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ABSTRACT

Criticisms of technocratic and managerial sustainability responses to global
environmental change have led scholars to argue for transformative shifts in ideology,
policy, and practice favoring alternative, plural transformation pathways to
sustainability. This raises key debates around how we build transformative capacity and
who will lead the way. To further this critical dialogue, this dissertation explores the
potential for sustainability experiential learning (SEL) to serve as a capacity building
mechanism for global ecological citizenship in support of transformation pathways to
sustainable wellbeing. In the process it considers how the next generation of those
primed for sustainability leadership identify with and negotiate diversity—of
perceptions, values, agency, and lived experiences—in what constitutes sustainable
wellbeing and the approaches needed to get there.

Inspired by the STEPS (Social, Technological and Environmental Pathways to
Sustainability) Centre’s transformation pathways approach, this research proposes a
Transformative Capacity Building model grounded in a Transformation Pathways to
Sustainable Wellbeing framework that integrates and builds upon tenets of the original
pathways approach with transformative learning, Value-Believe-Norm, and global
ecological citizenship (eco-citizenship) theories and concepts. The proposed model and
framework were applied to an in-depth ethnographic case study of sustainability
experiential learning communities formed within the four Summer 2015 Global
Sustainability Studies (GSS) programs at Arizona State University. Using mixed
methods, including semi-structured interviews, participant observation, and Photovoice,
this study examines the values, perceptions, and perceived agency of participants post-

program in relation to the knowledge-making and mobilization processes that unfolded



during their international GSS programs. Of particular interest are participants’
cognitive, moral, and affective engagement as SEL community members.

Through multi-level thematic analyses, key values, perceptions, agency and
engagement themes are identified and influencing relationships highlighted across the
different SEL communities and programs. Implications of these factors and their
relationships for capacity building for eco-citizenship and future program development
are considered. The dissertation concludes by translating study findings into actionable
pathways for future research AND practice, including the proposal of program
development and implementation recommendations that could enable future
sustainability experiential learning programs to better contribute to transformative

capacity building for eco-citizenship.
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PREFACE

The negative repercussions of human-induced global environmental change (i.e.
global change) have been well-established. Destructive changes in climate, biodiversity,
water and food resources, land, and more have been exacerbated by global inequality,
exploitative production and consumption patterns, human rights abuses, and rapid
urbanization and unsustainable development, among others (Brown & Kasser, 2005;
Jackson, 2009; Kjell, 2011; O’Brien, 2012; IPCC 2014; Fiske et al., 2014). The scale and
complexity of global change concerns such as climate change make it among the most
pressing sustainability challenges of contemporary society. Imperatives for addressing
vulnerability to global change have led to technocratic and managerial sustainability
responses criticized for reinforcing an anthropocentric, hegemonic development
paradigm (Escobar, 1999; Swyngedouw, 2007; Imran et al., 2014; Dryzek, 2013). Such
solutions operating within dominant narratives of “planetary management” and
“environmental authoritarianism” erode local capacity and neglect diverse needs and
interests, especially those of the most vulnerable (Stirling, 2014, p.iii). To address these
concerns, scholars argue for transformative shifts in ideology, policy, and practice
favoring alternative, plural transformation pathways for achieving a more sustainable
and just society for people and planet—herein referred to as sustainable wellbeing
(Pelling, 2011; Kates et al., 2012, O’Brien, 2012; Leach et al., 2012; Wise et al., 2014).
This raises key debates about what such transformation pathways should entail, from
where do we begin, and with whom does the responsibility lie.

If we accept that socioecological transformations are necessary for addressing
global change concerns and working toward sustainable wellbeing, how do we build
transformative capacity and who will lead the way? What different approaches to

capacity building open up (or perhaps obstruct) alternative pathways for social change?
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These questions are at the heart of this research inspired by the work of the STEPS
(Social, Technological and Environmental Pathways to Sustainability) Centre’s
transformation pathways approach to sustainability (Leach et al., 2007). Adopting and
adapting the STEPS Centre’s transformation pathways approach as a guiding framework,
this dissertation is based on the premise that working toward sustainable wellbeing
requires an ongoing process of identifying, negotiating, and facilitating alternative
transformation pathways that are “inclusive” (especially of the most marginalized),
“deliberative” (open to multiple understandings and perspectives), and “reflexive”
(critically conscious of different framings and competing interests) (Stirling et al., 2007,
p. 2). Understanding how underlying values (i.e. principles guiding one’s
decisions/actions) and perceptions (i.e. problem/solution framings) influence agency
and drive human and institutional decision-making and action is a core component of
the pathways approach (O’Brien & Wolf, 2010). The degree of openness or resistance to
transformation pathways can support or constrain capacity for ameliorating global
change and its repercussions, especially when faced with competing interests between
privileged groups and vulnerable communities (UNU-IHDP, 2012). My work continues
along this vein, albeit interpreting and applying the pathways approach in a somewhat
peculiar fashion. This dissertation considers how the next generation of those primed
for sustainability leadership (e.g. college/young professional sustainability scholars and
practitioners) identify with and negotiate diversity in what constitutes sustainable
wellbeing and the approaches needed to get there.

Recent global efforts have highlighted the importance of lifelong learning for the
advancement of sustainable wellbeing (Thoresen et al., 2015). Most notable is the United
Nations Decade on Education for Sustainable Development (DESD) (2005-2014). DESD

resulted in a series of formal and informal education initiatives around the world that
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sought to empower learners of all ages through sustainability understanding, values, core
competencies and practice. While the decade has concluded, UNESCO’s Global Action
Programme (GAP) on Education for Sustainable Development (ESD) has renewed the
call for prioritizing sustainability learning as an essential tool for combatting global
change and catalyzing global eco-citizenship (UNESCO, 2014).

In line with the vision of the Global Action Programme on Education for
Sustainable Development, the Responses to Environmental and Societal Challenges for
our Unstable Earth (RESCUE) project asserts that key sites for and facilitators of
socioecological transformations are local and global education and capacity building
spheres (O’Brien et al., 2013). Project members argue for radical changes in the
dominant framings of global change and sustainability, which necessitates transforming
approaches to education and capacity building for sustainable wellbeing (O’Brien et al.
2013, p. 10). This points to a shift in knowledge-making processes and the goals, values
and structures that govern them (Leach et al., 2010). Here transformative learning—the
facilitator of this shift—acts as both a mechanism of and pathway for transformation to
sustainable wellbeing. Based on this premise, transformative learning encourages a
deeper examination of how conflicting personal and societal priorities—and the
assumptions that guide them—may threaten sustainable wellbeing. This helps “learners”
identify what is worth preserving and what should be discarded so as to open up space
for diverse and innovative pathways for a sustainable future.

Significance and justification of study

I set out on this dissertation to complement and expand upon this line of inquiry
by integrating the transformation pathways framework with tenets from transformative
learning (Mezirow, 2000; Gruenewald, 2003; Sipos et al., 2008), norm activation and

Value-Belief-Norm (VBN) (Schwartz, 1977; Stern & Dietz, 1994; Stern et al., 1999), and
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global ecological citizenship (Dobson, 2003; Bendik-Keymer 2006) theories. For the
purposes of this study, global ecological citizenship (eco-citizenship), an embodiment of
sustainability and social justice values and practice (Dobson 2003; Bendik-Keymer,
2006), is treated as an indicator of individual—and conceivably collective—capacity for
decision-making and action that supports plural transformation pathways. In short, eco-
citizenship represents a standard for sustainability leadership and practice that
facilitates the “opening up” of plural transformation pathways to sustainable wellbeing.
Rather than attempting to determine specific transformation “solution”
responses to global change concerns, this dissertation is more concerned with the
implications for how the next generation of sustainability leaders/scientists conceive of
pathways to sustainable wellbeing. A primary goal underpinning this research is to
elucidate the normative and mobilizing dimensions of knowledge-making and
socialization processes as evidenced in sustainability experiential learning (SEL)
communities. To do this, I embarked on an inquiry of SEL. members’ values and
perceptions of sustainability/sustainable wellbeing concerns in the context of global
change, examining how these values and perceptions influence the student participant
SEL community members’ perceived agency to work toward sustainable wellbeing as
eco-citizens. Such inquiry was aimed at better understanding if and how experiential
learning can function as a capacity building mechanism for eco-citizenship that
facilitates opening up plural transformation pathways to sustainable wellbeing.
Experiential learning is conceptualized here as a category of social learning,
encompassing multiple models such as study abroad, practice-based learning, and
service learning, among others. The purpose of explicitly categorizing experiential
learning as a form of social learning is to emphasize the importance of the social and

communal dynamics for capacity building through experiential learning. While
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grounded in educational settings, this study is distinguished from traditional program
evaluation in its focus on the intercultural socialization and knowledge-making processes
unfolding in sustainability experiential learning (SEL) programs offered to U.S.-based
youth (targeted age range of 18-35, with some non-traditional student exceptions). Of
particular interest is the learners’ cognitive and affective engagement as members of SEL
communities. In my analyses I considered the ways in which these, along with the
broader contexts in which the SEL communities are embedded, influence two
components posited as essential to capacity for eco-citizenship: critical ecological
consciousness (Bowers, 2002; Gruenewald, 2003) and norm activation (Schwartz, 1977;
Stern, 2000; Tarrant, 2010).

This research considers how those primed for sustainability leadership identify
with and negotiate diversity in what constitutes sustainable wellbeing and the
approaches needed to get there. I began this research with two key framing questions
targeting sustainability experiential learning (SEL) communities:

1) How can capacity for “opening up” (Leach et al., 2010) plural transformation
pathways be understood through the examination of SEL participants’ values,
perceptions, and perceived agency for eco-citizenship?

2) How (if at all) can sustainability experiential learning (SEL) communities better
serve as capacity building mechanisms for eco-citizenship in the face of
sustainability challenges linked with global change?

These framing questions served as the foundation for the development of this empirical
study of SEL programs offered through the Global Sustainability Studies (GSS) Program
Initiative at Arizona State University (ASU). In particular, I focused on the Summer
2015 cohort of SEL programs and the SEL communities that formed within each of the

four programs. These included the following GSS SEL programs: 1) “Sustainable
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Development across the Mediterranean” (Spain and Morocco; May 23 to June 16); 2)
“Sustainable Neighborhoods for Happiness” (Guatemala; May 18 to May 30); 3) “Cities,
Sustainability and Public Policy” (Hong Kong; June 5 to June 20); and 4) “Human
Rights and Sustainability in Brazil” (Brazil; May 31-June 19) (ASU WSS, 2015). As this
study evolved, so too did the direction of my inquiries. Thus emerged the following
questions that became additional guides in conducting both the data collection and
analyses for my empirical study:
1) How do SEL community members (i.e. student participants) perceive of
sustainable wellbeing (SWB) and its associated problems and potential solutions
pathways in addressing SWB concerns post-program?
2) To what extent do these factors indicate (or not) critical ecological consciousness-
raising and norm activation—core components of capacity building for global
eco-citizenship in support of T-Pathways to SWB?
3) How might these factors (values, perceptions, and perceived agency) be shaped
by their engagement experiences in cross-cultural SEL communities?
Personal interests/motivation behind this study

A prime reason why I elected to do an ethnographic case study of SEL
communities formed within the Global Sustainability Studies (GSS) programs at ASU is
that it represents an adapted form of experiential learning that blends the highly
popularized short-term study abroad model with a solutions-focused, problem-based
learning model. This sustainability solutions orientation has become a guiding force
behind much of the work of ASU’s Julie Ann Wrigley Global Institute of Sustainability
(Wrigley Institute) and its associated School of Sustainability (SOS). The Wrigley
Institute and SOS have partnered in the development and implementation of the GSS

programs and are considered pioneers and global leaders in the field of sustainability.
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While the GSS programs are one set of a much larger cadre of initiatives spearheaded by
these renowned institutions, they provide a window into the current state of
sustainability experiential learning taking place at a global scale. The GSS programs also
stand as a prime example of what has become a dedicated interest within the education
sphere in shaping “global citizenship” (Su et al., 2013, pp. 231-244). This is evidenced
through the tremendous growth in higher education study abroad offerings that create
opportunities for the international engagement of young scholars. The GSS programs
were formed in response to this increased importance granted international engagement
as a means for preparing future global sustainability leaders (Admin/staff, research
interviews, July 2015, October 2015).

