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Abstract:  
 This essay will attempt to frame Sustainable Development, as it was interpreted by 
the 2002 Johannesburg Summit on Sustainable Development, as a continuation of the 
unequal and exploitative relationship between the global North and South.  Outcomes 
of the summit will be analysed from green and political ecology perspectives, to 
demonstrate the shallow, tokenistic, and overly anthropocentric approach taken to 
deal with environmental and poverty issues.  This essay concludes that the North uses 
the Sustainable Development discourse to protect its advantaged position while only 
appearing to be committed to resolving the problems of poverty and environmental 
degradation. 
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At the 1972 U.N. Conference on the Human Environment, a political fissure emerged 

between many of the world’s nations.  The global North, growing increasingly 

concerned about the worsening degradation and pollution of the earth, came to discuss 

the environment as a burning issue.  The response towards this by the global South, 

however, took the North by surprise.  ‘Poverty is the worst form of pollution’ (At a 

Glance: Poverty, 2000) became the defining statement of this conference, 

emphasising the global South’s concern not for the environment, but for the crippling 

poverty within their nations.  Sustainable Development was born out of the 

convergence of these two priorities; the environmentalist priority of the global North, 

and the concern for poverty of the global South.   

 

This essay will argue that Sustainable Development means little more than a 

reinforcing and legitimisation of the massively unbalanced relationship between the 

global North and South.  Sustainable Development inherently means that that despite 

the environmental degradation caused by the capitalist industrialised nation, its model 

is claimed as having the answers to the problem through technological advancement 

and economic growth.  This argument will be illustrated by criticising Sustainable 

Development using two perspectives.  Firstly, analysed from a green perspective, this 

essay will argue that Sustainable Development allows a light green approach by the 

North, allowing them to take only small steps towards environmentalism that do not 

address the exploitative relationship the industrialized world has with the 

environment.  Secondly, it will argue that from a political ecological perspective, 

Sustainable Development allows a continuation of the exploitative economic 

relationship between global North and South through an overly market orientated 
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approach to the issue of poverty that does nothing to challenge the underlying market 

conditions that lead to this relationship, or question the world in its current image. 

 

This essay will first outline the theories of sustainability and development, to derive a 

background with which to discuss some definitions of Sustainable Development.  

Then, using the outcomes of the 2002 Johannesburg Summit as examples of 

interpretations of Sustainable Development, the two critical environmentalist 

perspectives mentioned above will be applied to key outcomes, to illustrate the light 

green approach, as well as the ‘Western’, or ‘Northern’ discourse of economic 

progress.  This essay will ultimately aim to demonstrate that, through Sustainable 

Development, ‘the Third World has become the Other of the First with even greater 

poignancy’ (Escobar, 1995: 215). 

 

Sustainability 

 

Of the terms ‘Sustainability’ and ‘Development’, sustainability is by far the easier to 

outline (Howarth et al., 2006: 264).  Dryzek (2005) asserts that sustainability emerged 

in the 1980s as an attempt to ‘dissolve the conflicts between environmental and 

economic values’, and as an alternative to the more radical Club of Rome’s concepts 

of limits to growth and the resulting catastrophe that these limits could cause should 

they be exceeded.  Sustainability takes the view that growth, along with technical 

progress can overcome the limits of our environment. 

 

Development 
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  Various development theories have been created and discredited, but the concept is 

still very much alive, and is still very much pursued by the global North in economic 

and political dealings with the global South.  Development has, as said by Escobar, 

‘achieved the status of certainty in the social imaginary’ (Escobar, 1995: 5).  It is, 

however, only a discourse, and derives from the dominant system of knowledge; that 

of the industrialised West.  Development theory, initially in the form of modernisation 

theory which emerged after the Second World War, imagined poverty as a lack of 

modernisation, and it was assumed that there was ‘only an original state of 

backwardness’ (Blomstrom & Hettne, 1984: 13-22) that would inevitably progress as 

the West had done.  W. W. Rostow was among the most influential theorists, and he 

posited a five-stage model along which this inevitable development occurs, 

progressing from the traditional society, and ending in the society of mass 

consumption (Blomstrom & Hettne, 1984: 13-22).   

