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Abstract: Sustainability faces numerous challenges when applied to the real-world global economic
model of capitalism. In implementing sustainability planning based on the triple bottom line (TBL),
the prevailing trend of the economic pillar compromises both the environment and society. A
new vision of enduring sustainability is proposed in this paper to address such challenges by first
considering the global economic model in the real world and, second, having strong core values
of sustainability. To evaluate the first characteristic, a review of the literature regarding capitalism
and TBL-sustainability has been conducted. For the second characteristic, a historical–philosophical
discussion around the role of society and the economy has been conducted. The results suggest that a
realistic sustainable society requires a fixed and sustained focus on environmental and social pillars
together with a flexible organisation of society (including its economic model).
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1. Introduction

The word sustainability means “the quality of being able to continue over a period
of time” [1]. Following this definition, a sustainable society is one that endures over time.
However, the actual growth-based economy is causing ever-increasing environmental
degradation to the point of emergency [2], decreases in social wellbeing and equality [3],
and consecutive economic recessions [4]. This compromises society’s endurance, result-
ing in an unsustainable global situation, and opens the door for debate regarding the
foundations of modern society.

On a theoretical basis, sustainability depends on various factors; on an academic basis,
this translates into different definitions. On the one hand, sustainability is a transformation
of human lifestyles that optimises the likelihood that living conditions will continuously
support security, well-being, and health, particularly by maintaining the supply of non-
replaceable goods and services [5]. On the other hand, it also requires human activity to be
conducted in a way that conserves the functions of the earth’s ecosystems [6]. Furthermore,
notions based on the triple bottom line (TBL) divide sustainability into three different
pillars, representing it as a balanced integration of environmental, social, and economic
sustainability [7–9]. Indigenous notions separate the concept from economic growth [10].
In addition to the concept of sustainability, sustainable development is defined as a search,
thought, and design process towards a just and sustainable society [11].

The lack of homogeneity and clarity in the definition of the sustainability concept,
together with the increase of new field concepts, i.e., circular economy and sustainable
development, represent a challenge in implementing public planning and policy-making
for sustainability [12,13]. Addressing this challenge, sustainability science explores the
field of sustainability through transdisciplinarity, understanding it as a trans-discourse that
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connects individual discourses into a single whole, and systems thinking, understanding
society as interconnected systems [14]. In this field, it is common to find recent literature
centred on the TBL of sustainability. However, despite the fact that most efforts in public
policy formulation aim to address all three pillars of the TBL, the economic pillar appears
to have broken the balance, becoming nearly the sole focus of effort [15,16]. The influence
of the global economic model of capitalism on the TBL represents a challenge in the
implementation of TBL-based measures towards sustainability.

This work aims to propose a vision of sustainability within the field of sustainability
science that: (i) considers the global economic model in a real-world approach and (ii) has
strong core values of sustainability. Such a vision aims to provide a common ground within
the field of sustainability with regard to its core objective, aiming to facilitate consensus on
a conceptual basis. By reformulating TBL principles and substituting them for enduring
core values of sustainability, this vision also aims to strengthen sustainability by increasing
its resilience to the influences of the actual economic model.

The analytical framework of this work is depicted in Figure 1.
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In the first stage (left part of Figure 1), this work includes a literature review, which
first explores capitalism, sustainability, and the TBL to identify the challenges of TBL
sustainability within the global economic model of capitalism, while understanding the
TBL to be one among several different approaches towards sustainability. Next, this work
looks at the challenges of capitalism with regards to sustainability, and the sustainability
potential of different economic solutions.

In the second stage (right part of Figure 1), this work aims to highlight the core values
that sustainability models should pursue to increase society’s endurance over time. To
achieve this, we present a historical and philosophical reflection on the roles of society and
the economy in human life.

Combining the results from the first and second stages, the main contribution of this
work within the field of sustainability science is a vision of sustainability which is resilient
to and independent of economic models, as well as strong on core philosophical and
foundational values of a society that facilitate its endurance over time. Such a vision is a
re-formulation of sustainability that aims to overcome the main challenges encountered by
the actual vision and trend of the TBL, and, at the same time, contributes to the homogeneity
of the field of sustainability science.

