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Abstract

The transition towards sustainable and just food systems is ongoing, illustrated by an increasing number of initiatives that
try to address unsustainable practices and social injustices. Insights are needed into what a just transition entails in order to
critically engage with plural and potentially conflicting justice conceptualisations. Researchers play an active role in food
system transitions, but it is unclear which conceptualisations and principles of justice they enact when writing about food
system initiatives. To fill this gap this paper investigates: Which conceptualisations of justice emerge from the literature
related to food system initiatives and which principles of justice do authors use? We developed an initial framework for
which we drew on political philosophy literature. We then undertook an extensive review of the food system transitions
literature using this framework and were able to identify a range of recognition, distributive, and procedural justice con-
ceptualisations and associated principles of justice. Recognised as subjects of justice were those with a particular role in
the food system, people who are marginalised, Indigenous communities, those with experiences of negative consequences
of the food system, future generations, and nonhumans. The identified conceptualisations and the developed framework
can be used by those involved in food system initiatives to reflect on how they conceptualise justice. We challenge them
to be more explicit about who they do and do not recognise as subjects of justice and which principles of justice they use.
Such clarity is needed to reflexively enact a just transition towards sustainable and just food systems.
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Introduction

The transition towards sustainable and just food systems
is underway, illustrated by an increasing number of initia-
tives that try to address unsustainable practices and social
injustices. These initiatives differ in how they frame food,
engage with food politics, and how radically they want to
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change the global neoliberal economy and corporate food
regime (Holt-Giménez and Shattuck 2011; Alkon 2014). In
contrast to initiatives rooted in food security and market-
based utilitarian assumptions about food, food justice and
food sovereignty movements centre collective rights and
social justice (Constance 2022). Many such initiatives aim
to contribute to food justice defined by Gottlieb and Joshi
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as “ensuring that the benefits and risks of where, what and
how food is grown and produced, transported and distrib-
uted, and accessed and eaten are shared fairly” (Gottlieb and
Joshi 2013, p.6). However, ideal sets of principles associ-
ated with food sovereignty and food justice are translated
into practice in real life (Patel 2009; Cadieux and Slocum
2015). Initiatives are often restricted by the neoliberal econ-
omy that shapes the global food system and frames food as
a commodity (Holt-Giménez and Shattuck 2011; Agyeman
and McEntee 2014; Coulson and Milbourne 2021; Jackson
et al. 2021). Food justice can then mainly be concerned
with offering market-based solutions focussed on consumer
choice and individual responsibility without addressing
underlying causes of social inequalities (Holt-Giménez and
Shattuck 2011; Agyeman and McEntee 2014; Jackson et al.
2021). There is a risk that initiatives reproduce unjust out-
comes such as poverty and income inequality (FAO et al.
2021) and/or procedural injustices such as the concentrated
power in the agri-food sector (IPES-Food 2017), or create
new injustices (Hebinck et al. 2021; Zurek et al. 2021).

In the context of food and agricultural systems justice is
a malleable concept (Bedore 2010) as it can be interpreted
in many ways. What is considered fair or just depends on
people’s underlying values, normative ideals, and priori-
ties (Coulson and Milbourne 2021). For example, what a
fair distribution and fair decision-making process is and
which principles of justice are relevant to assess outcomes
or processes depends on who is asked. Western political
philosophers developed different theories to describe ideal
conceptualisations of justice and associated principles of
justice to debate whether a situation or claim is (un)just.
These include egalitarian, rights-based, and desert-based
theories and associated principles (Miller 2017). In food
system transitions researchers play an active role through
their involvement in, analysis of, and writing about food
system initiatives (Allen 2008; Whitfield et al. 2021). In
their work they consciously or unconsciously include and
exclude certain justice conceptualisations, which influences
how situations or claims are debated. Words are used such
as justice, fairness, and equity, but what is meant by these
is not always clear and always up for debate. It seems to
be easier said than defined. Authors have called for more
clarity about what is meant by just, fair, or equitable whilst
recognising the politics at play as the food system transi-
tion unfolds (Meadowcroft 2009, 2011; Leach et al. 2020;
Hebinck et al. 2021). The aim of this paper is to operation-
alise justice in the context of food system transitions that are
enacted in real life, building on existing work from political
philosophy, politics of justice in food and agricultural sys-
tems, and the work on justice in sustainability transitions.
We specifically draw on the concepts of ‘just transitions’
and the ‘justice multiple’.
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Concepts and frameworks exist to help recognise and
debate conceptualisations of justice. The concept of ‘just
transitions’ was developed in the energy and climate con-
texts (Newell and Mulvaney 2013; Heffron and McCauley
2018). It is rooted in socio-technical transitions literature
and the multi-level perspective on transitions (Geels and
Schot 2007), whilst recognising the politics of the transition
process itself (Meadowcroft 2009), and the environmental
justice implications of transitions (Schlosberg 2007a). It
considers distributive justice of costs and benefits of the
transition, specifically recognising those who are or will be
most negatively affected by the transition, and the proce-
dural justice of decision-making during the transition. The
few papers that have so far applied a ‘just transitions’ lens to
food system transitions recognise that the costs and benefits
of the transition process itself are not equally distributed
across actors within the food system and across time and
space (Hastings et al. 2021; Kaljonen et al. 2021; Tribal-
dos and Kortetmaki 2022). The concept of the ‘justice mul-
tiple’ developed by Coulson and Milbourne (2021) brings
together several strands of food justice literature. It calls for
the recognition of plural, multi-scalar, temporal and more-
than human conceptualisations of justice in food systems.

However, what both the just transition and justice multi-
ple concepts lack is clarity about which principles of justice
are relevant. Principles of justice are critical as they are used
to assess whether certain situations or claims are (un)just.
They are the operationalisation of conceptualisations of jus-
tice. Tribaldos and Kortetméki (2021) do refer to principles
in relation to what they consider an ideal conceptualisation
of a just food system transition. However, this creates the
challenge of having to translate such ideal principles into
practice in real life. The risk is that not all principles are
adopted and existing injustices are reproduced or new injus-
tices are created (Patel 2009; Cadieux and Slocum 2015;
Hebinck et al. 2021). Other authors have analysed concep-
tualisations of justice in practice with a subset of actors,
for example as used by activists (Coulson and Milbourne
2021), the media (Moragues-Faus 2017), or by farmers
(Puupponen et al. 2022). As yet, no analysis has been done
of the conceptualisations and principles of justice used by
researchers when writing about food system initiatives. This
is an important gap in the literature when recognising the
active role played by researchers in food system transitions.

This paper therefore investigates: Which conceptualisa-
tions of justice emerge from the literature related to food
system initiatives and which principles of justice do authors
use? This allows us to understand how authors play a role
in shaping (just) transitions of food systems towards a just
and sustainable future. We developed an initial frame-
work for which we drew on political philosophy to further
define the three justice perspectives that are part of the ‘just
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transitions’ concept (Newell and Mulvaney 2013) and are
central to justice conceptualisations in food politics (Coul-
son and Milbourne 2021), namely recognition, distributive
and procedural justice. We then undertook an extensive
review of the food system transitions literature using this
framework. This analysis serves two functions. Analyti-
cally, the identified conceptualisations and associated prin-
ciples can support current and future initiatives to debate the
justice implications of their transition process. Normatively,
it widens the debate about justice in food system transitions
and challenges researchers to be more explicit about which
conceptualisations and principles they use.