 

Problems emerged with the theory, as there soon developed a gulf between the 

modernisation theory and practise.  Its western oriented view expected the emergence 

of the ‘rational and industrial man’ that moved from the rural village, farm or ‘tribe’, 

to the city; a man that looked and acted like those in the west (Scott, 1995: 5).  This 

was rarely the case.  Its discursive limitations emerged, and though it satisfied the 

white North American/European paternalistic view of the ‘other’, it was then 

challenged by a theory from the Third World: Dependency theory. 

 

Dependency theory emerged from Latin American scholars, writing from a neo-

Marxist perspective.  It challenged the modernisation discourse, and painted a picture 

of a divided world, with the underdeveloped periphery (the global South) being kept 
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in an unequal and exploitative relationship with the industrial centre (the industrial 

North).  This periphery was then dependant on the North to provide investment and 

trade, but on unfavourable terms (Ghosh, 2001: 141).   

 

These Development theories, both modernisation and dependency, eventually proved 

to have severe limitations.  Development models proved incompatible with Africa’s 

political economy, the East Asian economic miracle, and Latin America’s economic 

situation (Scott, 1995: 43), to name a few.  Modernisation theory could not look 

beyond the narrow Western vision of progress and could account for little beyond 

economics to the underlying social structure, and dependency theory never could 

explain how it was that the same capitalist force gave rise to the two tiers of 

development (Ghosh, 2001: 11).  This discrediting, as well the emergence and 

increasing prominence of post-colonial academics, led to the discourse of 

development itself being questioned.   

 

Norgaard describes development as only a recent project of modernity and as an 

assumption that through advancing technology and systems of organization, a better 

control over nature can be achieved (Norgaard, 1994: 7).  He also takes the view that 

development has betrayed us; that it is inherently specious and that it has only 

widened the gap between those with abundance and those who barely live (Norgaard, 

1994: 7).  He points to the poorest regions of the earth, Somalia, Haiti, much of 

Ethiopia and many other parts of the developing world, and asserts that they have 

been left on the wayside of the development ‘race’; rejects of the Western project.  

Escobar also voices criticism, citing the rising number of Third World voices calling 

for ‘a dismantling of the entire discourse of development’ (Escobar, 1995: 15).  
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Development for many has become akin to imperialism; economic, military, political, 

and cultural, and a reaction to it emerged in the form of grassroots movements, 

challenging the dominant discourse with ‘the formation of nuclei around which new 

forms of power and knowledge might converge’ (Escobar, 1995: 216). 

 

Sustainable Development 

 

With the merging of the concepts of Sustainability and Development, came a 

contemporary way to redefine the development paradigm.  The Brundtland Report of 

1987 has become the historical marker for the term, as well as providing the textbook 

definition.  This definition, however, is remarkably ambiguous.  It defines the concept 

of Sustainable Development as ‘development that meets the needs of the current 

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

needs’ (World Comission on Environment and Development, 1987, p. 23).  Its two 

main concepts are rooted in meeting needs, predominantly the needs of the poor, and 

environmental limitations, specifically the idea of ‘limitations imposed by the state of 

technology and social organisation’ (George, 2007: 43).  Its meaning, however, is 

elusive as its defining principles have ‘no coherent theoretical core’ (Adams, 1991: 3).  

More than 80 different interpretations had emerged by 1994 (Mebratu, 1998: 502), 

and all appear to fit within its key concepts.  Perhaps this was the intention with its 

vague outlines, as a more concrete definition may have ‘excluded those whose views 

were not expressed in that definition’ (Robinson, 2004: 374).  Some have criticised 

this ambiguity on an operational level, calling it more of a slogan, or sound-bite than a 

constructive concept (Meadowcroft, 2000: 373).   
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It was, however, a novel idea, for the first time a discourse had emerged that 

combined the previously incompatible ideas of environmentalism and development.  