This work is apportioned as follows: firstly, a review of the literature on the global
social and economic model (capitalism) and its relationship to sustainability and the TBL is
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presented in Section 2. Secondly, Section 3 reviews the primary philosophical reflections
on the roles of society and the economy throughout history, from ancient views on society
to modern reflections on capitalism, and identifies the main societal values required for
sustainability. Then, based on previous findings, Section 4 presents a new vision of sus-
tainability, including both its opportunities and challenges, as well as a reflection on its
implementation in the actual economic–political model.

2. Literature Review on Capitalism and Global Sustainability

Capitalism as an economic model has its roots in the 18th century [17]. Over the last
two centuries, it has materialised as the global economic model. The current predominant
model of capitalism is based on neoclassical economics, which promotes a growing linear
economy that transforms natural capital, or resources, into other forms of capital (manmade
capital) to meet the needs of humans [18]. Intrinsically, this model of take–make–dispose
transforms natural resources into waste [19].

Recent literature has established that different types of capitalism exist in the world,
and that they are distinguished from one another according to their social relationship
with the environment and their consequent mode of regulation; the main global economies
are distinguished in this work [20]. Despite the current debate around the capitalism
of the Chinese economic model—considered out of the scope of this work—this work
acknowledges considerations that place it on a capitalist approach [21–23]. Furthermore,
this work considers a general global approach towards a capitalist economic model based
on linear and growth-based neoclassical economics.

This global model is conceptually opposed to the principles of environmental sus-
tainability. In addition, the constant need for growth rooted in global capitalism implies
unlimited growth in the use of natural resources and waste disposal, seriously affecting
natural ecosystems and the services that these provide to sustain human life [24]. Added to
this environmental degradation is the pollution derived from economic activities.

This model’s social impacts include increased inequalities and poverty, which are
prolonged by climate shocks derived from the environmental crisis [25]. In addition,
extra-activist and unlimited growth capitalism fosters an individual lifestyle based on
materialism and consumerism, which has a negative impact on human wellbeing [26].
Thus, capitalism compromises not only the endurance of the natural environment, but also
the endurance of socially healthy lifestyles.

At an economic level, the recessions of recent decades have revealed the instability
of the economic model; the most recent global examples are the financial crisis of 2008
and the crisis of 2019 derived from COVID-19, with both having had severe social and
economic impacts [4,27]. These crises highlight instability and a lack of endurance in the
sustainability economic pillar, which is conceptually linked to the global economic model
of capitalism.

Hence, the global capitalist model compromises all three levels of the TBL, contradict-
ing sustainable development and challenging society’s sustainability and the very existence
of the human species in the future.

2.1. Capitalism and the TBL

Actions to implement a TBL sustainability approach in public planning face challenges
under the global economic model of capitalism. One example is the case of the EU find-
ing economic growth as a barrier to implementing their own TBL-based sustainability
plans [28,29].

Figure 2 depicts ideal TBL approaches vs. real-world approaches under capitalism;
the size of the spheres graphically represents both the importance and level of focus of each
approach in public planning and policy-making. Figure 2b is based on the results of reports
on the performance of TBL-based approaches for sustainability in the EU [28,29] to depict
real-world approaches.
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Based on reports that monitor the implementation of TBL approaches in European
public planning [28,29], and on principles of sustainability science [14], it was deduced
that the most difficult challenges of TBL approaches that currently hinder their imple-
mentation under the global economic model are, first, a persistent public effort for eco-
nomic growth, despite the negative environmental, social, and economic aspects of such
growth, as described above, and, second, a lack of effective monitoring and tracking of
sustainability-based goals. This includes properly monitoring sustainability parameters at
the environmental, social, and economic levels, as well as implementing mechanisms to
ensure that the monitored objectives are met (penalties, incentives, or others). Sustainability
initiatives often remain as simply a series of good intentions, with no mitigation strategies
available when failure to achieve goals is predicted. Finally, there is also the challenge
of the lack of a systems thinking approach to better identify synergies between different
objectives within different pillars.

The challenges mentioned above have, so far, reduced the effectiveness of TBL-based
approaches in transitioning society towards a more sustainable model.

2.2. Variations within Capitalism for Higher Sustainability

Over the last decades, capitalism has experienced variations to increase its sustainabil-
ity and facilitate the implementation of the TBL. As one example of the former, there exists
a trend based on green capitalism and the potential of innovation in clean tech [30]; this is
based on technological progress toward reducing the negative environmental and social
impacts of this model. However, clean tech solutions are sometimes contradictory when it
comes to environmental and social impacts [31,32].

