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Abstract 

 

This paper treats sustainable development as a discourse and provides a critique of it using 

Foucault’s notions of ‘governmentality’ and ‘conduct of conduct’. It argues that the discourse 

of sustainable development creates an advanced liberal governmentality that empowers 

affluent nation-states, international organisations, corporations and Western scientists as 

new authoritative actors in the discourse. On the other hand, developing countries, the global 

poor and NGOs are being subjectified and co-opted in order to create governable subjects, 

whose freedom of environmental and economic action can be restricted to fundamentally 

neoliberal policies, resulting in a new voicelessness and dependency especially for developing 

countries and the global poor.  
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Oil production in the Niger Delta, Nigeria, has generated $600 billion since the 1960s 

and contributes about 79.5 per cent of the annual revenues of the Nigerian government.1 In 

the process, however, oil spills and gas flaring have led to disastrous environmental 

degradation in the Niger Delta. As a result, some 19 million Nigerians have been or are in 

danger of being displaced as their livelihood – e.g. fish stock – is being devastated.2 

This example illustrates today’s scale of environmental degradation and its dramatic 

impacts in the name of economic growth. Facing such environmental disasters, states, 

international organisations, societies and corporations have come to acknowledge – mainly 

since the 1960s and, to a great extent, because of the emergence of global problems such as 

climate change – that the predominant economic model was unsustainable. For the ideas of 

economic growth and progress are usually assumed to be intrinsic to capitalism, however, it 

seemed necessary to reconcile environmental protection with economic growth. Thus, the 

concept of sustainable development was born. In 1983, the UN established the World 

Commission on Environment and Development (WCED) – or Brundtland Commission after 

its chairwoman Gro Brundtland – in order to map out a vision for a sustainable future and 

with its 1987 report Our Common Future3 it succeeded in mainstreaming the concept of 

sustainable development. At least since Robert Cox’s famous phrase “theory is always for 

someone and for some purpose”4, however, we have to ask what exactly ‘sustainable 

development’ means. Whose development and what kind of development is to be sustained? 

What are the implications of this? Is the Niger Delta an example of the creation of advanced 

liberal subjects? In answering these questions, this paper will consider ‘sustainable 

                                                 
1 Amnesty International, Nigeria: Petroleum, Pollution and Poverty in the Niger Delta (London, Amnesty 
International Publications, 2009), pp. 9 and 11. 
2 United Nations Development Programme, Niger Delta – Human Development Report (Abuja, UNDP, 2006), p. 
73. 
3 World Commission on Environment and Development (WCED), Our Common Future (Oxford, Oxford 
University Press, 1987). 
4 Cox, R. ‘Social Forces, States and World Order: Beyond International Relations Theory’, Millennium – Journal 
of International Studies, Volume 10, Issue 2 (1981), p. 128. 
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development’ as a discourse – since “it is arguably the dominant global discourse of 

ecological concern”5 –, outline its emergence and examine the discourse using Michel 

Foucault’s idea of ‘governmentality’ and ‘conduct of conduct’6 with examples taken from the 

Brundtland Report and Agenda 217. This will be followed by a critical analysis of the 

implications of the sustainable development discourse. Due to word limitations, however, this 

paper will not scrutinise the spaces of resistance which the sustainable development discourse 

has created and it will also not thoroughly analyse how nature is being securitized and 

transformed into the environment in order to be included in the development effort.8 

Therefore, this essay will argue that the discourse of sustainable development creates an 

advanced liberal governmentality that subjectifies developing countries and subsequently 

restricts the freedom of their environmental and economic action to fundamentally neoliberal 

policies, resulting in a new voicelessness and dependency for such countries. 

