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Summary 
 
The fist section of this article evokes the new perception of “ecological scarcities“ that 
underlies the concern for the (un)sustainability of “development” in our contemporary 
societies. This allows the introduction in the second section, of the irreducible ethical 
dimension of any concern for sustainability. The “Brundtland” definition of sustainable 
development, as a development process that “meets the needs of the present generation 
without compromising those of generations to come,” announces intergenerational 
equity as a basic precept. Yet, to what extent can the two goods—the needs of the 
present” and those of the future generations—be satisfied simultaneously? Supposing 
that the economic and ecological feasibility of a sustainable development can be 
demonstrated, what are the societal (ethical, political, institutional) motivations that may 
assure its attainment? The third section gives a quick overview of the (mostly 
economic) literature that discusses intergenerational equity as an arbitrage of costs and 
benefits between present and future generations. The economic analyses highlight the 
need for societal commitment for achieving any meaningful intertemporal equity of 
resource allocation. The fourth section deepens this argument, drawing for illustration 
on the arguments of John Stuart Mill in the nineteenth century on justice and the 
stationary state. In the fifth section, it is noted that the antagonism between present and 
future generations, is only one aspect of a generalized structural opposition—between 
“us” and the “other,” between self-interest and interest in the life of another, between 
the human and the nonhuman world, between “our” culture and other cultures. The 
quest for a sustainability ethic centers on questions of coexistence and respect of 
difference, where notions of hospitality and human dignity are perhaps more important 
than material wealth. New forms of politics will have to be invented that seek out 
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prospects of coexistence and reconciliation. The sixth section discusses some seeds that 
can be found in a variety of deliberative democratic practices. 
 
1. Introduction 
 
The term sustainability evokes a broad and diffuse set of concerns to reconcile the 
tensions between (1) exploitation of the potentials of nature in the pursuit of human 
well-being, and (2) coexistence of diverse life forms, both human and nonhuman, on the 
planet. When Ricardo (1817) wrote, at the beginning of the nineteenth century, on the 
“indestructible” (but scarce) powers of the land, he wrote also of the abundance of 
nature’s free gifts. “The brewer, the distiller, the dyer,” he said, “make incessant use of 
their air and water for the production of their commodities; but as the supply is 
boundless, they bear no price.” Evidently, now that not merely continental freshwaters 
but also the high seas fisheries and global atmospheric systems are the object of 
international agreements on pollution emissions controls, it is no longer remotely 
plausible to treat the raw materials and “services” furnished by nature as indestructible 
and/or non-scarce. 
 
This new—or, at least, newly perceived—ecological scarcity must be analyzed in 
political and economic dimensions, both of which open out onto considerations of 
justice and ethics. The political dimension refers to the need for institutional 
mechanisms for resolution of conflicts over access to raw materials and environmental 
services. Economists have typically approached the environmental problem in terms of 
the idea of “correct prices” for environmental goods and services reflecting the 
opportunity costs of their use. Exploitation of a natural resource implies a reduction in 
what is or might be available for use tomorrow. Similarly, destruction of a habitat or of 
life-support functions of an ecosystem through pollution discharges, impairs the 
capacity of that ecosystem to deliver services such as amenity, clean air and water, and 
thriving plant and animal populations, into the future. Thus, the future generations’ 
access to environmental sources of well-being is neither “exogenously given” nor 
indestructible. In this context, what is the appropriate distribution of endowments or 
“rights” to use of the environment—between rich and poor, between present and future, 
between tribal versus industrial users, for subsistence versus exports, and so on? Whose 
conception of rights, wealth, duties, fairness, dignity or decency will, or should, prevail? 
 
2. Ethical Dimensions in the Supply and Demand of Sustainability 
 
The most widely referred to definition of “sustainable development” is the one given by 
the World Commission on Environment and Development (WCED) in 1987 (The 
Brundtland Report), as “paths of human progress which meet the needs and aspirations 
of the present generation without compromising the ability of future generations to meet 
their needs” and as “a process of change in which 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.” Here, explicitly, is already a notion of intergenerational equity, 
and as such, a basic ethical precept for sustainable development. 
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The Brundtland definition expresses a wish, a hope, a desire for harmonization, but 
without having established the feasibility of achieving it. To what extent can the two 
goods—the needs of “present” and “future” generations—be satisfied simultaneously? 
Even if the physical (economic and ecological) feasibility of a sustainable development 
comes to be demonstrated, it still remains to outline the societal (ethical, political, 
institutional) preconditions for attainment. This is the first opening onto the problematic 
of sustainability ethics. 
 