In the next section, we ground our conceptual framework
in political philosophy of recognition, distributive, and pro-
cedural justice and their interrelations in food system transi-
tions. After that we describe the methods used and present
the conceptualisations of justice and associated principles
that emerged from the literature in the results section. The
discussion then reflects on the multiple ways in which the
framework and emerging conceptualisations can support
reflexivity and relates the emerging conceptualisations to
wider debates on marginalisation of people, life worlds, and
non-Western and Indigenous conceptualisations of justice.
The paper concludes with a call for inclusive and reflexive
just transitions towards sustainable and just food systems.

Conceptual grounding

In this section we draw on political philosophy to further
define the three justice perspectives, namely recognition,
distributive, and procedural justice, and their interrelations.
We then present our framework to analyse conceptualisa-
tions of justice and associated principles of justice.

Recognition justice

The first perspective is recognition justice. It raises the
question: Who is recognised as subjects of justice to whom
others have an obligation (Stumpf et al. 2015; Miller 2017)?
It is concerned with treating those who are considered part
of the moral community equally and respectfully. Whether
deliberate or not, misrecognition or a lack of recognition
of individuals or groups is an injustice in and of itself
(Schlosberg 2007a). It harms people’s identity and hinders,
or even harms, people’s relationship with themselves. As a
consequence of certain framings of problems and solutions
people can be rendered invisible (Coulson and Milbourne
2021). Where Western philosophers initially considered
humans to be the main subjects of justice, recent work
has argued that the moral community should be extended
to include nonhumans. Nussbaum (2007) has argued that
we have an obligation towards individual sentient animals

and their capabilities and George (1992) argued that not
only animals, but also plants should be recognised as part
of the moral community in sustainable agriculture as they
also have welfare interests. From Schlosberg’s perspective
(2007b), which underpins environmental justice literature,
humans have an obligation towards the flourishing of eco-
systems when we recognise our interdependence. Multi-
species justice then argues that humans have an obligation
to nonhumans as humans interrelate and affect nonhuman
dignity (Fulfer 2013). In this justice perspective nonhumans
include not only individual animals, plants, or ecosystems,
but “species, microbiomes, ecosystems, oceans, and rivers -
and the interrelations among and across them” (Celermajer
etal. 2021, p. 127).

In addition to humans and nonhumans as subjects of jus-
tice we also need to consider the spatial-temporal nature of
justice (Coulson and Milbourne 2021). People have an obli-
gation to humans and nonhumans who live here and now
as well as to those who occupy a different location in space
or a different position in time. The acknowledgement of an
obligation towards people elsewhere is also referred to as
cosmopolitan justice or intragenerational justice opposed
to intergenerational justice to refer to future generations
(Stumpf et al. 2015; Miller 2017; Kaljonen et al. 2021).
However, the temporal dimension of justice relates not only
to the future. It also concerns itself with the past. Historic
injustices and the misrecognition or lack of recognition of
these injustices continue to influence opportunities of cer-
tain communities today (Whitfield et al. 2021). Restorative
justice calls for the recognition of these historic injustices
and how they have affected and continue to affect commu-
nities (Heffron and McCauley 2018; Kaljonen et al. 2021).

Distributive justice

The second perspective, distributive justice, is concerned
with ‘just’ distributions of goods, burdens, services, and
non-material aspects of life (Miller 2013). In food systems
it for example relates to the distribution of food security
(Loo 2014), negative environmental impacts of the food
system, or the distribution of labour related injustices such
as worker exploitation (Glennie and Alkon 2018). Gottlieb
and Joshi (2013) characterised food justice mainly as a dis-
tributive issue. Unequal, but more importantly dispropor-
tionate concentrations of costs and benefits to certain people
and geographic areas have been a key part of environmental
justice analyses since the beginning (Agyeman et al. 2016).
While inequality can be a source of injustice, it is impor-
tant to recognise that not all unequally distributed goods and
services are matters of justice. Some aspects related to the
food system, such as different soil types and locations of
water bodies, are concentrated in certain geographic areas.
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As these distributions are not caused by a human agent they
do not constitute a matter of justice (Miller 2013). They can
however become part of a situation that is a matter of jus-
tice when people for example treat these resources unfairly
and/or distribute resulting costs and benefits unfairly. Miller
(2013) defines a situation as a matter of justice when actions
or inactions of an agent, which can be an individual or an
institution, result in the agent not fulfilling their obligation
towards those within the situation. The obligation is to give
everyone, who is recognised as a subject of justice, their
due (Miller 2017). This is not only in relation to new dis-
tributions and those that result from the transition process
(Newell and Mulvaney 2013). It also relates to historic
distributions of costs and benefits (Whitfield et al. 2021).
Restorative justice argues that historic unjust distributions
of costs and benefits need to be accounted for and/or com-
pensated (Kaljonen et al. 2021; Tschersich and Kok 2022).

Procedural justice

The third perspective is procedural justice which relates to
who is or ought to be included or excluded in decision-mak-
ing processes, how power is distributed amongst stakehold-
ers, and how decision-making happens and can be critiqued
(Loo 2014; Coulson and Milbourne 2021; Whitfield et al.
2021). Food system examples of procedural injustice are the
large concentrations of power in a small number of agri-
food actors (IPES-Food 2017) or the role played by vested
interests in developing agricultural and food policies (Lang
and Barling 2012). This perspective is included in envi-
ronmental justice and the just transitions framework, but
in comparison to distributive justice Loo (2014) found that
this perspective was less developed in the context of food
justice. It is mentioned in more theoretical papers on food
system transitions (Kaljonen et al. 2021; Tribaldos and Kor-
tetmaki 2022), but is yet to be further problematised and
developed. One contribution to this is the work of Tscher-
sich and Kok (2022) who explore the political nature of
democratising food system transitions.

In terms of who ought to be included, because they are
often excluded from decision-making processes in food sys-
tem transitions, theoretical papers refer to people, commu-
nities, or countries who are marginalised due to their race,
gender, class, income level, migrant status, or role in the
food system (Biermann et al. 2012; Loo 2014; Glennie and
Alkon 2018). Certain framings of problems and solutions
can have this effect as well. For example, farm workers in
conventional agriculture have been rendered invisible by
alternative food networks (Coulson and Milbourne 2021).
Similarly, powerful actors consider certain knowledges and
understandings as having less or no legitimacy in decision-
making and are therefore ignored (Biermann et al. 2012;
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Tschersich and Kok 2022). This marginalisation intercon-
nects with people’s access to decision-making processes
and is mediated by their ability and capacity to participate
(Biermann et al. 2012; Loo 2014; Tschersich and Kok
2022). Loo (2014) showed how distributive and procedural
injustices faced by farm workers and marginalised commu-
nities were a result of underlying participatory disparities.
With less resources to participate it is more difficult to gain
access to and understanding of the information on which
decisions are based. This, in turn, makes it harder for mar-
ginalised communities to hold decision-makers to account
(Biermann et al. 2012).

