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Abstract
One of the major challenges of the®2tentury is the need to harmonize efforts at
environmental conservation with endeavours to fostenan development. This challenge
has been on the world agenda for several decaddsyas given great visibility through a
report by the World Commission on Environment arel/&opment (WCED) in 1987. The
report, popularly known as the Brundtland Repaatlscfor sustainable development to deal
with the twin challenges of environmental consaoratind human development. This paper
reflects on the concept of sustainable developnatt,unveils some of the ambiguities and
politics that have militated against the attainmehthis noble objective. The thesis of the
paper is that the imperative to attain sustainaleleclopment is a moral one, requiring all
moral agents to rise to their individual and cdikex responsibility to secure the well-being

of humans as well as that of the natural envirortmen
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Introduction

The 1970’s and 1980's marked important milestoreshie discourse on environmental
conservation: environmental issues became promimentnany areas of academic and
practical research than ever before. Philosophg dsscipline was not left behind: it was
during this period that environmental ethics emérgs a distinct area of philosophical
inquiry. One major development during that periodswihe establishment of the United
Nations Environment Programme (UNEP) with its hegdters in Nairobi, Kenya following
the 1972 United Nations Conference on Human Enwvmemt in Stockholm, Sweden
(Rowland 1973). The main motivation behind this @lepment was the realization that the
natural environment was increasingly becoming umablsustain life, both human and other
forms. Of great concern was the need to put uncheitisy the environmental consequences
of the various human activities. Thus in the 197hsl 1980’s, humanity was asking the all
important question: how do we survive? The atteto@nswer this and related questions has

greatly influenced the formulation of many policiasd action plans in such areas as
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environmental conservation, management, and dewvelop Thus the environmental

guestion was squarely placed on the world agenda.

Dower (1992, 3) notes that since the 1980’s, twpdrtant concepts have been at the centre
of the debate on environmental conservation andeldpment, namely, “the right to
development” and “sustainable development”. In 198@& United Nations made the now
famous right to development declaration, which dssemong other things that “all human
beings have inalienable human right to developm@unill 1986, 41/128 Preamble Paragraph
2). The declaration then goes on to define thet tigldevelopment as entitlement to:

A comprehensive economic, social, cultural andtali process which aims
at the constant improvement of the wellbeing of éhére population and of
all its individuals on the basis of their activeed and meaningful participation
in development and in the fair distribution of bftseresulting thereof (UN
1986, 41/128 Preamble Paragraph 2).

Almost three decades since this declaration wasem#éme world, particularly the Third
World, is far from realizing these ideals. In mdsitd world countries, available statistics
paint a grim picture, in that more than fifty paertef the populations in those countries live
in abject poverty and glaring inequalities thatesely undermine their ability to enjoy their
human dignity. Of great significance is the dug):gan the one hand,there is the gap between
the poor nations of the South and the rich natadrtke North, and on the other, that between
the few wealthy individuals and the poor massesiwithe poor nations. These realities
make us look back and question the efficacy of Ui declaration of development as an

inalienable human right.

Of great interest to this paper is the fact that tefinition of development in the UN

declaration makes no explicit reference to the remmental question, yet the declaration
raises fundamental issues, some of which may bengistent with the ideal of sustainable
development. Perhaps had the UN accurately anterpahe Report of the World

Commission on Environment and Development, it wauddle modified its declaration to

read “the right to sustainable development”. Thd sgport, frequently informally referred to

as the Brundtland Report, was prepared by the WGddmission on Environment and
Development that was appointed by the United NatiGeneral Assembly in 1983 to look
into ways of harmonizing environmental conservatiand human development needs
(WCED 1987).
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Nonetheless, the UN’s recognition that developnm&®@t human rights issue is an important
milestone in the discourse on development and enwientalism. In our view this

recognition underscores the ethical underpinnings aonly of development, but also of
environmental conservation. It is this ethical fdation that this paper seeks to critically

explore and clarify.

This paper is divided into six sections, includiigs introductory one. The second section
discusses the concept of “sustainable developmérité third focuses on the politics
surrounding the notion, objectives and ideals stanable development. The fourth section
advances the central argument of the paper- the&aétlioundations of sustainable
development. The fifth section focuses on the &l@hlsustainable development, before the

sixth presents the conclusions.

The Concept of Sustainable Development
The concept of sustainable development was intediun the 1970’s, when it was first
proposed as a conservation strategy (Trzyna 1998,It9was adopted and popularized as a
world conservation strategy through the effortghwée influential conservation bodies - the
then International Union for Conservation of Natarel Natural Resource (IUCN) which has
since been renamed World Conservation Union (WGk8, World Wide Fund for Nature
(WWEF), and the United Nations Environment ProgranfbhdEP) (Trzyna 1998,75).