Sustainable Development as a Discourse 

The Brundtland Report defines sustainable development as “development that meets the 

needs of the present without compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own 

needs”9. Although this definition has become widely recognized and subsequent summits – 

such as the 1992 Earth Summit in Rio de Janeiro and the 2002 World Summit on Sustainable 

                                                 
5 Dryzek, J. The Politics of the Earth: Environmental Discourses (Oxford, Oxford University Press, 2005), p. 
145. 
6 Foucault, M. ‘Governmentality’, in Faubian, J. D. (ed.) Power: Essential Works of Foucault 1954-1984, Vol. 3, 
trans. Hurley, R. (New York, The New Press, 2000). 
7 United Nations Conference on Environment and Development (UNCED), Agenda 21, 1992, available here: 
http://www.un.org/esa/dsd/agenda21/res_agenda21_00.shtml [accessed 08 November 2011]. 
8 For an analysis of the practices of counter-conduct and resistance in the sustainable development discourse see: 
Death, C. Governing Sustainable Development: Partnerships, protests and power at the World Summit 
(Abingdon, Routledge, 2010), pp. 30-34 and chapter 6; for an examination of the commodification campaign and 
the securitization of nature see: Luke, T. W. ‘Neither Sustainable nor Development: Reconsidering Sustainability 
in Development’, Sustainable Development, Volume 13, Issue 4 (2005), pp. 233-236; Banerjee, S. B. ‘Who 
Sustains Whose Development? Sustainable Development and the Reinvention of Nature’, Organization Studies, 
Volume 24, Issue 1 (2003), pp. 152-153; Lohmann, L. ‘Whose Common Future?’, in Conca, K. and Dabelko, G. 
D. (eds.) Green Planet Blues: Environmental Politics from Stockholm to Johannesburg (Oxford, Westview 
Press, 2004), pp. 247-248; Escobar, A. Encountering Development: The Making and Unmaking of the Third 
World (Woodstock, Princeton University Press, 1995), pp. 196-197. 
9 WCED, Our Common Future, p. 43. 
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Development in Johannesburg – have attempted to concretise its meaning, sustainable 

development remains an essentially contested concept that is often criticised for its vagueness. 

Counter-intuitively, however, it is precisely the concept’s ambiguity and amorphous nature 

that explains its success because it provides “some common ground for discussion among a 

range of developmental and environmental actors who are frequently at odds”10. Nevertheless, 

instead of examining this debate about the institutions and the promotion of the concept11, this 

paper will approach sustainable development as a discourse because “treating sustainable 

development as a discourse means side-stepping many of the conceptual debates about what, 

exactly, sustainable development is”12 and, alternatively, allows us to analyse the underlying 

relationships of power and knowledge and the governmentality techniques it employs. 

Already in its opening paragraph, the Brundtland Report establishes the whole globe as 

a managerial object13 in which the impact of economic growth on the environment has to be 

rendered sustainable and where technology is to be reoriented in order to turn “the limits to 

growth [to] the growth of limits”14. This implies that “technology and social organization can 

be both managed and improved to make way for a new era of economic growth”15 that the 

Brundtland Report considers essential in order to alleviate poverty, which itself is regarded as 

a major driving factor of environmental degradation. This notion of technological flexibility 

solving today’s environmental problems while securing economic growth explains why the 

discourse of sustainable development has been so swiftly and thoroughly embraced by 

                                                 
10 Sneddon, C., Howarth, R. and Norgaard, R. ‘Sustainable development in a post-Brundtland world’, Ecological 
Economics, Volume 57 (2006), p. 259. 
11 Sneddon, Howarth and Norgaard, ‘Sustainable development in a post-Brundtland world’, pp. 253-268; 
Chasek, P. S. Earth Negotiations: Analyzing Thirty Years of Environmental Diplomacy (Tokyo, UNUP, 2001); 
Haas, P. M. ‘UN conferences and constructivist governance of the environment’, Global Governance, Volume 8, 
Issue 1 (2002), pp. 73-91; Young, Z. A New Green Order: The World Bank and the Politics of the Global 
Environmental Facility (London, Pluto Press, 2002). 
12 Death, Governing Sustainable Development, p. 36. 
13 Death, Governing Sustainable Development, pp. 40-41. 
14 Willers, B. ‘Sustainable development: A new world conception’, Conservation Biology, Volume 8, Issue 4 
(1994), p. 1146. 
15 WCED, Our Common Future, p. 8. 
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corporations and governments pursuing free-market and neoliberal policies.16 Thus, as 