Participation is a key part of procedural justice, but
unequal power dynamics mean that participation alone is
not enough to ensure stakeholders have a voice and can
influence the procedural outcome (Turnhout et al. 2020).
The food system can be considered a relational lock-in in
which powerful actors try to keep the system in its cur-
rent state (van Mierlo and Beers 2020). However, power
dynamics are not set in stone and less powerful actors can
be empowered to take control of decisions through inclu-
sive governance arrangements and participatory policy-
making (Jasanoff 2018; Termeer et al. 2018; Coulson and
Milbourne 2021). Despite this, the risk remains that those
who are powerful and able to participate easily co-opt and/
or de-politicise participatory processes (Coulson and Mil-
bourne 2021).

Interrelations between the three perspectives

As already alluded to in the previous sections, recognition
justice is part of both distributive and procedural justice. In
addition, those experiencing distributive injustices tend to
have little influence in decision-making processes. Environ-
mental justice recognises spatial concentrations of costs and
benefits and their interlinkages with people’s concentrations
of power, oppression, and/or marginalisation (Schlosberg
2007a; Agyeman et al. 2016). Those most affected by food
system transitions are likely to be those with least power to
influence decision-making processes (Newell and Mulvaney
2013). However, a fair process does not necessarily result
in fair outcomes. Miller (2013) points out that distributive,
outcome-based theoretical conceptualisations of justice say
little about the processes by which such distributions should
come to be. Similarly, process-based theoretical conceptu-
alisations of justice are concerned with decision-making
processes, but give little attention to the resulting outcomes.
It is important in a just transition to not only look at dis-
tributive and procedural justice issues as separate matters of
justice, but also as interrelated matters of justice.

How can we then analyse in what way those involved in
food system transitions conceptualise justice? We developed
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a framework which is visualised in Fig. 1. The just transitions
concept offered a starting point with the three perspectives
of recognition, distributive, and procedural justice. Based
on the political philosophy literature we identified analytical
questions for each perspective. Related to recognition jus-
tice: Who are recognised as subjects of justice? Related to
distributive justice: What is (re)distributed between whom?
And related to procedural justice: How are decisions made
and who is involved? With these questions we recognise
that at the heart of all three justice perspectives are those
considered to be the subjects of justice. That said, whilst
acknowledging that procedural and distributive justice
conceptualisations interrelate through recognising certain
subjects of justice, we do not see a separate type of justice
conceptualisation related to the type of decision-making
process and what is (re)distributed. What is (re)distributed
can be influenced by the decision-making process and vice
versa, but we consider that this is always meditated through
who is involved or affected by processes or distributions. In
addition to the three justice perspectives, we also explicitly
recognise principles of justice. We do this because whether
recognition, distributive, and/or procedural implications of
food system initiatives are considered (un)just depends on
the principles of justice used by those analysing the initia-
tives. This is further explored in the next section.

Principles of justice and contextual justice
conceptualisations

As mentioned in the introduction different people will con-
sider different implications of initiatives just. It depends
on people’s priorities, influenced by their framing of food
as either a commodity, right, or common good (Jackson et
al. 2021) as well as their underlying values and normative
ideals. In political philosophy different theories have devel-
oped principles of justice. Miller (2013) summarises that

. Who are .

subjects of
justice?

What is
(re)distri-
buted?

How are
decisions
made?

Principles of justice

Fig. 1 Our framework to analyse conceptualisations of justice, the
interactions between them, and the principles of justice that are used to
describe and discuss implications of food system initiatives

principles can be based on equality (e.g. everyone should
have equal access to good food), need or rights (e.g. due
to health reasons some people should have more access to
good food) or merit or desert (e.g. those who work harder
should have more access to good food). Western philoso-
phers including Ronald Dworkin, Elizabeth Anderson and
John Rawls developed equality principles; John Rawls,
Amartya Sen, and Martha Nussbaum are some of the phi-
losophers who theorised right-based principles; and John
Locke, David Miller, Julian Lamont, and Wojciech Sadu-
rski are some who developed desert-based principles. The
applicability of such principles of justice can be viewed in
two ways: universalism and contextualism (Miller 2013).
Universalism views that certain principles of justice are uni-
versally applicable, independent of context. For example
egalitarianism holds that the principle of equality is relevant
in all contexts. Food framed as a human right is an example
of being universally applicable to all people. Contextual-
ism suggests that in certain contexts certain principles of
justice are relevant whereas others are not. Here we reframe
this as a justice conceptualisation: that in certain conceptu-
alisations certain principles of justice are relevant. Miller
(2013) argues that there is limited variation of contexts and
that certain “principles are systematically related to contexts
of application” (Miller 2013, p. 62). In this paper we adopt
a contextualised approach to principles of justice, which
means our analysis can reveal the limited variation of justice
conceptualisations and associated principles of justice as
used by authors in papers describing food system initiatives.

Methods

To analyse emerging conceptualisations of justice in the
food system transitions literature we undertook an exten-
sive literature review. A search was carried out in Scopus on
19 May 2021 for papers that covered justice related issues
of food system transitions (Fig. 2). Search terms related to
food and agriculture and the more recent work on circular
food systems (“food system”, food, agri* and circular®),
justice (justice, equitable, fairness, “just transition”), and
transitions (transition, transformations, “sustainability tran-
sition*”, “just transition”). We choose to do this search in
Scopus as this search engine extensively covers social sci-
ence and food system related journals and publishers. To
facilitate data analysis we excluded publications in other
languages than English.

The search resulted in 356 papers. Fig. 2 visualises the
process to select relevant references. First, we reviewed
abstracts to assess whether papers seemed to discuss food
system transitions and justice implications. A total of 277
references were left. Of these, 29 papers were unavailable,
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Fig. 2 The search query used in
Scopus on the 19" of May 2021
and the number of publica-
tions which were included and
excluded in each step of the

Scopus search
N=356

Abstract review

literature selection Relevant Excluded
N=277 N=79

Full paper access?
Available

Full paper scan

C

N=29

C

Unavailable

Search query: TITLE-ABS-KEY ( "food system" OR
circular* OR agricult* OR food) AND TITLE-
ABS-KEY ( transition OR "just transition" OR
"sustainability transition*" OR transformation ) AND
TITLE-ABS-KEY (justice OR equitable OR
fairness OR "just transition" ) ) AND ( EXCLUDE (
DOCTYPE , "cp") OR EXCLUDE (DOCTYPE,
"er" ) OR EXCLUDE ( DOCTYPE, "no") OR
EXCLUDE (DOCTYPE , "sh")) AND (LIMIT-TO
(LANGUAGE , "English" ))

Only future food No food system
system transitions transition
N=25 N=73

implications No justice implications discussed

N=12

Food system
transitions
AND justice

leaving 248 full papers to be scanned. The scan aimed to see

if the references actually discussed food system transitions
and justice implications. An important inclusion criterion
was that the references described actual justice implications

of past or ongoing initiatives and not only an ideal future
vision of what ought to happen in food system transitions

to make them just and sustainable. Papers that only debated
the current or historic food system without reference to an
actual food system initiative were excluded, as were papers
that only discussed non-food-related transitions. Of the 248
references, 150 papers discussed food system transitions.
Another 25 references only described future visions of food
system transitions and were therefore also excluded from
further analysis. Finally, of the 150 references 12 papers
did not actually discuss justice implications of initiatives,
resulting in 138 relevant publications. The full list is avail-
able in the supplementary information.

