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1 The ‘Sustainability’ Phenomenon    
 
Tom Campbell and D. F. Mollica1

 
 

Use of the term ‘sustainability’ has increased dramatically over the past few decades in 
both popular and official discourse.  Its prime association is with environmentalism but it 
is also deployed in relation to economic, social and political spheres. Moreover, 
‘sustainability’ carries with it a pronounced scientific flavour, specifically in relation to 
ecology. It is also associated with some powerful ethical imperatives.  While the 
terminology of sustainability has broad and diverse applications it is most heavily used 
with respect to corporate responsibilities, particularly corporate environmental 
responsibility but also corporate social responsibility, corporate business responsibility 
and even corporate governance. It is important, therefore, to explore what we call ‘the 
sustainability phenomenon’ if we are to adequately understand and evaluate the 
developing parameters of corporate responsibilities. 
 

The reasons for the rise and rise of Sustainability as a defining political concept of 
our time (which we identify in this essay through the use of the capital S) are as yet 
unclear.  Sustainability certainly embodies a conjunction of science-based 
environmentalism, collective prudence and a degree of commitment to social justice 
which has emerged as a factor to be reckoned with in democratic politics and impacts on 
the perceived duties of governments, corporations and individual citizens. Despite the 
fact that some commentators argue that Sustainability is a vague, almost meaningless 
idea, a discourse that feels good without demanding anything specific (Mullins 2002, 
Brown 2005, Baker 2007) it continues to flourish within public discourse. Indeed, its 
combination of fluid content combined with positive emotive force may be precisely why 
it is attractive to those in positions of political and economic power.  Yet, others point to 
its potentially potent combination of environmental, economic, equitable and scientific 
connotations as capturing a broad but cogent synthesis of many contemporary moral and 
political factors of prime interest to concerned citizens within civil society (Padoch and 
Sears 2005, Paehlke 2005, Beckerman 1994). 
 

As a word, ‘sustainability’ is, in fact, far from meaningless. It has an 
uncontroversial definition, versions of which can be found in any English dictionary. 
‘Sustainability’  has to do with the property of being able to continue in existence or be 
maintained in existence or at a certain rate or level over a long period of time.  However, 
the term is radically incomplete in that it as no content and puts no limits with regard to 
what sort of things can be regarded as sustainable. It is also indeterminate in that it does 
not indicate how long something must be able to continue in existence to be regarded as 
sustainable. Further, strictly speaking, it carries no prescriptive implications since the 
term by itself leaves open the question of whether or not it is desirable to sustain the 
matters in question.  

 

                                                 
1 We  gratefully acknowledge helpful suggestions from Baird Callicott,  Stephen Gardner, Clive George, 
Bob. Goodin,,  Jack Pezzey, Steve Vanderheiden and Julianne Warren. 
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However, while it is true that much of the normal usage of the word ‘sustainable’ 
involves no implications as to the value or otherwise of that which is to be sustained, it is 
part of the sustainability phenomenon that ‘sustainability’ has acquired a positive value 
halo.  The desirability of sustaining something is logically relative to the worth of what is 
to be sustained and for what purposes. However some usages have a normative 
implication. For instance, a ‘sustainable argument’ has long been normally applied only 
to an argument that is at least plausible. More generally, and now more commonly, it is 
often contextually implied or taken for granted that we do or should invoke the discourse 
of Sustainability only in relation to those things that we think ought to be sustained.  

 
The open-endedness of its descriptive meaning together with the positive emotive 

meanings of ‘sustainability’ may have something to do with its successful adoption into 
political rhetoric, but it offers a challenge to those who wish to employ it within rigorous 
analysis to establish more precisely its meaning and  significance. We cannot know what 
to make of Sustainability as an economic and political goal until we are clear what it is 
that is to be sustained, for how long, and why this may be a good thing.  

 
Another aspect of the open-endedness of the descriptive meaning becomes 

apparent when we consider the question: Can we have Sustainability without 
Development, or does Sustainability entail Development? Would, for example, a scenario 
in which the rich countries make their economic activity ecologically sound and provide 
for their own future generations, yet do nothing to improve the lot of the populations of 
poorer countries be Sustainable? To put this conceptual question into focus, consider that 
there are two main strategies by virtue of which the lot of the poor may be improved. 
First, we can redistribute existing wealth, i.e from the rich countries to the poor. This is 
compatible with zero-growth in overall economic activity, provided we are prepared to 
spread existing wealth more and more thinly as the world’s population expands. A radical 
redistribution of wealth is unlikely to succeed for political, and perhaps pragmatic, 
reasons, but some redistribution already occurs to a small extent, as we shall see. The 
other way to improve the lot of the poor is to generate new wealth, almost certainly by 
increasing the level of economic activity, which in turn will almost certainly – at least in 
the short term – continue to increase the strain we as a species place on the planet’s 
natural environment. The other danger, of course, is that new wealth is created, but only 
makes the rich richer and does little or nothing for the poor. The issue, as far as defining 
Sustainability is concerned, is to try to make clear just how it stands in relation to the 
neighboring concept Sustainable Development2

  
. 

To some extent the sort of clarification required can be achieved by informing 
ourselves as to the origins of Sustainability and Sustainable Development as 
contemporary ideas in the sphere of international and domestic politics.  This takes us to 
the World Council on Environment and Development and its Brundtland Report, Our 
Common Future (WCED 1987), which arose out of international debate about global 
inequality combined with fears about the environmental consequences of unrestrained 
economic development in the context of a concern for developing nations.  Sustainability 
as an internationally embraced objective originated in a debate about economic 
                                                 
2 For a discussion of this point, see Barbier and Markandya, this volume. 
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development and global justice. More specifically, according to the Brundtland Report: 
‘Sustainable Development satisfies the needs of the current generation without 
compromising the chance for future generations to satisfy theirs’. Let us call this 
‘Definition (1). Here is another: ‘Utilization and development of natural resources in 
ways which are compatible with the maintenance of these resources, and with the 
conservation of the environment, for future generations.’3

 

 (Definition (2).  These are, of 
course, just two of the very many definitions that have been offered over the past couple 
of decades. Note that the second makes no mention of alleviation of the plight of today’s 
poor. Together they stand as examples of contrasting definitions of sustainable 
development that incorporate concerns about distributional justice on the one hand, and 
not on the other. Our impression, as we gathered material for this volume, and in reading 
in the area generally, both in the academic and popular spheres, is that definitions based 
upon Definition (1) currently predominate. 

The Brundtland Reports’s definition of sustainable development is inescapably 
normative. It claims that development that does not both meet the needs of the current 
generation – by which it means all of the current generation, not just a privileged 
minority – and ensure that future generations can fulfill their own needs at least to the 
extent that we can fulfill ours, is not acceptable. The Brundtland Report (and 
communications of subsequent world conferences on sustainable development) exhort us 
to find a way of developing in a just way, a way that recognises the worth of all human 
beings, present and future. If we accept this, then we can state the quandary facing us in 
simple terms: 

 
1. The space of solutions to the current inequitable distribution of the goods 

required for a reasonable standard of living can be seen as being delineated by two 
extremes. At one extreme is zero world economic growth, and radical redistribution of 
wealth from the rich countries to the poor countries. This is almost certainly politically 
infeasible. At the other extreme is no redistribution, but significant development of the 
poorer countries, translating into greater rates of depletion of natural resources and 
pollution. Exacerbating the problem of development is the fact that the Earth’s population 
continues to increase. Possibly mitigating the problem will be certain technological 
improvements and, perhaps, those practices widely labeled ‘sustainable’: reduced 
consumption (in the rich countries) , recycling of materials, and so on. 

 
2. The Earth’s biosphere is already showing signs of strain and, if pushed further 

by increased economic activity, may buckle with catastrophic consequences for all, or for 
a great many at least. Development and environmental sustainability tend to pull in 
opposite directions. 

 
3. It may just turn out to be a matter of fact that increasing the level of global 

economic activity - assuming current and projected technology and the projected increase 
in population  - might actually lead to this catastrophic collapse of the biosphere. If this is 

                                                 
3 Oxford English Dictionary online: 
http://dictionary.oed.com/cgi/entry/50243648/50243648se4?single=1&query_type=word&queryword=sust
ainable+development&first=1&max_to_show=10&hilite=50243648se4 
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the case, then Brundtland goals of meeting the needs of the current generation and 
passing on to our descendents a planet in which they can meet theirs at least as well, 
might just be incompatible. In this scenario, there would be no such thing as ‘Sustainable 
Development’, as defined in Our Common Future. At the moment it is probably fair to 
say that we don’t know if the biosphere can withstand the increased load it is likely we 
will place upon it in decades to come. See Daly (1990) and Barbier and Markandya (both 
this volume) for two of many recent discussions of how development might be achieved 
in a sustainable way.  

Looking backwards, an important precursor to the Brundtland Report is The 
Limits to Growth, a report commissioned by an self-appointed body of experts called 
‘The Club of Rome’ and published in 1972, which explored the theme of exponential 
population growth in a context of  finite natural resources (Meadows 1972). Following on 
from the Brundtland Report, the United Nations Conference on Environment and 
Development (also known as the Rio Summit, or the Earth Summit), which was held in 
Rio de Janeiro in June 1992 and organised by the UN’s Division for Sustainable 
Development, set out what was claimed to be ‘a comprehensive plan of action to be taken 
globally, nationally and locally by organizations of the United Nations System, 
Governments, and Major Groups in every area in which human impacts on the 
environment’4. Ten years later Johannesburg hosted the World Summit on Sustainable 
Development (also known as Earth Summit 2002, or Rio+10) and adopted the 
Johannesburg Declaration on Sustainable Development according to which signatory 
nations reaffirmed their commitment to implementing the principles of sustainable 
development, as contained in articles 16-30 of the declaration, Agenda21, and the 
Millenium development goals5

 
. 

It is in this historical context that governments and corporations now routinely 
advise the public that they are making, or have made, their operations more sustainable. 
As well, international community, through the United Nations (UN) and other non-
government organisations (NGOs), is making an ongoing effort aimed at making 
development activity around the globe more ‘sustainable’ in the sense of less damaging 
to the environment and more just in its outcomes both with respect to the developing 
world and future generations, all of which are regarded as being highly desirable 
objectives requiring both domestic and international coordinated political and economic 
action. Nevertheless, the lure of short-term profit provides a powerful incentive, one that 
many corporations and sovereign governments find themselves unable or unwilling to 
resist. We can see, then, how the term ‘sustainable’ might be bent out of shape in the 
cause of mollifying public opinion while conducting ‘business as usual’, more or less. 
Consider a company that is engaged in clearing virgin rainforest for timber and grazing 
land. By employing local people, giving them safe working conditions, reasonable pay 
and perhaps digging a few wells or funding a few schools, such a company might well 
claim that has made its operations more ‘sustainable’ – and in a sense there is some sense 
in such a claim. And yet, the company is engaged in an activity which, for various 
reasons such as habitat destruction and lessened greenhouse gas absorption, is 
                                                 
4 Agenda 21: see http://www.un.org/esa/sustdev/documents/agenda21/index.htm 
5 See http://www.un.org/esa/sustdev/documents/WSSD_POI_PD/English/POI_PD.htm 
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unsustainable on a large scale. Whether this ambiguity in the term is inescapable is an 
open question, but perhaps the best chance of reducing it lies in reshaping the concept 
into something scientifically measurable. See Chapter 14 for an example of a science-
based approach. 
 