Wolfgang Sachs points out, “the Brundtland Report incorporated concern for the environment 

into the concept of development by erecting ‘sustainable development’ as the conceptual roof 

for both violating and healing the environment”17. In this sense, the dominant sustainable 

development discourse very much advocates the concept of ecological modernization18 which 

denies the idea of natural limits to growth and argues that technological innovation spurred by 

economic growth can lead to the reconciliation of environment and development. However, 

this also means that “sustainable development constructs all environment ‘problems’ as 

efficiency issues, which have to be managed more effectively”19, ridding nature of any 

intrinsic value and suggesting that the sustainable development discourse “has been subsumed 

[by] a wider neoliberal, regulatory logic”20. In other words, the sustainable development 

discourse has adopted the neoliberal framework of the traditional development discourse (e.g. 

free trade and deregulation as drivers of economic growth) and attempts to reconcile 

environmental protection with economic growth through ‘green’ market incentive instruments 

such as carbon transfer schemes. Seemingly, “advancing widely shared social and ecological 

goals”21; goals that are widely shared and promoted among neoliberal and free-market 

governments and are, therefore, profoundly Western. However, for mainstream sustainable 

development to be adopted on a global scale, the discourse has to define the room for 

environmental and economic action that can be considered and accepted as sustainable and 

within the established development framework. 

                                                 
16 Raco, M. ‘Sustainable Development, Rolled-out Neoliberalism and Sustainable Communities’, Antipode, 
Volume 37, Issue 2 (2005), p. 330; Rist, G. The History of Development: From Western Origin to Global Faith 
(London, Zed Books, 2002), p. 193; Doyle, T. ‘Sustainable Development and Agenda 21: The Secular Bible of 
Global Free Markets and Pluralist Democracy’, Third World Quarterly, Volume 19, Issue 4 (1998), pp. 774-775. 
17 Sachs, W. ‘Environment’, in Sachs, W. (ed.) The Development Dictionary: A Guide to Knowledge as Power 
(London, Zed Books, 1995), p. 29. 
18 For more information on ecological modernization: Dryzek, J. ‘Industrial Society and Beyond: Ecological 
Modernization’, in Dryzek, J. The Politics of the Earth: Environmental Discourses (Oxford, Oxford University 
Press, 2005). 
19 Doyle, ‘Sustainable Development and Agenda 21’, p. 775. 
20 Raco, ‘Sustainable Development, Rolled-out Neoliberalism and Sustainable Communities’, p. 330. 
21 Sneddon, Howarth and Norgaard, ‘Sustainable development in a post-Brundtland world’, p. 259. 
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Advanced Liberal Governmentality of Sustainable Development 

As much as the sustainable development discourse proposes neoliberal, free-market 

policies as the solution to environmental problems, it attempts to establish “a more laissez fair 

approach to government, working through the conduct of conduct rather than rule directly”22. 

For Foucault, to govern through the conduct of conduct or to rule at a distance “is to structure 

the possible field of action of others”23; something that Mitchell Dean labels “advanced 

liberal government”24. Thus, advanced liberal governmentality is a governmental technique to 

restrict and channel the freedom of action of individuals and that seeks to construct particular 

governable and self-disciplined subjects. In the context of the sustainable development 

discourse, this means that the discourse attempts to shape the freedom of developmental 

action by its subjects in terms that reconcile environmental sustainability and economic 

growth as it is purported by mainstream sustainable development documents. Since only a 

globally predominant discourse could ever achieve such a worldwide demarcation of 

acceptable action and behaviour “Our Common Future stressed the need for consensus and 

global unity”25, which also explains the importance of international organisations and public 

participation in the implementation of sustainable development.26 To subjects of the 

sustainable development discourse, this rule through the conduct of conduct seems to be 

participatory and democratic and very much the opposite of the conditionality-focused 

structural adjustment programmes of the 1980s. Consequently, this makes it – combined with 

its free-market approach and therefore appeal to a global capitalist economic system and its 
                                                 
22 Death, Governing Sustainable Development, p. 17. 
23 Foucault, M. ‘The Subject and Power’, in Faubian, J. D. (ed.) Power: Essential Works of Foucault 1954-1984, 
vol. 3, trans. Hurley, R. (New York, The New Press, 2000), p. 341. 
24 Dean, M. Governmentality: Power and Rule in Modern Society (London, Sage, 1999), p. 19. 
25 Death, Governing Sustainable Development, p. 40. 
26 Death, Governing Sustainable Development, pp. 45-46. 
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actors – “a powerful tool for political consensus”27 and hence for structuring the possible field 

of action of its subjects in the sense of an advanced liberal governmentality. 

