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What is sustainable development? (1/2)

The concepts of Sustainability and Sustainable Development are complex, controversial and have
political significance

▪ Hedlund-de Witt (2014) argued that:

“The concept of sustainable development does not
articulate what needs to be sustained, developed, or
how, and is consequently intersubjective and
intercultural"

Also, sustainable development can mean different
things for different people, i.e. individual's
internalized worldview can have an impact on how
the concept is understood (slides 4 and 5)
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What is sustainable development? 
(2/2)

It has also been argued that neoliberal
assumptions have pervaded even the notion
of "sustainability", since neoliberalism has
become a hegemonic discourse (Holford
2016, 544)

 Discourse of "the common sense"
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Different worldviews and implications for the concept of 
sustainable development by Hedlund-de Witt (2014) (Link to full article)
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Different worldviews and implications for the concept of sustainable 
development by Hedlund-de Witt (2014) (Link to full article)
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Sustainable Development Critique (1/2)

Post-Development theory – Arturo Escobar (1992)

The development discourse, or the widespread
idea of development that we know today, is in
its uttermost Eurocentric. Premises of
development should be questioned, and nations of
the global south should promote non-western
alternatives of what constitutes a thriving society.

"Seven decades after World War II, certain fundamentals have not changed. Global inequality
remains severe, both between and within nations. Environmental devastation and human
dislocation, driven by political as well as ecological factors, continues to worsen. These
are symptoms of the failure of “development". " Arturo Escobar (2018)
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Sustainable Development Critique (2/2)

▪ Quijáno (2000) and Dussel (2000) associate the
development of wealthy nations with the hegemony
of European countries and colonialism, which led to
a massive exploitation of other countries

▪ Some authors criticize the ultimate association
between development and wealth of a nation-state
in the categorization as developed, developing and
underdeveloped; they suggest models that include
other criteria such as happiness, education levels,
clean environment and so on. (Khokhar &
Serajuddin, 2015, Rosalsky, 2020)
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Sustainability Competences

As a complementary perspective for the sustainability critique:

▪ Arjen E.J. Wals (2011), proposes that environmental education (EE)
and education for sustainable development (ESD) should focus on
capacity building and critical thinking (=emancipatory
perspective to learning) instead of just trying to change students'
behaviors (=instrumental perspective to learning)

– Wals argues that "One must be careful about using education as a tool to 
influence human behaviour in a particular direction because doing so contradicts 
the essence of education." (p. 178)

▪ Learn more about the competence perspective: (PDF) Learning Our 
Way to Sustainability (researchgate.net)
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Questions for reflection

▪ What kind of world would you like to pass to future generations? You can think 
about different aspects of sustainability (social, cultural, environmental, 
economic etc.) Do you think other people perceive sustainable development 
the same way you do?

▪ Hedlund de Witt (2014) presents different worldviews. To which worldview do 
you relate the most? How do you think it affects your understanding of 
sustainable development?

▪ What do you think about the competence perspective to sustainability?

▪ What do you think about Arturo Escobar's critique towards sustainable 
development?

▪ You can think the questions on your own, discuss with another student or 
include your reflections on the learning task.
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