The 138 relevant references published between 1992
and 2021 mainly include journal articles, but also a small
number of books and book chapters. The increasing num-
ber of publications since 2017 indicates this is a developing
body of literature. When looking at the geographic spread
of the publications, 85% of the papers were written by first
authors based at institutions in North America (mainly the
USA) and in European countries (predominantly Belgium,
France, and Italy). Articles were published in a wide range
of journals with the highest occurrence in the journals Sus-
tainability (13), Agriculture and Human Values (10), Geofo-
rum (6) and Journal of Rural Studies (5).

We then analysed the publications using our framework
as described in Fig. 1. This helped us to identify which (1)
recognition, (2) distributive, and (3) procedural justice con-
ceptualisations and (4) principles of justice authors used to
describe and discuss justice implications of food system
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initiatives. In the first analytical coding step, text relevant to
each of these four elements was colour coded within Adobe
Acrobat Reader. We focused on the parts of the papers in
which authors defined what they meant by justice and the
parts in which they discussed justice implications, whether
in the results, discussion, or conclusion sections. In the sec-
ond analytical coding step, these colour coded pieces of text
were coded in more detail. We recorded emerging themes
for each of the four elements and their presence in papers
in MS Excel. This second coding step resulted in a satura-
tion of emerging themes when no new conceptualisations
or principles of justice were identified in additional papers.

Results

In this section we first provide an overview of the types of
initiatives described in the publications. We then present the
recognition, distributive, and procedural conceptualisations
of justice and associated principles of justice and their inter-
relations that emerged from the analysis of the food system
transitions literature. In the last part we describe the jus-
tice discourses that underpinned the conceptualisations of
justice.

Food system initiatives described in the
publications

The actual food system initiatives described and discussed
in the papers took place across the world and ranged in
scale from the very local, in terms of small-scale urban gar-
dens, to city wide food policy councils, and from regional
alternative food networks to efforts to change global UN-
level processes. The publications framed these initiatives
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as reformist, progressive, or radical (Holt-Giménez and
Shattuck 2011). The fast majority were framed as part of
food justice or food sovereignty movements that aimed to
counter the corporate food regime at different scales. Sev-
eral authors were critical of the radical nature of initiatives
and the differences between the ideal and what happened in
practice, for example with organic agriculture (Darnhofer
2014), agroforestry (Ollinaho and Kroger 2021) and food
sovereignty (Hopma and Woods 2014). They found that ini-
tiatives had ignored certain principles or that initiatives had
been co-opted by the corporate food regime.

The publications all included reflections on the justice
implications of initiatives, but it was not always clear whose
perspectives were included. Some authors referred to inter-
views with participants (Aptekar and Myers 2020; Belda-
Miquel et al. 2020; Nicol and Taherzadeh 2020), but also
interpreted these findings in light of their own perspectives.
As these are academic publications, authors placed their
reflections in context of theoretical perspectives they had
selected from the wider literature. Therefore, we consider
the conceptualisations of justice as described in the follow-
ing sections as those of the authors of the publications.

Recognition conceptualisations of justice

Just food system transitions start with identifying who we
recognise as subjects of justice. The review identified six
different groups of humans and nonhumans (see Table 1).
The related principle of justice was respect for the voices
and agency of these groups. The first group is categorised
as food system actors or people with a particular role in
the food system. This included producers (Darnhofer 2014,
Belda-Miquel et al. 2020; Ollinaho and Kroger 2021), those
in the processing industry (Zimmerer et al. 2020), migrant
workers across the food system (Dale 2020; Zimmerer
et al. 2020), and consumers (Smith and Patterson 2018;
Bui et al. 2019). Papers described how these food system
actors played a role in making the food system more just or
how they continued to experience injustices. Few authors

Table 1 Subjects of justice identified in conceptualisations of justice in
the food system transitions literature

Subjects of justice

People with a particular role in the food system (producers, those
in the processing industry, migrant workers across the food sys-
tem, and consumers)

People who are marginalised (due to their gender, race, and/or
income, and those with limited access to resources)

Indigenous communities

Those with experiences of negative consequences of the food
system

Future generations

Nonhumans (farm animals, biodiversity, and natural resources such
as land and water)

recognised all farmers, including what Dale described as
“so-called ‘conventional farmers’” (Dale 2020, p. 644) and
the costs they will have to carry in the transition. A second
group brings together people who are marginalised within
the food system due to gender, race, and/or income. Papers
described how women specifically experienced injustices
in the food system, but were also agents of change (Huyer
2016; Zhang 2020; Trevilla Espinal et al. 2021). Papers also
discussed injustices faced by people who experienced rac-
ism and/or discrimination within the food system, specifi-
cally people of colour (Aptekar and Myers 2020). Another
marginalised group recognised by the papers were people
with limited access to resources and food, partly due to hav-
ing little income (Grote et al. 2021; Zollet et al. 2021). In
contrast, Hale et al. (2021) argued that it was white, male,
conservative identities that were unrecognised in food sys-
tem transitions and who should be recognised as subjects
of justice.

A third group recognised as subjects of justice are /ndig-
enous communities (Zimmerer 2015; Pimbert 2017; Beamer
et al. 2021; Trevilla Espinal et al. 2021), often in relation to
food sovereignty or the lack thereof. A fourth group are peo-
ple with experiences of negative consequences of the food
system, who carry the costs or burdens of the food system.
This included communities and people in certain geographic
areas who suffered, for example, from the consequences
of eutrophication (Kjellén 2018; Petoskey et al. 2021). It
is important to acknowledge that these four groups often
intersect with each other. People’s role in the food system
and their intersectional sources of marginalisation intersect
and Indigenous communities and marginalised communities
also (have) experience(d) disproportionate negative conse-
quences of the food system (Kjellén 2018).

Two other groups identified in the review are future
generations and nonhumans. Papers recognised the obliga-
tion of current generations towards future generations as
subjects of justice (Kalfagianni 2015; Beamer et al. 2021;
Zollet et al. 2021). Nonhumans that were considered sub-
jects of justice included farm animals and biodiversity, as
well as natural resources such as land and water (Kjellén
2018; Clay et al. 2020). Papers discussed the rights of nature
(Zimmerer 2015) and the implications of initiatives on for
example animal welfare (Darnhofer 2014). The review
shows that a wide range of subjects of justice are recognised
by the papers.

Additionally, some papers reflected on which types of
knowledges needed to be better recognised as part of deci-
sion-making processes, including traditional, experiential,
and Indigenous knowledges. This was defined as cognitive
justice and is specifically relevant in relation to procedural
justice (Meek and Tarlau 2016; Pimbert 2017). Interest-
ingly, those who (will) carry the costs of the transition, a
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group specifically recognised in the work on just transitions
(Newell and Mulvaney 2013; Heffron and McCauley 2018),
were rarely mentioned. The papers mainly focussed on the
justice implications of initiatives for those groups who have
suffered or still suffer injustices within the food system.
Next, we present the conceptualisations of justice in which
distributive justice issues played a role.