In order to structure any possible field of action, however, a discourse first has to 

subjectify what or who is to be governed at a distance. In other words, the sustainable 

development discourse empowers and produces new political actors and subjects that 

constantly reproduce the discourse and, at the same time, are subjected to its rationality. On 

the one hand, as Carl Death observes, “Our Common Future reaffirmed the primary role of 

[affluent] nation-states in the implementation of the discourse, and urged nation-states to 

‘move from their present often destructive, processes of growth and development onto 

sustainable development paths’”28. Indeed, states contributed greatly to the steering of the 

sustainable development discourse by establishing state departments committed to 

environmental protection and by participating in summits.29 This not only induced states – 

whose sovereignty seems on the decline – with new legitimacy but also with the opportunity 

and power for new interventionist policies and, in turn, the active shaping of the global 

market. For policies to be accepted as supportive to the goal of sustainable development, 

however, they had to conform to neoliberal and free-market dogmas. On the other hand, 

through numerous summits and conferences, international organisations such as the United 

Nations (UN) and the World Bank have also become important actors and found renewed 

legitimacy in the sustainable development discourse. The establishment of the UN 

Environment Programme (UNEP), an environment department and a Vice-President for 

Sustainable Development in the World Bank, and the joint administration of the implemented 

                                                 
27 Baker, S., Kousis, M., Richardson, D. and Young, S. ‘Introduction: the theory and practice of sustainable 
development in EU perspective’, in Baker, S., Koussis M., Richardson, D. and Young, S. (eds.) The Politics of 
Sustainable Development: Theory, Policy and Practice within the European Union (London, Routledge, 1997), 
pp. 5 and 28, as quoted in Death, Governing Sustainable Development, p. 51. 
28 WCED, Our Common Future, p. 49, as quoted in Death, Governing Sustainable Development, p. 48. 
29 For the workings of the sustainable development discourse on summits see: Death, Governing Sustainable 
Development. 
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Global Environment Facility (GEF)30 by the UN Development Programme (UNDP), the 

UNEP and the World Bank prove to what extent international organizations have become 

involved as “facilitating actors in the implementation of sustainable development”31. It could 

even be argued that “the international architecture of environmental and development 

governance is now largely structured by the sustainable development discourse”32. However, 

since “free market ‘green’ economics lies at the heart of sustainable development and Agenda 

21”33, private corporations have also become important actors within the discourse. Agenda 

21 declares that “a positive contribution of business and industry, including transnational 

corporations, to sustainable development can increasingly be achieved by using economic 

instruments such as free market mechanisms”34. Not only does this reveal the neoliberal 

mindset that is at the heart of sustainable development but it also indicates the preference for 

technological solutions – since private corporations are a major contributor to technological 

innovation – to environmental problems. 

Directly following from the emphasis that is put on technological innovation in the 

sustainable development discourse is the importance that is allocated to science. Article 35.3 

of Agenda 21 stresses the centrality of science to any sustainable development and argues that 

“scientific knowledge should be applied to articulate and support the goals of sustainable 

development”35. Within the discourse this empowers mostly Western scientists and their 

particular knowledge, enabling them to speak as authoritative actors. This is for two reasons: 

on the one hand, it is mostly Western universities that are regarded as top-notch and in which 

scientists of international standing conduct research; on the other hand, it was Western 