It was immediately popular with governments and businesses (Robinson, 2004: 370), 

as it was an unradical idea that appeared to suit all; its redefining of the concept of 

limitations as no longer being the limits of the environment but the limits of 

technology and social organizations meant that technological progress and economic 

growth that were able to expand these limitations. It even implies that environmental 

sustainability is dependant upon continuing economic growth, to allow wealthier 

nations to continue with technological development and develop market orientated 

solutions to environmental issues, and then to allow developing nations to grow in 

their image but in a more sustainable way. 

 

Despite its attractiveness to big business and governments, criticisms were numerous.  

Two critical perspectives demonstrate well this essay’s argument that Sustainable 

Development is a discourse that reinforces the Global North’s interests; the green 

perspective and the political ecology perspective.  The fundamental criticisms by 

these two perspectives will be applied to some of the declared outcomes of the 

Johannesburg World Summit on Sustainable Development of 2002.  This Summit 

reaffirmed the international community’s commitment to Sustainable Development, 

proving that despite the heavy criticism, it is still the dominant environmental 

discourse for nation states.   

 

Johannesburg Summit Outcomes: the ‘Green’ Perspective 
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• ‘Encourage and promote the development of a 10-year framework of 

programmes to accelerate the shift towards sustainable consumption and 

production.’ (World Summit on Sustainable Development, 2002: p. 2) 

 

The greatest criticism of Sustainable Development by the ‘green’ perspective is that it 

is only a light green response, suggesting only small changes that are far from the 

drastic measures required to combat and reduce the harmful impact by humans on the 

planet.  Norgaard argues that with Sustainable Development as the dominant 

discourse of environmentalism, then ‘on modernity’s fast track, the pursuit of trivial 

materialism by people of the industrialized North, will burn up the bulk of the fossil 

fuels and transform the planet through climate change before the basic needs will 

have been met for many in the South’ (Norgaard, 1994: 3)  It also criticises the 

anthropocentricity of  the concept, claiming that humans are not seen as part of the 

environment, simply as users (Doyle, 1998: 776).  Sustainable Development then, as 

well as not going far enough to spur environmentalist attitudes, does not even attempt 

to challenge this anthropocentric view.  The underlying attitudes that lead to 

exploitation and degradation of the environment are not framed as an issue, instead it 

is framed as if the environment itself is failing humanity, and that a human fix will 

undo this damage or failing; a human fix in the shape of more advanced technology or 

better social organisations.   

 

Reading the outcomes of the Johannesburg summit, it becomes clear that the Northern 

nations’ response to environmental issues is to give sums of money towards agencies 

and schemes to promote environmental responsibility and cooperation between 

groups to improve environmental standards: 
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• Agreement to the replenishment of the Global Environment Facility, with a 

total of $3 billion ($2.92 billion announced pre-Summit and $80 million added 

by EU in Johannesburg) 

• Germany announced a contribution of 500 million euros over the next five 

years to promote cooperation on renewable energy 

• The United Nations Environment Programme launched a new initiative called 

the Global Network on Energy for Sustainable Development to promote the 

research, transfer and deployment of green and cleaner energy technologies to 

the developing world (World Summit on Sustainable Development, 2002: p. 

7) 

 

These are superficial responses, unlikely to spark real and substantial change in 

attitudes towards environmental issues.  Also they require very little from the global 

North as the money payments are small when considering the GDP of these 

developed nations.  These payment are ‘isolated technical solutions’ (Death, 2010: 

157) like other heavily criticised schemes such as carbon credits trading and the 

transfer of technology, that are, again, ‘isolated technical solutions’ to a problem.  