Sustainability as we know it has emerged into the popular consciousness through 
this global agenda, but there is a much longer history behind the idea of Sustainability 
dating back at least as far as Thomas Malthus’s An Essay on the Principle of Population, 
the first edition of which was published in 1798 (Brander 2007), and most evident in the 
work of the liberal nineteenth century philosopher and economist, John Stuart Mill (see 
chapter 27 and Lumley and Armstrong 2004) which have been taken up into a long 
tradition of concern for the conservation of the physical environment (see chapters 4, 9 
and 11).  This longer and deeper stream of thought and action has a long association with 
the work of agricultural and later ecological scientists who have focused not only on 
conserving natural resources and long term agricultural practices but also on the science 
of the impact of human activity on the natural environment.  Sustainability is closely 
associated with the realisation that we live in a biosphere in which there is a high degree 
of interdependence within a hierarchy of biosystems whose capacity for self-maintenance 
in the face of external environmental changes is limited and increasingly endangered (see 
chapters 3 and12). Our globe is a natural system whose capacity for retaining its 
equilibrium under the impact of economic development is increasingly in doubt. 
 

This historical background invests a great deal of substantial content to 
Sustainability as a contemporary idea, but there remain within it a whole range of 
different concerns and priorities. Some talk of Sustainability to emphasise the normative 
dimension of correcting the inequities of global economic maldistribution and protecting 
the interests of unborn generations, other living species and nature itself.  Others use it 
point to scientific evidence of the depletion of world resources, their irreplacability by  
new sources of energy, the possible extinction of species through habitat changes and, in 
more extreme versions, the danger that the global ecosystem will cross thresholds that 
will bring about the end of human life on Earth, or at least cause a catastrophic decline in 
the quantity and quality of human life. Still others, when speaking of Sustainability, think 
in narrower economic terms about the prospects of maintaining businesses, sectors and 
whole economies over the long term.   

 
Cutting across these dimensions there is a contrast between shallow conceptions 

of  Sustainability that concern  little more than the efficient disposal of waste and those 
for whom it is a much deeper, perhaps overriding cause to which all other aspects of 
social and political life must be subordinate, because Sustainability is equated with 
dealing with very real threats to human or natural survival, while addressing the 
inequities of global injustice now and in the future. The compromise conception of  
Sustainability characteristic of progressive business attitudes and policies is that there is a 
pressing, novel and neglected  mixture of environmental and social justice concerns 
which must be accepted as highly relevant to corporate responsibilities,  both ethical and 
legal. 
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With this in mind, this volume brings together essays of interest to practitioners of 
and commentators on corporate business activities who seek to come to grips with the 
variety of meanings and assumptions associated with this ill-defined but clearly 
significant label for a constellation of moral, scientific and political ideas that derive from 
the disciplines of ecology, economics, politics and philosophy and are increasingly 
deployed in the formulation and critique of business policies and conduct.  The essays 
have not been selected to provide information about the range of business strategies and 
government departments that is ‘sustainability and ‘sustainable development’ in their 
titles, but to provide insight into the complex of ideas that have led to this rebadging of 
environmentally focused organisational arrangements under the umbrella of 
Sustainability .  This introduction continues with a discussion of the main themes and 
perspectives associated with Sustainability – those of ethics, corporate responsibility, 
ecology, economics, and governance. This discussion also brings out how tightly 
interwoven these themes are where Sustainability is concerned. For example, pollution is 
of concern to ecologists because of the damage it causes to the natural environment. At 
the same time, economists regard it as a negative externality if it adversely affects the 
well-being of parties who neither caused nor benefitted from the economic activity that 
caused it, while it is obvious that there are also ethical issues that come into play. Since a 
great deal of the economic activity that causes pollution is carried out by corporations, 
concerns about corporate responsibility must be thrown into the mix. And it is 
governments that set the rules that corporations play by (not withstanding the lobbying 
process), so pollution is clearly a matter of governance and politics. Finally, science is 
employed to find ways of generating goods and services with less pollution and less 
waste. Following this, Section II gives an overview of each of the selected essays. 
Finally, Section III explores different ways of analyzing and categorising the different 
elements within this currently salient discourse. 
 

Sustainability has powerful ethical connotations connected with the 
responsibilities of developed nations towards future generations, the.world’s existing 
poor (Rees 2002), humanity in general, and – on some views – other species or the 
biosphere itself. It is associated with the need for humanity - or at least that small portion 
of humanity dwelling in the developed world - to modify its way of living, and in 
particular its reliance upon the consumption of a disproportionate amount of the world’s 
resources. There are a number of distinct concerns. John Dryzek, who contributed the 
first chapter of this volume – chapter 7 of his The Politics of the Earth – has summed up 
the relevant concerns and their evolution through time. We quote from chapter 1 of the 
same work: 

 
Over the years, the politics of the Earth has featured a large and growing range 
of issues. The early concerns were with pollution, wilderness preservation, 
population growth, and depletion of natural resources. Over time, these 
concerns have been supplemented by worries about energy supply, animal 
rights, species extinction, global climate change, depletion of the ozone layer in 
the upper atmosphere, toxic wastes, the protection of whole ecosystems, 
environmental justice, food safety, and genetically modified organisms. All 
these issues are interlaced with a range of moral and aesthetic questions human 
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livelihood, public attitudes, and our proper relation to other entities on the 
planet (occasionally even off it)6

 
. 

The subdomain of ethical and political thought concerned with the equitable 
distribution of goods is known as ‘distributional justice’, and as we have seen, this is one 
of the concerns the currently predominant conception of Sustainability. It is widely 
thought unjust that some inhabitants of the Earth live in comfort with access not only to a 
plenitude of life’s necessities, but also to a plethora of luxury goods and services, while a 
far greater number lack even sufficient clean water to drink and wash with. There is a 
vast philosophical literature dealing with this question, which examines issues such as 
whether the legitimacy of the means by which the rich acquired their wealth should be a 
factor in determining the extent of their responsibilities toward the poor7

 

. As well as 
being associated with the idea of Sustainability, these concerns fall under the rubric of 
‘distributive justice’ – the justice (or injustice) of various ways that goods can be 
distributed among individuals, groups, and nations. Indeed, these issues are of concern 
regardless of the impact of human activity upon the biosphere, and it will be worth 
examining them in a little more detail. 

We live in a world in which a small minority of people – mostly concentrated 
geographically in the developed world (U.S.A, Western Europe, Canada, Australasia and 
Japan) – are far wealthier and healthier than the rest. This minority enjoys a longer 
expected lifespan and greater access to nutritious food, clean water, medical care, 
educational opportunities and adequate shelter, and even has sufficient wealth to indulge 
in a luxury items such as plasma televisions, cars, video game machines and holidays 
abroad. Meanwhile, literally billions of people subsist on the equivalent of less than 
$US2 per day8. These unfortunates die in their thousands of malnutrition and preventable 
ailments such as diarrhoea-related dehydration, tuberculosis and malaria – particularly in 
childhood – and those who do survive are doomed to a life of hunger and want. The 
provision of development aid is one way of addressing this problem, and all OECD 
countries have agreed to a target of providing 0.7% of their GNP9

                                                 
6 Dryzek 2005, p. 3 

. However, only a few 

7 For two influential yet widely divergent views around this issue, see Rawls 1999, and Nozick. 
8 There are 2.6 billion living on < US $2 per day, according to 
UN Development Program Human Development Report 2007/2008, p.11. 
http://www.washingtonpost.com/wp-dyn/content/article/2006/11/02/AR2006110200913.html 
 
9 Official Development Assistance (ODA): UN Target of 0.7% of GNI (Gross National Income) of OECD 
member countries. 
 
UN Resolution 2626 (XXV) International Development Strategy for the Second United Nations 
Development Decade (A/8124 and Add.1) 
 
Paragraph 43: 
‘In recognition of the special importance of the role which can be fulfilled only by official development 
assistance, a major part of financial resource transfers to the developing countries should be provided in the 
form of official development assistance. Each economically advanced country will progressively increase 
its official development assistance to the developing countries and will exert its best efforts to reach a 
minimum net amount of 0.7 per cent of its gross national product at market prices by the middle of the 
Decade’. 

http://www.washingtonpost.com/wp-dyn/content/article/2006/11/02/AR2006110200913.html�
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countries have achieved this target, and some look as if they lack commitment to meet it 
any time soon. 

 
The idea of development aid is not merely to provide the necessities of life to the 

extreme poor, although there is clearly a dire need for this kind of assistance; rather the 
intent is to help the poorer countries develop their economies so that their people can 
eventually meet their own basic needs through the production and trade of goods and 
services, and begin to close the wealth gap between themselves and the populations of the 
wealthy countries. The adage ‘Give a man a fish, and he can eat for a day; teach him how 
to fish, and he can eat for a lifetime’ is an old chestnut, but there is truth in it. Providing 
someone with the means to provide for themselves is also more in keeping with the 
human dignity of the recipient than is keeping them reliant on handouts, and provides 
them with a more reliable source of goods as well. 

 
Despite the failure of rich countries to take serious measures to redress the 

inequities we have mentioned, it is widely thought that the well-off have an ethical 
obligation to try to alleviate the plight of the extreme poor10

 

. A dissenting view can be 
found in Hardin 1974. Hardin likens the rich countries to lifeboats, which can carry only 
so many people without sinking. The well-off are the ones with a place in the lifeboat, 
while the poor try desperately to stay afloat in the waters through which it moves. What 
is more, the lifeboats are already at or close to their carrying capacity. Any well-
intentioned attempt to bring more people aboard than it can hold, Hardin argues, can only 
result in the boat sinking and everyone, well-off and poor alike, drowning. Even filling 
the boat to capacity by taking on some of the poor is dangerous, he argues, because the 
safety margin is eliminated, and the boat is less likely to be able to cope with rough 
conditions. Another difficulty with this latter strategy lies in the difficulty of making a 
principled decision about who to welcome aboard the lifeboat. 

