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Abstract: Until recently, in the social teaching of the Church, the principle of social justice has been primarily related
to poverty, social inequalities, wealth distribution, and goods. Pope Francis extends this understanding to environmental
issues. While diagnosing and describing the contemporary ecological crisis (our inability to resolve it in particular), he
identifies the same mindset and mechanisms underlying both the social and ecological crises. Therefore, Pope Fran-
cis's encyclical Laudato si”is a revolutionary text based on integral ecology that reintroduces justice (similarly to Rerum
Novarum over 130 years ago) as the key to addressing a new social issue - the contemporary ecological crisis. The com-
prehensive perspective on the contemporary global crisis as a socio-ecological crisis, in Laudato si’, finds its reference in
the developed concept of Environmental Justice as a new type of social justice. The viewpoint of a moral theologian allows
us to perceive the duties associated with it not only as a legal obligation (debitum iuridicum) but also more deeply as
a moral obligation (debitum morale).

Keywords: ecology, integral ecology, justice, environmental justice, Laudato si’, ecological crisis, Catholic social teaching,
religion and ecology

Abstrakt: Do tej pory w nauczaniu spotecznym Kosciota zasada sprawiedliwosci spotecznej odnoszona byfa przede
wszystkim do kwestii ubdstwa, nierdwnosci spotecznych, dystrybucji bogactwa czy dobr. Papiez Franciszek odnosi ja do
kwestii ekologicznej. Diagnozujac i opisujac wspétczesny kryzys ekologiczny, a przede wszystkim niezdolnos¢ do jego
rozwigzania, dostrzegt u podstaw zarowno kryzysu spotecznego, jak i kryzysu ekologicznego te sama logike i te same
mechanizmy. To wszystko sprawia, ze na encyklike Laudato si* trzeba patrzec jako na tekst rewolucyjny, ktdry na kanwie
ekologii integralnej proponuje na nowo - analogicznie jak miato to miejsce przed ponad 130 laty w encyklice Rerum
novarum - sprawiedliwo$¢ jako klucz do rozwigzania nowej kwestii spotecznej, ktdrg stat sie wspotczesny kryzys ekolo-
giczny. To charakterystyczne dla encykliki Laudato si catosciowe patrzenie na wspotczesny kryzys globalny jako kryzys
spoteczno-ekologiczny ma swoja odniesienie w wypracowanym na gruncie teorii prawa pojeciu Environmental Justice
- sprawiedliwosci ekologicznej jako nowego rodzaju sprawiedliwosci spotecznej. Spojrzenie teologa moralisty pozwoli
spojrze¢ na powinnosci z nig zwigzane nie tylko jako obowigzek prawny (debitum iuridicum), ale widziec je gtebiej jako
obowiazek moralny (debitum morale).

Stowa kluczowe: ekologia, ekologia integralna, sprawiedliwos¢, sprawiedliwos¢ ekologiczna, Laudato si’, kryzys
ekologiczny, katolicka nauka spoteczna, religia i ekologia
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Introduction

The issue of justice has always played a sig-
nificant role in the Catholic moral doctrine.
Important theological and moral syntheses
regarding social issues took the form of trea-
tises such as De Justitia or De Justitia et Jure,
in which specific problems were discussed in
the context of this cardinal moral virtue and
social principle (Querejazu 1993, 23—62). Jus-
tice that governed social relations (primarily
through compliance with the criterion of law
observance) was mainly related to the prob-
lems of poverty, social inequalities, wealth,
and goods distribution. Pope Francis has
expanded this perspective by including
ecological matters. While diagnosing and
describing the contemporary ecological cri-
sis and especially the inability to resolve it,
he discerns the exact mechanisms underly-
ing both the social and the ecological crises.

This means that the encyclical Laudato si’
should be treated as a revolutionary text that
proposes anew (analogically to the encycli-
cal Rerum Novarum over 130 years ago) jus-
tice as the key to resolving the new social
question, i.e., the contemporary ecological
crisis.

The aim of this paper and our academic
reflections in the shape of theological and
moral discourse is to reinterpret the notion
of Environmental Justice (developed within
the framework of legal theory) as a new kind
of social justice in the light of the assump-
tions of integral ecology put forward in
Laudato si’. Our research perspective will
help us answer the question of whether
moral imperatives that flow from integral
ecology can supplement the deficiencies
of environmental justice as a legal norm.