As an example of the latter action, existing plans for a circular economy aim to
decouple economic growth from using natural resources through their reduction and
recirculation [33]; however, a circular economy is not sustainable by itself under the actual
economic context [6]. To increase its sustainability, circular economy drivers should more
closely consider their actual environmental performance [34], their inclination to foster
economic growth over environmental and social benefits [35], and the underexplored
systemic changes it requires in order to exploit its full potential [36].

In addition to green capitalism and circularity, in recent years, actions have been
taken toward achieving a collaborative economy to tackle hyper-consumerism and the
irrational consumption of goods [37,38]; however, these actions have been successfully
reframed by regime actors as purely economic activity, and are, thus, unlikely to lead to
sustainability [39].
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Other Economic Solutions

Other economic solutions and theories have the potential to reduce the negative impact
of the global economy on sustainability, but are not yet included in public planning efforts,
as per the findings of this literature review. Such solutions are found within the field
of ecological economics (EE), as opposed to the neo-classical economics (NCE) field that
currently dominates, and which understands the economic system as a sub-system of the
environment [18]. In EE, natural capital can be transformed without crossing ecological
limits. Furthermore, EE puts qualitative development above quantitative growth [40],
despite money being a quantitative rather than a qualitative category. Theories regarding
the bio-economy and the role of forests also fit well within the ideas present in EE [41–43].

In relation to the field of sustainability science, EE has a direct connection to strong
notions of sustainability, which emphasise a minimal substitution of natural capital for man-
made capital. On the other hand, NCE is more associated with weak sustainability, and
leads toward completely replacing natural capital with man-made capital [2,11]. Between
EE and NCE exists, among others, the concept of minimum vital capital, but determining
such a minimum rate is challenging [18].

EE positions argue that as the biosphere is a limited system, the economic systems
within it must also be limited. Once this limit is exceeded, the economy must reduce
its natural capital consumption rate, which implies going through a period of economic
decline [2] and becoming a steady-state economy (SSE). Such economic positions are also
referred to in the literature as “post-growth” economics [3,44].

For instance, Jackson and Victor [45] simulated a macroeconomic model for Canada
based on three scenarios: a baseline (growth-based) scenario, a carbon reduction scenario,
and a sustainable prosperity (quasi-stationary economy at the end of the period) scenario.
The results showed that well-being, quality of life, and environmental performance could
be achieved in the sustainable prosperity scenario. One report defined an SSE as a gateway
to freeing oneself from material needs [44], with materialism having a negative impact on
wellbeing and sustainable lifestyles [26]. In contrast, SSEs present challenges to welfare sys-
tems at five different levels: funding, rising relative costs of welfare, growth dependencies,
growing needs on a finite planet, and political barriers toward transforming the welfare
state [3].

3. A Philosophical Discussion on Society, the Economy, and Sustainability

The previous section of this work reflected on the challenges of TBL-based sustainabil-
ity with respect to capitalism, i.e., the current global economic model. This section aims to
broaden the scope of this reflection by discussing both the role of the economy on society
and the role of society on human life, such that society may endure over time and, hence,
be sustainable.

Accordingly, this section reviews and discusses philosophical reflections on society
and the economy throughout history, with two main objectives: (i) to understand how
the current economic model compromises the sustainability of society and, therefore, its
endurance; and (ii) to highlight the values on which sustainability plans and actions should
be based in order to facilitate them.

The main question addressed in this review is: what is the value of a sustainable
society on the endurance of human life? The initial hypothesis of this work was that society
is a resource, a way of organisation for human beings to facilitate human life and, hence,
its endurance. Furthermore, this work questions the role of the economy in a sustainable
society.

3.1. Historical Review on Society and the Economy

The first philosophical reflections on society come as early as the 6th century B.C., by
Confucius (K’ung Fu Tzu) in East Asia, who emphasised the role of the rulers of society in
facilitating the daily lives of human beings [46].
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In Western cultures, the Ancient Greeks set the foundations of thought. Plato described
his pragmatic vision of a strictly organised society, in which education played a key role in
the division of work, assigning persons to different tasks according to the characteristics
of their souls [47]. Like Confucius, Plato identified society’s role as satisfying human
needs, both material needs and needs for a happy life. Furthermore, Plato identified
economics as an organisational tool with which to facilitate society. Plato also envisioned
an aristocracy of the wise as the best system of government, expressing that rulers would
be denied possession of private goods, dedicating their life to ruling and learning how to
rule in society. In doing so, Plato established a solid barrier between economics and public
government, protecting rulers from being influenced by material greed. The happiness
of the rulers and the ruled, other than through materialism, should be achieved through
personal development and harmony in life.