Distributive conceptualisations of justice

As explained before distributive conceptualisations of jus-
tice can be described by what is (re)distributed between
those who are considered to have an obligation towards
subjects of justice. Table 2 presents the distributive concep-
tualisations of justice that emerged from the literature and
their associated justice principles. One conceptualisation

frames food as a universal human right and therefore equal
to all, albeit contextualised to local food cultures. As Rout-
ledge et al. (2018, p. 81) defined it: “People at all times have
physical, social and economic access to sufficient, safe and
nutritious food which meets their dietary needs and food
preferences for an active and healthy life”. Other distribu-
tive issues the review identified related to food affordability,
viable livelihoods of food producers, good working condi-
tions, health and wellbeing, negative environmental impacts
of the food system, availability of natural resources to pro-
duce food, and the capacity to participate in the transition.
These were (re)distributed between actors across the food
system, between people with privilege who had access to
resources and marginalised people with less or no access,
between humans and nonhumans, or between current and
future generations. Some papers recognised how historic

Table 2 Overview of conceptualisations of justice and associated principles of justice that emerged from the food system transitions literature in

which distributive justice played a role

Between whom?

What is (re)distributed?

Principles of justice

Literature examples

Food security in terms of food accessibility

Food security in terms of food affordability

Viable livelihoods in terms of

* Resource ownership - including land

* Opportunity to engage in agriculture

* Opportunity to market produce in urban
areas for local farmers

Good working conditions

Health and wellbeing in terms of
* Reduction of negative environmental
impacts

+ Environmental quality of natural resources

* Opportunity to behave naturally

Negative environmental impacts of the food

system in terms of
* Benefits received due to spatial and/or

temporal externalising of negative impacts
* Costs associated with addressing or com-
pensating negative environmental impacts

Auvailability of natural resources to produce

food

Capacity to participate in the transition in
terms of

* Access to training opportunities

« Universal principle

* From people with privilege to margin-
alised people (who are food insecure)

* From people with privilege to margin-
alised people (who do not own or have
access to resources)

* From consumers to producers (incl.
small-scale producers)

* From producers to nonhumans

* From other food system actors to food
system workers

 From people with privilege to mar-
ginalised people (e.g. with migration
background)

* From producers to nonhumans (inc. farm

animals, wildlife, soil, and water)
* From producers to consumers

* From those who benefitted from the food

system to those who experienced costs
and burdens

* From countries/polluters that exported
externalities to those that suffered from
those externalities

* From future generations to present
generations

 From present generations to future
generations

* From trainers to current and new food
producers

* Equality with contextual
application to recognise differ-
ent food cultures

* Solidarity

* Equality of opportunity

« Principle of contribution
* Solidarity through shared
costs and shared risks

* Equality
* Respect
* Recognition
* Legality

* Solidarity

* Conviviality

* Respect

« Principle of contribution

* Principle of need

* Principle of compensation

* Principle of compensation

* Principle of polluter pays

« Targeted universalism: “the
first and greatest benefits of a
circular economy go to those

who have been most negatively

impacted by the extractive

nature of our current economy”

(Petoskey et al. 2021, p. 15)
» Sufficiency

* Equality of opportunity

Routledge et al.
2018

Andrée et al. 2017;
Belda-Miquel et al.
2020

Rossi 2017; Bui et
al. 2019; Nicol and
Taherzadeh 2020;
Noll 2020

Dale 2020; Zim-
merer et al. 2020

Dumont et al. 2018;
Calisto Friant et al.
2020; Clay et al.
2020; Dale 2020;
Beamer et al. 2021;
Dumont et al. 2021;
Hale et al. 2021
Kjellén 2018;
Stringer et al. 2020;
Petoskey et al.

2021

Calisto Friant et al.
2020

Aptekar and Myers
2020; Nicol and
Taherzadeh 2020;
Rowan and Casey
2021
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injustices reverberated into the current day. For example,
historic unequal distributions of land are part of the rea-
son why land was inaccessible to new entrants (Nicol and
Taherzadeh 2020). In terms of principles of justice, Table 2
shows that papers included egalitarian, rights-based, and
desert-based principles.

Although presented separately, initiatives often held
more than one of these distributive conceptualisations as
activities affected other distributions directly or indirectly.
For example, Rossi (2017) describes initiatives that worked
with farmers to develop more viable livelihoods through
risk sharing and increased food prices that offered farmers
higher levels of income. In that case the costs and risks of
production were redistributed between producers and con-
sumers. Consumers who were willing to pay the increased
prices followed the desert-based principle of contribution,
recognising the contributions made by the producers, and
the principle of solidarity through sharing costs and risks
with the farmers. However, the increase in price then had
a knock-on effect on food affordability, especially for con-
sumers with low incomes. Some initiatives consciously
made an effort to redistribute food affordability based on the
principle of solidarity between consumers who could afford
to pay more and consumers with low income through sub-
sidising food purchases (Zollet et al. 2021). Others, how-
ever, resulted in worse food affordability for people on low
income (Lamine et al. 2019). This shows how distributive
conceptualisations and principles of justice can complement
or conflict with each other.

Procedural conceptualisations of justice

In comparison to distributive implications of food system
initiatives, fewer papers discussed procedural implications.
The review resulted in three procedural justice conceptu-
alisations that were all centred around the idea of participa-
tion in decision-making processes (Table 3). The first was
that of food democracy, especially deliberative democracy

(Clark et al. 2021; Sanderson Bellamy et al. 2021). Exam-
ples of inclusive governance arrangements that were set up
to enable food democracy were food policy councils (Lacy
2000), food hubs that linked producers with consumers
(Bui et al. 2019), and cooperatives that brought producers
together to support collective action (Levkoe 2011). Such
arrangements allowed for more participation of a diverse set
of stakeholders based on the principle of equal opportunity
to influence decision-making. The second conceptualisa-
tion is interconnected with democracy: food citizenship.
This conceptualisation emphasised a more active role of
consumers in the food system through shared responsibility
(Rossi 2017; Lamine et al. 2019). A third conceptualisation
was that of food sovereignty (Meek and Tarlau 2016; Dale
2020; Zollet et al. 2021). In this conceptualisation the aim
of participation was the empowerment of people and their
autonomy through democratic processes. Authors referred
to the principles associated with the social movement of
Food Sovereignty (La Via Campesina 1996), specifically
in relation to Indigenous communities and alternative food
system networks at local or regional scale (Pimbert 2017,
Belda-Miquel et al. 2020). They discussed the redistribution
of power to those who grow and consume local food (Smith
and Patterson 2018) and the concept of subsidiarity in which
decisions are taken at as local a scale as relevant to what is
discussed (Anderson et al. 2019). In terms of principles of
justice, Table 3 shows that papers included egalitarian and
rights-based principles. Authors did not use desert-based
principles in relation to procedural justice.

In these conceptualisations the subjects of justice were
the groups described in Table 1 except for future genera-
tions and nonhumans. These two groups were recognised
by authors as affected by decision-making processes, but
were not framed as actual participants. Authors recognised
that participation of people in decision-making processes,
as well as the power they had to influence decisions, was
mediated by the capacity of people to participate in the
first place. Access to funding (Canfield et al. 2021), time

Table 3 Overview of conceptualisations of justice and associated principles of justice that emerged from the food system transitions literature in

which procedural justice played a role

How are decisions made? With whom?