The paper has three parts that refer
to three major elements:

o Ecology seen through the prism

of the contemporary ecological crisis

« The question of social justice, which,

when referred to ecology, takes the form
of environmental justice

+ Pope Francis’s assumptions of integral

ecology

We find the justice issue to be the most
important of all of the above as it has rarely
occurred in commentaries on Laudato si’.

1. Pope Francis’s Reinterpretation
of the Ecological Crisis

“The ecological crisis is one small sign
of the ethical, cultural, and spiritual cri-
sis of modernity” (Francis 2015, 119). This
vital statement from Laudato si’ means that
the ecological problem is anthropologi-
cal. According to Francis, we cannot speak
about two separate crises, environmental
and social, for we have one complex socio-
ecological crisis (Francis 2015, 115-136). For
the Pope, climate change, environmental
pollution, and destitution are intercon-
nected. Thus, while showing ways of over-
coming the ecological crisis, the Pope pays
special attention to seeking integral solu-
tions that consider the interactions of natu-
ral systems as well as social systems. As long
as we deal with these matters separately,
we are not able to achieve justice either
to human beings or to nature (Sadowski
2016b, 155; Botoz et al. 2016).

While diagnosing the contemporary eco-
logical crisis and especially our inability
to resolve it, the Pope discerns the same
logic and mechanisms at the root of both
the social and ecological crises. “The same
mindset which stands in the way of mak-
ing radical decisions to reverse the trend
of global warming also stands in the way
of achieving the goal of eliminating poverty”
(Francis 2015, 175). In other words, social
and ecological crises are manifestations
of the same global emergency (Francis 2015,
122). The rejection of justice as the social
principle and the logic that the Pope refers
to as “use and discard” lie at the root of these
crises (Francis 2015, 123).

Apart from injustice, the distinguishing
factors of this situation are distorted anthro-
pocentrism, practical relativism, the per-
vasive technocratic paradigm, the cult
of power, and the ideology of pan-econo-
mism. These currents and ideologies are at
the core of the socio-ecological crisis, which
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is always a form of injustice. As a response,
Francis proposes integral ecology encom-
passing both nature and human and social
dimensions (Francis 2015, 138), including
work (Francis 2015, 128). Leo XIII saw jus-
tice (and truth) as the solution to his time’s
social issue (Leo XIII 1891, 2).

Similarly, Francis proposes justice as
the socio-economic paradigm that pertains
to environmental protection and a prefer-
ential option for the poor. Hearing the cry
of the natural world and the cry of the poor,
the Church points to justice thanks to which
we can compassionately consider what poses
a threat to our “human home”: “A true eco-
logical approach always becomes a social
approach; it must integrate questions
of justice in debates on the environment,
to hear both the cry of the earth and the cry
of the poor” (Francis 2015, 49; cf. Lepko 2018;
Lepko 2006).

2. Environmental Justice

This characteristic holistic perspective of
Laudato si’ regarding the contemporary
global crisis as the socio-ecological crisis is
analogous to the environmental justice con-
cept developed in legal theory.

Before delving into further considerations,
it is worth underscoring the exceptional har-
mony and compatibility between socio-eth-
ical reflection and the category of environ-
mental justice developed within the realm
of political science and law.

In the literature on this subject, on politi-
cal science in particular, environmental jus-
tice is often associated with the activities
of ecological movements and organizations
to safeguard environmental protection and
its accessibility as a common good. The con-
cept is linked to the social movement that
emerged at the beginning of the 8os in
the United States in response to the so-
called ecological racism (e.g., conscious dis-
posal of highly harmful waste or siting envi-
ronmentally dangerous industrial facilities
near the place of communities of non-white
ethnicity and a low social and economic sta-
tus). The correlation between environmental

risk and a given ethnic, racial, or social back-
ground has been increasingly emphasized.
In the literature on the subject, the classic
case of ecological injustice often cited is
the Warren County case (NC), associated
with the siting of a hazardous waste landfill
in an area inhabited by the African-Amer-
ican community (Kosieradzka-Federczyk
2016, 157—-158).

Why did this happen? Allegedly, it was
thought that people of color would not pro-
test because they had no financial resources
or legal assistance to conduct an effective
protest. In the context of Latin America,
environmental justice is sometimes called

“the ecology of the poor” (ecologismo de
los pobres) or “popular ecology” (ecolo-
gismo popular). It is defined as the struggle
of the poor for the protection of the envi-
ronment, sustainable development, and
fair access to our planet’s natural resources
(Martinez Alier 2009).