As will become apparent throughout this manuscript, I employ a critical
anthropological lens to deconstruct this particular form of SEL as a capacity building
mechanism. I do this not to discount the value of the GSS programs or SEL as a whole. In
the interest of full disclosure, I have long been a supporter of multiple forms of
experiential learning and have contributed directly to the implementation of the GSS
programs specifically. Rather, I set out on this project with the goal of turning the gaze
back on ourselves in somewhat of a personal experiment in critical ecological
consciousness-raising. Through this practice and promotion of reflexivity, I seek to
demonstrate the difficulties and importance of identifying and facilitating capacity for
eco-citizenship in support of plural transformation pathways to sustainable wellbeing. In
the process, I hope to shed light on the need for an ongoing questioning of the values,
interests, and perceptions that influence the design, implementation, and impact of
formal and informal sustainability experiential learning opportunities.

While it may seem like this research captures but a small snapshot of what has

become a massive industry in higher education, sustainability science, and beyond, this
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project is meant to offer insight into a set of much larger concerns. Are we appropriately
and justly preparing current/future sustainability scientists and practitioners to facilitate
transformation that advances social AND ecological justice? To this end, how might SEL
be wielded as capacity building mechanisms that better serve to counteract—rather than
reinforce—the dominant hegemonic development paradigm? This project stems from my
firsthand engagement with experiential learning and international sustainable
development concerns through international service-learning opportunities offered by a
small liberal arts university in the northeast of the United States. I am eternally grateful
for those opportunities and especially for the communities with whom we partnered.
They transformed me in ways I still am processing and learning from, having opened my
eyes to a world, a reality, unlike anything I had ever imagined.

It was through these experiential learning opportunities that I first was exposed
to the notion of "sustainable development" and since then I have never been able to turn
back. I credit the personal growth and consciousness-raising I gained from these
opportunities as prime motivations for my decision to pursue a Ph.D. in this field. In
many ways those formative opportunities have come as both a blessing and a curse. As
evidenced by this very research, I continue to struggle with and question the privilege
and impact (positive and negative) I, and my fellow practitioners—be they researchers,
service teams, activists, etc.—bring to similar communities around the world. This
research seeks to confront some of these struggles head-on and to get at a deeper
question that has haunted me since my first journey abroad: Are we doing more harm
than good? It may not seem like much, but my ultimate goal is to help shape the
development and implementation of future sustainability experiential learning that will
support collaborative efforts to realize sustainable wellbeing through the pursuit of

socioecological justice for all, especially the most marginalized in our global society. This
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research is predicated on advancing a more ambitious vision for better integrating the
voices and agency of youth—in solidarity with communities around the world—into
international sustainability initiatives.

Preview of Manuscript Chapters

The chapters that comprise this dissertation manuscript demonstrate my own
evolving and unconventional journey in seeking alternative pathways for thinking about
and acting upon the complex challenges of sustainability/sustainable wellbeing and
global environmental change—challenges governed by uncertainty and beholden to the
powerful institutions and actors who stand to benefit most from maintaining the status
quo of an unsustainable global development paradigm. Chapter 1 delves into a
historically rooted critical discussion of the dominant development and succeeding
sustainable development paradigms. This is meant to offer insight into the contextual
background and justifications for adopting a more holistic “transformation pathways to
sustainable wellbeing” framework. Building upon this contextual background, Chapter 2
tackles the “how” and “why” I have interpreted and adapted the STEPS Centre’s
pathways approach to sustainability as my dissertation’s guiding framework. This
includes introducing the theoretical underpinnings that I integrated within this adapted
framework as a means for helping to inform this research. Chapter 2 thus sets the stage
for the direction of my empirical study, which I focus on throughout the remaining
chapters of this manuscript.

Chapters 3 through 6 focus on the empirical ethnographic case study of the
Summer 2015 Global Sustainability Studies (GSS) SEL programs/communities. I provide
a detailed account of the research design and methodology employed in this case study in
Chapter 3, acknowledging some of the unexpected directions it took and the main

limitations I faced along the way. Chapter 4 embodies the first major integration of
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ethnographic findings extracted from all types of data collected in this case study based
on macro- and meso-level analyses. The results of these analyses are presented in the
form of ethnographic sketches of the GSS Program Initiative and its Summer 2015
program offerings. Chapter 5 takes the analytical gaze to the micro-level wherein I
discuss the findings of the applied thematic analyses I conducted on the interview data.
The goal of Chapter 5 is to begin to demonstrate the connections between values,
perceptions and agency and the ways in which these factors shape and are shaped by the
learning communities’ knowledge-making and socialization processes (particularly
engagement approaches and opportunities during the GSS SEL programs). Finally,
Chapter 6 concludes by bringing the narrative full-circle in a discussion of the
implications this research has for alternative pathways to addressing the “wicked”
sustainability challenges that are exacerbated by the dominant sustainable development
paradigm. To do so, I propose concrete recommendations on ways to move forward with
a more strategic transformative capacity building model aimed at facilitating global
ecological citizenship in support of plural transformation pathways to sustainable

wellbeing.



CHAPTER 1

CONFRONTING THE ROOTS OF SUSTAINABLE DEVELOPMENT:
TOWARDS AN ALTERNATIVE FRAMING OF SUSTAINABLE WELLBEING

Contextual Overview

Our ecosystem is in the midst of a global ecological crisis. Widespread
environmental degradation is evidenced in growing global trends such as the loss of
biodiversity, deforestation, severe droughts, land transformation, natural resource
scarcity, increased extreme weather events, natural disasters, and the like (Vitousek et
al., 1997; Millennium Ecosystem Assessment, 2005; Schipper & Pelling, 2006; Jager et
al., 2011; IPCC, 2012). These occurrences—compounded by pervasive poverty, structural
inequality, human rights abuses, and other socioecological injustices—are accelerating
global environmental change (herein global change) and disproportionately impacting
some of the most marginalized communities in both developed and developing nations
(IPCC, 2007; Sachs, 2001; Amin & Goldstein, 2008; Adger & Brooks, 2003; Adger et al.,
2003). The scale and complexity of global change concerns such as climate change make
it among the most pressing sustainability challenges of contemporary society.

Discussions of society-nature interactions, especially human impacts of and on
global change, have become focal points for scholars and practitioners in fields such as
environmental anthropology (Descola & Palsson, 1996; Kopnina, 2012; Checker, 2007;
Lockyer & Veteto, 2013), development studies (Croll & Parkin, 2002; Adger et al., 2003),
sustainability science (Kates et al., 2001; Turner et al., 2003; Thabrew et al., 2009; Clark
& Dickson, 2003); global change studies (including adaptation, resilience and
transformation research) (Nelson et al., 2007; Smit & Wandel, 2006; Eakin & Wehbe,
2009; Eriksen et al., 2011), disaster studies (Schipper & Pelling, 2006; Adger & Brooks,
2003; Warneret al., 2010), human geography (Swyngedouw, 2007 and 2010; Brown,

2014), ecology (Folke et al., 2002), economics (Lehtonen, 2004; Cavanagh & Mander,
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2004) and more. The concept of sustainable development (SD) serves as a point of
convergence across many of these fields. However, due to the complicated and context-
dependent nature of SD, it is considered a highly elusive and contested concept
(Mebratu, 1998; Pezzoli, 1997; Robinson, 2004; Gibson, 2002; Dryzek, 2013; Imran et
al., 2014). This, however, has not stopped many scholars and practitioners from
analyzing and assessing its different forms and applications in our global society. More
recent literature has turned its gaze on questioning the very notion of sustainable
development, including its underlying rationalities and root metaphors (Robinson,
2004; Sneddon et al., 2006; Clémencon, 2012; Dryzek, 2013; Imran et al., 2014; Stirling,
2009). This chapter seeks to further that critical discussion and lay the foundation for an
alternative framing of sustainable wellbeing.

The worsening state of our present global ecological crisis and the recognition of
its increasingly more destructive effects on sustainable social and ecological wellbeing
(what I inclusively refer to as sustainable wellbeing) sets the stage for a critical
examination of the conceptualizations of SD. This critical examination is meant to shed
light on how the dominant ideologies underlying the concept of SD shape local and
global perceptions, decision-making and actions aimed at promoting and implementing
SD. As will be argued throughout this chapter and dissertation, SD in its current form
has been built upon an unsustainable anthropocentric economic paradigm that, in
contradiction to the claimed goals of SD, has led in many cases to the erosion of local
capacity and widespread socioecological injustices. Imperatives for addressing
vulnerability to global change have led to technocratic and managerial sustainability
responses criticized for reinforcing an anthropocentric, hegemonic development
paradigm (Escobar, 1999; Swyngedouw, 2007; Imran et al., 2014; Dryzek, 2013). Such

solutions operating within dominant narratives of “planetary management” and
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“environmental authoritarianism” erode local capacity and neglect diverse needs and
interests, especially of the most vulnerable (Stirling, 2014, iii). To address these
concerns, scholars argue for a transformative shift in ideology, policy, and practice
favoring alternative, plural transformation pathways for achieving a more sustainable
and just society for people and planet—herein referred to as sustainable wellbeing
(Pelling, 2011, Kates et al., 2012, O’Brien, 2012; Leach et al., 2012; Wise et al., 2014).
This raises key debates about what such transformation pathways should entail, from
where do we begin, and with whom does the responsibility lie.

By first exploring the criticisms of SD and alternative approaches within the

context of global change, I intend to make the case for shifting our focus from SD to that

of sustainable wellbeing. I argue that a sustainable wellbeing framing forces us to
interrogate the underlying rationalities of our global development paradigm and to
reconsider what our aims for sustainability should be if applying a more holistic and
pluralist ecocentric perspective as encapsulated in the STEPS Centre’s “pathways
approach to sustainability” (Leach et al., 2010). In turn, sustainable wellbeing better
unites and balances the human and ecological realms by invoking a moral imperative
that emphasizes a dual capacity building and socioecological justice lens, which I will
argue in subsequent chapters is integral to global ecological citizenship (Stoner et al.,
2014).

The discussion below is divided into three main sections: (1) Sustainable
Development’s Grounding in Global Development and the Emergence of the Global
Development Industry; (2) Contextualizing a Sustainable Wellbeing Framing; and (3)

Carving out a Sustainable Wellbeing Framing.



The first section addresses two main arguments. First, I discuss the ways in
which dominant conceptualizations of, and consequently approaches to, sustainable
development (SD) have exercised a top-down, technocratic model that in many cases has
fostered dependency, eroded local capacity, and resulted in greater vulnerability to
ecological degradation, global change, and socioecological injustice. To do this, I start by
highlighting the present SD paradigm’s roots in the global development industry.
Second, I demonstrate how SD’s top-down, technocratic model is built upon an
anthropocentric economic rationality stemming from the global capitalist system, rather
than an ecological rationality which positions the concerns of humans and our natural
environment on a more equal playing field. Here I point to the ways in which an
economic rationality further compounds potential contradictions and competing
interests between human and ecological wellbeing.

The second section sets forth the case for moving from a “sustainable
development” to “sustainable wellbeing” framing. I ground this section in a discussion of
the debate between an anthropocentric view of SD vs. a more holistic, ecocentric view of
sustainable wellbeing that redefines the human and environment relationship. Before
laying out the proposed alternative framing, I briefly examine the historical roots of
human wellbeing conceptualizations. I do this to raise important concerns about how
some conceptualizations of human wellbeing have succeeded in pushing forward an
economic rationality, while pointing to recent attempts to counteract this economic-
centered approach. This discussion provides justification for a sustainable wellbeing
framing grounded in an ecological rationality and socioecological justice imperative for
global ecological citizenship (Bendik-Keymer, 2006).