However, it was not until the 1980’s that the cquiaa sustainable development gained great
prominence in the context of environmental cond@xaand development. In particular, the
concept of sustainable development gained greataularity through the Brundtland Report
(WCED1987) and Agenda 21 (UNEP 1992). Agenda 21 thasdocument that was the
culmination of the United Nations conference oniemment and development, also known
as the Earth Summit, held in Rio de Janeiro, Briazil992. This summit focused on ways
of mitigating worsening levels of poverty and deteting ecosystems; in a word, it was

about ecological sustainability.

Since the publication of the Brundtland Report (W3aB87) and Agenda 21 (UNEP 1992),
the concept of sustainable development has dontindebate and influenced policies,
decisions and actions pertaining to conservatioth @evelopment. However, the concept
remains fraught with ambiguities and vaguenesscdahe various conceptualizations.
Hardoyet.al. appreciate this point:
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The literature on sustainable development has greovrapidly that already
there are at least 80 different definitions of aurstble development or part of
it. Within these definitions are many different enstandings of what is meant
by the words“development” and “sustainable” (Hardbgl. 1992, 172).

Consequently, it is apposite to review some ofdénitions of “sustainable development”
commonly encountered to illustrate the foregoingnpand to clarify the meaning of the
concept.

One such definition is by Goodland and Ledec (19945), who conceives sustainable
development as “a pattern of social and structueabnomic transformation (i.e.
development) which optimizes the benefits in thespnt without jeopardizing the potential
for similar benefits in the future.” This definiio makes no direct reference to the
environment or environmental conservation. Howewvier,implies recognition of the
instrumental value of the natural environment bseathe said development cannot be

realised without the natural environment providihg material base for it.

Another attempt to define sustainable developmsnbyi Dower (1992, 110), who, after

acknowledging the difficulties involved in definirdevelopment, defines sustainability as
follows: “an activity, state of affairs or process sustainable if it is capable of being
sustained, that is capable of continuing in theurkitwithout change”. Dower seems to
assume that when the term “sustainability” is usegther with development, it clarifies the
meaning of the phrase “sustainable development’wéder, as it turns out, Dower’s

definition is tautological, and hence does not smeh light on the intersection between the

twin notions of environmental conservation and dgyment.

The definitions above serve to illustrate that twncept of sustainable development is
complex, even fluid, and has been variously inttga. This paper analyses the ethical
foundations of sustainable development based maimlthe definitions by the International
Union for Conservation of Nature and Natural Resesr(IlUCN) and the Report of the

World commission on Environment and Development @ discussed below.

The two most influential definitions of sustainaldievelopment have been given respectively
by the International Union for Conservation of Natand Natural Resources (IUCN), since
renamed World Conservation Union (WCU) and the Repbthe World Commission on
Environment and Development (WCED), commonly knaagnthe Brundtland Report. The
guestion posed by the IUCN was: “When do we charag something as sustainable?” The

IUCN stated that “an activity, structure or processaid to be sustainable if for all purposes,
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it can continue forever” (cited in Achterberg19940). Accordingly, it defined sustainable
development as “improving the quality of human lidile living within the carrying
capacity of supporting ecosystems” (cited in Trzy0888, 76). This definition captures quite
comprehensively the link between the notions of iremwnental conservation and
development. The intricate connectedness of dewsdop and environmental conservation is
captured respectively in the expressions “... i@ quality of life” and “... living within
the carrying capacity of supporting ecosystemgé(tin Trzynal998, 76). We shall return to
the definition by the IUCN in a later section whe&a analyse the ethical foundations of the

ideal of sustainable development.

Finally, let us consider the definition of sustditeadevelopment by the World Commission
on Environment and Development (WCED), commonlyemefd to as “the Brundtland
Commission”. The Commission was set up by the dnNations General Assembly in 1983,
with Gro Harlem Brundtland, the then Norwegian Rrimlinister, as its President. The
commission submitted its report, which came to bputarly referred to as the Brundtland
Report, in 1987. The report is also commonly kn@agn‘Our Common Future”. The main
mandate of the Brundtland Commission was to work astrategy that would strike a
balance between the increasing deleterious eftédisman activities and their impact on the
natural environment on the one hand, and human@@went needs on the other. Given this
mandate, defining “sustainable development” wasapontask of the commission. Indeed, to
many the Brundtland report has been synonymous tiwg¢hdea of sustainable development.
The Brundtland Commission accordingly proceededdfine sustainable development as a
“dynamic process designed to meet today’s needswitcompromising the ability of future
generations to meet their own needs” (WCED 1987TB)s defined, the phrase “sustainable
development” does not make explicit reference td@renmental conservation. Nevertheless,

Dower correctly observes:

It is quite clear that the context in which theadef sustainable development]
has gained prominence is that of environmental lprob both to do with the
using up of resources and the problem of futuretages, and to do with the
general effects of human activity, particularlyuistrial activity, on the natural
environment in terms of pollution, land degradaticadteration of the

atmosphere and so on (Dower 1997, 93).

The Brundtland Report itself lends credence to Disnanalysis above when it observes that
“the present development trends left increasinglmensof people poor and vulnerable while
at the same time degrading the environment” (WCBB71 8). This presents sustainable
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development as an ideal whose main challenge tedtszation is how to harmonize human

needs with environmental conservation.