Sustainability studies have, since the 1970s, developed a heavy emphasis on analyzing 
feasibility of a “sustainable development” respectful of biophysical constraints. Yet, it 
cannot be deduced how future societies “ought” to develop simply from diagnoses of 
the opportunities and constraints imposed by nature. The present article is thus focused 
more particularly on the ethical dimensions of the “social demand” and motivations for 
sustainability. 
 
As will be discussed in Section 3, established economic analysis has tended to represent 
economic welfare as a function of levels of produced goods and services as a stock 
(capital, property holdings), or as a flow level (rates of consumption of produced goods 
and services). Ecological scarcity means trade-offs between present and future welfare 
levels. However, it becomes quickly evident that changes in patterns of resource use 
activity are unlikely to occur without major changes in social values: the greatest 
challenges are posed at the level of political process, decision-making, and institutions 
for conflict resolution. In particular, the question arises of the extent to which collective 
social objectives of equity and environmental sustainability can be reconciled with the 
notions of freedom and “self-interest” widely valorized in the West. Here a return is 
made to old questions of individual rights and duties, virtue and vice, license and public 
order, that have preoccupied centuries of political philosophy. 
 
Boulding (1966), in his famous “Spaceship Earth” essay, envisaged the need for a 
sustainable economy’s insertion in a “cyclical ecological system.” The image of a 
reciprocal exchange across space and time conforms to the notion of an ethical 
commitment to future generations. Boulding proposed that “the welfare of the 
individual depends on the extent to which he can identify himself with others, and that 
the most satisfactory individual identity is that which identifies not only with a 
community in space but also with a community extending over time from the past to the 
future.” 
 
Daly (1973) pleaded, in a similar vein, for a “moral growth” that would translate into a 
willingness to embrace steady-state, citing satirist Jonathan Swift to the effect that, 
when individuals’ pursuit of self-interest is bounded (whether by law or by moderation), 
“they have nothing to do but to take care of the public.” Daly also drew inspiration from 
the writings of Mill (1848, 1861), who, in the middle of the nineteenth century, had 
already addressed the problem of how to reconcile ethical norms of individual freedom 
with requirements of social solidarity in a finite (planetary) living space. In Section 4 
Mill’s original conception of a just “stationary state” of society is reviewed. From 
starting points of the respect for individual freedoms, Mill ends up espousing a “duty of 
care” and ethical norms of reciprocity and solidarity that are really quite different from 
the self-interest of contemporary free-market discourses. If Swift’s “care for the public” 
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is extended, following the arguments of Mill, towards future generations and to the 
vitality of nonhuman life, then an arrival is made directly at a social ethic for 
coexistence, respect of diversity and sustainability! 
 
Section 5 develops the theme of ethical issues inherent in the notion of coexistence, in 
contemporary writings. A definition of sustainability which emphasizes the ecological 
dimensions, has been offered in ecological economics by Costanza and colleagues 
(1991): “Sustainability is a relationship between human economic systems and larger 
dynamic, but normally slower-changing ecological systems, in which (1) human life can 
continue indefinitely, (2) human individuals can flourish, and (3) human cultures can 
develop; but in which effects of human activities remain within bounds, so as not to 
destroy the diversity, complexity, and function of the ecological life support system.” 
 
The accent is placed on diversity in relation to life-support capacities. This leads to 
noting that the antagonism between present and future generations is only one aspect of 
a more generalized structural opposition—between “us” and the “other,” between self-
interest and interest in the life of another. Analysis of this multifaceted “us/other” 
opposition allows a deepening of the question, what is distinctive about an “ethic for 
sustainability” in comparison with the ethics that guide business-as-usual in the modern 
world? 
 