Finally, the third section lays the groundwork for advancing a more holistic

sustainable wellbeing framing. In this final section I outline the fundamental elements of
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this proposed sustainable wellbeing framing, including the integrated human and
ecological wellbeing conditions to which sustainability decision-making and action
would ideally aspire. In sum, this chapter provides the contextual background and
justification for my adaptation of the STEPS Centre’s “pathways approach to
sustainability” as my overarching framework. I present a detailed overview of this
adopted framework in the following chapter.

Sustainable Development’s Grounding in Global Development and the

Emergence of the Global Development Industry

In order to articulate and critically examine the complex concept of SD, I must
first consider its foundational underpinnings of global development (GD) and the
emergence of the “global development industry” (DeVries, 2007; Nolan, 2002; Mosse,
2013). GD is referred to as the “worldwide effort to eradicate poverty and its associated
ills” (Nolan, 2002, p. 32). While poverty eradication and development on the surface are
virtuous and fundamental goals, a closer look at the history of GD and the GD industry
paints a much more problematic picture. To begin, GD is grounded in a long history of
ethnocentrism enacted through colonization and Westernization that has succeeded in
many cases in penalizing or outright destroying traditional values, practices, and forms
of social organization among diverse cultures around the world (Englund, 2006;
Escobar, 2012; Gupta, 2010; Nolan, 2002; Mosse, 2013; Moyo, 2009).

The hierarchical underpinnings of the GD industry and its associated top-down
approaches to SD are best exemplified in the birth of the “first”, “second” and “third
world” classifications during the mid-twentieth century (Escobar, 2012). “First World”
nations were comprised of the “Western industrial democracies” (Nolan, 2002, p. 35).
“Second World” nations consisted of “the centrally planned economies of the Soviet bloc”

(Nolan, 2002, p. 35). Finally, the “Third World” nations were characterized as “poor
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countries of Africa, Asia, and Latin America,” most of which “had been former colonies,
and were therefore equipped—or saddled—with a range of Western-style institutions”
(Nolan, 2002, p. 35). Today, the First and Second World nations are often grouped
together as the “Global North” (with some exceptions), whereas Third World countries
are more commonly referred to as “developing nations” making up a majority of the
“Global South.” As Sachs (2001, p. 6) puts it, “today, such divisions fail to represent
relevant reality; they are just diplomatic artefacts.” Nonetheless, these “artefacts” have
reified a deeply entrenched system of global inequality that cannot be overlooked.

Instead of illuminating the complex realities and diverse experiences of people
and communities entangled by poverty’s wrath so as to better address its underlying
causes and impacts, the Third World classification succeeded in demoralizing and
disempowering entire nations. Much like colonization, Third World countries were
essentially lumped together in a way that would permit the proliferation of a prescribed,
“one-size-fits-all” mentality that portrayed First World nations and their pursuits for
prosperity and growth as the ideal. “Progress...would be measured in economic terms,
and industrialized societies would be the model to which weaker economies should
aspire. Development, in this view, was essentially a unilineal evolutionary process that
could be accelerated through the adoption of Western technology, models, and methods”
(Nolan, 2002, p. 45). In other words, the GD industry’s fight against poverty fostered a
technocratic model based on a “savior mentality”, or what others referred to as the
“White Man’s Burden” (Easterly, 2006). It was thus the duty of the First World—those
Western nations armed with supposed superior knowledge, technology and resources—
to save the Third World from itself.

The rise of GD as an industry dates back to the mid-twentieth century,

particularly the post-WWII era. Nolan (2002) identifies this as the period in which the
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global development industry took a more definitive form, bringing with it an expanding
global exchange of people, skills, finances and other resources claimed to be applied in
service of GD as “progress”, a proclaimed global social good. Globalization, credited with
reinforcing rather than counteracting global inequality as proponents would claim, has
no doubt played a key role in the expansion of the GD project into a “multibillion-dollar
industry” comprised of four core groups: “multilateral agencies, bilateral agencies,
nongovernment organizations, and private consulting firms” (Nolan, 2002, p. 36). This
can be seen in how these core groups, the bulk of which are either internationally based
or rely heavily on international ties for resources, have infiltrated countries in the Global
South.

During the post-WWII period, we saw the emergence of the Bretton Woods
Framework, which “embodied and promoted an economic approach to development in
which rapid reconstruction and growth were seen as essential to the establishment of
national economic health” (Nolan, 2002, p. 35). This in turn led to the creation of global
economic powerhouses such as the International Monetary Fund (IMF) and the
International Bank for Reconstruction and Development (IBRD) (i.e. World Bank),
which continue to wield incredible control and influence over development efforts
(including those under the heading of sustainable development) worldwide (Stiglitz,
2002; Nolan, 2002; Moyo 2009; Bayliss et al., 2011).

While globalization has facilitated the exchange of essential development
resources, including funding, personnel, information, technology, and project
collaboration within and across national borders, the distribution of these resources
came to be dominated by foreign aid programs and policies controlled heavily by
international development donor agencies such as the United States Agency for

International Development (USAID), the United Nations Development Programme
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(UNDP), and the World Bank (Cavanagh & Mander, 2004; Nolan, 2002; Moyo, 2009).
Typically pulling the purse-strings and setting the agendas from the top down, these
central actors could be considered what Easterly (2006, pp. 5-6) refers to as the leading
“Planners”—in contrast to “Searchers”—within the GD industry:

Planners raise expectations but take no responsibility for meeting them;
Searchers accept responsibility for their actions. Planners determine what to
supply; Searchers find out what is in demand. Planners apply global blueprints;
Searchers adapt to local conditions. Planners at the top lack knowledge at the
bottom; Searchers find out what the reality is at the bottom....

....A Planner thinks he already knows the answers; he thinks of poverty as a
technical engineering problem that his answers will solve. A Searcher admits he
doesn’t know the answers in advance; he believes that poverty is a complicated
tangle of political, social, historical, institutional, and technological factors. A
Searcher hopes to find answers to individual problems only by trial and error
experimentation. A Planner believe outsiders know enough to impose solutions.
A Searcher believes only insiders have enough knowledge to find solutions, and
that most solutions must be homegrown. (Easterly, 2006, p. 6)

In short, Global North Planners operate as the decision-makers, defining the problems,
goals and solutions within the GD industry and justifying their actions (regardless of how
ill-matched or ineffective they may be) with the belief that they have the necessary
knowledge, resources, and ideologies to improve the plights of the Global South. Such

entities today continue to maintain a great deal of decision-making and economic power



over the direction of GD efforts, though more recent Global South-South efforts are
beginning to push back against this reality.!

A primary way for donors (i.e. Planners) to assert control over development
pathways and thus promote their own agendas has been a reliance on an aid tied to
conditionalities model (Goldman, 2005; Easterly, 2006; Moyo, 2009). The three main
ways aid has been tied to conditionalities are as follows: 1) aid “tied to procurement”,
meaning aid must be applied toward “specific goods or services” or the employment of
donor citizens in host countries; 2) aid tied to a preselected “sector and/or project”; 3)
aid tied to the adoption of predetermined “economic and political policies” (Moyo, 2009,
38-39). The latter has been particularly conducive to pushing forward market-based
policies embedded within a neoliberal development approach that was ushered in at full
force with structural adjustment (Portes, 1997; Harvey, 2005; Moyo, 2009). By serving
the interests of donors and limiting the capacity of aid recipients to determine how aid is
applied, especially those most impacted by development or lack thereof, conditionalities
have greatly influenced the top-down, technocratic and ethnocentric approaches to SD
that persist today.

As a number of scholars have noted (Bauer, 1954; Easterly, 2002; Easterly, 2003;
Easterly et al., 2003; Easterly, 2006; Collier, 2003, 2007; Crocker, 2002; Moyo, 2009;
Sachs, 2015), despite the billions (USD) and countless resources injected into
development efforts abroad, foreign aid has failed on its own terms to “stimulate rapid,
large-scale, and sustained economic growth”—the championed solution to the problems
at the heart of the poverty-underdevelopment nexus (Nolan, 2002, p. 45). Though GD
efforts throughout time have led to some significant improvements in livelihoods and

economic growth for some, the successes of GD efforts are variable at best and have

1 See Quadir, 2013, and de Renzio & Seifert, 2014 for a critical discussion of implications for this more recent
South-South cooperation trend.
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brought about unintended devastating consequences at worst (Easterly, 2002). Instead
of eradicating poverty, the pursuit of this paired growth-development goal in the name of
progress by the foreign aid and GD industry as a whole have reinforced corruption and
inequality, and fostered a system of dependency that has eroded national and local
community capacity to provide for the basic needs and wellbeing of its people (Cavanagh
& Mander, 2004; England, 2005; Harvey, 2005; Easterly, 2006; Collier, 2007; Moyo,
2009). On whole, the GD industry has failed at embracing a collaborative and collective,
multidirectional effort in their fight against poverty. Scholars have cited a lack of
sociopolitical will to acknowledge and address the structural inequalities fueling poverty
around the world as a major source of the GD industry’s failure (Moyo, 2009).

Haiti, the poorest country in the Western hemisphere and the one that has
received the most aid from the U.S., is a telling (albeit extreme) example. International
aid and the NGOization of the country have left local communities at the mercy of
international actors (Zanotti, 2010). Haiti’s 2010 Action Plan for National Recovery and
Development in Haiti (PARDN) has demonstrated the country’s continued commitment
to (or perhaps entrapment by) neoliberal economic development policies and projects
that have severely eroded the local economy. The ramifications of local capacity erosion
has been felt most significantly by Haiti’s local agriculture industry which, as argued, is
essential to the reconstruction and sustainable development of the country (Zanotti,
2010; Herard, 2011).

While PARDN may appear to push forward respectable goals in theory, its
strategies have been criticized for neglecting environmental concerns and withholding
funds and resources from other areas in dire need of support such as agriculture. All the
while, economic development schemes, such as those aimed at erecting hotels within the

tourism industry, have primarily benefitted multi-national corporations and other
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external entities at the expense of Haiti’s most marginalized (Herard, 2011). The very fact
that control of international aid is placed in the hands of international bodies such as the
Interim Haiti Recovery Commission (IHRC) creates potential barriers to desperately
needed national and local capacity-building.

The example of Haiti supports the literature found in the critical anthropology of
development. Influenced by political economy work, scholars have emphasized the ways
in which GD, under the guise of an “antipolitics front of schemes for production or
poverty reduction”, has concealed “strategies of power” in areas such as immigration and
border control, global trade and market systems, and resource extraction (Mosse, 2013,
229; Ferguson, 1994; Scott, 1998; Sachs, 2001; Duffield, 2002; Greenough & Tsing,
2003; Harvey, 2005; Easterly, 2006). To be fair, the legitimization of international
power in developing regions does not happen in isolation. Power inequalities (among
other factors) inherent within donor recipient nations in the Global South contribute to
the necessary conditions for external agencies to infiltrate these regions. This oftentimes
leads to local elites inviting in donor agencies that are most conducive to reaffirming
their own power and political interests. In turn, these same local elites benefit from the
influx of GD resources and interventions at the expense of those most in need. As
Easterly (2002, p. 1) puts it, “foreign aid works for everyone except for those whom it
was intended to help.” Weak or corrupt governments and institutions (i.e. poor
governance) within developing nations is an oft-cited reason for why aid-based
development strategies have failed to pull impoverished peoples and entire nations out
of poverty (Johnsen, Taxell, & Iversen, 2015; Cremer, 2015). But while corruption is a
pervasive problem on a global scale, it is but one piece of a far more complex set of
interwoven issues impeding just and sustainable development. For more information on

the ongoing anti-corruption movement, see the work of Transparency International, the
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leading NGO in the fight against global corruption. Nevertheless, power struggles and
inequalities prominent in the global development industry—propagated by actors from
the Global North and South alike—provide the backdrop for the advent of the sustainable
development paradigm in response to growing concern for our modern day ecological
crisis. I now turn my focus to sustainable development in the sections to follow.