A closely–related concern is centred on the question of  whether and to what 
degree justice requires us to do what we can to pass on to our descendents, through an 
indefinite number of generations,  a world in which they can meet their own needs to at 
least the same extent that we can meet ours. This requirement has implications for our 
level of consumption of both renewable and non-renewable resources and the state in 
which we leave the natural environment. In this volume we have included three papers 
that participate in this debate (see Chapters 25, 28, and 30).  Proponents of 
intergenerational equity claim that, just as the spatial distance between ourselves and 
some other person in itself does not diminish our responsibilities toward them, neither 
does temporal distance – at least, into the future. An interesting view that our obligation 
may not extend beyond a couple of hundred years has been advanced by Derek Parfit and 
others11

 
.  

                                                                                                                                                 
http://daccessdds.un.org/doc/RESOLUTION/GEN/NR0/348/91/IMG/NR034891.pdf?OpenElement 
 
10 For a relatively deanding view of the obligation of the affluent to the poor, see Singer 1972. Also see 
Section IV of the present volume for a variety of perspectives on these issues. 
11 See Parfit 1984, ch. 16. 

http://daccessdds.un.org/doc/RESOLUTION/GEN/NR0/348/91/IMG/NR034891.pdf?OpenElement�
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In very simple terms, the counter argument has it that if our policy choices in the 
present significantly affect not merely the quality of life of those born in the future, but 
also which people are born, then our responsibility to our descendents might not extend 
beyond a few generations. Parfit accepts that the mere fact that a person is born in the 
future does not in itself eliminate any obligation to him that we might have. However, in 
his Reasons and Persons,  Parfit argues that a given person is, in important ways, the 
product of the fertilization of a particular ovum by a particular sperm cell. If that 
fertilization had not occurred, that person would not have existed. If his or her parents 
had instead conceived a month earlier or later, then, it would be a different person who 
came into being. In fact, even if a different sperm cell managed to get to the ovum first, 
the result would hve been a different person. Similarly, of course, if the parents had never 
met, or had met but hadn’t conceived a child. Now, the policy choices that present day 
societies make will exert great influence over exactly who gets born. This becomes clear 
if we think about all the planets that must align if a particular conception by two 
particular people on, say, some particular day is to occur. There will, then, in the future, 
be people who would not have existed if different policies had been adopted before his 
conception. Likewise, some of the people who would have existed had the policy been 
different, will not exist. After just a couple of generations, there will be very few people 
living in this society who would have existed if different policy changes had been made 
at the initial stage. The assumption is made that for most people, having their particular 
life is preferable to having no life at all. Thus, people who are brought into existence as a 
result of our policy choices will be better off because of those choices. On the other hand, 
people who do not come into existence as a result of our policy choices do not count, as 
we do not have obligations toward beings that never exist. After a few generations, there 
will be very few people who would have existed had we made different policy decisions. 
Despite this line of argument, it is widely accepted outside of the domain of academic 
philosophy that we do indeed have an obligation to ensure that future generations inherit 
a world in which they can fulfill their needs at least to the same extent that we can.  

 
Along with the growth in awareness of the need for us to adopt a less burdensome 

(upon the planet) way of life has developed a recognition that it is largely through the 
activity of various corporations, large and small, that we impose our ‘ecological 
footprint’ upon the planet. It is the corporations that mine the copper, iron, nickel, 
aluminium, zinc and other minerals with which we build our cities and automobiles, 
corporations that smelt and otherwise process them into usable form, and corporations 
that manufacture the products that we, as consumers, enjoy the use of. It is corporations 
that manufacture the fertilisers and steroids that we use to improve the productivity of our 
farms and livestock operations and, increasingly, corporations that run huge agricultural 
concerns. Therefore, it is reasonable to suppose that the manner in which such large and 
numerous entities conduct their affairs will have a correspondingly weighty effect upon 
the sustainability of our activities. This does not, of course, imply that the end-
consumers, governments and NGOs do not also share responsibility for creating a 
sustainable civilisation.  
 

The idea of corporate responsibility has grown in parallel with the idea of 
sustainability and sustainable development. Contemporary society (at least in the 
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developed world) expects its corporations to minimise the damage their operations cause 
to the environment, to provide training and development for their employees, as well as 
safe and healthy working conditions, and in general to make a positive contribution to the 
communities within which they operate, and without which they could not operate. 
Corporations have responded to these evolving societal requirements, and now it is a rare 
corporation – particularly in the resources sector – that does not have ‘Sustainability’, or 
‘Corporate Responsibility’ or something similar as a top-level menu item on its web-site. 
Many also publish an annual ‘sustainability report’. It is an open question as to whether 
this stems from a genuine recognition by boards and top-level management that the 
requirement for greater corporate responsibility is driven by an ethical requirement for 
distributional and intergenerational justice, or whether it is simply the ‘business case for 
sustainability’ that prevails. Most likely, both elements play a part. 
 

Economist Milton Friedman famously claimed in a 1970 letter to the New York 
Times12 that the social responsibility of corporations is to make as much profit as is 
consistent with acting within the law. In fact, this is presently the legal responsibility of 
company directors. But is this stance necessarily inconsistent with sustainable 
development? Proponents of the ‘business case for sustainability’ think not. The business 
case has it that operating in a sustainable manner is essential to the maximisation of a 
corporation’s profits. This is in part because corporations do not operate in a vacuum – 
they operate within communities and within wider societies upon which they depend for 
a labour force, suppliers, customers and – most of all – a license to operate. A mining 
company that creates an environmental disaster or fails to remediate a mine site once it is 
spent might find it difficult to obtain government permission to commence operations in 
new locations. Corporations that employ sweat shop labour might face negative 
campaigns by activists that decrease sales13

 

. For these and many similar reasons, it might 
be that operating sustainably is simply good business (Holliday, Schmidheiny and Watts 
2002). 

However, many feel that accounting standards ought to reflect a wider 
responsibility of corporations toward all their stakeholders, not just their shareholders. 
John Elkington’s concept of Triple Bottom Line (TBL) accounting captures this idea. 
‘Profit’ is the traditional accounting bottom line. TBL adds ‘People’ and ‘Planet’. 
Altogether this adds up to a concern for economic, environmental and social 
sustainability and, indeed, these three elements have increasingly come to be recognised 
as the key aspects of Sustainable Development (Foran 2005). While the sustainability 
movement has traditional ties to those promoting ecological conservation, it has 
increasingly recognised the need for a ‘three pillars’ approach along the lines of TBL – 
the three pillars being ecological protection, economic growth, and social reform to 
improve the lot of the poor.  
 

The Sustainability with which we are primarily concerned is explicitly linked to 
human activity and indeed, it is within this context that the concept has become so widely 

                                                 
12 Friedman 1970. 
13 See Klein 2002 for advocacy of an activist-centred approach to regulating the behaviour of large 
corporations. 



 12 

used. We speak of the ecological sustainability of types of activity or patterns of activity 
(burning coal to generate electricity, for example, or felling rainforests for timber), and of 
specific operations (e.g. a specific copper mine owned and operated by XYZ 
Corporation). However, activities or operations can be unsustainable in different ways: 
One concern, is with resource depletion. Both renewable and non-renewable resources 
may be depleted and, in the former case, depletion is inevitable given a positive rate of 
consumption. An example of a concern about the depletion of a non-renewable resource 
is that of ‘peak oil’. The idea here is that, at some point in time, production of oil will 
peak, and thereafter decline until demand outstrips supply. If humanity has not by then 
weaned itself off its current level of dependence upon oil, this could have severe 
economic repercussions, especially for the world’s poor who already exist at a 
subsistence level and whose future increased well-being depends on an increase in local 
economic activity. Current levels of oil usage are therefore unsustainable (both by 
definition (1) and (2)) over the long term. Renewable resources, such as fish stocks and 
forests, can also be depleted. Some scientists predict that all commercial fish stocks will 
be reduced to unviable levels by the middle of this century14

 

. The current practice of 
over-fishing is therefore not ecologically sustainable over the long term either. 

Other forms of environmental degradation that have arguably critical implications 
for the sustainability of human activity (and perhaps that of human existence) are those of 
pollution, including the large-scale emission of ‘greenhouse gases’ – particularly carbon-
dioxide and methane - into the atmosphere, and habitat destruction. These kinds of effects 
(and the activities that cause them) are thought to be unsustainable, not because they will 
literally not be able to be carried out over the long term, but because of actual or expected 
flow-on effects widely considered to be undesirable. Sometimes the concern is just with 
the effects on humans and elements of the biosphere considered instrumentally good for 
humans, and sometimes negative effects on the environment are taken to be bad because 
this is held to have intrinsic value. In the extreme case, the concern is that the cumulative 
effect of human activity upon the biosphere will lead to catastrophic change, with dire 
consequences for human existence.  

 
A prime driver of Sustainability is the growing concern that the sheer scale of 

human activity is increasingly likely to have a disastrously adverse effect upon the 
biosphere. Specific concerns include climate change due to the build-up of greenhouse 
gases – notably carbon-dioxide – in the atmosphere, over-fishing - leading to the collapse 
of food fish populations, massive species extinctions caused by habitat destruction and 
the afore-mentioned climate change, the desertification of once-fertile lands, the 
salination of rivers vital for irrigation, and the degradation of air, water and food quality 
due to massive influxes of industrial and other pollutants15

                                                 
14 See Worm et al, 2006. 

. The Earth’s ever-increasing 
human population, currently around 6.3 billion and tipped to reach perhaps nine billion 
within decades, together with the rapid and escalating industrialisation of populous 
nations such as China, India and Brazil, can only exacerbate these problems unless 
something is done to limit the ecological footprint of our species. The worry, therefore, is 

15 See Grossman and Krueger 1995 (Section II) for a discussion on some of the effects on human health 
linked to air and water pollution resulting from economic activity. 
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that our – by which we mean to include both industrialised and newly-industrialising 
nations - current practice may be Unsustainable. 
 
There are also a range of ethical concerns about the way we currently treat the biosphere. 
Apart from the questions of justice already discussed, there is the likelihood that those 
innocent of the causes of the problems listed in the last paragraph will be significantly 
harmed. These innocents include both the inhabitants of the world’s poorer and less 
industrialised nations, and members of future generations. Of relevance here is the 
economic concept of ‘negative externalities’ – negative impacts of economic activity 
upon those who neither cause nor benefit from it - which we discuss further on. Then 
there is the question of whether we have obligations with respect to the biosphere in and 
of itself – obligations stemming from its intrinsic worth, not its instrumental worth for 
humanity.  
 