Finally, in Section 6, the distinction between substantive and procedural aspects of 
sustainability concerns is reviewed. The “substantive” refers to descriptions grounded in 
physical or monetary measures of stocks and flows. The “procedural” refers to 
collective processes of action and decision-making seeking to reconcile differences, 
mitigate conflicts, and provide for coexistence. These include deliberative democratic 
processes, community participation in resource management, and various other forms of 
“participation” that give scope for individual expression and the circulation of collective 
meaning. 
 
- 
- 
- 
 

 
TO ACCESS ALL THE 21 PAGES OF THIS CHAPTER,  
Visit: http://www.eolss.net/Eolss-sampleAllChapter.aspx 

 
 
 
Bibliography 
 

Boulding K. E. (1966). The economics of the coming spaceship Earth. Environmental Quality in a 
Growing Economy, ed. H. Jarrett. Baltimore: Johns Hopkins. Reprinted (1973) in Toward a Steady-State 
Economy, ed. H. E. Daly, 121–132. San Francisco:W. H. Freeman. [Boulding’s classic paper on the 
consequences for economic and political thinking, of an ecologically constrained economy.] 

https://www.eolss.net/ebooklib/sc_cart.aspx?File=E1-46A-03-01


UNESCO – 
EOLS

S

SAMPLE
 C

HAPTERS

PRINCIPLES OF SUSTAINABLE DEVELOPMENT - Vol. I – Intergenerational Equity, Human Rights, and Ethics Issues in 
Sustainable Development - Martin O’Connor 
 

©Encyclopedia of Life Support Systems (EOLSS) 

Brown W. E. (1989). In Fairness to Future Generations: International Law, Common Patrimony, and 
Intergenerational Equity. New York: Dobbs Ferry. [An example of the abundant writings treating of 
intergenerational fairness as a political philosophy, moral and economic distribution issue. ] 

Costanza R., Daly H.E., Bartholomew J.A. (1991). Goals, agenda and policy recommendations for 
Ecological Economics. In: R. Costanza Ed., Ecological Economics: The Science and Management of 
Sustainability. New York, Columbia University Press, pp. 1-20. [An exaustive essay about the basic 
recommandations for an ecological economics. ]  

Daly H. E. (1973). Toward a Steady-State Economy. San Francisco: W. H. Freeman. [A now classic 
collection, including Daly’s own influential essay—The steady-state economy: toward a political 
economy of biophysical equilibrium and moral growth.] 

Dryzek J. (1990). Discursive democracy. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. [Exposition of 
notions, drawing on Habermas, of deliberative processes as a basis for open and just society.] 

Foster J. (1997). Valuing Nature? Economics, Ethics and Environment. London: Routledge. [Collection 
of topical essays ranging across social sciences disciplines.] 

Funtowicz S. and O’Connor M. (1999). The passage from entropy to thermodynamic indeterminacy: a 
social and science epistemology for sustainability. Bioeconomics and Sustainability, Essays in Honour of 
Nicholas Georgescu-Roegen, eds. K. Mayumi and J. M. Gowdy, 257–286. Cheltenham: Edward Elgar. 
[Paper making a bridge between the properties of thermodynamic open systems and the ethical and 
existential challenges of a sustainable development.] 

Habermas J. (1990). Moral consciousness and Communicative Action. Cambridge, Massachussets, MIT 
press. [A systematic and in depth text regarding moral consciousness and communicative action.] 

Hegel G. F. W. (1807). Phenomenology of Spirit, English translation by A. V. Miller (1977). Oxford: 
Clarendon Press. [A rich and very dense philosophical work in which (inter alia) Hegel remarkably 
anticipated the failings and contradictions of utilitarian ideology that would become manifest in twentieth 
century liberal societies.] 

Holland A. (1997). The foundations of environmental decisionmaking. International Journal of 
Environment and Pollution 7(4), 483–496. [Argument for the pertinence of principled deliberation by 
members of human communities as a basis for just and reasonable decisions.] 