Principles of justice

Literature examples

Food democracy Food system actors

 Equal opportunity to participate
* Accountability
* Transparency

Lacy 2000; Bui et al. 2019; Aptekar and
Myers 2020; Clark et al. 2021; Sanderson
Bellamy et al. 2021

* Legitimacy

Food citizenship Consumers

» Equal opportunity to participate
* Accountability

Lacy 2000; Rossi 2017; Bui et al. 2019;
Lamine et al. 2019

« Transparency
* Legitimacy

Food sovereignty Local or regional food system
networks and/or Indigenous

communities

» Equal opportunity to participate
* Autonomy
* Accountability

Hopma and Woods 2014; Meek and Tar-
lau 2016; Dale 2020; Zhang 2020; Zollet
etal. 2021

« Transparency
* Legitimacy
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(Belda-Miquel et al. 2020), and knowledge (Huyer 2016)
affected this ability, as did the physicality of the meetings
(Prové et al. 2019). Aptekar and Myers (2020) pointed out
that within the democratically designed processes of initia-
tives they analysed more affluent people had more influence
than others. Opposite to these subjects of justice authors
framed for example the private large-scale agri-food sec-
tor, corporations, multinationals, retailers and academics as
powerful actors or power-holders (Kalfagianni 2015; Dale
2020; Leach et al. 2020; Clark et al. 2021). To be power-
ful meant that these actors could convene decision-making
processes and set the agenda (Clark et al. 2021). However,
initiatives worked on empowering marginalised communi-
ties to reduce their dependencies on powerful actors, for
example in relation to seeds, marketing, innovations, and
food imports (Koc and Dahlberg 1999; Gomiero 2018;
Grote et al. 2021). There were examples in which farmers
renegotiated contracts (Bui et al. 2019) and increased their
autonomy (Dumont et al. 2021). On a more critical note, Bui
et al. (2019) did discuss that empowerment at local level did
not lead to systemic changes elsewhere and others reflected
how innovations created new dependencies (Grote et al.
2021; Herrero et al. 2021).

Underpinning the three procedural justice conceptualisa-
tions were the principles of accountability, transparency, and
legitimacy. Accountability referred to the obligation power-
ful actors had to those who are marginalised (Pimbert 2017;
Smith and Patterson 2018). Processes were put in place
through which people with experiences of negative environ-
mental impacts were able to counteract decisions that led to
these negative impacts (Belda-Miquel et al. 2020). It also
referred to accountability of producers towards consumers
through the use of certification (Hale et al. 2021). Transpar-
ency plays a key role in enabling accountability, but is also
a principle of justice in its own right. In the conceptualisa-
tions it referred to openness about finances, invited experts,
and included knowledge. People had a right to know who
funded particular initiatives and how experts were chosen
that were brought into decision-making (Lacy 2000; Can-
field et al. 2021). It also referred to trust building between
consumers and producers through direct conversations with
each other (Kurland and Aleci 2015). The last principle was
that of legitimacy. Food policy councils were set up to help
the transition and decision-making processes gain legiti-
macy by involving local actors from across the food sys-
tem (Prové et al. 2019). Powerful actors gained legitimacy
within the transition when they were seen to be doing some-
thing good (Zimmerer 2015) or when they used concepts
behind which they could hide (Ollinaho and Krdger 2021).
Less powerful actors gained legitimacy by participating in
formal processes or because they had a history of activism
(Clark et al. 2021). Legitimacy of different knowledges was

@ Springer

also part of the conceptualisations. People tried to regain
control over what knowledges were considered legitimate
(Pimbert 2017). These three principles form the basis for
procedural justice in food system transitions.

Interrelations between conceptualisations of justice

In Fig. 3 we visualise the results within the framework we
presented earlier (Fig. 1). It shows the variation of justice
conceptualisations and associated principles of justice that
have emerged from the review. The analysis confirms how
the three justice perspectives strongly interrelate through
the recognition of the six groups of subjects of justice and
that a range of principles of justice are relevant to the dis-
cussion of justice implications of food system initiatives.
What has also become apparent through the analysis is that
initiatives often held plural and at times conflicting justice
conceptualisations.

An example of tension between different distributive
justice conceptualisations were initiatives working on via-
ble livelihoods for producers whilst recognising that their
work negatively impacted food affordability for margin-
alised people (Rossi 2017; Lamine et al. 2019; Zollet et al.
2021). Another example were initiatives working on food
democracy based on the principle of equal opportunity to
participate whilst participation was impeded by the unequal
capacities to participate in the transition (Prové et al. 2019;
Aptekar and Myers 2020; Belda-Miquel et al. 2020; Can-
field et al. 2021). Authors also recognised temporal inter-
relations between justice conceptualisations. Over time
unintended consequences affected other conceptualisations.
An example that illustrates this was how urban gentrifica-
tion happened as a result of community gardens that had
been set up to improve food accessibility and affordability
for marginalised communities living in poorer neighbour-
hoods (Aptekar and Myers 2020; Kato 2020; Noll 2020).
As a result of this gentrification new people with more
privilege joined the community gardens which led to mar-
ginalised communities having more difficulty to participate
in decision-making processes of the community gardens as
these new people had greater capacity to participate. These
examples illustrate the messiness of justice conceptualisa-
tions when enacted in real life and in a changing (demo-
graphic) context.

Underpinning justice discourses

Looking at the conceptualisations of justice that have
emerged from the review, there was no clear difference
between the conceptualisations used by initiatives aligned
with more reformist, progressive, or more radical food
movements. Almost all papers, whether their first authors
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Recognition justice

People with a role in
the food system
People who are marginalised
Indigenous communities
Those with experiences of negative
consequences
Future generations
Nonhumans

Food democracy
Food citizenship
Food sovereignty

Egalitarian principles (e.g. equality, equal opportunity)
Rights-based principles (e.g. participation, based on need)
Desert-based principles (e.g. based on contribution, compensation)

Principles of justice

Food accessibility

Food affordability

Viable livelihoods

Good working conditions
Health and wellbeing
Negative environmental impacts
Availability of natural resources
Capacity to participate

Fig. 3 Justice conceptualisations and associated principles of justice used within the food systems literature to describe and discuss implications

of food system initiatives visualised within our framework

were based in Europe and North America or not, used what
is come to be known as Western philosophical theories of
justice. In the few cases that papers referred to philosophical
roots of principles or theories of justice they mainly referred
to Western philosophers including John Rawls (Kalfagi-
anni 2015; Fisher et al. 2019), Nancy Fraser (Moragues-
Faus 2020; Zhang 2020), Amartya Sen (Belda-Miquel et
al. 2020), or Martha Nussbaum (Popke et al. 2016; Belda-
Miquel et al. 2020). An even smaller number of papers
referred to Indigenous justice discourses including Sumak
Kawsay or Buen Vivir (Romano and Coral 2020), Ubuntu,
Ecological Swaraj, and the Buddhist middle path (Calisto
Friant et al. 2020). There were no clear changes in concep-
tualisations over time as food justice and food sovereignty
were already present in the earlier works in the 1990’s and
2000’s and continued to be the roots of more recent publica-
tions. However, as already mentioned, it was noticeable that
more recent work was more critical of some of the justice
implications of initiatives involved in organic agriculture,
agroforestry, or food sovereignty.