These are popular, as in the absence of achieving great strides in real environmental 

action, ‘the need to demonstrate auditable success militates against complex structural 

problems [such as climate change]’ (Death, 2010: 157).  Some schemes, such as debt 

for nature swaps, have even been likened to colonialism (Middleton & O’Keefe, 

2003: 10). 

 



 10 

The argument supporting this relative inaction on environmental issues is the moral 

repugnancy of spending enormous resources on preserving and protecting the 

environment when millions of people are living in poverty, not only in the global 

South, but also within many nations of the global North (Beckerman, 1994: 195).  The 

Johannesburg Summit outcomes emphasise poverty before other issues, the first 

declared outcome being; 

 

• The Summit reaffirmed sustainable development as a central element of the 

international agenda and gave new impetus to global action to fight poverty 

and protect the environment (World Summit on Sustainable Development, 

2002: p. 1). 

 

This emphasis places development as the dominant term in Sustainable Development, 

which many argue is at the expense of the environment. 

 

Johannesburg Summit Outcomes: ‘Political Ecology’ perspective 

 

Political ecologists claim the concept of Sustainable Development is a reinforcing of 

‘Western’ development discourse.  They criticise how it expects market orientated 

method for solving the issue of poverty and environmental degradation, with little 

concern for the underlying economic and social structure that led to ‘over’ and 

‘under’ development.  The assumption is that the market has answers to the problems, 

and that through improved efficiency and technology, the current consumption rates 

can be sustained without jeopardising the needs of future generations.  It is true that 
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the term Sustainable Development is so broad that arguments for marketising and 

economising nature can fit within the concept as a viable interpretation. 

 

The political ecologists criticise what some economists have argued for, which is 

economization of the environment.  Beder writes of these economists’ views; 

‘Sustainable Development is not about giving priority to environmental concerns, it is 

about incorporating environmental assets into economic systems to ensure the 

sustainability of the economic system’ and that ‘economic growth is necessary for 

environmental protection and therefore should take priority over it’ (Beder in Doyle, 

1998: 774).  They claim that through tapping into the ‘innovative spirit of the business 

sector’ (Robinson, 2004: 382) and ‘valuing’ nature as a commodity that the market 

can deliver appropriate solutions.  The critical response to this market approach 

argued that this would lead to a loss of the ‘commons’; that which exists outside 

markets and commodities and belongs to all people (Doyle, 1998: 778).  Not only 

does marketisation itself belong to western discourses of development, but 

marketisation could be seen as an attempt by the global North to open up new markets 

to expand into, under the guise of Sustainable Development.  This illustrates the 

continuing exploitative relationship between the global North and South, and does 

nothing to challenge the underlying inequalities.  This marketisation also illustrates 

the above point of nature being seen as an entity for domination by mankind, and the 

terminology used in the Johannesburg Summit supports this view; ‘Management of 

the Resource Base’ (World Summit on Sustainable Development, 2002: p. 3), simply 

reinforcing the exploitative treatment of the environment. 
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One of the big criticisms of the Summit itself was the influence of big business and 

corporations, and the extent to which they were involved as part of the solution to 

combat poverty and environmental degradation.  Even before the summit, the World 

Bank had published a report that seemed to typify the how the industrialised nations’ 

self-interest was at the heart of the Sustainable Development concept.  Dryzek claims 

that this reports’ interpretation of Sustainable Development had ‘lost sight of the 

global equality aspect, recommending that the rich countries could best help the poor 

by becoming still richer and providing bigger markets for poor countries’ (Dryzek, 

2005: 150).  This self-serving approach angered many at the conference, with one 

attendee arguing that ‘the free market had not protected the environment or eradicated 

poverty and would not do so in the future’ (Business Action for Sustainable 

Development, 2002).  The prominent role by businesses was framed as an 

encouragement of cooperation between responsible parties (businesses, communities, 

governments etc.) (Death, 2010: 51).   