Any change to current practice significant enough to reduce or alleviate the kinds of 
environmental impacts discussed here will be economically expensive, and so the 
question of who ought to pay for these measures is hotly debated. Disagreement over the 
Kyoto Protocol to the United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change is a 
case in point16

 

. Industrialising nations argue that already-developed nations have been the 
principle cause of the massive injection of greenhouse gases into the atmosphere and 
should therefore bear the brunt of the cost of solving the problem. This in effect is an 
argument that industrialised nations ought to reduce their greenhouse gas emissions by 
slowing down their economies, while others are allowed to growing their economies, at 
least for some time. The US Bush administration, on the other hand, argued that gross 
emissions of greenhouse gases by some developing economies, for example, China, are 
comparable to those of the US, and that China ought also to be asked to reduce its level 
of emissions. All industrialized countries, with the exception of the USA, have now 
signed and ratified the protocol. Signatories to the protocol are divided into three groups: 
Annex I countries are the developed countires, which have undertaken to reduce their 
levels of greenhouse gas emissions – in general, to below their 1990 levels. Some Annex 
I countries are also Annex II countries, which undertake to incur some of the costs of 
developing economies to reduce their greenhouse emissions.  

One way of reducing the scale of net greenhouse emissions is to scale back 
economic expansion; another is to make use of technology. The burning of coal and 
refined oil to power factories, offices, homes and vehicles is a major source of 
greenhouse emissions, and alternative sources of power are looking increasingly 
preferable. Some of these alternatives carry with them their own environmental concerns, 
however. Traditional hydroelectric schemes (i.e. dams) can have a devastating impact on 
local ecosystems, and nuclear plants come with the problem of how to dispose safely of 
radioactive waste. Others, such as wind farms and solar panels seem relatively free of 
such issues but thus far cannot produce power on the scale required to be able to dispense 
completely with traditional means. This applies also to geothermal and tidal generators. 
Another approach under investigation is to continue burning fossil fuels, but reduce the 

                                                 
16 See http://unfccc.int/kyoto_protocol/items/2830.php 
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emissions resulting there from. So-called ‘clean coal’ is an example of such an approach, 
albeit one that has its detractors. 
 

In terms of corporate sustainability, what is generally expected in environmental 
terms is that corporations will take reasonable steps to ensure their operations do not have 
too much of a detrimental effect on the environment, particularly near areas of human 
habitation. Mining companies, for example, are often required to fund an ecological 
impact survey before beginning work on new operations, and to remediate the site of 
their digging once the resource has been exhausted. Where appropriate, they might also 
be required to fund an archeological survey, to ensure that their digging will not destroy a 
site of cultural significance. Processing of mineral ores often involves the use of toxic 
substances, and they must ensure that the chance of these substances escaping into the 
natural environment is reduced to acceptable levels, and that they, as well as any toxic 
by-products of processing, are dealt with in a way that does not pose an environmental 
threat. The disastrous consequences of corporations failing to fulfill their environmental 
obligations can be seen, for example, in the pollution of the Fly River by then-BHP’s Ok 
Tedi gold / copper mine in Papua New Guinea17. Non-mining corporations do not face 
these particular challenges directly, but can still have a positive impact by requiring that 
those companies that form their supply chain operate sustainably. There are also more 
general concerns for manufacturers – in particular reducing or making less harmful their 
emissions of air-borne pollutants and greenhouse gases – as well as companies that 
engage in other environmentally sensitive activities such as timber logging18

 
. 

The preservation of the environment is an important ideal, but will not in and of 
itself lead to a sustainable pattern of human activity on the planet. The combination of the 
growth of the human population and existing levels of poverty rule out a ‘zero economic 
growth’ option – unless there is a radical redistribution of the world’s wealth, which does 
not appear to be politically feasible. Economic growth, then, is necessary, and the 
challenge is to find ways of achieving that growth in a way that both satisfies the 
demands of social justice and doesn’t place too great a strain upon the Earth’s 
ecosystems, and there are those who do not believe this is achievable19

 

. A consequence of 
these constraints upon economic growth is that economists are having to make changes to 
their thinking to accommodate them. Three areas of economic thought relevant to this 
discussion are: the application of discount rates to future goods and costs (and the related 
question of deciding upon an equitable savings rate); the substitutability of natural capital 
with other kinds of capital, and between kinds of natural capital; and the treatment of 
negative externalities, such as pollution and, more generally, a degraded environment. 

Conventional economic analysis discounts the impact of future transactions with 
respect to the present, at a constant rate called the discount rate. That is, future benefits 
count for less than present benefits, and benefits occurring in the distant future count for 
very little; similarly, future costs count for less than present costs, and costs incurred in 
the distant future count for very little. Thus, actions that produce present or near-future 

                                                 
17 See Low and Gleeson 2002. 
18 See O’Riordan, pp. 236 for examples of unsustainable corporate activity and related activism. 
19 See Hardin 1974, for example. 
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benefits and incur far-future costs are preferred. An example of such an action is the 
consumption of an exhaustible resource, such as oil: if consumed now the benefits accrue 
in the present and no discounting is applied, whereas if that oil is to be conserved for use, 
say, two centuries from now, the benefits accruing would be heavily discounted. It is 
efficient, then, to consume the oil now.  As well, later generations will bear the brunt of 
climate change caused by greenhouse gas emissions associated with the use of oil and 
other fossil fuels. However, because the negative impact this might have on future 
generations is also heavily discounted, it does not provide the conventional economist 
with reason for advising against consuming the oil so as to maximise present utility. A 
number of alternative calculation schemes have been advanced and debated. 
 

The lifestyle of the rich minority requires the consumption of massive quantities 
of resources – some renewable and some not – as well as the generation of enormous 
quantities of power, and results in various ‘negative externalities’ – costs for those who 
do not stand to benefit from the production of all this wealth, such as climate change 
resulting from the large-scale emission of greenhouse gases into the atmosphere, and the 
depletion of fish stocks due to long-term over-fishing. This is the ‘tragedy of the 
commons’: when a resource is available for common use, and there are no penalties for 
over-using it, everyone is tempted to over-use20. The original ‘commons’ were areas of 
pasture available for all villagers to graze their animals on. Because the costs of usage 
were not scaled to usage, there was no incentive for villagers to use the commons in a 
sustainable way, and it was soon grazed-out. A similar result seems to be impending with 
respect to ‘unowned’ resources such as the atmosphere and fish stocks in international 
waters. As things have stood until recently, factories do not incur ‘air pollution costs’ in 
proportion to the amount of greenhouse gases they emit into the atmosphere, and 
therefore have no incentive to reduce emissions. Rather the eventual cost is shared by 
everyone who must breathe polluted air and suffer the health consequences of doing so. 
A particularly heavy cost is to be paid by the inhabitants of low-lying Pacific nations 
such as Tuvalu, which is threatened with immersion by rising sea-levels to the point of 
uninhabitability21

 
.  

As well, these resources are often sourced in relatively undeveloped countries that 
do not have the same mechanisms in place to protect the environment or labour as do the 
developed nations. Therefore, there has been the temptation for those – primarily 
multinational corporations – involved in the harvesting of these resources to employ 
lower standards in these areas than they would be likely to get away with in their own 
countries. However, the wrongness of exploiting child labour or sweatshop labour, or of 
failing to provide safe working conditions and fair pay, is independent of geographic 
location, as is the wrongness of the pollution of ecosystems upon which local 
communities depend for food and clean water. 
 
 

Of those countries not currently designated ‘economically developed’, some 
qualify as ‘developing’ or ‘emerging’ economies – these are countries making rapid and 
                                                 
20 See Hardin 1968. 
21 See Lewis 1989. 
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visible progress toward becoming fully economically developed. Prominent among these 
are the populous so-called ‘BRIC’ economies – ‘BRIC’ being an acronym for ‘Brazil, 
Russia, India, China’. The Peoples Republic of China in particular is industrialising at a 
rate never before witnessed in history, and is importing, producing and consuming truly 
massive amounts of resources in order to feed this growth. With its population of about 
1.3 billion, and India’s one billion-plus aspiring to a significantly greater level of material 
wealth, it is clear that the strain upon the Earth’s ecosystems, already considerable, can 
only increase if we continue along the path we are currently treading - perhaps with 
catastrophic results. It seems clear that we have to change our ways if we are to pass on a 
livable world to our descendents, but the required changes will impose a significant 
economic cost.. 
 

All these concerns can be accommodated under the TBL or some variation of the 
‘three pillars’ approach, and give a good idea as to what is subsumed under the general 
head of Sustainaibility. Nevertheless the inclusion of long term profitability and an 
inclusive conception of economic sustainability suggest that this corporate 
accommodation to Sustainability is in danger of leaving profitability in the driving seat.  
It is uncommon for corporate Sustainability policies to go much beyond looking to the 
long term political acceptability and hence economic success of the corporation in 
question. In the balancing process, emphasis does not seem to be on the wider political 
requirements of global and future justice, nor does it take seriously enough the scientific 
basis of the unsupportable of liberal capitalist exploitation of the natural environment. At 
best it seems to go no further than minimizing environmental harm as we go for growth, 
at worst it is non-scientific based public relations. 
 

For such reason some of the essays chosen are openly critical of political and 
business uses of ‘sustainability’, suggesting that its loose use beyond the domain of 
scientific study of the environment and economic theory is unhelpful since it gives the 
erroneous impression of a coordinated consistent set of corporate goals that have the 
backing of science and rest of a consensual set of moral values We have sought to include 
essays which might serve as a theoretical, empirical and moral basis for stronger versions 
of Sustainability which retain something which is distinctive and challenging within the 
multiple uses of the discourse in question.  We do not, however, attempt here to argue for 
or against any of the large number of definitions of Sustainability which appeared in the 
literature of a variety of disciplines. Rather we include survey articles which survey the 
various definitions (e.g. chapter 2).  Some of the essays criticise the vagueness or other 
perceived deficiencies of the term (chapter 6) and others defending the concept as both 
meaningful and useful (for instance, chapters 1 and 18). 
 

Moreover, there is good reason to believe that ‘sustainability’ has been adopted 
by corporations as an alternative to ‘corporate social responsibility’ because it omits the 
threatening term ‘responsibility’ and has room for profitability, making it a more 
attractive public relations word.  Sustainability’, particularly ‘sustainable development’ 
can also be viewed as a discourse which fudges the inherent conflict between 
productivity for profit,  human wellbeing and the interests of nature and the health of the 
natural environment, thereby reducing the pressure on corporations to change their ways. 
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To recap: In analysing Sustainability we are not looking for dictionary definitions 

so much as associations of ideas that capture a configuration of values and hypotheses 
that represent a distinctive outlook on certain issues of the day. From this perspective, 
exemplified in the The Brundtland Report, Sustainability captures a number of elements 
the conjunction of which can be considered distinctive and directive. Central amongst 
these is a prime focus on the natural world, but as a vulnerable system whose potential 
degradation and perhaps disintegration threatens not only the prosperity but the survival 
of the human species. Associated with this is a moral commitment to the welfare and 
perhaps the existence of future generations of humans, and, on what looks like the 
majority view, to the alleviation of extreme poverty and its effects throught the world. 
Then there is the aura and promise of utilizing scientific expertise in a holistic manner to 
see and preserve the natural, social and economic sub-systems as the integrated and 
interdependent parts of a total system that has to be understood rather than merely 
utilised. These important issues present challenges to all levels of government, to 
corporate boards, NGOs and to ordinary citizens alike.  
 