From Global Development to Sustainable Development

The roots of SD as a concept, guiding principle, and global modernization project
are most commonly linked to two key international gatherings: the United Nations
Conference on the Human Environment (the Stockholm Conference) in 1972, and the
World Commission on Environment and Development (WCED) (the Brundtland
Commission), sponsored by the United Nations in 1987 (Mebratu, 1998; UNEP, 2002;
Sneddon et al., 2006). Both were informed by and could be seen as responses to growing
environmental concerns in the 1960s, 1970s, and 1980s (UNEP, 2002; Robinson, 2004),
as well as what Dryzek (2013, p. 148) refers to as “radical discourse for the Third World.”
The latter drew upon local cultures and practices to challenge an ‘economic growth at all
costs model’ of development with a less exploitative and more restorative interaction
between humans and environment. The Stockholm Conference produced a Declaration
on the Human Environment (the Stockholm Declaration, United Nations, 1972), the
Action Plan for the Human Environment, and an “Environment Fund” directed toward
supplementing government funds for development.

The Stockholm Conference and its outputs were meant to set forth the principles
and shared framework for global environmental action intended to guide global
development policy (UNEP, 1972; UNEP, 2002). However, the process of developing this
framework was anything but inclusive. As Wapner (2003) points out, the Stockholm

Conference fell short of sufficient participation from countries in the Global South.
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Treated as “an environment conference”, Stockholm focused more on the “pollution
problems of the North with little consequence for Southern countries” (Wapner, 2003, p.
4). This exemplifies power inequalities between the Global North and South present
early in the evolution of the emergent SD paradigm, particularly with regards to future
leading advocates of SD. As will be discussed, struggles stemming from this “North-
South divide” would continue into future world gatherings, agreements, negotiations and
other international efforts linked to SD, especially the Brundtland Commission and the
well-known Rio Summits (Sachs, 2001).

While the Stockholm Conference weighed heavily on the side of
environmentalism, the Brundtland Commission was meant to address more holistically
the complex environmental and social concerns of the times. Probably its most
recognized contributions to the progression of SD was its resulting Brundtland Report,
also known as Our Common Future (World Commission on Environment and
Development, 1987), and its highly cited definition of sustainable development:
“development that meets the needs of the present without compromising the ability of
future generations to meet their own needs” (World Commission on Environment and
Development, p. 41). Most commonly associated with this definition are the “three pillars
of SD”: “economic development, social development, and environmental protection”
(United Nations, 2011, “About Rio+20”). Recent articulations of SD, such as that found
in the UN-Secretary General’s synthesis report on the Post-2015 Sustainable
Development Goals (SDGs), add “governance” as a fourth pillar (Ban Ki-Moon, 2014).

At the time, the Brundtland Commission was hailed for making great strides in
better incorporating the poverty and development concerns of the Global South with
environmental concerns of the Global North—a significant improvement from

Stockholm. The Brundtland Report specifically stresses the need to address “goals of
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economic and social development...in terms of sustainability in all countries” (World
Commission on Environment and Development, 1987, p. 41). Nonetheless, this early
conceptualization of SD was built upon a global divide of competing interests between
the Global North and South that has continued to influence North-South relations (Sachs
2001). Advocates in the Global North saw SD as “an affirmation of global environmental
protection efforts” while those in the Global South “looked to the term as a formal
commitment to address development goals” (Wapner, 2003, p. 4). This conflict is
evidenced in the inherent contradictions of the goals of SD articulated in World
Commission on Environment and Development (1987) which reinforce the “call for
economic growth in developing countries” while at the same time advocating for
“enhanced levels of ecological conservation” (Sneddon et al., 2006, p. 254; Lélé, 1991;
Robinson, 2004).

Since the early days of Stockholm and Brundtland, international leaders from
both the Global North and South have converged in attempts to discuss and advance (or
some might argue, impede) the cause of SD as a global, collective imperative. Among the
most noteworthy were the 1992 United Nations Conference on Environment and
Development (UNCED) held in Rio de Janeiro (i.e. “Rio Earth Summit”); the 2002
World Summit on Sustainable Development (WSSD) held in Johannesburg, South Africa
(i.e. “Rio+10”); and the 2012 United Nations Conference on Sustainable Development
(UNCSD) again held in Rio de Janeiro (i.e. “Rio+20”) (Dryzek, 2013). Each of these
produced what were intended to be highly influential international documents and calls
for action. Examples included the following: declarations and resolutions (UNCED’s Rio
Declaration on Environment and Development; WSSD’s Johannesburg Declaration on
Sustainable Development; UNCSD’s The Future We Want); agendas (UNCED’s Agenda

21); statements on principles (e.g. UNCED’s Forest Principles); treaties (UNCED’s
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Treaty on Climate Change and Treaty on Biological Diversity); goals or plans (WSSD’s
Plan of Implementation for Agenda 21; UNCSD’s plan for establishing Sustainable
Development Goals and the post 2015 development agenda); and more (United Nations
Division for Sustainable Development, 2014; Wapner 2003; Clémencon 2012; Scott
2012; Linnér & Selin, 2013).

Of particular importance to setting the contemporary stage of SD was UNCED’s
Agenda 21 (United Nations, 1992b). Hailed as a major step forward, Agenda 21 strove to
implement an action plan for SD that was endorsed voluntarily by more than 178
national government delegations (UN-DESA, 2014, “Agenda 21”). Agenda 21, which
could have been construed as a bold follow-up to the Brundtland Commission, went so
far as to pinpoint production and consumption patterns of wealthier nations as major
culprits contributing to the global ecological crisis. Yet the hope it brought for
championing the cause of global equity through SD was perhaps doomed from the start
by simultaneous calls for increased global economic growth and the dwindling
motivations of Global North countries to address the inequalities they bore responsibility
for causing (Dryzek, 2013). Not surprisingly, developed nations have made few strides in
curbing their over-consumption patterns so as to counteract their destructive
exploitation of our global ecosystem and the further deprivation of peoples whose
already scarce resources are being depleted (Meadowcroft, 2000; Dryzek, 2013).

Another reason for the high regard granted Agenda 21 was how it accentuated
the need for grassroots, bottom-up engagement approaches, offering prospects for a shift
toward local capacity building as a more empowering and less hierarchical alternative
approach to SD. The associated Local Agenda 21 (LA21) promoted local people and
community-based participation in SD decision-making, action, and education, and

popularized the slogan “’Think global, act local”” (Scott, 2012). Unfortunately, while this
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mantra definitely has gained hold in today’s grassroots level civil society movements
linked to SD and global environmental change, these efforts remain overshadowed by
hegemonic global agendas that serve the interests of the corporate and government elite
at the expense of those most in need. After all, local efforts can only go so far when faced
with competing interests from a confluence of power and influence operating at the
upper-echelons of leaders on the international stage.

Despite the repertoire of promises and agreements flowing from the various
Earth Summits, these gatherings faced major criticisms for falling short of achieving
more tangible results in line with their high aspirations (Chatterjee & Finger, 1994;
Smith, 1994; Wapner, 2003; Vogler & Jordan, 2003; Andresen, 2012; von Frantzius,
2004; Haas, 2012; Clémencon, 2012; Linnér & Selin, 2013). Many attribute lack of
concrete outcomes to our global society’s inadequate measures for translating otherwise
inspiring and innovative policies and declarations into implementable and accountable
actions. Furthermore, critics have argued that rather than being more inclusive and
democratic, the various Earth Summits and their Stockholm and Brundtland
predecessors led to the exclusion or denouncement of alternative perspectives and core
voices, particularly those most directly impacted by the SD agendas pushed forward
(Meadowcroft, 1999; Sachs, 2001; Wapner, 2003; Scoones, 2007; Clémencon, 2012;
Espinosa, 2014). Controversies surrounding Rio+20 are a prime example. For instance,
attempts of NGOs and other advocates to propose the adoption of the Universal
Declaration of the Rights of Mother Earth (UDRME) (2010) spurred on many
simultaneous outlier events among grassroots level actors as a means for counteracting
the hegemonic “green economy” agenda that monopolized Rio+20 (Espinosa, 2014).

The contested nature of Rio+20 brought to the forefront key ideological battles

surrounding SD. Most fundamental is perhaps the definition of SD itself. Though it
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continues to prevail decades later, the Brundtland definition and its associated three
pillars (economic, social, environmental) have come under significant criticism for being
detached from the urgent reality of our global ecological crisis, failing to acknowledge the
real “limits to carrying capacity of the Earth” (Clémencon, 2012, p. 312) or give much
credence to the proliferating ecological repercussions (Sumudu 2002; Murphy & Price,
2005; Imran et al., 2014). Others have argued that the vagueness of the Brundtland
definition was used as a political tactic to gain widespread approval so as to advance
economic development under the guise of sustainability (Wackernagel & Rees, 1996;
Cordero et al., 2005; Lambacher, 2007; Imran et al., 2014). Furthermore, even when SD
is broken down to more specific indicators of measurement, the dominant measurement
tools—“gross domestic product, cost-benefit analysis and human development index”—
weigh heavily on the side of economic and human/social priorities (Imran et al., 2014, p.
136). However basic these criticisms may appear, they draw attention to the
anthropocentric, economic-driven, and technocratic trajectory of SD strategies.

An anthropocentric, economic-driven, technocratic approach to SD is clearly
prominent from the early days that SD became a part of the global development agenda.
This is seen in the Brundtland Report itself, which states that “sustainable development
is a process of change in which the exploitation of resources, the direction of
investments, the orientation of technological development, and institutional change are
all in harmony and enhance both current and future potential to meet human needs and
aspirations” (World Commission on Environment and Development, 1987, p. 46). This
extended definition of SD also exemplifies the Brundtland Commission’s caution in
calling for limitations on consumption patterns. Rather than question the consumption
model altogether, proponents of SD maintained that humans had the capacity to buy,

build, and think our way out of this ecological mess without having to shake up the old
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order. SD boiled down to simply devising a more “intelligent operation of natural
systems and human systems in combination” and environmental sustainability concerns
were relegated to the realm of innovations in renewable resource management that
would be more efficient in meeting present and future human needs (Dryzek, 2013, p.
148). Thus, the end goal of perpetual growth to serve human needs remained the same.
These early framings of SD buttress the time-honored rhetoric of human domination
over the planet, and the ultimate goal of SD being the continued (or for developing
countries, still to be realized) satisfaction of human needs and interests at the expense of
the environment (White, 1967; Robinson, 2004; Clémencon, 2012; Scott, 2012;
Espinosa, 2014).

Beckerman (1994) and Dryzek (2013) argue that the framing of SD within the
context of present and future “needs” is itself a highly subjective and contentious
exercise rife with conflict. As Dryzek (2013, p. 148) points out, “Opinions differ as to
what human needs count, what is to be sustained, for how long, for whom, and in what
terms.” At best, this combination of competing interests and different perspectives and
valuing of needs threaten the realization of SD. At worst, the implementation of certain
SD initiatives has the potential to result in deplorable social and/or ecological injustices
(Beckerman, 1994). The latter is most likely when SD initiatives reinforce the interests of
existing sociopolitical and economic systems serving an unsustainable and unjust global
paradigm that separates humans from the natural world (Bernstein, 2001; Linnér &
Selin, 2013; Espinosa, 2014). Similar to the GD industry’s failed attempts at eradicating
poverty, socioecological injustices stemming from SD initiatives have been attributed to
the resistance of leading global powers to implementing “meaningful institutional and
political change” (Linnér & Selin, 2013, p. 972). It is argued that such change is necessary

if we are to redress the underlying causes of our worsening social and ecological
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problems such as structural inequality, commodification of nature, and the over-
production and consumption patterns characteristic of our global economic paradigm
(Linnér and Selin, 2013).