 

• The concept of partnerships between governments, business and civil society 

was given a large boost by the Summit and the Plan of Implementation. Over 

220 partnerships (with $235 million in resources) were identified in advance 

of the Summit and around 60 partnerships were announced during the Summit 

by a variety of countries. (World Summit on Sustainable Development, 2002: 

p. 1) 

 

However, though a cooperative approach to finding a solution is to be commended, 

the interests of these big businesses and corporations was questioned; such as the 

partnership between UNICEF and McDonalds.  Such heavy involvement by 
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corporations demonstrates the extent to which Sustainable Development is simply a 

continuation of a ‘Western’ development discourse, as not only is the heavy inclusion 

of corporations indicative of the unradical and uncontroversial soft approach to 

environmental protection that Sustainable Development has become, it is also 

indicative of how much the interest of major corporations were involved, though 

under the guise of cooperative progress on environmental issues. 

 

Further illustrating the ‘Western’ bias is the measuring of development in terms of 

GDP and GNP, as it gives a ‘prejudiced sense of how closely a country replicates the 

characteristics of the West, rather than development in a whole range of indigenous 

senses’ (Peet, 1999: 8).  The following summit outcome illustrates this monetised 

view of progress; 

 

• Halve, by the year 2015, the proportion of the world’s people whose income is 

less than $1 a day and the proportion of people who suffer from hunger 

(reaffirmation of Millennium Development Goals). (World Summit on 

Sustainable Development, 2002: p. 2) 

 

This arbitrary promise overlooks the economic situation in many Third World 

countries, as this quantified income disregards the major informal economic activity 

of these countries, such as gifts exchanged and produced by individuals, families, and 

villages (Peet, 1999: 8).  This is not only illustrative of the global North’s dismissing 

of practises that fall outside that which can be defined by ‘Western’ discourses of 

development, but also illustrative of the continued dominance of ‘Western’ 

development discourse. 
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Political ecologists also criticise Sustainable Development for not challenging the 

underlying economic structure and the North-South disparity.  Promises made in 

Johannesburg demonstrate that shallow measures are taken towards combating 

poverty, such as the following outcome: 

 

• The United States will invest $90 million in 2003 for sustainable agriculture 

programmes. (Johannesburg.org, p. 6) 

 

This investment goes towards combating poverty and hunger, though paradoxically 

‘the protectionist trade policies of industrialised countries are the root cause of global 

economic problems and particularly slow growth in the South’ (Adams, 1991: 69).  

As any attempts by poorer nations to partake in the ‘Northern’ market often come up 

against the very extensive protectionism of the North (Middleton & O’Keefe, 2003: 

96), the underlying economic distribution protects the ‘North’ from having to 

relinquish their large slice of the pie. 

 

Conclusion 

 

In 1981, Robert Riddell proposed the concept of ‘ecodevelopment,’ a precursor of 

sorts to the Brundtland Report’s version of Sustainable Development.  He argued that 

to combat the effects of poverty and environmental degradation, a partial 

redistribution would be required from the ‘Overdeveloped’ nations to the 

‘Underdeveloped’ nations (Riddell, 1981).  He argued along moralistic lines that the 

current distribution was unacceptable, with a minority of the world’s population 
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consuming the majority of its resources.  What Sustainable Development has become 

is a discourse that ignores this moral argument.  

 

 Sustainable Development means that our current ‘Western’ economic and social 

model is what will save us from that very model.  It means that this model is 

presented to the Third World as the answer to their poverty problems, as well as our 

common environmental problems.  It means that little is required of the ‘Western’ 

citizen, no change of perspective is expected, and only a minor change in behaviour.  

And it means that the ‘Western’ discourse of development is still very much 

dominating the issue of poverty, despite the many criticisms of those who belong and 

contribute to other paradigms, particularly from the nations in which poverty still 

remains the highest of priorities.  Sustainable Development, therefore, means a 

reinforced unequal relationship between the global North and the global South. 
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