Each of the themes discussed has fuzzy edges and raises complex questions.  Are 
human beings part of nature?  Does nature, however conceived, have an intrinsic value 
that is not reducible to its instrumental benefits?  Is the science that matters primarily 
biological or does it include distinctive methods within the social sciences?  However, 
these and many other issues can be debated within the framework of a Sustainability 
outlook which avoids compartmentalisation of environmental, social and economic 
issues, and endorses a degree of moral universalism, at least with respect to present and 
future human beings. In this respect Sustainability could play much the same role as other 
abstract terms within practical discourse, such as Democracy, Liberty and Welfare, which 
provide a selective structure within which refining debate can take place, important 
distinctions can be drawn and key empirical questions identified and resolved. Equally 
Sustainability must be seen as a contested concept the analysis of which will inevitably 
be fought over by those with very different messages to convey. 
 
 
II   The Selected Essays 
 
 
In part I of this volume several of the essays provide a general overview of what we have 
called the ‘sustainability phenomenon’, either from a historical or disciplinary point of 
view. Thereafter, in Part II, the essays all reflect a scientific viewpoint, relating the 
concept of sustainability to findings within an area of natural science, usually 
extrapolating to social systems and extending to moral implications.  Part III consists of 
pieces, largely written by economists, which apply economic analysis to some range of 
the complex variables that constitute the discourse of sustainability within a larger 
economic framework on a range of ethical assumptions.  Part IV focuses on those aspects 
of sustainability that deal with social justice, particularly the question of justice between 
generations, selecting in the main essays that adopt a philosophical methodology. Finally 
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Part V takes up the more applied aspects of sustainability, especially from the political 
point of view. 
 

Part I starts off with a chapter from the 2nd edition of John Dryzek, The Politics of 
the Earth, a valuable account by a political scientist of the development and ideology of  
contemporary environmental movements through an analysis of the origins and 
development of the discourse of  ‘Sustainable Development’. In ‘Environmentally 
Benign Growth: Sustainable Development’ (chapter 1) Dryzek presents the history of a 
discourse which has taken over from the environment as a battleground of interest 
groups. The history starts with third world critique of first world waste, becomes a 
scientific concern for future generations, disputed by ‘survivalists’, and moves from the 
assumption that business is a threat to human wellbeing to the idea of business as a 
savior, through the development of technology to replace the depletion of non-renewable 
resources.  Dryzek sees this discourse as part of the development of globalisation and the 
promotion of the organic as against the mechanical, concluding, in sociological terms, 
that Sustainability is a now discourse for the promotion of experimentation in the 
furtherance of benign economic growth. 
 

A more internal overview is presented by economist John Pezzey. ‘Sustainability: 
An Interdisciplinary Guide’ (chapter 2). Pezzey sees Sustainability as having to do with 
an interdisciplinary effort to sustain ‘industrial civilisation’ (321),  utilising an ‘ecological 
economics’ that takes into account the scientifically established threats to civilization and 
aims for ‘a non-declining utility of a representative member of society’ 331. Somewhat 
pessimistically Pezzey sees this as involving a ‘technological treadmill’ which uses 
technology to see to the replacement of declining natural resources, an endeavour that is 
unlikely to be successful because it will not be put in place until there is a ‘clearly 
perceived threat to civilisation’ by which time it may be too late (356). However, in 
theory, civilisation can be saved through the adoption of an economics which internalises 
socially harmful externalities, such as pollution,  controlling population growth and 
achieving effective global cooperation. 
 

The broad scope of Pezzey’s approach is in contrast to that of Charles Blatz 
whose essay ‘The Very Idea of Sustainability’(chapter 3) concentrates on sustainable 
agriculture. As befits a philosopher, Blatz develops a large number of conceptual 
distinctions, identifying at least sixteen ways in which agriculture may be said to be 
‘sustainable’.  One of these contrasts, ‘product sustainability’ which concerns ‘continuous 
yields of a certain type’ and ‘process sustainability’ which concerns the continuity of the 
any further agricultural production of the sort in question. Cutting across this distinction 
Blatz contrasts static modes where product or process is constant, dynamic modes where 
they are changed, reductive modes which simply use up the resource and move on, 
compensatory modes which involves making up for the damage done, regenerative 
modes which rectify the damage involved, and homeostatic modes which are resilient or 
self-maintaining in response to external changes. This taxonomy enables him to conduct 
an ethical discussion which ultimately fastens on something quite specific, namely 
dynamic forms of sustainability that are regenerative or homeostatic modes of process.  
This illustrates one way in which scientifically informed conceptual analysis conducted 
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under the overarching concept of Sustainability can improve the quality of the debate and 
the clarity of its policy implications. Interestingly, while Blatz accepts that the planning 
period for sustainable agriculture is indefinite, the responsibility of those involved relates 
to their part in a developing series of uses. He infers from this that, if we follow a 
dynamic regenerative or homeostatic approach, then ‘tomorrow will take care of itself’ 
(26) and it is unnecessary, indeed impractical, to do anything more than that for the rights 
of future generations.  

Steve Vanderheiden’s essay ‘Two Concepts of Sustainability’ (chapter 4) adopts 
the standpoint of a political theorist arguing for the ethical preference for the ‘ecological 
footprint’ approach to Sustainability, over against the ‘carrying capacity’ method of 
measuring environmental impact. Carrying capacity is the ‘number of  species that can be 
supported indefinitely by a particular habitat’, which  focuses on only one problem 
(overpopulation of specified areas by discreet groups). In political theory terms, 
Vanderheiden sees ‘carrying capacity’ as an ‘entitlement theory’ according to which we 
have no duty to share our legitimate possessions with others in need, thus violating basic 
ideas of fairness.  In contrast, the ecological footprint, which measures consumption and 
waste in terms of the amount of biologically productive land needed to supply a person’s 
consumption of natural resources and absorb their waste, embodies a ‘cosmopolitan’ 
outlook that accepts that those who consume more are harming those who cannot, as a 
result,  survive and flourish. Sustainability therefore involves a  just allocation of 
ecological space. 
 

Martin O’Connor’s essay ‘’The “Four Spheres” Framework for Sustainability’ 
(chapter 5) is an attempt to express Sustainability through an adaptation of the ‘triple 
bottom line’. O’Connor adopts a policy argument for taking up and regulating the triple 
bottom line approach to sustainability, by adding a ‘fourth fundamental category of 
organization, the political sphere whose role is regulation of the economic and social 
spheres and thus of the relations with (and within) the environmental sphere’ (285). He 
suggests that there are four types of capital: human as well as social, natural and 
economic, all of which must be sustained. Integrating these different systems is seen as a 
complex process,  especially with respect to human capital which concerns ethical 
attitudes which show ‘respect for multiple classes of community’ (291) followed by 
ethical discussion, thus ‘mobilising forces in perspectives of respect and reconciliation 
across several axes and over the long term. O’Connor sees this as the implementation of 
Corporate Social Responsibility. 
 

Julianne Newton, an ecologist,  and Eric Freyfogle, a environmental lawyer, in 
‘Sustainability: a Dissent’ (chapter 6) combine to present a strong critique of 
Sustainability from the viewpoint of conservation. In addition to the standard arguments 
about vacuity, they contend that sustainability is anthropocentric, and is focused too 
much on wide economic and social factors that push aside ecological and biodiversity 
concerns and the core aspiration of health. In contrast ‘Conservation’ seeks to ‘defend the 
land against competing pressures’ (23). In this way ‘Sustainability short changes ecology’ 
(24) In its place they suggest reviving Aldo Leopold’s ecological approach of ‘land 
health’ to set the parameters of how we manage the earth thus setting a framework within 
which other aims are pursued.  This is claimed as an improvement on  ‘ecological 
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footprint’  accounting which approaches nature in terms of a resource to be divided up 
between the earth’s inhabitants for economic purposes, thus ignoring non-human species, 
the maintenance of basic ecological processes, the culture of good land use and the 
environmental justice of  access for all to clean air, water and wholesome food. 

 
In the next essay an ecologist, J. G. Frazier, mounts a strong attack on Sustainable 

Development as a slogan that feeds comforting myths concerning the compatibility of 
growth and ecological preservation, while in practice putting economic development 
ahead of environmental concerns. Frazier, in ‘Sustainable development: modern elixir or 
sack dress?’ (chapter 7) commends its interdisciplinary approach to a range of social and 
environmental programs, and the way its use has concentrated attention on grave global 
problems, particularly increasing access  by the poor to much needed material resources. 
His main target is the assumption of continual growth which spreads ‘confusion, 
contention, and even deception’. (182)  The confusion arises from the diversity of things 
that are to be sustained and their institutionalisation along the lines of disparate 
disciplines. This contention derives from the fact that continual growth ignores the limits 
of the world’s resources and of our knowledge of natural processes, thus undermining the 
relief of poverty in the developing countries. The deception is the alleged feasibility of 
‘extending the contemporary level of development’, which is unsustainable, to an even 
greater proportion of the world’s population’ (187) 
 

In chapter 8, the philosopher Don Worster, in ‘The Shaky Ground of Sustainable 
Development’ takes a more radical approach.  For Worster ‘sustainable development’ is a 
false alternative, offering a short cut to the solution of a problem that is ultimately one of 
ethics not of economics. Based on the eighteenth century idea of ‘sustainable yield’ 
whereby effective management of natural resources could provide the basis for ‘a steady 
prosperity, a tool of economic growth, and could thereby lay the foundations of a lasting 
social order’, Sustainable Development looks to states to control  business in its use of 
natural resources so as to provide a long term future of sustained growth in which nature 
is seen entirely as a means to material progress. Ecologists become complicit in adopting 
the role of advising on the management of threatened ecological systems that they once 
sought to understand as ‘overlapping but integrated biological systems’ (149). Worster 
present his ‘own preference…for an environmentalism that talks about ethics and 
aesthetics rather than resources and economics, that places priority for survival of the 
living world, of plants and animals, regardless of their productive value, that cherishes  
what nature’s priceless beauty can add to our deeper-than-economic well-being’ (144)    
 

Part II brings together essays which assume the core significance of science to the 
concept of Sustainability. Thus, R. Harding, ‘Ecologically sustainable development: 
origin, implementation and challenges’ (chapter 9) shows how sustainability analysis can 
assist in practical natural resource management.  Taking water as his example, Harding 
seeks to cut through the diversity of meanings and principles surrounding the 
institutionalisation of Sustainability, to focus on the evidently unsustainable use of certain 
natural resources.  He adopts the ecological footprint approach to the biological capacity 
of the earth’s stock of renewable resources’ (230) in conjunction with the triple bottom 
line economic, environmental and social factors,  and endorses the four principles of 
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‘environmentally sustainable development’ used in Australian legislation and policy, 
including international equity,  the precautionary principle regarding  biological diversity 
and ecological integrity,  improving valuation, pricing and incentive mechanisms and  
intergenerational justice. He draws some straightforward practical conclusions on the 
need for water recycling, desalination and diverting water from remote locations, together 
with technical and educational . Without underestimating the challenges, sustainable 
development is presented as a viable means for reaching a stable integrated system. 