I will revisit these criticisms in greater detail in my discussion below under the
heading “Unmasking Economic vs. Ecological Rationality.” For now, the key points of
importance can be summed up as follows. The context in which “sustainable
development” in its modern form was conceived was ridden with power inequalities and
competing interests among and between local-to-global actors. These competing
interests were deeply embroiled within a self-defeating battle between human and
ecological wellbeing. These, in turn, continue to shape the way SD has been interpreted
and implemented on the ground—especially in developing countries—through top-down,
growth-driven social, economic and environmental policy and action (Robinson, 2004;
Sneddon et al., 2006; Dryzek, 2013). All of this stems from an anthropocentric,
economic-driven, technocratic SD regime. Under such a regime the reigning message of
SD is quite clear: the environment exists to serve humanity, and thus humans must not
destroy it or they will destroy themselves in the process. However, the popular belief is
that humans have the knowledge and tools (particularly technology and financial
resources) to outsmart the environment. So long as the West can get the rest of the world
up to speed on modern standards of living all will be fine.

Unmasking Economic vs. Ecological Rationality

The thread that seems to run through the progression of the global development
and SD agendas is the notion of competing interests that have repeatedly undermined or
thwarted sustainability efforts on local and global scales. Three main categories of
competing interests that appear to emerge within the SD debate include economic

interests (equated with capitalism, competitive markets, and the dominant model of
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development); social interests (equated with human needs and human rights, which
prioritize individualization and individual human wellbeing); and environmental
interests (equated with “ecocentricism”, which prioritizes overall ecological health and
wellbeing) (Hancock, 2003). These are revealed within Hancock’s (2003) articulation of
two overarching rationalities that influence the realization of sustainability/SD as well as
human rights: “economic rationality” and “ecological rationality.”

Under economic rationality, capitalist societies have rendered economic
prosperity and competition more important than ecological protection, essentially
devaluing the concept of environmental protection and rights (i.e. environmental
interests), except where such contribute positively to the gross domestic product (GDP)
or bolster growth. But it does not necessarily put human wellbeing (i.e. social interests)
at the forefront either. Rather, economic (read corporate/market or industrialist)
interests in their current form end up reinforcing values and social norms considered
detrimental to sustainability, such as commodification, consumerism, competition and
perpetual development at the expense of the natural world (Robinson, 2004; Kidner,
2014). Kidner (2014) refers to these interests as serving modernity’s “technological-
economic system” that has colonized both the natural world and human consciousness,
enslaving humans as perpetrators of this order at the expense of both human and
ecological wellbeing.

Ecological rationality, on the other hand, adopts an “ecocentric” framework
(Rowe, 1994), which sets as sustainability imperatives the preservation of biodiversity
and natural habitats, as the recognition of the inherent value and rights of all human and
non-human beings that comprise the ecosphere. Following Hancock’s (2003) rights-
based concerns, adopting an ecological rationality would enable us to reconceptualize

human wellbeing (including human rights) in a way that makes environmental wellbeing

20



(including environmental rights) not only compatible with, but necessary for, the full
realization of human wellbeing. In essence, ecological rationality would help us move
away from the assumption that “human nature can only be defined in terms of egotistical
consumerism” toward one which places the “self and other members of human society as
a part of a wider ecosystem” (Hancock, 2003, p. 5).

Hancock’s discussion of economic vs. ecological rationality can be linked with
Blowers’ (2003) and Scott’s (2012) notion of “weak sustainability” vs. “strong
sustainability.” The weak sustainability view is based on an “ecological modernisation
conception of sustainable development” (Scott, 2012, p. 44). Under this conception, SD
is co-opted by the global market, adopting an economic rationality that puts business
innovation and green technology as paramount solutions to environmental degradation.
Ecological modernization has prevailed as a dominant policy framework due to its
promotion of economic growth as a solution to, rather than cause of, our global
ecological crisis (Ulkerson, 2010). The dominant policy and action approaches to SD that
result emphasize “technological innovation to solve environmental issues” and
“regulation to prevent environmental degradation damaging market processes” (Scott,
2012, p. 44). Ecological modernization could also be linked to “green-washing” of
corporations that claim to be sustainability-friendly, jumping on the bandwagon of the
green movement as a marketing tactic for advancing their images of corporate social
responsibility (Lyon & Maxwell, 2008; Vos, 2009).

These technocratic approaches are considered weak sustainability because while
they may involve some “restructuring” of the current order, they ultimately strengthen
the very systems and institutional structures fueling socioecological injustice and the
global ecological crisis (Dryzek, 2013). The rise of industrialized agriculture and the

monocrop enterprise during the “Green Revolution” is a case in point (Gottlieb & Joshi,
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2010, p. 105). This agricultural model, which has come to dominate the global food
system and play a leading role in the global economy, has been touted as more efficient
and productive agriculture necessary to feed the rapidly growing global population. Yet
the monopoly dominating the large-scale agricultural system around the world has
pushed out small-scale, local farmers and resulted in a host of both social and ecological
injustices. Examples of such injustices include, but are not limited to the following:
families and entire communities have lost their livelihoods and in many cases become
displaced from their own lands; the monoculture approach has exploited and eroded
lands, threatening biodiversity; large-scale farms have contributed to pollution of
surrounding environments (e.g. water resources) through agricultural run-off; and while
those in the agricultural industry who hold a monopoly over production and new
developments (e.g. Monsanto) have profited greatly off the “advancements” in
agricultural technologies and favorable exportation policies, it is often off the backs of
labor workers and already marginalized communities who may not even be able to afford
to purchase or have access to the very food that their own sacrifice and suffering has
made possible (for a more thorough analysis of modern developments in the
agricultural-food industry and their links to socioecological justice, see Gottlieb & Joshi
2010).

(134

Strong sustainability, on the other hand, calls for a direct “’challenge to the
established order”” (Buckingham-Hatfield & Evans, 1996, p. 6; Scott, 2012, p. 45).
Approaching SD from a strong sustainability view means embracing an ecological
rationality and actively seeking alternatives to our dominant development paradigm
based on unfettered growth (Dryzek, 2013). Through this process, we are able to reclaim

and redefine notions of the “common good and human wellbeing” (Boulanger, 2007, p.

27), holding these as inseparable from ecological wellbeing.
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Taking up again the example of the agriculture-food industry, a strong
sustainability approach to transforming this complex food system would require a
fundamental reframing of the system within a “food justice” perspective. Though what
food justice looks like on the ground varies greatly by context, a food justice perspective
aims “to achieve equity and fairness in relation to food system impacts and a different,
more just, and sustainable way for food to be grown, produced, made accessible, and
eaten” (Gottlieb & Joshi, 2010, p. 223). Thus, this framing holds as paramount not only
the health and wellbeing of humans, but a fundamental “respect for the systems that
support how and where the food is grown—an ethic of place regarding the land, the air,
the water, the plants, the animals, and the environment” (Gottlieb & Joshi 2010, p. 223).

Foster (2002), Doran (2012) and Kidner (2014) delve deep into the economic
rationality of capitalism—the driving force behind SD’s technologic-economic paradigm.
These authors emphasize the obstacles capitalism, in its current form, poses to our
global society’s ability to effectively combat the negative impacts of ecological
degradation and global environmental change. As these authors and other proponents of
“sustainable consumption” (see Jackson, 2005), “new economy” (see Mommaerts et al.,
2014), and “sustainable degrowth” (see Kallis, 2011) movements argue, our global
capitalist system is predicated on the notion of “growth at any cost,” an expansionist
model that prioritizes prosperity of the market over human wellbeing and environmental
protection. Its focus on short-term, immediate returns, has created a demand for
production and profit that has led to what Foster (2002, p. 44) calls a “global treadmill of
production”—an imprisoning cycle of destruction, production, consumption,
destruction...and so on, leaving little to no choice but to produce and consume more.

Foster (2002, pp. 44-45) breaks this treadmill of production into six key elements

featured in the global capitalist system: 1) growing wealth accumulation by an

23



increasingly smaller privileged group in society (i.e. the 99% vs the 1%); 2) pressures to
shift from “self-employment” to “wage jobs” dependent on increased productivity; 3)
competition-driven technological innovation aimed at maintaining said increased
production and thus economic power (again concentrated in the hands of the few at the
expense of the many); 4) impetus for innovation and growth that feeds on producers’
and consumers’ “insatiable hunger for more”; 5) prioritization of progress and
development in terms of economic growth, particularly by governments on the national
front; 6) the institutionalization and reinforcement of this growth mentality through
dominant sociocultural systems (e.g. education, media, entertainment, etc.) Perhaps
most alarming is the reality that “we live as unknowing agents of this system”, blinded,
corrupted and exploited by false capitalist promises of “’freedom’, ‘individual choice’,

9

and ‘democracy’” that have instead rendered us powerless (Kidner 2014, pp. 471-
472). These features of capitalism have come not only to define our global economic,
political and sociocultural landscapes at large, but have also set the standards by which
success and happiness on an individual level are perceived.2

Capitalism’s expansionist model is well illustrated in the example of the global
food crisis. Gonzalez (2011), Gasteyer et al. (2012), and Hudson (2009) raise important
connections among food insecurity, food sovereignty and environmental degradation
stemming from inequality among labor and market functions within the global
agricultural trade system. Gonzalez (2011, p. 493) emphasizes market influences,
referring in particular to highly unequal “aid, trade and production policies” that favor
transnational corporations over environmental and social justice concerns. In this case,

industrial agriculture, a birth child of corporations that drive global labor and market

functions, is viewed as a major player in fostering food insecurity, compromising

2 For an informative and accessible change initiative that tackles the treadmill of production from the
perspective of overconsumption, see “The Story of Stuff”: http:/storyofstuff.org/.
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agrobiodiversity, and contributing most severely to climate change. Each of these
injustices has grave consequences for SD and the realization of human and ecological
wellbeing.

Furthermore, Hudson (2009, p. 10) cautions against falling victim to the
“Enrichment Paradox” where short term gains in productivity and efficiency by virtue of
advancement in agricultural technologies could lead to a period of stabilization and then
ultimately a devastating crash. At the core of this paradox is a predominant view of SD
approaches focused on technological innovations as our saving grace, enabling us to out-
produce or out-think ecological destruction while enjoying persistent growth and
maintaining the competition-driven, capitalist logic. Ecological modernization and weak
sustainability are major sources of this paradox as they encourage us to ignore the fact
that production and efficiency do not automatically equate to greater wellbeing (human
or ecological) or sustainability as a whole, especially when based on systems of
“structural inequality”—“a condition that arises out of attributing an unequal status to a
category of people in relation to one or more other categories of people” (Dani & de
Haan, 2008, p. 3). In such systems, policies, institutions, and dominant cultural norms
perpetuate the “unequal relations in roles, functions, decision rights, and opportunities”
of certain groups compared to others within a given society (Dani & de Haan, 2008, p.
3).

According to these critics of capitalism, the consumer individual is not the only
one subjected to the model’s mechanical chains. Even big business leaders and
government officials who acknowledge the severity of our ecological crisis and desire to
incorporate positive changes must inevitably acquiesce to the rules of the market
economy in order to survive. We see this in failed efforts or missed opportunities on the

part of national and international governing bodies to guide our global society toward
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ecological rationality and strong sustainability. For example, international efforts to
curtail climate change such as the Kyoto protocol have been watered down or obliterated
by those in power in the process of prioritizing the impact on the economy over the
impact on the environment (and, as a result, compromising long-term human
wellbeing). This is best summed up in McKibben’s (2007, p. 24) description of the U.S.’s
resistance to the Kyoto protocol: “...the United States has refused to sign on because we
worry it will interfere with...economic growth.” Paired with growing contention from
climate change denialists, many of whom hold some of the highest positions of authority
in countries like the U.S., it is clear that global leaders are not immune to becoming co-
creators and fellow victims of our production- and consumption-driven culture
(McKibben, 2007; Jackson, 2009; Scott, 2012).