Howarth R. (1997). Sustainability, uncertainty, and intergenerational fairness. Sustainable Development: 
Concepts, Rationalities, Strategies, eds. S. Faucheux, M. O’Connor and J. van der Straaten, 239-258. 
Dordrecht: Kluwer. [Overview essay of ways that economists can try to bring notions of responsibility 
towards future generations into their model frameworks.] 

Hyde L. (1983). The Gift: Imagination and the Erotic Life of Property. Vintage/Random House. [Highly 
insightful blending of reflections from the worlds of anthropology, artistic endeavor, scientific knowledge 
production, and everyday life, on the ethics and practices of the gift.] 

Latouche S. (1989). L’Occidentalisation du Monde. Paris: La Découverte. [A spirited and insightful 
denunciation of Western culture as a steamroller of cultural destruction, and a plea for a different form of 
respect for human and societal diversity.] 

Leopold A. (1949). A Sand County Almanac, reprinted 1970. New York: Ballantyne Books. [A classic 
North American contribution to environmental ethics, inspired by intimate attentiveness to nature as a 
living community.] 

Mies M. ed (1988). Women: the last Colony. London: Zed Books. [Collection of essays by Maria Mies, 
Claudia von Werlhof, and Veronika Bennholdt-Thomsen, on ecofeminist themes.] 

Mill J. S. (1848). Principles of Political Economy, with some of their Applications to Social Philosophy, 
7th Edition (1871), edited with an introduction by W. J. Ashley (1909). London: Longmans, Green and 
Co.(reprinted 1976. New York: A. M. Kelly). [Classic treatise that deals with all topics in political 
economy—including land reform, externalities, public goods, etc.—in a remarkably “contemporary” 
way.] 

Mill J. S. (1861). Utilitarianism. reprinted pp.251-32. Utilitarianism, John Stuart Mill, reprinted and 
edited with an introduction by Mary Warnock (1962), 251–32. London: Collins/Fontana. [Mill’s last 



UNESCO – 
EOLS

S

SAMPLE
 C

HAPTERS

PRINCIPLES OF SUSTAINABLE DEVELOPMENT - Vol. I – Intergenerational Equity, Human Rights, and Ethics Issues in 
Sustainable Development - Martin O’Connor 
 

©Encyclopedia of Life Support Systems (EOLSS) 

major work, where notions of social reciprocity are made to emerge explicitly from a defense of 
individual liberty.] 

Norgaard R. (1988) Sustainable development: a co-evolutionary view. Futures 20, 606–620. [Short lucid 
exposition of sustainability as a process of cultural and institutional as well as ecological economic 
coevolution.] 

O’Connor M. (1994). Valuing fish in Aotearoa. Environmental Values 4, 145–165. [Highlights the 
tensions between market value and valuing the multidimensional “other” culture, other species, future 
generation.] 

O’Connor M. (1995). La réciprocité introuvable: l’utilitarisme de John Stuart Mill et la recherche d’une 
éthique pour la soutenabilité. Economie Appliquée XLVIII (2), 271–304. [Exposition of Mill’s thinking 
as a precursor to contemporary sustainable development debates; English version in The European 
Journal of History of Economic Thought 4 (1997).] 

O’Connor M. (1996). Cherishing the future, cherishing the other: a ‘post-classical’ theory of value. 
Models of Sustainable Development, eds. S. Faucheux, D. Pearce, and J. Proops, 321–344. Cheltenham: 
Edward Elgar. [A paper that shows how mathematical modeling can be exploited to convey notions of 
reciprocity for sustainability.] 

O’Connor M. (2000). Pathways for environmental valuation: a walk in the (hanging) gardens of Babylon. 
Ecological Economics 34(2), 175–194. [Introduces notions of domination and coexistence ethics via an 
exposition of “complexity” and social sciences epistemology for policy-oriented analysis.] 

O’Connor M. and Arnoux R. (1992). Ecologie, échange inéluctable, et éthique de l’engagement (Sur le 
don et le développement durable). Revue du MAUSS, No. 15-16, 288–309. [Links anthropological 
writings on social reciprocity to preoccupations with sustainability and coexistence in (post)industrial 
societies.] 

Patterson J. (2000). People of the Land: A Pacific Philosophy. Palmerston North, New Zealand: Dunmore 
Press. [Presentation of Maori and Polynesian culture perspectives on relations between the people and the 
land to which they belong, as a contribution to contemporary environmental philosophy.] 