 
In chapter 10, a team of ecologists, led by Professor Jane Lubchenco of O‘The 

Ecological Basis of Sustainability’, the ecologists Judy Meyer and Gene Helfman present 
a model for ecological science adapted to the contemporary need to preserve the 
biosphere for future generations. This involves going beyond the purely scientific study 
of ecological systems to harness science in the service of  solving practical issues, such as 
population increase.  The scientific basis for an ecology directed towards sustainability is 
to detect ecological change in environments, evaluating policy and management 
decisions from an ecological perspective and actually designing sustainable systems that 
meet human needs (Lubchenco et al 1991). 

 
Taking a broader perspective the former World Bank economist Robert 

Goodland, in ‘The Concept of Environmental Sustainability’ (chapter 11), sees the clear 
goal of environmental sustainability as ‘ensuring, within less than two generations, that as 
many as 10 billion people are decently fed and housed without damaging the 
environments on which we all depend’. (1) Within Sustainable Development (SD), he 
distinguishes Environmental Sustainability (ES), which deals with the maintenance of 
natural capital - ‘environmental life-support systems without which neither production  
nor humanity could exist’, the limitations of the biophysical environment, from economic 
sustainability: maintaining capital in the form of physical inputs,  both renewable (e.g. 
forests) and exhaustible (e.g. minerals),  and social sustainability (SS), which includes 
poverty reduction and building strong communities.  Goodland makes these distinctions  
because Environmental Sustainability, by which he means ‘environmental sink and 
source capacities’,  is an essential precondition of the economic and social 
sustainabilities, and is therefore to be prioritised, since protecting human life comes first.  
This makes environmental sustainability essentially a scientific enterprise. 

 
Brian Callicott and Karen Mumford, ‘Ecological Sustainability as a Conservation 

Concept’ (chapter 12; see also Callicott, Crowder and Mumford 1999) argue for 
Sustainability as a form of neo-preservationism. They object to Sustainability being ‘co-
opted by people primarily concerned about things other than biological conservation’ 
putting human needs and aspirations above conservation. Noting the diversity of uses 
they recommend an analysis of Sustainability suited to biological conservation. In 
contradistinction to wilderness conservation and the sustainable yield of renewable 
resources, they identify ‘ecological sustainability’ as an approach which deals with 
‘ecological constraints on the ability to maintain various culturally select economic 
activities’ (34). Their thesis is that an economic viable enterprise should not be permitted 
‘if it will compromise the health of the (relatively) macroscale ecosystems in which it is 
embedded and the (relatively) microscale ecosystems on which it is imposed’ (36)  It is 
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then a matter of scientific determination what ‘core and buffer zones’ should be protected 
from human exploitation to slow the loss of biodiversity and the more complex process of 
determining which human economic activities are sustainable in that they ‘preserve 
ecological integrity and biodiversity at every organizational level’ (39)  
 

In chapter 13, the ecologists Stuart Chapin, Margaret Thorn and Masaki Tateno 
commend applying knowledge of natural ecosystems to managed ecosystems. This essay 
goes into some detail in the analysis of ‘the conditions that sustain natural ecosystems’ 
(1017) and then applies the same principles to managed ecosystems. It argues that there is 
such a thing as natural sustainability, a term the authors apply to a natural system that, 
although not static, maintain - over a considerable period of time - its characteristics and 
‘natural capital’ e.g. soil, atmosphere, vegetation  by self-corrective feed-back 
mechanisms in response to external changes in various ‘interactive controls’ such as 
climate change and topography.  From this they surmise that there are ‘three principles of 
eco-sustainability relevant to managed ecosystems’ (1027) (1) conservation of interactive 
controls (2) use of negative feed-back (perhaps through regulations) and (3) linkages 
among ecosystems. This is illustrated in relation to agriculture, forestry, fisheries and 
endangered species. 
 

Another environmental scientist, John Upham, in ‘Scientific Consensus on 
Sustainability: the Case of the Natural Step’ (chapter 14) argues against the possibility of 
a scientific consensus on Sustainability that can be deployed for environmental decision-
making, using the example of ‘The Natural Step’, an approach which is promoted for 
business and public use.  The Natural Step identifies principles, such as that ‘Substances 
produced  by society must not systematically increase in the ecosphere’.  However, 
comparison with other principles demonstrates that the choice and interpretation of 
principles depends on different approaches to risk, and different levels of trust in science. 
Moreover application of the principles depends on imprecision regarding thresholds and 
how close to reality these thresholds are. General prohibitions do not help us know the 
scale of human economy that is sustainable and represent more of an evaluation that 
slight chances of major harm are unacceptable, rather than representing purely scientific 
knowledge. 
 

‘Allocation, distribution and scale: towards an economics that is efficient, just and 
sustainable’ (chapter 15), is the first of two three short essays reproduced in this volume 
by the influential economist Herman Daly famous for his idea of Sustainability as a 
‘steady state economy’ (see Daly and Townsend 1992).  Here, Daly contends that there 
are three independent policy goals (allocation, distribution and scale) but only two 
operative instruments (for allocation and distribution) ,thus excluding scale (the physical 
volume of the throughput of an economic system) and thereby ignoring the finitude of 
environmental sources and sinks. Further, using the example of tradable permits for 
depletion of resources and pollution he shows how a mechanism developed principally 
for allocation does not respond to the demands of distributional fairness.  This means 
that, for instance, the price of pollution permits does not respond to the increased 
likelihood of carrying capacity collapse, and the impact of increase scale on the prospects 
of future generations. 
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Daly’s second essay ‘Georgescu-Roegen versus Solow/Stiglitz (chapter 16) tackles 

the issue of the substitutability of natural resources which, against Robert Solow and 
J.E.Stiglitz (Solow 1974), he argues is not a real possibility, for, although there may be 
some substitutability of renewable and exhaustible resources and there may be a 
possibility of more production with less materials, it will never be possible to make cakes 
with only a kitchen and a cook22

 

. The implication is that the neo-classical economic 
model is not adequate to contemporary environmental realities, generating the need for a 
scientifically based ‘ecological economics’.   

The third Daly essay, ‘Toward some operational principles of sustainable 
development’ (chapter 17) starts by making the important distinction between growth, a 
quantitative, and development, a qualitative term. He then presents three principles which 
contribute to genuine sustainable development, namely ‘sustained yield’, limiting waste 
to what the ecosystem can assimilate, and maintaining regenerative and assimilative 
capacities, before going on to cast doubt un the substitutability of capital for resources.  
As he put it, extra sawmills do not make up for diminishing forests. (3)  He then deals 
with the problem of non-renewable resources with the principle of ‘limiting their rate of 
depletion to the rate of creation of renewable substitutes’ (4) and adds the requirement 
that the scale of an economy remain is within the carrying capacity of the region, with the 
implication that developing nations must limit population increase, thus returning to the 
contrast between growth, which is not sustainable and development, which might be..    

 
The essays in Part III, on Economic-Based Sustainabilities, draw on an established 

literature, including work by F. P. Ramsay (1928) and Hicks (1939).  First, an overview 
is provided by Robert Solow, ‘Sustainability: An Economists Perspective’ (chapter 18) in 
which Solow welcomes the vagueness of ‘sustainability’  as concerning our obligations to 
the future, which involves working out what is feasible. It is not, he argues, feasible to 
leave the world as we found it. What we can commit to is to ‘leave to the future the 
option or the capacity to be as well off as we are’ (132)  More than that we can’t say as 
we don’t know what technology will be available to the future, and the fact that goods 
and services can be substituted for each other. This means for instance that we do not 
have to preserve any particular species of owl provided there are still owls of some sort. 
In general investment is better for future generations than consumption, but this is not 
beneficial to the living poor. 

 
In chapter 19, Edward Barbier and Anil Markandaya, in ‘The Conditions for Achieving 

Environmentally Sustainable Development’,  focus on the challenge of maximising 
sustainable economic activity while leaving environmental quality intact (see also Barbier 
1993). This essay presents a model for analysing optimal growth paths in this context.  
Defining environmental degradation as a function of waste generation and net resources 
consumed, the model shows that ‘a low initial level of environmental quality, environmentally 
unsustainable growth may be an optimal strategy, because the future degradation is 
discounted against current benefits.  It follows that poor people will select immediate 

                                                 
22 See also Georgescu-Roegen 1975. 
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economic benefits over long-term environmental benefits. This, they contend, has to be taken 
into account in developmental policy decisions. 
 

Bryan Norton, Robert Costanza and Richard Bishop, in ‘The Evolution of Preferences: 
Why “Sovereign” Preferences may not lead to sustainable policies and what to do about it’ 
(chapter 20) argue that, because sustainability is a large problem it is not right to treat 
preferences as exogenous to the economic system. Using Daly’s three inter-related aspects of 
sustainable development, the authors raise the question of whether, in view of the prediction 
of population and per capita consumption, sustainable development policy should seek to 
move preferences towards less material consumption. Noting the dangers of manipulation and 
paternalism, it is suggested that democratic discussion and debate is required for the rational 
evaluation of preferences which can incorporate psychological expertise and evolutionary 
theory, remembering that the preferences of future generations will be affected by the results 
of our current choices. If sustainable development policy requires implementation of values 
that are prior to current preferences then, it is contended, the assumption of neoclassical 
economics are inadequate. 

 
Published in 1990 just when ‘sustainable development’ had been adopted as the new 

jargon, Sharachchandram Lele’s paper ‘Sustainable Development: A Critical Review’ 
(chapter 21) sought to find any ‘new insights’ it may bring ‘before it is misinterpreted, 
distorted and even co-opted’ (607)  The valuable new insight to which Lele draws attention is 
giving priority to ‘the existence of the ecological conditions necessary to support human life 
at a specified level of well-being through future generations’ (ecological sustainability), thus 
giving the central role to ecologists and physical scientists (Lele and Norgaard 19996). Lele 
also welcomes ‘the realization…that there are social conditions that influence the ecological 
sustainability or unsustainabillity of the people-nature interaction’ (609), but warns against 
making this the core association of the now dominant environmental rhetoric. However, Lele 
rejects sustainability as the idea of sustainable growth, which erroneously denies the real 
limits that are placed on constant growth by finite natural resources, and identifies its 
principal weakness as the rejection of conservation and the central policy objective. 

