
for the survival and well-being of both humans and nonhumans. By overcoming
human—mnature dualisms, these relational notions resonate with both Western and
non-Western considerations that take into account traditional knowledge, Indig-
enous views, and diverse forms of experience (Muraca, 2011) and may facilitate
understanding of the diverse ways human societies relate to and interact with non-
human nature (Kéhler ez al., 2019). The critique of Enlightenment-based Cartesian,
Eurocentric, and anthropocentric humanism has generated calls for the recogni-
tion of pluralism in, for example, biodiversity conservation (Cortés-Capano et al.,
2022). Planetary well-being as a framework might resonate with the plurality of
ethical-theoretical approaches such as feminist, gender, and queer studies; postco-
lonial, indigenous, and critical race studies; human—animal studies, new material-
ism, and posthumanism; virtue ethics, and ethics of care. In the case of planetary
well-being, the framing of well-being around the idea of needs and combining the
consideration of human and nonhuman needs (non-anthropocentrism) could sup-
port the identification of boundaries against unlimited desires and wants driving
the crisis, and for finding ways forward to foster just sustainability transformations.

Conclusion: The imperative for planetary well-being

Planetary well-being addresses the need for a morally inclusive and systemic con-
ceptualization of well-being that considers the multiple levels of interaction between
the different living systems and the processes they co-create and co-maintain. Plan-
etary well-being acknowledges the value of both human and nonhuman well-being
for their own sake: The moral right for both humans and nonhumans to exist, to
have their needs satisfied, and to realize their typical characteristics and capacities.
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The satisfaction of the needs of various entities creates both synergies and conflicts.
Hence, the concept transcends the level of individual organisms and focuses on the
integrity of Earth system and ecosystem processes underlying the well-being of all
forms of life.

As a concept, planetary well-being facilitates scientific, political, and ethi-
cal discussions by using the same vocabulary to address the impacts of human
activities on both human and nonhuman well-beings. Of course, one concept alone
cannot do the work. Transdisciplinary collaboration is needed to understand how
planetary well-being can help humans, both as individuals and in their collective
efforts, in transforming worldviews, values, and assumptions towards a direction
that promotes sustainable well-being for all. It is crucial to analyze the prevalent
societal structures and power relations in terms of how they maintain or prevent
striving towards planetary well-being and the equal prospects of different species
and human communities to achieve it.

Planetary well-being calls for transformative changes in how we think and discuss
well-being, deliberate and create policies for well-being, and how the various inhab-
itants of the planet are incorporated and valued in these discussions. In the common
framings of sustainable development, the minimum threshold for “sustainability” is
that to be sustainable, human activities must retain the opportunity of present and
future human generations to satisfy their needs. In contrast, planetary well-being
implies that human activities, to be sustainable, must retain the opportunity of all
types of living entities on Earth to satisfy their needs now and in the future. Planetary
well-being makes a difference to how we think about sustainability and well-being.

Planetary well-being does not require compromising human well-being but
urges finding other ways to achieve it than those which currently dominate in high-
consumption societies. Various human need satisfiers differ greatly in their impacts
on planetary well-being: This calls for studying how the processes of production
and consumption influence the satisfaction of universal human needs (Gough,
2017) and planetary well-being. The central question is: How to organize human
systems to simultaneously allow meeting human needs while retaining Earth and
ecosystem process integrity so that both humans and nonhumans—with particular
attention to those who now are unable to achieve well-being—have the opportunity
to strive for well-being, now and in the future?

Notes

1 Scientific materialism, or philosophical materialism, refers to ontological thinking where
“the real world is composed exclusively of material things”; scientific realism refers
here to the epistemic view where scientific knowledge can—and attempts to—represent
reality (Bunge, 1981). Such views can be embraced in varying degrees and planetary
well-being does not involve commitment to the “pure” stances of these views. Instead,
the conceptualization of planetary well-being resonates more closely with many ideas
presented in the new materialism that “is cross-fertilized by both the human and natural
sciences” and emphasizes the processual nature and the self-organizing capacities of
matter (e.g., Yi Sencindiver, 2017).
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2 For example, long oppression might lead humans to internalize their “inferior” status in
which case the oppression is not reflected in subjective reports about experienced well-
being. Long privileged status, in turn, might lead humans to internalize their well-off status
so that even minor impairment in, let us say, access to luxury goods might be reflected
strongly in subjective reports about experienced well-being. Thus, the subjective experi-
ences of privileged groups get easily overemphasized in subjective reports about well-being.

3 Those things that are good for an entity are also often called its interests. Having inter-
ests does not require mental awareness of those interests; human infants also demon-
strate this case (Taylor, 1986).
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