Ricardo D. (1817). On the Principles of Political Economy and Taxation, ed. P. Sraffa (1951). 
Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. [One of the classics of political economy, which (apart from a 
lot of other interest) makes explicit the simple premises of an “invariant” physical environment 
underlying established schools of thinking in economics.] 

Sachs I. (1980). Stratégies de l’écodéveloppement. Paris: Les Editions Ouvrières. [Succinct statement in 
French of the concept and practice of ecodevelopment, integrating economic justice, political self-
determination and environmental sustainability, as formulated during the 1970s.] 

Sagoff M. (1988). The Economy of the Earth: Philosophy, Law, and the Environment. New York, 
Cambridge University Press. [A book dealing with the democratic political process and with the 
autonomous economic and lifestyle decisions.] 

Salleh A. (1997). Feminism as Politics: Nature, Marx and the Postmodern. London: Zed books. 
[Highlights the tensions between domination and coexistence ethics through an examination of 
epistemological and political dimensions of Western industrial/patriarchal problematics with nature, 
including class, cross-culture and gender contradictions.] 

Samuels W. J. (1992). Essays on the Economic Role of Government: Vol.I Fundamentals; Vol.II 
Applications. London: Macmillan. [Excellent discussions, with an economic and political philosophy 
emphasis, of the moral and institutional dimensions of public policy.] 

Sen A. (1987). On Ethics and Economics.. Oxford: Basil Blackwell. [A short classic arguing for the 
necessity of integrating the ethical dimensions of conduct into economic and policy analyses.] 

Shiva V. (1990). Staying Alive: Women, Ecology and development. London: Zed Books. [Argues for the 
primary roles of women’s “gendered” knowledge in order to combat the excesses of current technocratic 
and commercial zealotries and to build new humane social futures.] 



UNESCO – 
EOLS

S

SAMPLE
 C

HAPTERS

PRINCIPLES OF SUSTAINABLE DEVELOPMENT - Vol. I – Intergenerational Equity, Human Rights, and Ethics Issues in 
Sustainable Development - Martin O’Connor 
 

©Encyclopedia of Life Support Systems (EOLSS) 

Stone C. (1987). Earth and other Ethics: The Case for Moral Pluralism. New York: Harper and Row. [A 
readable entrée into ways to give moral (and practical) standing to other species and natural objects, and 
the requirements for complementary moral perspectives and principles.] 

World Commission on Environment and Development (1987). Our Common Future (The Brundtland 
Report). Oxford: Oxford University Press. [The original exposition of the notion of sustainable 
development as providing for present needs without compromising future needs.] 

 
Biographical Sketch 
 
Prof. Martin Paul O’Connor is from Christchurch, New Zealand, and studied physics and humanities in 
his native country and in Paris. After completing his Ph.D. in economics (Time and Environment) at the 
University of Auckland in New Zealand, he was for several years a Lecturer in Economics at the University 
of Auckland before taking up a professorial position at the University of Versailles St-Quentin-en-Yvelines 
(UVSQ) in Paris, in 1995. He has research degrees in physics, sociology and economics, and specializes in 
interdisciplinary work in ecological economics theory, development theory, environmental policy and social 
sciences epistemology. In New Zealand during the 1980s he was active in a range of critical and consulting 
studies including public policy, environmental and social impact assessments, energy and banking sector 
studies, in parallel to academic teaching and writing. Since 1995, as Project Manager at the C3ED (Centre 
d´Economie et d´Ethique pour l´Environnement et le Développement) research institute, he has 
participated in numerous French and European studies in the environmental valuation, green accounting, 
scenario studies, integrated assessment, risk and water governance fields. He is a member of the editorial 
advisory boards for the journals Capitalism Nature Socialism (CNS) and Environmental Values, and 
currently edits the interdisciplinary International Journal of Water (IJW), published by Inderscience. With 
colleagues he is active in the development of international teaching networks, notably through the 3E-SDP 
(European Ecological Economics and Sustainable Development Policy) program including North-South 
cooperation. 