Aristotle, Plato’s disciple, elaborated on the role of society to guarantee the supreme
good of its human beings, being it their moral and intellectual life. For Aristotle, man is,
by nature, a social and political animal; hence, it naturally depends on society. Regarding
the economy, Aristotle identified natural and unnatural ways of enrichment: the former
counted on grazing, hunting, fishing, or agriculture, whereas the latter included lending
and exchanging, except exchanges leading to the satisfaction of a need [48,49]. Moreover,
he identified the heterogeneous display of wealth as a cause of conflict within society;
democracy was his preferred way of ruling, since it favored a homogeneous display of
wealth. Like his mentor, Aristotle highlighted the importance of the economy within society
by identifying private enrichment as a challenge for fulfilling its role.

The Middle Ages passed without relevant contributions on the topic. The historical
context of absolutism encouraged philosophers in the Modern Age to reflect on the figure
of a single ruler over society [50]. Machiavelli, Spinoza, Hobbes, and others identified
society as a mediator of conflicts, as a central point of order from a chaotic natural state of
humanity; order could serve to satisfy human needs [50–52]. Locke changed the discussion
by moving toward democracy and liberalism, introducing the separation of powers and the
natural right to private property [53]; this was later discussed by other authors, including
Montesquieu, Voltaire, Hume, and Kant [54–57].

Private property constituted the basis of what would later become the economic system
of capitalism. Despite being conceived as a way to take power away from central rulers,
Rousseau identified private property as the origin of inequality, anticipating a trade-off
between capitalism and welfare [58]. As the use of natural resources started to increase
due to private interests, Hans Karl von Carlowitz introduced the concept of sustainability
through the silvicultural principle that the amount of wood harvested must not exceed
the volume that grows back [59]. At this time, the economy began to gain importance
within society, as a means of fulfilling the basic needs of human beings at the same time
that economic consequences are experienced by the environment.

Shortly after the beginning of the industrial revolution in 1760, Adam Smith published
The Wealth of Nations [17], laying the foundations for capitalism and modern economic
policy. Smith introduced economic growth through division of labour and accumulation of
wealth as the key to social wellbeing. The economic system is seen as a way for human be-
ings to satisfy both material and affective needs, thus fulfilling the role of society according
to the hypotheses in this work. Despite this, Smith anticipated the struggles of the working
class, stressing the need for public education to prevent alienation.

During the following centuries, as industrial society evolved, the philosophical debate
revolved around the freedom and equality of human beings. Society was seen by authors
such as Kant, Jefferson, Mill, and others as a facilitator of these rights, and introduced new
concepts such as freedom of expression or women’s rights [57,60,61]. They discussed how
the powers of the state were divided and the involvement of the state within the economy.
As it happened, the economy was already understood as a source of power, and discussions
around economic philosophy and economic democracy gained prominence. The objective
of society evolved such that, in order to fulfil basic human needs, human beings should
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have both freedom and equality; the debate regarding the power of the economy over
that of the state anticipated a turning point in societal powers, to the detriment of public
governments and the benefit of economic powers.

Economic growth was already a subject of debate in the 19th century. John Stuart Mill
argued that unlimited growth would end up destroying the natural environment, which
had more value than just a material basis; he introduced the concept of a stationary economy,
preferred over unlimited growth [61]. Mill also introduced other innovative concepts that
remain subjects of debate today, such as birth control (as control over the growth of the
population) and a tax on capital accumulation. Along with David Thoreau, Mill envisioned
environmental problems if society focused merely on economic power; in the 19th century,
growth-focused capitalism was envisioned as environmentally unsustainable [61,62].

However, it was the social unsustainability of capitalism that attracted the most
attention in the 19th century. Throughout the socialist revolution, Marx aimed to end the
oppression of the working class by a classified society and avoid the resulting human
alienation (as predicted by Smith). According to Marx’s theses, the working class were not
free, as the results of their work did not belong to them but to the capitalists; for capitalism
to be humane, the results of such work must be the property of the workers; thus, being a
free activity [63]. These ideas positioned Marx as a materialist who considered the key to
social freedom to be the material product of work, which he identified as the main activity
of human beings. Furthermore, Marx introduced systems thinking by highlighting the
relationships of production within society. Thus, Marx saw the economy as intrinsically
bound to the main function of society, and as a tool of both oppression and freedom.
In summary, Marx’s position, as pertaining to the scope of this work, was that society
would be able to fulfil human needs, to the extent that the oppression of social classes was
eliminated, by rethinking the economic system and its basic relations of production. The
means towards achieving this goal was revolution.