                                                 
30 The GEF provides grants for projects in developing countries which address global environmental issues. 
31 Death, Governing Sustainable Development, p. 49. 
32 Death, Governing Sustainable Development, p. 50. 
33 Doyle, ‘Sustainable Development and Agenda 21’, p. 777. 
34 UNCED, Agenda 21, 1992, paragraph 30.3, available here: 
http://www.un.org/esa/dsd/agenda21/res_agenda21_30.shtml [accessed 08 November 2011]. 
35 UNCED, Agenda 21, 1992, paragraph 35.3, available here:  
http://www.un.org/esa/dsd/agenda21/res_agenda21_35.shtml [accessed 08 November 2011]. 
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scientists who developed the ideas underlying neo-liberalism and since mainstream 

sustainable development is essentially neoliberal, as we have seen, their knowledge is 

regarded as legitimate and authoritative. Nevertheless, Agenda 21 also makes obvious to what 

extent sustainable development resembles the notion of ecological modernization suggesting 

that the only solution to environmental disaster “is for society to ‘modernize itself out of the 

environmental crisis’ by increased investments in new ‘environmentally friendly’ 

technologies”36. This leads Arturo Escobar to conclude that “the question in this discourse is 

what kind of new manipulations can we invent to make the most of the Earth’s ‘resources’”37 

and not how nature can be spared from devastation. 

So far we have analysed how the sustainable development discourse has empowered 

new political actors that contribute to the consolidation of an advanced liberal 

governmentality of sustainable development. Who, though, does this rationale of government 

subjectify? There might be the expectation that international non-governmental organisations 

(NGOs), as rather new actors on the international plane, act as a critical voice in the 

sustainable development discourse. Although this is indeed partly the case and NGOs 

frequently appear to be criticising various policies that are implemented in the name of 

sustainable development, they have also increasingly become co-opted into the mainstream 

discourse under the notion of “a ‘new global partnership’ or environmental quadruple alliance 

consisting of industry, government, scientists and NGOs”38. Despite the fact, though, that the 

participation of NGOs is presented to occur on par with the newly empowered actors 

examined above, NGOs are rather co-opted and incorporated into the decision-making 

process of global environmental governance in order to accommodate “more radical 

environmental arguments”39, thereby marginalizing and delegitimizing alternative discourses. 

                                                 
36 Banerjee, ‘Who Sustains Whose Development?’, p. 170. 
37 Escobar, Encountering Development, p. 193. 
38 Lohmann, ‘Whose Common Future?’, p. 249. 
39 Doyle, ‘Sustainable Development and Agenda 21’, p. 783. 
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Shiv Visvanathan puts this nicely: “Brundtland seeks a co-optation of the very groups that are 

creating a new dance of politics, where democracy is not merely order and discipline, where 

earth is a magic cosmos, where life is still a mystery to be celebrated”40. NGOs are used by 

governments, international organisations and corporations to decorate their sustainable 

development policies as critical, participatory and ‘green’; in addition, NGO participation in 

sustainability decision-making bestows the outcome with some sense of legitimacy. Thus, 

although NGOs sometimes do provide critical input to the sustainable development discourse, 

mostly they are downgraded to subjects and assistants of the sustainable development 

discourse and “are expected to carry governments’ message [of sustainability] to the 

people”41. 

Furthermore, the discourse subjectifies the poor and developing countries in general. 

The Brundtland Report and other key discursive documents of sustainable development 

maintain that “the alleviation of poverty will ameliorate what is one of the basic causes of 

environmental degradation, for poor people are forced to abuse their local environment just to 

survive”42; the same, just on a bigger scale, is argued for developing countries in general. This 

line of argument not only supports economic growth policies in the fight against 

environmental degradation but it also renders poor people guilty of environmental 

degradation while disregarding the unsustainable consumption patterns of developed 

countries – in other words, structural causes of the current political economy – which are 

often the cause for unsustainable production patterns in developing countries. Instead of 

including the global poor and developing countries in the decision-making process – and 

thereby empowering them –, people are “commodified and cease to be an externality”43 in the 

sense that environmental degradation is thought to be overcome by augmenting the 

                                                 
40 Visvanathan, S. ‘Mrs. Bruntland’s Disenchanted Cosmos’, Alternatives: Global, Local, Political, Volume 16, 
Issue 3 (1991), p. 384. 
41 Lohmann, ‘Whose Common Future?’, p. 250. 
42 Dryzek, ‘Environmentally Benign Growth: Sustainable Development’, p. 153. 
43 Doyle, ‘Sustainable Development and Agenda 21’, p. 782. 
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knowledge and skills of these people.  The poor become subject to the sustainable 

development discourse and, subsequently, are chosen to be ‘enhanced’ with capacity-building 

measures. As a result, “developed countries are to provide technical assistance, and the 

indigenous people and communities are to be trained in sustainable self-development”44 while 

indigenous knowledge of sustainability is marginalized in favour of ‘modern’ technology 

which is compatible with the capitalist economic order – a concept that is laid out in Agenda 

2145. Thus, capacity-building in the sustainable development discourse aims to create self-

disciplined, responsible citizens and states which can be effectively governed by the advanced 

liberal governmentality of sustainable development and which enforce and reproduce the 

discourse itself. 