Discussion

To understand how authors play a role in shaping (just)
transitions of food systems towards a just and sustainable
future, this paper investigated which conceptualisations of
justice emerged from the food system transitions literature.
From this review it is clear this is a developing body of lit-
erature, which underscores the need to ensure authors are
clear about how they conceptualise justice. We developed
an initial framework to analyse the literature (Fig. 1). We
then undertook an extensive review using this framework
and were able to identify a variation of recognition, distrib-
utive, and procedural justice conceptualisations and asso-
ciated principles of justice (Fig. 3). Here, we first discuss
the conceptualisations and principles of justice that have
emerged and point out how the framework can build reflex-
ive capacity in food system transitions. We then reflect on
the methodological limitations and on the marginalisation
of certain voices and life worlds, including non-Western
philosophies and nonhumans. We end the discussion with
a critical reflection on the radical nature of initiatives and
justice conceptualisations.

A just transition towards a just and sustainable food
system is a relational endeavour in which the conceptuali-
sations of justice influence and are influenced by what is
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enacted in real life. The range of conceptualisations of jus-
tice that have emerged from the analysis shows that justice
is indeed a malleable concept within food system initiatives
(Bedore 2010). Central to our framework are three main
perspectives to look at justice: recognition, distribution, and
process. As pointed out in the introduction and conceptual
grounding section, these relate to other conceptualisations
of justice used in the wider literature, including restorative
justice, historic justice, inter- and intragenerational justice,
and multi-species justice. These other conceptualisations of
justice also emerged in our analysis as authors recognised
marginalised communities, people who experience(d) nega-
tive consequences of the food system, future generations,
and nonhumans. Conceptualisations included the implica-
tions for those who were or will be most affected by the
transition in line with the concept of a just transition (New-
ell and Mulvaney 2013) although authors rarely recognised
them as such. Reflecting on the results from a ‘justice mul-
tiple’ perspective (Coulson and Milbourne 2021), we found
that authors used plural and more-than-human conceptu-
alisations. As for multi-scalar, the conceptualisations that
emerged did not necessarily refer to systemic or structural
injustices. This is likely the result of looking at justice con-
ceptualisations that emerged through food system initiatives
that often addressed specific injustices or focussed on sub-
sets of people. Several authors placed justice implications
of initiatives in relation to systemic injustices, but most con-
ceptualisations were specifically relevant to the scale and
context of initiatives. What might have also influenced this
is that initiatives are unable to enact justice conceptualisa-
tions that centre collective rights and social justice within a
larger food system context that frames food as a commodity
(Holt-Giménez and Shattuck 2011; Agyeman and McEntee
2014; Jackson et al. 2021; Constance 2022). Temporality
was included through the recognition of future generations
and those with past negative experiences. Importantly, the
principles of justice added more detail to the conceptu-
alisations. They showed that for some conceptualisations
authors used the same or very similar principles. For oth-
ers different principles were relevant that seemed to conflict
with each other depending on context and who was asked.
For example, the distributive “viable livelihoods’ conceptu-
alisation includes rights-based and desert-based principles
which result in potentially conflicting justice outcomes.
Miller (2013) argued in favour of contextualism instead of
universalism when applying principles of justice. The range
of conceptualisations and associated principles shows that
contextualism is important due to the diverse nature of food
system initiatives.

To ensure initiatives recognise and address conflicting
conceptualisations, a reflexive mode of working is criti-
cal (DuPuis and Goodman 2005). Our framework can be
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used by those involved in food system transitions for ana-
lytical and normative purposes. Analytically, they can use
the initial framework (Fig. 1) to analyse their own justice
conceptualisations and principles of justice and/or they can
use the elaborated framework in Tables 1, 2 and 3; Fig. 3
to reflect on which of the conceptualisations and principles
of justice that emerged from the literature are relevant in
their own food system context. These analyses will help us
gain insight into which conceptualisations we consciously
or unconsciously use and enact in real life. Normatively, the
framework can be used to widen the debate about justice in
food system transitions to consider whether subjects of jus-
tice, decision-making processes, distributions, or principles
of justice are unrecognised. This can also bring to the fore
where we ourselves, or where different people involved in
food system initiatives, hold plural and maybe conflicting
conceptualisations. Another way to use the framework is to
help understand how initiatives contribute to a just transi-
tion towards sustainable and just food systems. This can
be done by identifying potential or actual implications of
food system initiatives when reflecting on how an initiative
might affect the six groups of subjects of justice in terms
of recognition, procedural and/or distributive justice. These
are examples of ways in which the framework as presented
in this paper can help build reflexive capacity in food sys-
tem transitions.

Reflecting on the method used to select relevant litera-
ture, the search in Scopus introduced a bias towards the jour-
nals and publishers that are indexed by this search engine.
Mongeon and Paul-Hus (2016) found that these are mainly
journals and publishers in North America and Europe. An
analysis of the relevant papers showed that the majority of
first authors were based in North America and Europe fur-
ther emphasising a bias towards Western philosophical epis-
temologies. Our own background as white scholars based
in institutions in Western Europe brings its own bias to this
research. We do consider the search terms used to be inclu-
sive of non-Western conceptualisations of justice but our
personal backgrounds, upbringing, experiences of (in)jus-
tice, and expertise in food system transitions will have influ-
enced the boundaries of our research and the analysis done.
As this review was not set up as a systematic review, this
bias does not undermine the resulting conceptualisations of
justice, but it does highlight that due to our own biases and
methodological limitations, it is likely we have not covered
justice conceptualisations used by authors who published in
other outlets or in languages other than English.

Reflecting on the results we identify two aspects of jus-
tice that the framework does not directly capture. First, our
framework only partly captured the responsibility and/or
obligation of actors to respond to injustices. We did include
in the distributive justice tables between whom things were
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(re)distributed and identified accountability as a means to
identify obligation in procedural justice. However, the notion
of obligation is not separately mentioned in the framework.
To unpack the difference between who ought to address an
injustice and who is addressing it Kortetmaki and Huttunen
(2022) have identified different roles and responsibilities for
actors in just transitions. Second, although power under-
pins all the results in terms of access to and control over
resources and/or processes, it remains an elusive dimension
of justice in our framework. Leach et al. (2020) offer a use-
ful overview of different conceptualisation of power in rela-
tion to several food politics approaches. What our results
show is the power researchers have. When writing about the
justice implications of initiatives they enact their own con-
ceptualisations by including and excluding certain voices
and life worlds within the research on transitions. Glennie
and Alkon reflected that “exclusionary whiteness within
the [food justice] movement itself” is often overlooked by
academics and activists (Glennie and Alkon 2018, p. 7).
It is important to recognise that marginalisation is deeply
interconnected with unequal power dynamics between food
system actors (Kaljonen et al. 2021). In practice unequal
power dynamics can be addressed through inclusive gov-
ernance by giving voice to marginalised people (Termeer
et al. 2018). Svarstad and Benjaminson (2020) call for mar-
ginalised people and groups to be asked about how they per-
ceive justice. They introduce the idea of ‘senses of justice’
to help researchers recognise the diversity of experiences,
perceptions, and justice conceptualisations within margin-
alised communities. This challenges researchers to not see
marginalised groups as homogeneous and to be aware how
we include their voices and life worlds when writing about
justice implications.