The example of Kyoto sends the message that the market is what matters, plain
and simple. Proponents of the technological-economic capitalist model may lay claim to
notions of advancing human wellbeing to push forward their agendas. But, as critics of
ecological modernization would argue, underlying these seemingly goodwill efforts
couched under the title of “sustainable development” is the goal of sustaining
capitalism—the real source of governance in our society (Ulkerson, 2010; McKibben,
2007). What results is commodification. Capitalism drives us to put a price on
everything including human life, social institutions, conflict, religion, and of course the
environment. Commodification of environmental resources allows us to divorce
ourselves from nature even further than modernization has already pushed us, thus
perpetuating the root metaphor (i.e. suppositional framing or perspective) of man’s
dominance over the earth (Crist & Kopnina, 2014). This becomes ever clearer in the

battle between public and private goods, an element of capitalism that, as Haglund
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(2010) points out, has resulted in greater inequality and human rights abuses, and
remains a direct threat to the integrity and wellbeing of our ecosystem.

The exploitation of humans and the environment for profit points to a more
pervasive concern of structural violence. “Structural violence” stems from social systems
and institutions systematically designed and/or enacted in ways that cause undue
harm—by compromising the rights, needs, and wellbeing of humans and their
surrounding environments (Galtung, 1969; Farmer, 2003). This social justice concept is
rooted in structural inequality and can be linked to Sen’s (1999, p. 3) notion of
“unfreedoms”—“poverty as well as tyranny, poor economic opportunities as well as
systematic social deprivation, neglect of public facilities as well as intolerance or
overactivity of repressive states.” The historically oppressive, hidden, and
institutionalized nature of structural violence makes it difficult to identify and fight
against. This struggle is worsened by “the erasure of historical memory and other forms
of desocialization” that beget ignorance, or worse, turn people into indirect perpetrators
of harm by virtue of where they fit within a certain “social order” (Farmer, 2003, p. 307).

The privatization of water in impoverished regions is an excellent example of
structural violence at play. Water scarcity, a global concern, has led governments in
places like Bolivia to commodify a natural resource, ushering in a private market for
water distribution that has left the most vulnerable at the mercy of profit-driven national
and multinational corporations (Woods, 2006; Public Citizen, 2001). For example, at
the turn of the 215t century the Bolivian government transferred control of the municipal
water system in Cochabamba over to the London-based multinational water consortium,
Aguas del Tunari Ltd. This action was part of a series of privatization efforts driven
largely by neoliberal “structural adjustment” policies adopted by (or some might argue

thrust upon) the Bolivian government as a “condition for borrowing money from the
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World Bank and IMF” in attempts to raise the country out of poverty (Public Citizen,
2001, p. 2). (For an in-depth discussion on implications for the impacts of structural
adjustment on sustainable development, see the seminal volume edited by Reed, 1996.)
The untenable rise in the cost of water that accompanied this transfer to a privatized
water system over the span of months made this basic resource unaffordable and
inaccessible to many local people. What resulted was a proliferation of public protests
and citizen actions known today as the “Water War in Bolivia” (Olivera & Lewis, 2004;
Public Citizen, 2001).

Though greatly simplified here for brevity purposes, the Bolivia water war
example is one of many complex situations whereby scarce and/or stressed resources
combined with internal and external pressures to develop can give rise to structural
violence. In Cochabamba’s case, the structural violence stemming from the privatization
of water produced “unfreedoms” in the form of preventing vulnerable people access to a
natural resource essential to survival in order to serve a capitalist profit-making scheme.
Such unfreedoms limit the capabilities and capacities of people, communities,
institutions and governments to protect human rights and implement a strong
sustainability model of SD (Haglund, 2010).3

Building upon this discussion, Jackson (2009), Haglund (2010) and Wilkinson &
Pickett (2010) each support the argument that structural inequality in the globalized
economy—which translates into inequality within our social, political and ecological
landscapes—stems from and perpetuates the treadmill of production, or what Jackson
calls the “dilemma of growth.” In an age of “creative destruction” (Jackson, 2009, p. 9)
where newer equals better and people are beholden to material consumption in order to

survive and thrive, institutions—and the people who govern and are governed by them—

3 For a more thorough analysis of the impacts of water privatization in Bolivia, see Olivera & Lewis 2004.

28



must continuously compete and exploit the resources available to their fullest extent to
avoid becoming obsolete or relegated to the “have nots.” Competition in the name of
growth begets inequality, pitting people against one another and in turn compromising
human wellbeing. Simultaneously, growth driven by a perpetual cycle of extractive
production and consumption ends up pitting people against the environment,
comprising ecological wellbeing. Jackson (2009, p. 102) sums up the growth dilemma as
follows: “to resist growth is to risk economic and social collapse. To pursue it is to
endanger the ecosystems on which we depend for long-term survival.” As Jackson shows
in his deconstruction of the economic recession of 2008, the worst perpetrators of
economic rationality and its resulting growth dilemma are those in Westernized
developed countries. The overabundant production and consumption patterns of
developed countries thrive on the exploitation of cheap labor, resources, etc. from
around the world. These patterns also tend to contribute more drastically to waste and
spur on ecological degradation (Rees & Westra, 2003) (for example, by depleting already
scarce resources and contributing to higher levels of greenhouse gas emissions). Yet
while global economy leaders like the United States gain tremendously from the
successes of growth, the greatest the impacts of the growth dilemma are felt most
severely in developing countries who are striving to meet even the most basic needs of
their people while fighting to become relevant and competitive within a cut-throat global
economy (Rees & Westra, 2003). In search of alternatives, Jackson (2009) makes the
case for a transition to a sustainable economy as a means for remedying structural
inequality and ecological degradation.

Moving toward a sustainable economy, according to Jackson (2009, p. 34),
means replacing a materialist, growth-centered conception of prosperity with the notion

of “bounded capabilities”—the freedom and capacity to live decent lives we have reason
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to value, but “within clearly defined limits.” To determine these limits within a
sustainable economy, we must take into account the “finite nature” of available
ecological resources, the “entitlements” of all human and non-human species within our
ecosystem (i.e. the demands of an increasing global population), and the “freedoms of
future generations and other species” to thrive on this planet (Jackson, 2009, p. 35).
Here, Jackson repurposes this idea of freedom drawn from Sen’s Capabilities Approach
in order to acknowledge that taking freedom to the extreme runs the risk of reinforcing
the pursuit limitless growth and other unsustainable practices (I return to the
Capabilities Approach in later sections). A failure to account for the boundedness of
capabilities would otherwise recreate the very systems of socioecological injustice and
inequality Jackson’s proposed sustainable economy is meant to mend.

Echoing Jackson’s arguments for a reconceptualization of prosperity, Wilkinson
& Pickett (2010) make the case that what matters most in considering human wellbeing
is not one’s level of income, but rather the level of social inequality as is evidenced within
a country or community. While the authors focus primarily on inequality within
economically wealthy nations, this is not to say that inequality between countries has no
significance. Rather, the authors’ intent is to show that gross poverty and destitution
aside (such as that found in developing countries or in rural and urban impoverished
regions in developed nations), inequality greatly undermines any “progress” made within
wealthier nations, especially when it comes to human welfare and happiness (i.e.
subjective wellbeing). The reality of structural inequality facing developing nations
paints an even grimmer picture. By unveiling the links between our growth economy,
inequality and disrespect of ecological limits, these authors point to further evidence of
the ways in which SD’s dominant technological-economic paradigm has thwarted

sustainability and compounded threats to both human and ecological wellbeing. With
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that in mind, it would appear that a central aim for any SD-related policy and action
should be the elimination of structural inequality and the structural violence it can inflict
on individuals, communities, and entire nations.

Implications for an Alternative SD Paradigm

Reflecting on the multitude of criticisms that pinpoint the unjust and
unsustainable aspects of the dominant SD paradigm, what appears to be a resounding
theme throughout is this ethical imperative to question, rethink and re-conceptualize the
underlying assumptions, values, aims, and priorities governing SD (Carvalho, 2001,
Luke, 2005; Robinson, 2004; Gasparatos et al., 2009; Jackson, 2009; Leach et al., 2010;
Imran et al., 2014). In other words, if we are serious about combatting global
environmental change and facilitating a more sustainable and just society and
ecosystem, what is needed, first and foremost, is a transformative ideological shift in our
conceptualizations of and approaches to SD (Leach et al. 2010). However, this message
tends to get lost or worse, silenced, in the mechanical and bottom-line motives of a
(economic) development-based sustainability agenda.

Given the power that economic institutions, corporations, and governments at
the top of the macro-economy have wielded over SD since its rise to the global arena, it is
not surprising that many scholars have chosen to focus their attention on transforming
our economic systems (Cavanagh & Mander, 2004; McKibben, 2007; Jackson, 2009).
Considering that a complete reworking of capitalism is highly unlikely due to how
entrenched it is in dominant culture and society, and how entrenched dominant culture
and society is in capitalism, scholars like Jackson (2009) have proposed alternative
forms of SD that seek to shift our global society toward more sustainable and just
consumption practices (Cavanagh & Mander, 2004; McKibben, 2007). Rhetoric of a
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“sustainable macro-economy”, “sustainable degrowth”, “sustainable consumption” and
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the like emanate from the work of these and other like-minded scholars, activists, and
experts. What such proponents see as the way forward is an explicit recognition of the
social and ecological consequences of inequality that have come to define our capitalist
system, and consequently, approaches to SD. To do this, however, we need to unite the
concepts of environmental justice and social and economic justice in a more holistic
approach to SD that dethrones economic development as the ultimate priority. That is
not to say that economic development does not have its place, especially when
considering the current state of many developing countries. However, to continue to
ignore the socioecological implications will only perpetuate the status quo and result in
further marginalization of communities who have become most vulnerable to the
repercussions of our disregard for ecological degradation.

I would argue that one of the most important contributions of the
aforementioned critics of SD is the way in which their work sets the stage for an
alternative vision for sustainability based on wellbeing rather than development. This fits
in line with arguments regarding the ways in which the “development” part of SD has
become synonymous with economic growth and industrial development (Luke, 2005;
Carvalho, 2001; Robinson, 2004; Gasparatos et al., 2009). Imran. et al. (2014) make the
case that a reinterpretation of SD must involve replacing an anthropocentric with an
ecocentric orientation of sustainability (I discuss the anthropocentric vs. ecocentric
debate more explicitly in subsequent sections.). Within this more balanced and holistic
vision, our happiness, health and overall sustained human wellbeing are no longer
viewed as dependent upon production, materialization and consumerism, but rather as
inseparable from and reinforced by protecting the wellbeing of our wider ecosystem.

Calling for such a transformative shift in SD is a lofty goal, no doubt. But as a

growing number of scholars, activists, policy-makers and other experts alike are
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conceding, unless we commit to transforming the underlying values and ideologies
driving our dominant SD paradigm, we are going to continue down this self-destructive
path, jeopardizing human and ecological wellbeing in the process (De Paula &
Cavalcanti, 2000; Ehrlich, 2002; Leach et al., 2010; Pelling, 2011; Imran et al., 2014).
The following section builds upon these arguments by exploring how a focus on
sustainable wellbeing could provide the pathway to the kinds of transformative change

required for counteracting the underlying causes of our global ecological crisis.

Contextualizing a Sustainable Wellbeing Framing

This concluding section provides a brief overview of the historical foundations of
human wellbeing and more recent conceptualizations that could be seen as attempts to
counter a purely economic rendering of wellbeing. In particular, I emphasize the
tensions between human and ecological wellbeing, couching this in the debate between
an anthropocentric vs. ecocentric worldview introduced in the previous section. In sum,
this section is meant to ground the particular conceptualization of sustainable wellbeing
(for people and planet) that I propose as part of a broader guiding framework for my
dissertation research, which I will take up in Chapter 2.