 
The next essay (chapter 22),  a joint product of ecologists and economists led by Kenneth 

Arrow, ‘Are We Consuming Too Much?’, explores the complexities involved in assessing the 
claim that ‘current generations are making the investments that are necessary to assure higher 
living standards in the future, despite stresses on the natural resource base’. (148)  Drawing on 
the methodology of Hamilton and Clemens (1999), their general and tentative conclusion is 
that ‘several nations of the globe are failing to meet a sustainability criterion: their 
investments in human and manufactured capital are not sufficient to offset the depletion of 
natural capital’. While this ‘over-consumption’ is most pronounced in developing countries, 
there the level of consumption is also at its lowest. In terms of practical policies, improvement 
in efficient consumption and investment choices should reduce under-pricing of natural and 
environmental resources in terms of social cost and so ‘help prevent excessive resource 
depletion and promote higher genuine investment’ (169). 
 

Chapter 23, ‘Sustainable Development: Is It Achievable within the Existing International 
Political Economy Context’ by Georgia Carvalho argues that weak (or shallow) conceptions 
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of sustainable development, which suggest that it is feasible to pursue growth while averting 
environmental collapse, have contributed to the false assumption that sustainable development 
can be achieved within ‘the current international political economic system’ (61). Factors 
which suggest that this is not possible include (1) the need for international actors to reduce 
the relative economic vulnerability of their state (as with global warming), (2) the neo-
colonial model of economic development that focuses on resource extraction and short-term 
gain (as with the timber-based economies of Southeastern Asia), (3) the free-flow of capital 
(enabling industry to avoid the costs of pollution regulations), (4) the centrality of increasing 
consumption to attain economic growth (endorsed in the General Agreement on Tariffs and 
Trade (GATT), (5) the political influence of ‘national elite sectors, core economies an 
international capital) , (6)  the policies of international institutions (e.g. the World Bank’s 
emphasis on investing for growth to the neglect of maintaining the resource base and reducing 
energy intensive consumption. 

 
Finally in Part III,  David Pearce and Giles Atkinson seek to demonstrate in ‘Capital 

Theory and the measurement of sustainable development: An indicator of “weak” 
sustainability’ (chapter 24) that it is possible to develop ‘sustainability indicators’. Adopting 
the model of ‘weak sustainability’ which (contentiously) assumes that natural capital can be 
substituted by man-made capital, Pearce and Atkinson suggest that ‘an economy is sustainable 
if it saves more than the combined depreciation on the two forms of capital’. This enables the 
use of existing resource depletion data to identify sustainable countries, but it does not deal 
with the issue of the depletion of non-substitutable finite natural resources, which would 
indicate ‘strong sustainability’. 
 

Part IV, Equities, takes up the normative issues on distributive justice between and within 
generations (see Dobson 1999).  This short selection excludes a  number of important 
philosophical pieces, such as Kavka 1982,  Parfit 1982, and Sikora and Barry 1979,  which 
explore issues concerning the intelligibility and morality of the wellbeing of future 
generations. In the first essay, Emilio Padilla’s ‘Intergenerational Equity and Sustainability’ 
(chapter 25), critiques conventional economic analysis with regard to how the question of 
intergenerational justice should be taken into account. Problems arise because existing 
participants do not represent future persons and individuals favour immediate benefits and 
deferred costs, particularly if there is no guarantee that others will take the interests of future 
persons into account if they do.  There are also problems of ‘irreversibility, uncertainty  
ignorance and substitutability’ (74).  It is necessary therefore to revise the discounting of the 
welfare of future generations in relation to long-term projects and think in terms of the human 
rights of the future which correlate with ‘the obligation of maintaining the economic and 
ecological capacity that is currently enjoyed’ (77) and, where feasible, the payment of 
compensation when the endowments of future generations are affected by current 
development activity. 

 
In a wide ranging essay,’ Human Development and Economic Sustainability’ (chapter 26) 

Sudhir Anand and Amartya Sen adopt the theme of ethical ‘universalism’ or impartiality as a 
way of overcoming biases and discrimination in the development of human capabilities. This 
involves taking into equal account the claims of future generations and of deprived people in 
the present, so that everyone has the ‘basic capacity to lead worthwhile lives’ (2030).  This 
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requires developing human capabilities for their own sake rather than maximising per capita 
gross national product and national wealth.  The latter allows for tradeoffs between 
generations, while the former is more in line with giving priority to specific rights’;  e.g ‘to 
the same quality of environment and levels of clean air as the present generation has’ (2034). 
Universalism also suggests the adoption of the well established idea of ‘income’ as ‘what can 
be spent while leaving the asset base intact’ and also ‘channeling the rents on our use of non-
renewable resources into capital formation’. With respect to current poverty, the authors 
respond to the claim that helping the poor means more consumption and less investment, and 
is therefore contrary to Sustainability, with the thesis that human development is also 
instrumentally important in increasing human capital. Finally the paper outlines how the 
standard model of optimality: that is ‘maximising the sum total of utility (or welfare) over an 
infinite time horizon’ (2040) conflicts with both Sustainability and with achieving a minimum 
standard of living, so that there are three logically independent criteria of development.  
 

In a more historical treatment, Martin O’Connor, in ‘John Stuart Mill’s utilitarianism and 
the social ethics of sustainable development’ (chapter 27),  deals with Mill as the prototype of 
‘sustainable development’ based in universal justice. O’Connor follows the way in which Mill 
deals with the problem of reconciling individual freedom and social utility, to conclude that 
‘achieving sustainability would depend on resource management choices made on behalf of 
future generations’ which will not be the outcome of competitive markets in which future 
generations are not represented. While defending the productive potential of 19th century 
capitalism, Mill is aware of the finitude of resources and looks forward to a ‘stationary 
society’ in which ‘no one is poor, no one desires to be richer, nor has any reason to fear being 
thrust back by the efforts of others to push themselves forward’ (486).  In making this step 
Mill, O’Connor contends, goes beyond his principle that we are free to do whatever does not 
harm others and adopts an ethics of reciprocity and solidarity arising from an educated 
awareness of the ‘indissoluble association between his own happiness and the good of the 
whole’ (492). 

 
In chapter 28, economist turned philosopher John Broome, in ‘Discounting the Future’, 

starts  by contrasting the positions adopted by philosophers and economists with respect to 
discounting future goods, that is ‘whether benefits that will come in the distant future count 
for less in our planning that benefits that will come in the present or near future’. (128) 
Misunderstandings arise because economists think in terms of discounting market goods 
while philosophers think more in terms of human well-being. Because the latter involves the 
exceptionally difficult task of finding out individuals’ states of wellbeing at different times 
and then aggregating them (‘pure evaluation’), economists look to the more practicable 
methods of evaluation in terms of market pricing and cost-benefit analysis. Since it is the case 
that, in general, due to technological development, commodities sell for less in the future than 
in the present, economists’ methods of discounting makes sense.  Broome concludes that this 
short-cut approach to the social welfare function is defensible, despite the inequities and 
uncertainties involved, except in the case of evaluating long-term projects. This means that, to 
take adequate account of future generations, we have to adopt the more complicated ‘pure’ 
method of evaluating projects. 
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Part V, Politics and Policy, starts with Clive George’s, ‘Sustainable Development and 
Global Governance’ (chapter 29). The first thrust of this essay is to explore the tensions 
within the ‘three pillars’ approach to sustainable development in which there is an interaction 
of economic, social and environmental goals,  but also a conflict between them in that 
economic growth does not always contribute to social development, and free markets do not 
always conserve environmental values.  In consequence, much decoupling is required in 
relation to the three pillars, a task that is made more difficult by the lack of precision in the 
objectives of each pillar. Many environmental goods, such as clean air, are public goods that 
cannot be traded and, more generally, achieving sustainable development requires extensive 
global cooperation as the only alternative to war. This requires a measure of global 
governance to achieve a common future. In effect this means global cooperation on emissions 
and energy use to the point of creating a global environmental law and an integrated global 
economy. 
 

Next, Terence Ball, a political theorist, in ‘New Ethics for Old? Or, How (Not) to 
Think about Future Generations’ (chapter 30) directly addresses the question of whether 
liberal individualism can accommodate to the challenges of global environmental 
breakdown. ‘What’, he asks, ‘are the prospects for devising or arriving at a radically new 
ethic – an environmentally sensitive, earth-centred, post-humanist “planetary” ethic? (98)  
Deep ecologists, he holds, have failed to come up with anything intelligible and 
legitimate.  We start with the acceptance of the enormous technological power of present 
generations to impact the future and to predict long-term consequences, and the fact that 
we cannot draw on normal ideas of reciprocity with respect to future generations, yet 
reject the idea of going back to a philosophy of basic individualism. Instead, it is 
suggested, we adopt the approach of ‘punctuated reciprocity’ in which ‘each succeeding 
generation reciprocates what it has received from earlier generations, doing unto later 
generations what was (or at any rate should have been) done to it’ (103/4) This avoids the 
pitfalls in seeking to discount  the future. 

 
Environmental scientist Tom O’Riordan, ‘Environmental Science, sustainability and 

politics’ (chapter 31) notes that the emergence of the political significance of  environmental 
science as sustainable development has come to be seen as a prerequisite of economic and 
military stability, and urges environmental scientists to utilise the emerging network  of 
private sector and community-based organisations to promote new modes of global and local 
governance. Written from a practitioner’s point of view, it perceives the opportunities of mass 
communication but also the difficulties of engaging with business and with the military. In 
recommending the politicisation of environmental science  O’Riordan stresses the need for ‘a 
scientific and technological basis for sustainability’ that goes beyond the production of 
models and gathering of data, and seeks an understanding of the new modes of governance 
that involve partnerships and networks rather than central authority. 
 

Finally, chapter 32, environmental philosopher Dale Jamieson, in ‘Sustainability and 
Beyond’, accepts that ‘sustainable development’ is crippled by its internal contradictions, and 
focuses on Sustainability as a move toward fulfilling environmental and social needs. He 
notes the contrast between the popular meaning of ‘human survivability and the avoidance of 
ecological disaster’ and the professional technicality of the scientific approach to 
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Sustainability, commenting that both centre on anthropocentric notions of natural capital and 
human well-being. The weaknesses of the well-being approach are, he contends, the absence 
of independently valued environmental goods and the fact that our idea of well-being may not 
be relevant to future generations. The weakness of the natural capital approach, which sounds 
more environmentally focused, is that in fact it takes into account only that part of nature than 
can be capitalized - that is, put to human use. It is also not clear, for instance, what Daly 
(1995) means by the maintenance of natural capital because of the alleged non-substitutability 
of natural and human-produced capital. The essay goes on to question whether Sustainability 
is necessarily a good thing. Why, for instance, should it not be traded off against the welfare 
of our poor contemporaries?  (188). 
 