Authors in the 20th century discussed political and economic systems. On the one
hand, Ayn Rand defended a “laissez-faire” capitalism, a liberal social order without gov-
ernment intervention that maximised the rights of humans and the benefits of private
property; to her, one’s freedom could only be realised through private property [64]. On
the other hand, John Rawls understood a reasonable society as a society of equals, with
justice as a referee to avoid inequality [65]. The key issue of the socialist/liberalist debate
was how to distribute goods in a way that does not restrict the freedom of human beings
(liberalist argument), while also minimising or avoiding inequalities (socialist argument).
Both liberalist and socialist positions defended key aspects of social welfare; the challenge
of society in facilitating human needs was, thus, based on social sustainability.

Also in the 20th century, Jean Baudrillard distanced from the liberalist/socialist debate
and reflected on Marx’s theses by stating that consumption, rather than production, was
the main driver of a capitalist society [66]. The key to this paradigm change rests on
Baudrillard’s four value-making processes for objects (functional, exchange, symbolic, and
sign), for which the value of an object transcends from its genuine use into its socially
constructed uses. Consumerism is, hence, the driver of societies in the late 20th and early
21st centuries.

3.2. Contemporary Notions around Society and the Economy

After the failure of the Soviet Union and its satellites, which defended the socialist
idea of equality over freedom in the 20th century, the philosophers of the 21st century
currently reflect on societies either for or against capitalism, the global economic system.
After centuries of development and integration within functioning societies, capitalism is
rooted within societal powers, and is, therefore, connected to social and environmental
problems.

Following this trend, Slavoj Zizek discussed the “rule of capital”, or how capital limits
the decision-making power of democratically elected politicians on issues related to capital.
The dominance of capital affects public life at practically all levels, and has grown during
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the last financial crises [67]. With democracy as the dominant political system throughout
the world, and capitalism as the global economic system, the impact of the rule of capital
on public life is severe.

The impact of COVID-19 on public life is another topic of discussion. On this topic,
Byung-Chul Han argues that the pandemic has reinforced authoritarian regimes, such as
China’s, and weakened freedom for citizens in exchange for physical security. Furthermore,
he argues that COVID-19 acts as a mirror to reflect that survival in society is based on a
fear of death while ignoring the principles of living a good life. In this society, vulnerability
and mortality depend on economic and social status. For example, the virus spreads to
workers who depend on the subway to go to work, while the upper class move to safe
country villas [68].

Changes at the anthropological level (how a human being is constituted and under-
stood) influence the efficacy of the capitalist free market; phenomenological anthropology
addresses such changes [69]. Following this line of thought, which began in the 20th
century but is gaining momentum in the 21st, human beings are understood as changing
subjects conditioned by exposure to the various others who inhabit the same world, as
well as to the world itself. Such changes on the human subject have an impact on the
economic dimension of society and, hence, on its sustainability. Human beings should not
be considered as unchanging.

Comparing contemporary notions with the hypotheses of this work, it is apparent
that society in the 21st century does not fulfil the role of facilitating human life. Following
Zizek’s thesis, the rule of capital has shifted the focus of society toward satisfying economic
power instead of basic human needs; this was anticipated by several philosophers through-
out history, as stated in the previous section. Following Han’s thesis, the fear of physical
security has diverted the focus from other needs of human beings, and has merely focused
on a specific environmental issue, as said fear responds to issues related to the pandemic,
but not to other environmental hazards to human life.

3.3. Discussion

Reviewing the roles of society and the economy from a philosophical perspective,
it has been verified that the main role of society has been understood as facilitating the
satisfaction of human needs. In the past, this was achieved through the organisation,
order, and guarantee of the rights of human beings to freedom and equality. The growing
importance of capitalism after the industrial revolution affected the role of the economy
in public life, where it has gained power and relevance and diverted the focus of society
towards economic aspects. Consequently, the main objective of current globalisation is not
to increase welfare at a global level, but to maximise profit [68], which feeds into Zizek’s
theory of the rule of capital. As a practical example, the rule of capital can be observed in
public lobbying by private entities.