Thus, the issue of the protection of
the environment has been broadened to
include socio-economic issues. The con-
cept of the living environment on Earth
also encompasses cultural and social envi-
ronments, and the concept of environ-
mental justice itself has merged with other
movements for the benefit of human rights,
democracy, and social equality. At pre-
sent, in many countries, including Poland,
the basis for their functioning is the concept
of civic society.

In this way, environmental justice encom-
passes not only environmental protection
but treating it equally to social development
and historical justice. It is not only about
the right of an individual to a clean envi-
ronment but also about the rights of entire
social groups to be treated fairly regarding
broadly understood environmental issues. In
particular, it is about the rights of the local
communities and minorities not to be dis-
criminated against because of their race or
class while ensuring equal access to envi-
ronmental resources. Also, it is about their
right to be free from poverty and pollution
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and the right to sustainable and equitable
development.

Because of various social, economic, and
political situations in different countries,
different social groups may be the subjects
of environmental justice. Also, the very
notion may serve to describe various events.
Robert Richard Kuehn systematized various
concepts regarding environmental justice.
He enumerated four kinds of justice that
contribute to environmental justice: distrib-
utive, procedural, corrective, and social jus-
tice (Kuehn 2000, 10681). There is no need
to characterize them in detail as their names
are self-explanatory. Let us, however, focus
on procedural justice. It refers to main-
taining democratic procedures that ensure
equality, information, and communication.
Practically speaking, these are all environ-
mental decisions that must be observed in
investments and allow broad social partici-
pation. Here, fair treatment of all entities is
an essential issue (Kuehn 2000, 10688).

As for Polish legislation, it is worth men-
tioning the 2008 Act on Access to Envi-
ronmental Information and Protection
of the Environment, Public Participation in
Environmental Protection, and Environmen-
tal Impact Assessments (Act 2008). Within
European legislation, this role is fulfilled by
the Aarhus Convention (ratified by Poland),
which stands as the most advanced interna-
tional legal instrument of social participa-
tion (United Nations 1998). Environmental
justice is a value that should be protected.
On the other hand, it is not a legal con-
cept. It does not appear in the Constitu-
tion of the Republic of Poland or ordinary
legislation (Habuda 2016, 105—117). There-
fore, it is a concept that is not unequivocally
regulated.

On a moral plane, the proper understand-
ing of justice always depends on accurately
determining the rights of the other person.
Every right held by an individual gener-
ates an obligation for another. It is within
the context of fulfilling this obligation
that we must understand someone’s just
stance. Duties that flow from justice may

be perceived merely as legal obligations
(debitum iuridicum) or, more profoundly,
as moral obligations (debitum morale). We
may succinctly define justice as giving (with
unwavering will) the other person their
due. “What is due” may be construed within
the framework of specific law. However, it
may also be interpreted at a deeper level
— in the spirit of moral duty, which always
refers to the fact that the other is a person
(Nagérny 1997, 251). As for environmen-
tal justice, in the context of Christian per-
sonalist morality, it is necessary to move
beyond a narrowly construed legal obliga-
tion, especially when considering the iden-
tified deficits regarding environmental
justice as a legal norm, even if we assume
that in the future, a process of codification
respecting the idea of environmental justice
will take place. Before delving into further
analysis, it is crucial to highlight that by con-
textualizing environmental justice within
the framework of integral ecology, we can
surpass mere legal comprehension (while
still acknowledging its significance). The dis-
tinction between legal obligation and moral
obligation shows that a moral stance of jus-
tice does not always imply justice aligned
with the legal order.

Fair use of environmental resources is
the first moral imperative that spontane-
ously comes to one’s mind while consider-
ing environmental justice. Here, environ-
mental justice takes the form of a policy
principle that puts it in the perspective
of the common good. “The common good
can be understood as the social and com-
munity dimension of the moral good” (Pon-
tifical Council for Justice and Peace 2004,
162), which is a category that is broader than
duties that result from law. Here, one can
see an analogy to other social principles, e.g.,
the principle of sustainable development or
ecological safety. They hold a more robust
legal position because they are included in
legal texts. The position of environmental
justice must still be interpreted (Habuda
2016, 109).
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Interestingly, a similarly broad perspec-
tive of the essence of environmental justice
(broader than narrowly understood legal
protection of the environment) is character-
istic of legal studies. Janina Ciechanowicz-
McLean, a pioneer in environmental justice
research in Poland, associates the essence
of environmental justice with fair treat-
ment of the environment, social develop-
ment, and historical justice (Ciechanowicz-

-McLean 2016, 119). On the other hand,
Piotr Korzeniowski perceives it as the cat-
egory of axiological foundations of the law
regarding environmental protection along-
side biodiversity, sustainable development,
or high environmental protection standards
(Korzeniowski 2012, 249).