III    Comment 
The essays reprinted in this volume are a very mixed bag in terms of their backgrounds, 
assumptions, methods and contents. However, they also overlap in much of their 
terminology and concerns so that, while we have arranged them into five Parts, it would 
not be difficult to move them around into different locations. This could suggest either 
that the discourse of Sustainability is a disorderly jumble, or, it might be that it is a 
genuinely interdisciplinary phenomenon which incorporates ideas from a variety of 
sources.  Whichever conclusion is drawn, within the parlance of corporate annual reports, 
public relations and economic policy formulation Sustainability has become a salient 
term that conjures up images of environmental concern, community responsibility and 
long-term viability. As such it might be thought to neatly encapsulate the ‘triple bottom 
line’ approach according to which businesses should be held to account for their activities 
with respect to their economic, social and environmental performances. In this context, 
what Sustainability might add to the triple bottom line is, first, that performance should 
be assessed over a long period of time rather in terms of short term profit, immediate 
social benefits and direct environmental damage, depletion and degradation, and, second, 
that the three bottom lines are to be viewed as mutually interconnected, as part of a 
unified system in which, for instance, social well-being and environmental health, in 
different ways, enhance and limit economic performance, and economic development 
enhances and limits social well-being and environmental health. Here ‘sustainability’ 
means balancing and mutually enhancing economic, social and environmental factors in 
the medium to long term.  
 

However, the standard triple bottom line approach often amounts to no more than 
providing publicity for corporate policies and activities which are directed at 
environmental protection and the well-being of employees and communities affected by 
the businesses concerned. This is part and parcel of the broader idea of corporate social 
responsibility in which the focus is on the performance of companies with respect to their 
various stakeholders in relation to their sphere of influence and impact. In its weaker 
manifestations this may be seen as implementing social and environmental policies that 
are good for the business concerned. In its stronger manifestations it involves some 
sacrifice in the financial bottom line in order to fulfill moral obligations that go beyond 
doing what is good for business. ‘Sustainability’ in this context may mean little more 
than looking to financial prudence, employee morale and waste disposal.   
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However, there are more specific and more demanding meanings of 
‘sustainability’ that are specifically associated with the natural environment, either for its 
own sake, or for its necessary contribution to human well-being over the long term. The 
focus here is on biological systems, and the information used to promote Sustainability is 
drawn from the sciences of geology, ecology and climate change, although the 
applications extend to include human life systems, and particularly agriculture. Here too, 
the natural environment is perceived as part of an interactive system that incorporates all 
human activities in what is in fact an environmental whole whose parts cannot be 
separated in practice and must be viewed as an integrated system rather than divided up 
into distinct and separable spheres.   
 

It is tempting to mark this division, between triple bottom line Sustainability and 
what may be called Environmental Sustainability, in terms of ‘Sustainable Development’ 
(SD) on the one hand and ‘Ecological Sustainability’ (ES) on the other hand. SD can be 
seen as primarily an economic approach which assumes the value of economic growth 
but takes into account the fact that long term economic development depends on 
managing the material and social environments as necessary preconditions of economic 
growth, and dealing with the political pressures that threaten business interests on 
environmental grounds. ES, on the other hand, can be seen as primarily a scientific 
approach that investigates the empirical preconditions of a healthy natural environment. 
SD is then seen as an enlargement of classical economics to take into account the finitude 
of the material resources on which economic productivity depends and the environmental 
damage which is done in the pursuit of material production as it affects human well-
being. Classical economics is promoting human welfare through the maximisation of its 
material requirements, SD economics takes on board the fact that this optimisation of 
welfare cannot be done without managing the material environment and taking into 
account the ‘externalities’ of industrial production which cause damage to that 
environment to the detriment of the production of consumer goods and the environment 
in which they may be enjoyed. 
 

ES, on the other hand, is seen as an extension of biological science to take in 
human ecosystems. ES draws on scientific discoveries of the nature of life systems which 
make clear how their functioning is dependent on a complex interdependence which 
enables adaptation to changing circumstances but whose self-correcting mechanism can 
be irreversibly damaged when certain thresholds are reached, leading to the decline or 
extinction of the life form. This would mark an important division between economic and 
scientific varieties of Sustainability, with the historically earlier, scientific, variety being 
associated with conservation of wildernesses and good farming practices (ES), and the 
more recent, economic, variety marking the coming together of human development 
endeavours with environmental concern in an effort to aim for growth that improves 
human welfare while preserving the environment for future generations (SD).  
 

Unfortunately, however, this is rather simplistic insofar as it neglects to note that 
SD is a manifestation of increasing concern about the scientific evidence that the earth’s 
non-renewable material resources are being depleted at an alarming pace and that the 
natural environment cannot absorb the increasing pollutant wastes which threaten the 
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health of the ecosystems on which they depend.  This casts doubt on the very concept of 
SD, since economic development may not be compatible with maintenance of current 
levels of prosperity in the developed world. 
 

Moreover much of what passes for ES is intimately connected with economic 
practice as can be seen in the long standing concern for efficient agricultural practice over 
the long term, whether it to a preoccupation with obtaining maximum yields of particular 
crops or developing agricultural methods that increase production without damaging the 
health of the soil on which agriculture depends. This is very much ethically applied rather 
than purely explanatory science. 
 

A contrast can be drawn between those versions of SD that treat the environment 
as no more than a source of materials for maximising production of consumer goods and 
those versions of ES that regard the survival and health of ecosystems as an end in itself, 
irrespective of their connection to human welfare. However both SD and ES are in 
general equally anthropocentric in that it is the quality and quantity of human life in 
terms of which they view the non-human environment.  Their main disagreement would 
appear to be over the factual question of whether it is possible to have both development 
and sustainability in that mainly ecologically based theorists would argue that the 
scientific evidence suggests that current growth of population and per capita consumption 
are unsustainable in the catastrophic sense that the earth’s ecosystem will break down 
unless economic and population growth are negative. 
 

It is arguable that there is within ES a much stronger tradition of valuing life 
systems for their own sake whereas economists are undiluted anthropocentrics. Yet, if 
comparisons are being drawn on the basis of progressive moral values, it has to be noted 
that SD is far from committed to pure optimisation of gross economic product. Indeed SD 
has a powerful further moral basis in its concern not with economic growth as such, but 
growth as a means to achieving fairer distribution of wealth to alleviate poverty. Its 
commitment to long term sustainability is an expression of moral concern for future 
generations.  Thus, the paradigmatic definition of SD provided in the 1987 Brundtland 
Report is about meeting our ‘present needs’ without compromising those of future 
generations. Both the language of ‘need’ and the equalisation of the moral rights of all 
generations are considerable moral commitments. 
 

At this point we might seek to distinguish clearly between corporate SD, 
economic SD and political SD. By corporate SD we might mean the sort of SD that can 
be construed as applying within the normal run of corporate responsibilities on the TBL 
approach, where the development in question is essentially that of the corporation of 
which it is a part, and the sustainability in question is the medium and long term 
profitability of the corporation in question.  By economic SD we might mean the sort of 
economic theories that are developing to take into account social and environmental 
factors in the calculus of utility, that is in which the ‘welfare’ values which are taken to 
be the measure of economic success are inclusive of the sort of ‘externalities’, such as 
environmental degradation and social wellbeing.  This is often referred to as ‘ecological 
economics’.  By political SD we might mean the sort of SD that grounds policy 
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development of government with respect to the goals of rectifying inequality with a 
society, within the existing populations of the world, and with respect to future 
generations. In this last sense, SD is a set of politically salient moral goals that go far 
beyond maintaining the social world as we know it, where the ‘development’ in question 
is not purely economic and indeed may involve reductions in terms of such criteria as 
GNP, and the sustainability involved is the long term wellbeing of all present and future 
persons. 
 

This scheme, however, seems to sideline the scientific input to the idea of 
sustainability to no more than a source of relevant data that should be taken into account 
in formulating long-term policies, whereas some would argue that the distinctiveness of 
the sustainability phenomenon lies in a particular way of understanding the world which 
is associated with the science of ecology. One feature of an ecological approach is the 
appreciation of the holistic nature of the biosphere, the understanding of which has 
transformed our way of understanding ourselves and our world.  Here Sustainability 
refers to the conditions of the viability and continuation of complex ecological systems in 
which there are an interplay of interdependent factors that enable a biosphere to survive 
in the face of external environmental change.  On this view, any analysis of Sustainability 
that does not rest on this sort of understanding is not worthy of the name and may be seen 
as exploiting an objective scientific concept for economic and political self-interest. 
This takes us back to ES, which in its extreme forms is about saving life on planet earth.  
In progressively weaker forms, ES is about maintaining some sort of balance between 
growth and conservation that is ‘fair’ in intra and intergenerational terms, or with respect 
to the survival of biosystems for their own sake.  
 

We are not arguing here that any particular definition or analysis of Sustainability 
is the correct one.  Our purpose is more to map the diversity of uses to which this now 
pervasive term is put. In this respect Sustainability has become like any other emotively 
favourable political term, such as Liberty and Democracy, in providing us  with no more 
than a sense of direction and calling for more specific understanding of how such terms 
can be used in more specific ways that clarify the values and policies that relate to the 
social and political world. Because there is no one correct definition of such terms does 
not mean that we can or should do without them.  Nevertheless, in the interests of clear 
debate, it is unhelpful to embrace a working conception of sustainability that does not 
preserve something of its distinctiveness and highlight what it is that it brings to our 
discourses that is new and salient. 
 

With this in mind it is important to develop some sort of typology of 
Sustainability discourses and to focus particularly on its distinctive elements.  This is not 
something that can be achieved here, even for the purpose of dividing our selected essays 
into categories. In part this is because of the fluidity of the rhetoric involved. In the 
course of its rapid expansion, the discourse of Sustainability has yet to settle down. More 
systemically, however, the difficulty of classifying work on Sustainability is in part due 
to one of its most important distinctive features, namely the way in which it brings 
together or a range of scientific, economic, political and philosophical ideas in an 
interactive manner, so that to isolate any of these ingredients from the others is to reject a 
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key aspect of the enterprise itself. Sustainability is, in a disciplinary sense, 
uncategorisable.  We suggest therefore that each essay selected should be viewed in its 
own terms as a contribution to one version or another of this complex mixture of different 
spheres and modes of thought.   
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