Zizek’s view on the rule of capital ties in well with Plato’s concern regarding economics
and how rulers had to be protected from material ends by forbidding their claim to material
profit. Despite the ancientness of Plato’s concern compared with Zizek’s contemporary
theses, the different societies to which they belong, and the differences in other aspects of
their authors’ theses, e.g., Zizek’s egalitarian and democratic society vs. Plato’s aristocracy
and its privileges, the potential of this solution on separating economic influence from
the public ruling is at least a matter for debate. This is also well aligned with the results
in Section 2 concerning the bias of growth-based capitalism on implementing TBL-based
sustainability planning.

This is not the only example of anticipated trade-offs in global capitalism with respect
to societal sustainability. Smith anticipated oppression as an alienation of the working
class, identifying the possible negative social consequences of capitalism. Mill and Thoreau
anticipated the severe degradation of natural resources by a capitalist model based on
unlimited growth; earlier, von Carlowitz introduced the concept of natural yield limit [59].
The unsustainability of capitalism in the 21st century is, thus, not a new trend.
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Regarding the three pillars of the TBL and their importance in philosophical reflection,
our review has shown that social concerns were concentrated on the social pillar when
discussing the role of the economy in society. This may be because environmental conse-
quences arising from the structuring of society have not occurred until recently, climate
change being an example. In contrast, social consequences were tangible from the very
beginning of society. Furthermore, the economic consequences have not been discussed in
philosophical reviews; the fact that the economy is seen as an organisational tool but not as
a priority, nor a basic human need, may explain this.

Regarding the sustainability of society, it has been observed that for a society to endure
over time, it needs to ensure the satisfaction of the human needs of its human beings.
Human needs include biological needs, such as breathing oxygen or drinking water, but
also emotional, existential, intellectual, cultural, or spiritual needs. Biological needs relate
directly to environmental sustainability, since human beings cannot survive without the
environment enduring over time; the other needs relate directly to social sustainability,
including individual well-being and the social cohesion of human beings.

The main values for sustainability are, thus, environmental and social sustainability.
Economic sustainability has not been considered a priority in this philosophical review.
Hence, it should not be considered a priority of society at the same level as the environ-
mental and social pillars. This approach to sustainability opposes the TBL and is discussed
in more detail in the next section.

4. Society-Based Sustainability

This section aims to introduce a vision of sustainability based on the analyses made in
Sections 2 and 3. On the one hand, in Section 2, it has been verified that the TBL remains
an idealistic approach when subjected to the global economic model of capitalism, which
forces an imbalance in favour of economic aspects. Moreover, these aspects tend to be
counterproductive to society and the environment. On the other hand, in Section 3, it has
been shown that social and environmental sustainability should be precisely the focus
of society, aligned with notions of sustainability that prioritise environmental and social
aspects over economic ones [11]. In alignment with these results, the proposed model of
sustainability is presented in Figure 3.
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The definition of the model is structured according to the word sustainability itself,
which is divided into two parts: sustain and ability. The sustain part defines the key issues
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that a society needs to endure and promote to remain sustainable, i.e., to endure over
time; here, the environmental and social pillars are found. The ability side defines the
organisational part, which consists of tools, mechanisms, and systems, among other pieces,
that society needs to develop and put into practice to sustain the key objectives; these
objectives include—but are not limited to—the economy, education, justice, planning, and
policy-making.

The sustain side is fixed; it represents undeniable, inflexible goals that society must
pursue. Such goals are defined through sustainability indicators that measure the per-
formance of society. In contrast, the ability side is flexible; all systems can be reformed,
adapted, and re-designed to meet society’s goals. The ability side should also have indica-
tors to monitor its performance. However, these indicators should not be placed on the
same level of importance as those on the sustain side, since the former is not vital to a
sustainable society, whereas the latter is.

The main objective of this model is an enduring sustainable society; that is, to reinforce
the endurance of society over time. To this end, society needs to address both the biological
and emotional needs of its human beings. The two pillars of this model are, then, the
environmental pillar for biological needs, and the social pillar for emotional needs. There
is, however, a logical preference and an imbalance in the importance of such pillars, putting
biological needs before emotional and, hence, putting the environmental pillar as the first
priority and the social pillar as the second, depending on the fulfilment of the environmental
pillar.