Marginalization, Voicelessness and Dependency 

After having outlined the emergence of the sustainable development discourse and 

examining its advanced liberal governmentality and its subjectifications, we can now 

critically analyse the implications of the sustainable development discourse. Not only does the 

capacity-building described above aim to create self-disciplined, responsible citizens and 

states, this kind of technocratic education also leads to an insulation of the mainstream 

sustainable development discourse – and the capitalist, free-market economic policies that are 

at its heart – while marginalizing alternatives. And indeed, according to the UNDP, “capacity 

building is the sum of efforts to nurture, enhance and utilize the skills of people and 

institutions to progress towards sustainable development”46. Thus, sustainable development 

“remains firmly rooted in the tradition of Western economic thought and dehistoricizes and 

                                                 
44 Castro, C. J. ‘Sustainable Development: Mainstream and Critical Perspectives’, Organization Environment, 
Volume 17, Issue 2 (2004), p. 199. 
45 UNCED, Agenda 21, 1992, paragraph 26.9, available here: 
http://www.un.org/esa/dsd/agenda21/res_agenda21_26.shtml [accessed 08 November 2011]. 
46 United Nations Development Programme, ‘Economic Growth has failed’, as quoted in Doyle, ‘Sustainable 
Development and Agenda 21’, p. 782. 
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marginalizes the environmental traditions of non-Western cultures”47. A similar implication 

has the co-optation of NGOs into the sustainable development discourse. Death points out that 

the UN approach to securing representation from NGOs “has been to allow a self-selection 

process through which prominent organizations nominate each other, and usually the largest, 

best resourced, and most experienced emerge as the ‘automatic choice’”48. This kind of 

selection process ‘crowds out’ smaller and more grassroots NGOs which are potentially more 

critical of the sustainable development process and consequently marginalizes alternatives.49 

Partly the reason for this is, of course, that established NGOs are better coordinated and 

funded and, thus, it is easier to engage with them on a policy level; on the other hand, NGOs 

that are closer to the establishment are more likely to be harmonized and co-opted into the 

mainstream sustainable development discourse “while larger problems, such as systemic 

inadequacy and inequality, remain largely unquestioned”50. With the rise of the sustainable 

development discourse, debates about alternative economic models and the flaws of the 

current political economic order are side-lined and ‘crowded out’, rendering the advanced 

liberal governmentality of sustainable development “blind to diversity outside the economic 

society of the West”51. 

Related to this marginalization of alternatives are the creation of a new dependency and 

a new voicelessness of developing countries. As Timothy Doyle pointedly observes, the 

sustainable development discourse purports that developing countries “do not know how to 

live; they do not know how to act (whether as individuals or in concert); they do not know 

how to think: the North must help them think and act in appropriate ways”52. This depicts 

developing countries as passive and hopeless, as the receiving end of the discourse and as 

                                                 
47 Banerjee, ‘Who Sustains Whose Development?’, p. 157. 
48 Death, Governing Sustainable Development, p. 46. 
49 Death, Governing Sustainable Development, p. 11. 
50 Doyle, ‘Sustainable Development and Agenda 21’, p. 780. 
51 Sachs, ‘Environment’, p. 36. 
52 Doyle, ‘Sustainable Development and Agenda 21’, p. 782. 
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essentially voiceless in regards to developmental or environmental issues, waiting for the 

North to ‘save’ them – a practice that very much resembles what some academics have 

described as ‘scar culture’53. And indeed, the key discursive texts of the sustainable 

development discourse do not critically analyse the underlying causes of environmental 

degradation and poverty. Such an analysis of the current political economic system could 

easily challenge the status quo as it would show that much of the environmental degradation 

and poverty in developing countries is caused by the over-consumption in the developed 

states and by the developing countries’ effort to export natural resources in order to generate 

revenues.54 Instead, the sustainable development discourse promotes the market-based 

concepts of technology transfer and carbon trading schemes. However, this creates a new 

dependency for developing countries because the South delivers resources for and purchases 

these technological innovations which, in turn, increases environmental degradation and 

raises the developing countries’ debt. All this while the “businesses in the core will continue 

accumulating capital by selling expertise, capital and technology to the countries of the 

periphery”55. 