Thus, environmental justice, even though
it is not an explicit legal concept and does
not appear in constitutional or ordinary leg-
islation, when “put” among legal principles
and notions, it is associated with compliance
with laws, those that regulate environmen-
tal protection and access to environmental
resources. In this manner, to some extent, it
resembles legal justice. However, ultimately,
because of the deficits mentioned above and
because it refers to the principles of com-
mon good, sustainable development, solidar-
ity, and ecological security, it takes the form
of social justice. In the contemporary teach-
ing of the Church, the latter is not treated
as yet another kind of justice. It emphasizes
that justice is a crucial principle of social
life. Because of the social nature of a person,
every justice has, in fact, a social character
and is “the decisive criteria of morality in
the intersubjective and social sphere” (Pon-
tifical Council for Justice and Peace 2004,
201).

3. Environmental Justice and Integral
Ecology

At this point, environmental justice meets
with the concept of integral ecology that
may be perceived (as Francis does in
his encyclical Laudato si’) as a response
to the ecological crisis and the lack of legal
clarity of the notion of environmental justice.

This is precisely thanks to its integrity, for
an integral ecology “clearly respects its
human and social dimensions” (Francis 2015,
137). Also, it encompasses environmental
economics and social ecology, cultural ecol-
ogy, and ecology of daily life (Francis 2015,
138-155).

From the perspective of these considera-
tions, it is worth focusing on the last ele-
ment, i.e., ecology of daily life. Apart from
the ecology of urban areas and landscapes
and the concern for immediate surround-
ings that define a person’s identity (our liv-
ing space, home, workplace, neighborhood,
etc.), Francis mainly speaks about the ecol-
ogy of man. In its most profound sense, it
denotes the necessary relationship between
our life and moral law inscribed in our
nature (Francis 2015, 115), i.e., our existen-
tial structure, which also includes the truth
about our social nature. Francis associates
the category of the ecology of man with
the moral dimension. Similarly, environmen-
tal justice is perceived more broadly than
only as a legal obligation.

According to Francis, “integral ecology
calls for openness to categories which tran-
scend the language of mathematics and
biology, and take us to the heart of what
it is to be human,” which takes us into
the realm of moral principles and princi-
ples of social life (Francis 2015, 11). Moreo-
ver, Francis speaks of social principles that
are fundamental for social order: the com-
mon good (Francis 2015, 143-158) and jus-
tice (Francis 2015, 159—162). The correla-
tion between justice and integral ecology
holds significant importance in the con-
text of these analyses. Also, it has a nega-
tive aspect because “an ethical and cultural
decline [...] has accompanied the deteriora-
tion of the environment” (Francis 2015, 162).
Thus, integral ecology should be rooted in
a specific axiological foundation. Moreover,
it is a realm where the approach to ecology
takes on an exceptional character: its inte-
grated understanding of the natural envi-
ronment encompasses not only nature but
also social and relational dimensions. Also,
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it shows that such an interpretation of ecol-
ogy allows us to think of the environment in
terms of the common good and justice.

This paper cannot elaborate on the com-
mon good and its ecological dimension (cf.
Zagonczyk 2015). In the context of our pre-
vious reflections on environmental justice
as social justice inherently oriented toward
the common good, it is very exciting to see
the connection between these two notions
and their consequences. As Francis notes,

“In the present condition of global society,
where injustices abound, and growing num-
bers of people are deprived of basic human
rights and considered expendable, the prin-
ciple of the common good immediately
becomes, logically and inevitably, a sum-
mons to solidarity and a preferential option
for the poorest of our brothers and sisters”
(Francis 2015, 158).