While a full overview of the etymology of the concept of human wellbeing is not
within the scope of this chapter, it is important to note that historically human wellbeing
has been grounded in “religious, spiritual, and philosophical traditions” that better lend
themselves to a justice or normative framework (Stutz, 2006, p. 4). Particularly relevant

1143

is the strong influence of Aristotle’s notion of the “good life’ as a life of ‘virtue’ on the
spread of Christianity (particularly Catholicism) and consequently, “Western civilization”
(Stutz, 2006, p. 4). However, industrialization and modernization ushered in a shift

toward a more economically-based determinant of human wellbeing (i.e. an economic
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rationality) where “growth in income” was hailed as the “proxy for increasing wellbeing”
(Stutz, 2006, p. 4). As articulated previously, this economic rationality has been a prime
motivation driving the dominant sustainable development paradigm.

Stutz (2006, p. 4) points to two major efforts to expand and counter this narrow
economic framing of wellbeing: “Needs Theory, developed by Maslow, Max-Neef, Gough,
and others” (see Rayner & Malone 1998); and “Capabilities & Functionings” (i.e.
Capabilities Approach), “developed by Sen, Nussbaum, and others” (see Nussbaum 2003
for an overview of hers and Sen’s conceptualizations of the Capabilities Approach).
Additionally, the “Human Security Framework” from the field of adaptation to global
environmental change (global change) calls for a more social-justice orientation of
human wellbeing, with particular emphasis on capacity building as a means for
addressing human vulnerabilities to global change. I briefly touch on each below as
examples of how the concept of human wellbeing has taken shape outside of the realm of
global domestic product. These examples also point to more recent attempts to
reconnect with human wellbeing’s earlier justice and normative foundations upon which
I build a sustainable wellbeing framing.

Needs theory is most commonly associated with Maslow’s (1943, 1954)
“hierarchy of needs” which he saw as basic motivations at the core of human existence.
Maslow’s (1943, 1954) original iterations of this motivational hierarchy included five
levels most often exhibited in the literature in pyramid ordering beginning with the most
basic and moving toward higher-order needs. The original five levels included
“physiological”, “safety”, “love”, “esteem”, and “self-actualization” (Maslow 1943, pp.

370-396). Meeting these needs thus provides a guidepost to achieving human
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development and wellbeing.#4 Links to human needs and the environment are perhaps
most obvious at the physiological level comprising of essential human survival elements
such as “air, water, food, shelter” (Walsh, 2011, p. 792). In terms of sustainability and
SD, Maslow’s theory posits that satisfying basic level human needs is also a prerequisite
for people to be able and willing to contribute to a more sustainable society (Walsh,
2011).

Maslow’s original hierarchical ordering of human needs has been criticized for
such things as downplaying the social nature of humans in its focus on individual
motivations (i.e. too individualistic); for failing to adequately account for diversity of
how needs might differ in framing, valuing, categorizing, and fulfillment due to cultural
influences, such as in collectivist societies (i.e. too ethnocentric); for treating needs as
operating within a unidirectional, linear flow rather than an iterative, relational flow
throughout the life course (i.e. too bounded and limiting); for oversimplifying the
process of “self-actualization”; and so forth (Heylighen, 1992; Kiel, 1999; Trigg, 2004).
Nonetheless, Maslow’s theory contributes early on to a broader understanding of what
humans require for living fulfilling and dignified livess. This raises important questions
such as the following: How are needs prioritized on both individual and societal levels?
What resources and social structures are necessary to achieving higher order individual
needs fulfillment, such as what Maslow (1943) refers to as “self-actualization”? How are
these resources and social structures made available to people for needs fulfillment (if at
all)? Who or what is impacted (positively or negatively) in what ways in the process of

humans seeking needs fulfilment?

4 See Walsh, 2011 for a compelling discussion of the compatibility between Maslow’s hierarchy of needs and
sustainability.

5 While Maslow’s (1943, 1954) original model remains the most well-known and widely adopted, Maslow
(19704, 1970Db) later went on to refine and expand his model to include three additional levels—"cognitive

needs”, “aesthetic needs”, and “transcendence needs” (see McLeod 2017 for an overview of Maslow’s
hierarchical motivational theory and how it evolved over time).

35



Such questions bring to light potential conflicts between human and ecological
wellbeing. For example, in developing countries where basic physiological needs have yet
to be met, people have often been forced to take desperate measures to survive that have
no doubt compromised ecological integrity. The current drought and housing crisis in
Sao Paulo, Brazil is no doubt evidence of these conflicts. Brazilians who have nowhere
else to live given the rapid urbanization of Sdo Paulo have erected homes in sensitive
watershed areas. In so doing they have further compromised water security for all within
the greater Sao Paulo state by adding to the contamination of scarce resources
(presentation by Sabesp Waste Management and Water Company in Sao Paulo, May
2014). However, despite the appeal of placing the blame of ecological degradation on the
poverty of developing countries (a blame the victim mentality) (Argyrou, 2005), Ballet et
al. (2013, p. 32) argue, “wealth rather than poverty is the main cause of both
environmental problems and the persistence of poverty by fuelling excessive
consumption of natural resources at the expense of local access.”

Adopting a social justice lens, the Capabilities Approach stems from Sen’s (1970,
1985, 1999) work on development and wellbeing with recent advancements made by
Nussbaum (2001, 2003, 2006). Sen’s version of the Capabilities Approach places strong
emphasis on “human freedoms”, which involves not only meeting human needs such as
those articulated in Maslow’s hierarchy, but also ensuring people the “liberty to define
and pursue our own goals, objectives and commitments, no matter how they link with
our own particular needs” (Sen, 2013, p. 6). No doubt access to adequate resources,
including economic, are necessary. However, the Capabilities Approach makes an
explicit attempt to move us beyond an income-based (or GDP at a global level)
conceptualization of wellbeing. As an alternative conceptualization, the Capabilities

Approach focuses on capabilities as potential functionings that individuals identify as
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enabling them to live the kind of lives they have reason to value (Sen, 1999; Nussbaum,
2003). In this way, the Capabilities Approach exemplifies how more recent framings of
wellbeing have been tied to diverse beliefs and understandings of what it means to be
human, and what constitutes human dignity, happiness and quality of life (Scott, 2012).
Supporting Sen’s emphasis on human freedoms, Pelenc and Dubois (2011, p. 6) sum up
the links between capabilities, functionings and wellbeing in the following:
“Functionings are related to wellbeing achievement and capability is related to the
freedom of choice to achieve wellbeing.” Thus, the freedoms to choose what constitutes a
“good life” and to act on those choices are essential to human wellbeing.

Both Needs Theory and the Capabilities Approach share tenets with a Human
Security Framework (O’Brien, 2006; O’Brien et al., 2009; Redclift et al., 2011). A Human
Security Framework, embedded in a broader social justice perspective, provides the
critical theory lens necessary for grappling with interrelated concepts of power, agency,
justice and wellbeing in the context of global environmental change (O’Brien, 2006;
O’Brien et al., 2009). O’Brien (2006, p. 1) defines human security as “the condition when
and where individuals and communities have the options necessary to end, mitigate, or
adapt to risks to their human, environmental, and social rights; have the capacity and
freedom to exercise these options; and actively participate in attaining these options.” A
Human Security Framework prioritizes building the capacities of people within
communities to “respond to change, whether by reducing vulnerability or by challenging
the drivers of environmental change,” including structural inequality and human rights
abuses (O’Brien, 2006, p. 1). A key component of a Human Security Framework is the
recognition that individual and communal perceptions of risk and vulnerability to

environmental change—factors heavily shaped by dominating social and cultural
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norms—can either build or impede capacities for adaptation or transformation (Redclift
et al., 2011; Adger et al., 2009).

While Needs Theory, the Capabilities Approach, and the Human Security
Framework each offer valuable alternatives to the deeply entrenched economic
rationality of wellbeing, their focus on the needs and interests of humans reinforces a
more anthropocentric view of SD whereby human development comes at the potential
risk of ecological degradation (e.g. natural resource depletion to serve human
consumption needs) (Walsh, 2011). Furthermore, critics have argued that some of the
most widely accepted approaches to conceptualizing and assessing human wellbeing are
overwhelmingly individualistic (Kjell, 2011). Such criticisms point to the problem of an
increasing spread of the Western ideal of individualism and individual prosperity, which
has contributed to a loss of solidarity between individuals and societies in addition to
competition for resources that breed inequality. As the critics purport, individualistic
approaches to and measures of wellbeing foster a sense of isolation and self-interest,
whereby individuals fail to account (or are prevented from accounting) for how their
actions impact their wider local and global communities, let alone the ecosystem (Wilson
& Wilson, 2007; Kjell 2011).

Despite these criticisms, a more intentional focus on the concept of wellbeing in
general allows for the incorporation of important factors besides economic indicators
that contribute to living a “good life.” Drawing from the Capabilities Approach and
Human Security Framework, these might include factors such as interpersonal
relationships, social cohesion, freedom, justice, equity and capacities—all of which are
essential to socioecological justice and sustainability. Factors of community or collective
wellbeing also do appear to have broader appeal within the Capabilities Approach and

the Human Security Framework (Kjell, 2011). Additionally, other recent
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conceptualizations of human wellbeing such as those falling into the categories of
“hedonic” (associated with subjective wellbeing) and “eudaimonic” (associated with
purpose and the realization of full human potential) hold promise for bringing attention
to the importance of environmental health and human-environment connectedness to
aspects of human wellbeing such as physical health, psychological health and happiness
(i.e. subjective wellbeing), a sense of purpose or self-fulfillment, and self-efficacy (Kjell,
2011; O’Brien, 2009; Dietz et al., 2009; Cloutier et al., 2014a; Cloutier et al., 2014b).

One example of emerging approaches that attempt to directly link sustainability
with wellbeing measures is the Sustainable Neighborhoods for Happiness Index (SNHI).
SNHI foregrounds the role that sustainable communities play in greater subjective
wellbeing (Cloutier et al., 2014a; Cloutier et al., 2014b). Justification for alternative
approaches to wellbeing such as SNHI are supported by research that shows how
wellbeing gains in income reach a point of diminishing returns. After a certain point,
continued growth does little to improve human wellbeing, and may in fact counteract it
by generating greater inequality and even poor life satisfaction, all the while adding
further to ecological degradation (Di Tella & MacCulloch, 2006; Kasser & Kanner,
2004). This illustrates how positioning non-economic centered aspects of human
wellbeing as aims for sustainability/SD can simultaneously result in benefits for both
humans and the wider ecosystem of which we are a part (Dietz et al. 2009; Kjell, 2011;
Cloutier et al., 2014b).

Though the different conceptualizations of human wellbeing discussed above still
run the risk of reinforcing an instrumental rendering of the human-environment
relationship, they are steps in the right direction. These examples show that a focus on
wellbeing has the potential to help us move beyond an economic rationality toward an

ecological rationality that advances socioecological justice and wellbeing for humans and
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our wider ecosystem. The key to this is to more intentionally integrate human and
ecological interests into a broader sustainable wellbeing framework that moves us past
an exploitative relationship with nature in which we see it as existing solely to serve
human needs and interests. But first, I explore the challenges to such integration by
highlighting the conflicts between human and ecological wellbeing embedded within the
anthropocentric vs. ecocentric sustainability debate.

