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Abstract: Sustainable development – the idea that human develo-
pment must be realized in conjunction with a commitment to leave 
for future generations an environment at least as livable as presently 
enjoyed – has become a common if not ubiquitous feature in legal 
expressions at the international, national and subnational levels, cul-
minating in the United Nations setting 17 Sustainable Development 
Goals (SDGs) to achieve by 2030.  What is not often appreciated 
is that the core purpose of the SDGs is to advance human dignity, 
which coheres and complements them. This article explores how the 
concept of dignity has evolved in law, what it means to environmen-
tal protection, and how taking it seriously would contribute to better 
outcomes in achieving the SDGs. Ultimately, taking due account of 
human dignity has the power to inform, if not transform, discourse 
about and implementation of the SDGs.
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