According to the description of sustainability positions, as defined by Michelsen et al. [11],
the model depicted in Figure 3 is based on strong and bi-dimensional sustainability. In
such an approach, the environment is established as the priority, and the substitution of
natural capital is considered limited; it can be substituted as long as it does not compromise
ecosystem services to meet human needs. This model presents various opportunities in the
field of sustainability science. First, it contributes to strengthening sustainability at a global
level by: (a) establishing environmental performance as the priority, and (b) reinforcing
social sustainability as the second priority, favouring individual empowerment through
structuring society on values that favour human well-being. Second, such an approach
would contribute to establishing a clear vision of the objectives pursued by sustainability,
around which field research should be structured. This can help consolidate a common
ground: a consensus on sustainability values and goals for academia to pursue that are
not currently found in the literature. This can also open debate around such goals and
values, which already represents a step forward in the now-heterogeneous academic field
of sustainability science. Third, the model aims to integrate sustainability science within
societal thinking and, consequently, in formulating policies, integrating key points such
as transdisciplinarity and systems thinking. This model envisages society as a complete
system with different disciplines (economy, justice and education, among others) that work
together to achieve its endurance.

However, this sustainability vision also faces challenges to be taken into account. The
first relates to clearly defining the indicators for environmental and social objectives, as well
as for organisational aspects, since this is a complex task and must involve many field actors,
which may make it difficult to reach a common ground when so many different viewpoints
are integrated. The second challenge concerns lobbying by economic powers. With the
economy being the ruling power in today’s society, it can be difficult to overcome the
dominance of capital by structuring a society on values based not on economic aspects, but
environmental and social ones. Finally, the third challenge relates to the implementation
of such a model in the current global socio-economic context, while also considering
the diversity of societies worldwide; this is considered in further detail in the following
sub-section.
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Society-Based Sustainability in the Actual Economical-Political Model

The vision of a sustainable society described in this work differs from the current
model of global NCE and the strong influence it has on public decision-making. Hence,
some aspects should be taken into account to create such a vision, being related to the
resistance to change of the current model.

The first issue concerns the functioning of the consumption model and the materialistic
consumption patterns that constitute it. For this sustainability vision to thrive, consumers
have to move away from materialistic goals in consumption, and towards more humanistic
values; it is important to understand the irrational part of consumer behaviour, and the
social fears and complexes behind it [37,38]. Such change might require a re-invention of
the ways of constituting a human person, which might involve the method of philosophical
phenomenology. In addition to that, the attitude–behaviour gap should be addressed
through clear and effective information for consumers [70,71]; this would require more
transparency on production processes, supply chain, and workforce management on a
lifecycle basis. More information for consumers and citizens can help increase their pro-
activeness on sustainability issues.

The second issue concerns academics and the required consensus among them with
regards to the role of sustainability in society and on the indicators that define sustainabil-
ity. This consensus should consider the perspectives of different fields included within
sustainability science, i.e., biology, psychology, philosophy, or economics, through trans-
disciplinarity. Amplifying the consensus on sustainability issues should facilitate the
participation of academics in public decision-making to strengthen the sustainability of
public policies. Whether this is a priority for current decision-makers remains open.

5. Conclusions

This work aimed to tackle challenges in the field of sustainability science through
a formulation of a new sustainability vision. The literature review on capitalism and
sustainability in Section 2 concludes that the global model of capitalism is nowadays
unsustainable, and solutions to tackle this issue have, so far, fallen short. The philosophical
review and discussion around the roles of society and the economy in Section 3 concludes
that, historically, different societal structures have played a role in facilitating human needs,
and these are encountered within the environmental and social pillars of sustainability; the
economy does not include human needs, and is, hence, not a pillar of sustainability.

This work’s main contribution to the sustainability science field is the new vision of
society-based sustainability reflected in Section 4, which is based on the results of Sections 2
and 3. This model reflects strong and bi-dimensional sustainability, with the environmental
pillar being the priority, and the social pillar being the second; in contrast with the TBL, the
economy is not considered a pillar, but a flexible organisational feature of society.

This work aims to provide discussion elements in the field of sustainability science,
forming a new vision of sustainability, and establishing a common basis for integrating
sustainability science into social structures. Future studies are needed to develop indicators
and quantification methods to complement the new sustainability vision and facilitate its
development in a real-world economic–political model, as well as in the discussion of the
economic, philosophical, social, and even anthropological aspects around the required
transformation of the status quo towards a sustainable society.
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