A recurring theme in the sustainability and sustainable development literature is
this battle between an anthropocentric model of sustainability, which puts serving the
needs of human welfare at the center, and an ecocentric model, which values the health
and wellbeing of the entire ecosphere, of which humans are just one part (Rowe, 1994;
Beckmann et al., 1997; Gough et al., 2000; Hoffman & Sandelands, 2005; Argyrou,
2005; Sneddon et al., 2006; Horsthemke, 2009; Ingwe et al., 2010; Kopnina, 2013;
Imran et al., 2014). An anthropocentric model is most concerned with human self-
preservation and sustaining our current ways of living at whatever cost to the
environment, including the dominant socio-cultural, political and economic systems we
have created, for better or worse. Under this model, we disavow links between our
growing global ecological crisis and our personal and societal “environmental ethics and
values”, or rather, lack thereof (Imran et al., 2014, p. 135; Sarvestani & Shahvali, 2008;
Vucetich & Nelson, 2010; Kopnina, 2013). By adopting a socioecological systems
approach, an ecocentric model strives for a greater balance between human and
ecological wellbeing, recognizing that these are inseparable, but can at times be in
conflict with one another. Crucial here is ensuring that conflicts between human-
environment interests are transparent and are considered in all sustainability decision-

making and action, especially where tradeoffs are deemed necessary.
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More holistic ecocentric goals for sustainability center around total ecosystem
welfare (including that of humans), emphasizing such realities as ecosystem limits, our
ecological footprint, and the recognition of how our present dominant development
paradigm based on unsustainable growth is antagonistic to both human and ecological
wellbeing. The sustainable economy model Jackson (2009) proposes (see discussion in
previous sections) could be considered an example of a more ecocentric approach to
sustainability. This is due to the model’s concern with the previously discussed “bounded
capabilities” that are governed by earth’s finite resources and regenerative capacity, and
their implications for the interconnected flourishing (i.e. wellbeing) of present and future

human and non-human life forms.

Political discourse has carried the anthropocentric vs. ecocentric theme forward
by highlighting the deep-seated conflict between the realization of human wellbeing and
ecological wellbeing (White, 1967; Sachs, 2001; Hancock, 2003; Brown & Kasser, 2005;
Sneddon et al., 2006). Associated with this conflict are human perceptions of
sustainability or sustainable development as requiring society to submit to restrictions or
constraints on our “personal desires, needs, and ultimately, happiness” (Brown & Kasser,
2005, p- 349). Such negative associations equating sustainability with “self-sacrifice”—or
worse, harm—runs the risk of undermining or making behaviors that promote
socioecological justice appear less desirable, and reinforces anthropocentric,
individualistic values and worldviews (White, 1967; Kjell, 2011). Understanding the ways
in which values, worldviews, and perceptions shape peoples’ willingness to adopt more
sustainable behaviors in order to adapt to a rapidly changing climate has become a
leading concern for researchers and experts in the interrelated sustainability and global
change fields. In an effort to further this understanding, I make the case for shifting our

framing from “sustainable development” to “sustainable wellbeing.” Justified by the
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discussions and debates I have covered throughout this chapter, I present the basis of the
proposed alternative framing in the concluding sections that follow.
Carving out a Sustainable Wellbeing Framing

The proposed conceptualization of sustainable wellbeing represents an
embodiment of integrated plurality, drawing on components viewed as integral to
socioecological justice that stem from a diverse range of theoretical and practical
traditions. As such, I sketch out the beginnings of what is meant to be a more holistic
rendering of sustainable wellbeing predicated on particular principles and values that
are considered essential to the realization of socioecological justice.

Values and Principles Guiding the Proposed Sustainable Wellbeing
Framing

Fundamental to this sustainable wellbeing framing is the reclamation of
“integrationism” or an “integrated relation to nature” (Bendik-Keymer, 2006, p. 197). In
the most basic sense, this begins with the extension of the “wellbeing” concept to include
both human and ecological welfare. Embracing an ecocentric perspective, or what
Bendik-Keymer (2006, p. 54) refers to as an “ecological orientation,” sustainable
wellbeing acknowledges that humanity and the natural world are deeply-interconnected
component parts of the wider ecosphere. Such a perspective calls for a collective
understanding of wellbeing whereby humans must strive to live in harmony and balance
with the natural world. This entails living by principles of “complementarity, solidarity,
and equality” for all entities that make up the ecosphere (World Conference on Climate
Change and the Rights of Mother Earth, 2010, “Peoples’ Agreement”). At the same time,
it promotes the “practice of ‘biospherical egalitarianism™, which recognizes both humans
and the natural world (i.e. larger ecosystem) as subjects in and of themselves, and that
each embody intrinsic value irrespective of the instrumental value to one another (Ingwe

et al., 2010, p. 005, as cited in Imran et al., 2014, p. 139). While proponents of a more
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radical environmentalism have been criticized for taking ecocentricism to the extreme,
viewed as being against humanity, that is not the interpretation of ecocentricism
introduced here (Argyrou, 2005). Rather, this framing of sustainable wellbeing
integrates notions such as human AND environmental dignity, needs and rights in a
shared goal of respecting life in all its diversity through reinforcing, as opposed to
conflicting, mechanisms (Bendik-Keymer, 2006).

The term “sustainable” is important here because it carries forward the notions of
inter-generational and intra-generational equity within the social, environmental,
economic, and governance spheres in pursuing wellbeing for all human and non-human
species (Ban Ki-moon, 2014). It also accentuates interspecies equity and the reality of
earth’s fragility, underscoring that we live in a world with finite natural resources and
ecological carrying capacity (Jackson, 2009). As such, it promotes “ecological sensibility”
in all human endeavors (Kates et al., 2006). Finally, this sustainable wellbeing framing
strives to disrupt the zero-sum game approach to sustainability tradeoffs whereby those
in power reap the rewards of sustainability decision-making and action while those more
vulnerable are forced to bear the burden of sacrifice. As an alternative approach, it
adopts Kjell’s (2011, p. 264) reframing of tradeoffs as “catalysts” for “an all-inclusive
increase in wellbeing in the long term”, as opposed to “constraints” that “infringe on
individual freedom.”

Unpacking Human and Ecological Wellbeing within a Sustainable Wellbeing
Framing

Given the multitude of approaches to and definitions of wellbeing, it is important
to articulate what is meant by human and ecological wellbeing. This section aims not to
argue for a separation of the two, but rather to tease out the nuances of each
complementary part while simultaneously demonstrating their intersectionality.

Human wellbeing. For the purposes of this proposed framing, I draw on the
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work of Stutz (2006) and Summers & Smith (2014), which describe human wellbeing as
consisting of several key interrelated elements. I synthesize these as follows: 1)
“welfare”—includes access to environmental, educational, medical, economic, and other
natural and social capital resources necessary to meet basic human needs for physical
and psychological health (social capital includes both informal and interpersonal
relationships that foster social support and human solidarity, as well as formal
institutions that establish norms within the wider sociopolitical environment); 2)
“contentment” (i.e. fulfillment)—includes subjective wellbeing aspects such as balanced
and continued life satisfaction or happiness and a sense of purpose and self-efficacy
linked to one’s “heredity, circumstances and actions” (Stutz, 2006, p. 6); and 3)
“freedom”—includes individual and societal capabilities and human rights, shaped
heavily by the capacity “to choose one’s destiny and the ability to live a life one chooses”
without infringing upon the freedom and rights of others (Stutz, 2006, p. 4). Each of
these has important implications for establishing norms (e.g. human rights) and
accountability mechanisms for maintaining socioecological justice, and building capacity
for sustainable wellbeing.

I want to highlight the last element, freedom, which has strong links with Sen’s
work, particularly Development as Freedom (Sen, 1999), his Capabilities Approach
discussed earlier, and his articulation of “a freedom-based” as opposed to needs-based
“view of sustainable development” (SD) (Sen, 2013, p. 10). Sen’s work is notorious for
challenging the “wealth maximization” development orientation, introducing freedom as
an alternative framing for not only promoting individual wellbeing, but working toward
social justice and human rights realization for all (Sneddon et al., 2006, p. 262; Anand &
Sen, 2000). Building on his notion of freedom, Sen (2013, p.10) proposed a “freedom-

based” view of SD which prioritizes human agency, creating the capacity for people to
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choose to live more sustainably and in harmony with one another and the natural world.
Severely constricting freedoms, Sen argues, creates inequality and fosters competition
for resources that is likely to lead to more, rather than less, exploitation of the natural
world as well as of one another. Sen uses sustainable consumption as an example of one
possible sustainability pathway that people must be free to choose as a pathway in life
they have reason to value. This freedom to choose includes, for example, being free from
abject poverty or political enslavement (i.e. dictatorship), as well as from dependency on
ecologically destructive systems determining one’s livelihood (e.g. fossil fuel dependent
economies). Only through “reasoning and freedom”—both of which are linked to “power
to participate in decision-making”—Sen (2013, p. 16) argues, can people fully embrace
the kind of transformative values and behaviors necessary for sustainable wellbeing.
Sen’s conception of freedom has been criticized for inadequately dealing with
ecological concerns such as global environmental change (Sneddon et al., 2006; Jackson,
2009). As such, I also draw upon Jackson’s (2009) interpretation of freedom as
“bounded capabilities.” As discussed in previous sections, Jackson envisions bounded
capabilities as guideposts for determining pathways to joint human and ecological
flourishing (i.e. freedom). Key to ensuring this freedom is an emphasis on human-to-
human (i.e. social) and human-to-environment interdependency, along with taking into
full account the present and potential future “reality of life for every other species on the
planet” (Jackson, 2009, p. 35). This comes through creating a culture of plurality and
social cohesion by opening up a dialogical and democratic space that fosters
participation, social interaction, critical consciousness and human agency (Bendik-
Keymer, 2006; Dobson & Bell, 2006; Jackson, 2009; Leach et al., 2010; Sen, 2013).
Creating such a culture requires nurturing what Bendik-Keymer (2006, p. 122) refers to

as an “ecological social maturity”—an ongoing socialization process of human
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development aimed at “being able to live well not only with each other, but also with
other forms of life.” Working toward ecological maturity not only epitomizes freedom in
this sustainable wellbeing framing, it represents the cornerstone of global ecological
citizenship (Bendik-Keymer, 2006). I will return to this discussion when describing
global ecological citizenship in Chapter 2.

Ecological wellbeing. In this sustainable wellbeing framing, ecological
wellbeing is guided by the concepts of ecological sustainability and ecological ethics. The
latter particularly entails a respect for the needs and rights of the natural world,
including present and future generations of all species within our larger ecosystem. This
has links to the work and movements stemming from deep ecology (Naess, 1989), the
Gaia hypothesis (Lovelock, 1979 and 2000; see also the Gaia Foundation for

contemporary applications: http://www.gaiafoundation.org/about-us), and the proposal

for a Universal Declaration of the Rights of Mother Earth adopted in 2010 at the World
Peoples Conference on Climate Change and the Rights of Mother Earth in Bolivia, among
others (Dryzek, 2013; to read the Universal Declaration of the Rights of Mother Earth,

see http://pwcec.wordpress.com/programa/). In attempts to relate ecological wellbeing

more directly with human wellbeing, I outline the following core elements which are
extrapolated from the Declaration of the Rights of Mother Earth (2010): 1) welfare—
includes respect for and protection of natural resources (e.g. water, air, land, physical
space, etc.) that contribute to sustained ecological health and biodiversity; 2)
contentment—includes fulfillment of “bio-capacity” and purpose, and maintaining “its
identity and integrity as a distinct, self-regulating and interrelated being”; 3) freedom—
includes being free to self-regulate and regenerate, and to exist “free from
contamination, pollution” and from “torture or cruel treatment by human beings”

(Article 2: Inherent Rights of Mother Earth).
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Despite its connotations of human emotions, the term “contentment” is
intentionally used again in ecological wellbeing to emphasize the agency that comes with
a subjective rendering of the natural world. Aside from conceding that other non-human
animals think and feel, it is pertinent to consider alternative perspectives of the
environment stemming from philosophies such as deep ecology, Gaia, and those that
underlie the Rights of Mother Earth. Proponents of these philosophies would argue that
the whole ecosphere is comprised of a diverse range of sentient beings, not just humans
and other animals. This is further supported by conceptions of nature as Mother Earth
found in traditional and indigenous cultures around the world (Dryzek, 2013).

The particular components of human and ecological wellbeing outlined above are
meant to underscore the importance of granting subjectivity—and thus inherent value—
to both humans and the natural world (i.e. ecosystem). The purpose is not to render the
environment human, but rather to advance a more analogous relationship between
human and ecological wellbeing that accounts for their complexity and demonstrates
their individual and interconnected concerns. This includes recognizing the rights, needs
and interests of each that deserve to be respec