Francis’s concept of integral ecology, in
some aspects, references (Leonardo Boff
and Thomas Berry) and, in others, differs
from (Sean Esbjorn-Hargens and Michael
Zimmerman, Ken Wilber) earlier trends in
integral ecology (Sadowski 2016a). It advo-
cates for a new lifestyle that fosters eco-
logical responsibility, shapes an ecological
conscience, and develops a new ecologi-
cal education model to build a sustainable
world.

Practically, this manifests itself through
implementing a sustainable work style
(Francis 2015, 124—129) and rest (Francis
2015, 233—237), sustainable consumption
(Francis 2015, 203—208), social engagement
for nature conservation (Francis 2015, 196—
198), and educating to peace with nature
(Francis 2015, 225).

Moral imperatives that result from integral
ecology complement and strengthen exist-
ing strategies for environmental protection.
Integral ecology is a soft power concerning
environmental policy and the assumptions
of environmental justice, even if it is not
yet grounded in environmental law doc-
trine. This is due to the mainly legal and
institutional character of these strategies
and the fact that they overlook or do not

recognize the significance of the dimension
of an individual. Also, they consider moral,
religious, esthetic, and emotional aspects
only to a small degree. This is exemplified
by successive agreements and international
strategies within the UN, the European
Union (EU), and other bodies — United
Nations Framework Conventions on Climate
Change, Millennium Development Goals,
Sustainable Development Goals, Fit for
55, and the European Green Deal, to name
a few. These initiatives prove insufficient as
they constantly need to be reworked and
expanded. It seems that only by integrat-
ing the principles of environmental justice
with the demands of integral ecology, which
acknowledges and appreciates the impor-
tance of all the aspects mentioned above,
can an optimal approach to environmen-
tal issues be achieved, thereby enhancing
the effectiveness of actions aimed at over-
coming the contemporary ecological crisis.

One can notice a certain analogy of coher-
ence between the order of justice under-
stood as a set of principles and rules and
the axiologically and morally interpreted
category of integral ecology in what Aris-
totle described in the Nicomachean Ethics
regarding the relationship between justice
and the concept of émieikeia (Arystote-
les 2007, 189—190), English “equity” (Latin
equitas). Aristotle notes that although jus-
tice and equity are the same and both are
noble, equity is superior. Explaining this par-
adox, he points out that justice established is
imperfect because it is formulated through
general norms. Therefore, it requires correc-
tion. This correction is provided by equity,
which is justice itself in a more profound
sense. It ensures that its specific decisions
do not deviate from its ideal (Arystoteles
2007, 189; cf. Soniewicka 2010, 90).

The integral ecology is rooted in “the integ-
rity of human life, in the need to promote
and unify all the great values” (Francis 2015,
224). It is also an ecology “made up of sim-
ple daily gestures which break with the logic
of violence, exploitation, and selfishness.”
(Francis 2015, 230). As such, it becomes
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a natural complement to environmental jus-
tice or an interpretation of its obligations
not only as a legal duty (debitum legalis) but
also as a moral duty (debitum moralis).

Conclusion

In a state governed by law, environmental
justice as a form of legal justice is especially
important because it allows us to specify
and demonstrate the way to implement
the principle of social justice. This princi-
ple is part of the constitution (Constitution
1997, Preamble, art. 2) or European treatises
(as a general clause), thus being “a crite-
rion for legal assessments of legal norms in
abstracto.” Certainly, law alone does not suf-
fice, and it must be accompanied by justice
as a moral virtue complemented by the cat-
egories of the common good, solidarity, and
responsibility.

At this point, it is worth signaling further
possible research perspectives on environ-
mental justice in the global context. An open
issue — not discussed by Pope Francis or
the author of the article due to the adopted
research assumptions — is the analysis
of the need for sustainable, equitable devel-
opment and access to goods in conditions
of profound cultural and civilizational dif-
ferences as well as in terms of the possibili-
ties of using resources. In other words, what
sense does it make to provide (fair) access
to advanced technologies and significant
natural and technological resources (know-
how) to that part of the population that can
appreciate their value and use their poten-
tial only after its prior civilizational devel-
opment? This situation, in turn, would first
require many decades of intensive education,
cultural changes aimed at intellectual devel-
opment, and mindset changes. Of course,
this process would also have to occur at
the expense of the rich and powerful (by
dedicating significant financial, human,
and political resources). However, it would
be a necessary step before one could con-
sider making the goods available to those
still waiting to use them. Addressing these
issues in further research will redirect

the discussion beyond theory towards real
solutions.
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