This interconnects with the result that the justice con-
ceptualisations that emerged were mostly based on Western
philosophical theories of justice. Sovacool et al. identi-
fied that across the world and within academic writing on
energy justice “Western theorists and anthropocentric con-
cepts have tended to dominate the discourse on jurispru-
dence” (Sovacool et al. 2017, p. 678). The limited number
of publications that referred to Indigenous justice discourses
highlights that this for now is also true for the food system
transitions literature. We do want to question whether the
labels of Western and non-Western are helpful. Principles
such as equality, solidarity and sufficiency are included in,
and might even be a result of, Indigenous conceptualisa-
tions of justice. Having said that, our ontological assump-
tions about relationships between entities such as humans
and nonhumans also influences who we consider subjects
of justice and how we conceptualise justice (Stumpf et al.
2015). It is important to recognise that the justice discourse
rooted in Western philosophy makes distinctions between

nature and humans, the material and spiritual. Celermajer
et al. (2021) point out that Indigenous multispecies justice
conceptualisations challenge these normative framings of
justice. They emphasise interconnections between humans,
nonhumans, and material and spiritual worlds. For a just and
sustainable transition of the food system it is critical that
researchers recognise non-Western and Indigenous concep-
tualisations of justice.

Despite the mainly Western philosophical roots, the
results show that nonhumans are considered subjects of jus-
tice in a number of distributive justice conceptualisations,
especially in the distribution of health and wellbeing of farm
animals and inanimate entities of land and water. Papers
recognised how nonhumans influenced and were influenced
by the food system initiatives, but in procedural conceptu-
alisations nonhumans did not play a large role. Recent work
on animal welfare, and in particular positive welfare states,
is helping to reframe farm animals from being a commod-
ity to animals with intrinsic values and emotions (Webb et
al. 2019; Kremer et al. 2021; Vigors et al. 2021). Taking
this a step further, nonhumans can be legally recognised and
granted the rights of a person, as was for example done with
ariver in New Zealand (Kramm 2020). The work on more-
than-human participation has developed practical ways to
include nonhumans in decision-making processes (Bastian
et al. 2017; Dyke et al. 2018). We join the call for further
exploration of engagement with nonhumans in just transi-
tions of food systems (Kaljonen et al. 2021; Tribaldos and
Kortetmaki 2022; Tschersich and Kok 2022), but extend this
to also challenge researchers to engage nonhumans within
their research.

The initiatives described in the relevant publications
differed in how radically they wanted to change the global
neoliberal economy and corporate food regime. Some were
reformist in nature and considered the neoliberal economy
best placed to address injustices caused by the corporate
food regime (Holt-Giménez and Shattuck 2011). These ini-
tiatives often framed food as a commodity and focussed on
distributive justice issues related to food insecurity (Con-
stance 2022). Agyeman and McEntee (2014) critique initia-
tives that focus on market-based solutions as these assume
people can buy themselves out of food insecurity. These
initiatives defined injustices often in relation to the environ-
mental unsustainability of food production without recog-
nising or addressing the causes that created the exploitation
of natural resources and people in the first place (Lang and
Barling 2012; Schlosberg and Coles 2016; Teh et al. 2019).
They did not address underlying power structures and
causes of social inequalities (Leach et al. 2020; Jackson et
al. 2021). More radical initiatives were rooted in food justice
or food sovereignty movements that challenge the corpo-
rate food regime (Holt-Giménez and Shattuck 2011). Food
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justice initiatives were particularly concerned with injus-
tices related to ethnicity, age, gender, disability, and class
(Agyeman and McEntee 2014; Alkon 2014; Glennie and
Alkon 2018). Initiatives rooted in food sovereignty created
alternative food regimes based on democracy, decentralisa-
tion, autonomy of decision-making, and the right to produce
(La Via Campesina 1996; Ny¢éléni 2007; McMichael 2009).
Food was framed as a human right or even as a common
good (Jackson et al. 2021) and initiatives prioritised critical
engagement with the underlying causes of injustices (Agye-
man and McEntee 2014; Loo 2014). The increasing number
of initiatives rooted in food justice and food sovereignty
described in the relevant publications shows that a food sys-
tem transition towards a just and sustainable food system is
ongoing.

Taking this a step further, we can also reflect on the
radical nature of conceptualisations of justice. Distributive
justice issues seemed to be easier said and conceptualised
than procedural injustices that caused or contributed to
these injustices. Agyeman and McEntee (2014) argue that
justice conceptualisations need to move beyond distributive
outcomes to understand the processes that brought about
injustices in the first place, including the power dynamics
leading to marginalisation (Leach et al. 2020). In theory, the
ideal sets of principles of food sovereignty (La Via Campe-
sina 1996; Nyéléni 2007), organic agriculture (Luttikholt
2007) and agroecology (HLPE 2019) include radical justice
conceptualisations. However, the review included initia-
tives that had been co-opted by the corporate food regime,
which reduced the radical nature of those initiatives. Alkon
(2014) points out that less radical initiatives are not neces-
sarily a cause for concern as exciting and creative things
happen when initiatives try to work on food justice and food
sovereignty within a neoliberal context. However, Patel
(2009) and Cadieux and Slocum (2015) see this as a risk.
What this review suggests is that the most radical we can do
is to consciously place the six groups that need to be recog-
nised at the heart of our justice conceptualisations and to not
shy away from initiatives that address procedural injustices.

Conclusion

Through our research we want to contribute to a just transi-
tion of food systems as researchers, but we need to recognise
our privilege as academics. We consider our perspective on
food system transitions as dynamic in nature, informed by
the research we do, the people and nonhumans we engage
with, and the students we work with. We understand jus-
tice and just transitions to be relational ontologies in which
human and nonhuman entanglements make up the food
system (Schlosberg et al. 2019). We consider human and
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nonhumans as subjects and agents of justice and want to
facilitate and contribute to the debate on conceptualisations
of justice in food system initiatives. Allen (2008) encour-
ages academics to help students critically reflect on the cur-
rent food system and to engage with food politics and the
politics of the food system transition. These are at the core
of our teaching and supervision in which we also specifically
support students to undertake research within their local
environment to amplify the voices of their communities.

To conclude, if we want to achieve sustainable and just
food systems through a just transition, it is critical that we
do so reflexively through engaging with our own underlying
values, normative ideals, and priorities as well as with the
underlying causes of social inequalities. And that we do so
inclusively, through recognising those who should be rec-
ognised as subjects of justice: those with a particular role in
the food system including producers and consumers, people
who are marginalised, Indigenous communities, those with
experiences of negative consequences of the food system,
future generations, and nonhumans. The framework pre-
sented in this paper can play an important role to help bring
more clarity to food system initiatives and researchers about
how they conceptualise justice. We challenge them to be
more explicit about who they do and do not recognise as
subjects of justice and which principles of justice they use.
Such clarity will support a reflexive and inclusive debate
about how food system initiatives contribute(d) to a just
transition towards sustainable and just food systems.
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