Conclusion 

In conclusion, it can certainly be affirmed that the sustainable development discourse 

created an advanced liberal governmentality that rules at a distance through subjectifying 

NGOs, the global poor and developing countries in general and through empowering affluent 

nation-states, international organisations, corporations and mostly Western scientists as new 

authoritative actors that steer and reinforce the discourse. Furthermore, the subjectification 

and empowerment of certain actors allows the advanced liberal governmentality to delimit the 

                                                 
53 On the phenomenon of ‘scar culture’: Nayar, P. “Scar Cultures: Media, Spectacle, Suffering”, Journal of 
Creative Communications, Volume 4, Issue 3 (2009), pp. 147-162; Gallagher, J. “Healing the Scar? Idealizing 
Britain in Africa, 1997-2007”, African Affairs, Volume 108 (2009), pp. 435-451. 
54 Banerjee, ‘Who Sustains Whose Development?’, pp. 157 and 160. 
55 Castro, ‘Sustainable Development: Mainstream and Critical Perspectives’, p. 197. 
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actors’ freedom of action and, therefore, to marginalize alternatives while ensuring the global 

predominance of the mainstream sustainable development discourse. Especially as a result of 

the subjectification of the global poor, a new voicelessness and dependency of developing 

countries is created. These states are not treated as equals in the policy-making circles but are 

presented as passive, voiceless and in the need of ‘saving’ – they are at the receiving end of 

the discourse. Thus, as Subhabrata Banerjee argues, “the sustainable development discourse is 

a new rhetoric of legitimation – the legitimation of markets, of transnational capital, of 

Western science and technology, and of Western notions of progress that in turn legitimizes 

the [structural] violence of (post)modernity”56. In addition, the predominance of growth 

language and neoliberal economic policies in key discursive documents such as the 

Brundtland Report and Agenda 21 shows that “sustainable development is still largely defined 

within the mainstream paradigm of development”57 which regards market-based instruments 

and resource efficiency as the solution to environmental problems and turns the environment 

into a subsidiary of development. The motto of the UNEP very much encapsulates this: 

“environment for development”58. 

In regards to Nigeria, the recently published Environmental Assessment of Ogoniland59, 

Niger Delta, conducted by the UNEP is very critical of the oil industry and shows clearly the 

effects that environmental degradation has on the people and nature of the Delta. At the same 

time, however, it retains its omissions in the analysis of the political economy behind the oil 

production and recommends – in the familiar sense of governmentality – a managerial and 

capacity building approach in tackling the environmental disaster of the Niger Delta. 

Critically, it does not call for an end to the oil extraction – the demand of many in the Niger 

                                                 
56 Banerjee, ‘Who Sustains Whose Development?’, p. 174. 
57 Castro, ‘Sustainable Development: Mainstream and Critical Perspectives’, p. 220. 
58 United Nations Environment Programme, available here: http://www.unep.org/ [accessed 10 November 2011] 
[emphasis added]. 
59 United Nations Environment Programme, Environmental Assessment of Ogoniland (Nairobi, UNEP, 2011). 
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Delta – but rather for an improved supervision by the oil industry.60 As a result, the report 

remains within a growth-inspired and management oriented neoliberal framework and seeks 

to subjectify and co-opt communities in the Ogoniland through capacity building. One can, 

therefore, only hope that there might finally be some truly environmental action that is 

capable of sustaining not only the unique nature of the Delta but also the livelihood of almost 

19 million Nigerians while allowing them to speak for themselves and not to be spoken about 

or for.  

                                                 
60 United Nations Environment Programme, Environmental Assessment of Ogoniland, p. 16. 
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