The Politics of Sustainable Development
The call for sustainable development as a worlatetyy to respond to the twin problems of
environmental conservation and human development dwer the years elicited varied
reactions and interpretations ranging from overwined endorsement to scepticism, and
sometimes even to cynicism. For example, accordingrzyna (1998, 76), sustainable
development is a social and political process;ialso an integrating concept, a way of
bringing together ecological, economic and socglkeats of a problem, a holistic approach to
things. This conception presents sustainable dpusdot as a “Marshal Plan” responding to

the myriad developmental and environmental problems

Other writers are more cautious in their endorsénwnsustainable development. For
instance, Worster (1995, 417) cautions that as ulpo slogan, sustainable development
needs a clear definition of its goals and destmatiest it “risks being a path to a place that is
unknown, hence meandering to a dead end.” To liim,dlear that sustainable development

IS a process, a means rather than an end in itself.

On his part, Shiva (1992, 189) distinguishes twmesyof sustainabilityFirst, he talks about
sustainability which revolves around the market.isThype of sustainability, Shiva
contends,“involves maintaining supplies of raw mate for industrial production”.
According to this type of sustainability, conservatis seen in terms of the ability to
continue to provide raw materials for developmaentt profit as the overriding motive. This,
according to Shiva, is the popular conception o$t@nable development in Western
discourse. Shiva has dismissed this as pseudarslsitdy, analogous to “plastering a calf
with mud to turn it into a cow instead of lettinggrow into one” (Shiva 1992, 189). This
view is shared by other philosophers, for examptadtér (1995,417) referred to above, who
has argued that nothing less than a philosophmablution is required to challenge the
dominant secular materialist Western world view ahhiis destructive to the natural

environment.

The second interpretation of sustainability, and the one ah&hiva considers to be the real
meaning of the term, is sustainability which fogise nature and people. This interpretation
is premised on the view that nature is the verynflation of human livelihood and being.
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According to Shiva (1992, 191), sustaining natunerefore implies “maintaining the
integrity of nature’s cycles and rhythms”. In tmegard, sustainability is only achievable“if
the market and production processes are reshap#tedagic of nature’s returns not on the

logic of profit, capital accumulation and returniomestment.”

Achterhius’ view of sustainable development is lygtontroversial. In his seminal essay
titled “The Lie of Sustainable Development”, Achitiers (1994, 198) dismisses sustainability
as popularly understood as a lie, the lie of snatde development. He adopts Hannah
Arendt’s analysis to develop his argument. Ared®58) had argued that sustainability was
inconsistent with the modern economic society. $ymput, her argument was that

conservation would stand in the way of rapid praducwhich she opined was the hallmark
of modern economy. In other words, increased andlaated growth were pre-requisites for

a well functioning and growing capitalistic econamy

Arendt’s analysis had been developed well befoeegiiestion of environmental conservation
was on the world agenda, but it accurately raiseddmental questions that, if sustainability
is to be moved from the level of popular politicaétoric to praxis, must be confronted. One
of the implications of her analysis is that theaidef sustainable development may require
slowing down “growth”. Goodland and Ledec (1993.1P%elp us to develop this point

further when he outlines some of the salient regmeénts of sustainable development. We
focus here on two of these requirements that weiden most relevant to the point under

discussion.

First, Goodland and Ledec contend that sustainable dgwent requires using non-
renewable mineral resources in a manner which doesinnecessarily preclude easy access
to them by future generation§econd, Goodland and Ledec point out that sustainable
development requires depleting non-renewable enargyslow enough rate so as to insure
the high probability of an orderly societal trafsitto renewable energy sources (Goodland
and Ledec 1993, 251). Both conditions above mayrattice slow down the pace at which
Third World countries use their natural resourcesy and “catch up” with the economically
developed nations. This in turn raises the all-irtgd questions of equity, justice and even
quality of human life for the majority of Third Wdr populations already ravaged by
poverty. These concerns have been well raised inothe UN Declaration on the Right to
Development and the Report of the World CommissianEnvironment and Development
(“the Brundtland Report”). On the other hand, andsmimportantly, the Third World
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situation, if not well addressed, may end up ino# sf vicious cycle because excessive
poverty is known to accelerate ecological problenisereby frustrating efforts at
approximating the ideal of sustainable developrnensuccinctly stated in the Brundtland
Report in the following words:

Sustainable development requires societies to meaan needs by increasing
productive potential and by ensuring equitable eomn, social, political
opportunities for all. Sustainable development must endanger the
atmosphere, soil and ecosystems that support ifeasth. It is a process of
change in which resource use, economic policiefnaogical development,
population growth and industrial structures arehermony and enhance
current and future potential for human progress B®Q987).

Yet critics of sustainable development as popuarigee it as part of the wider scheme by
the West to keep poor nations in a perpetual stadependence. They cite the idea of “going
slow” in the use of natural resources inherenthe ideal of sustainable development as
nothing but an ingenious strategy to maintain Whasteegemony over Third World

economies; this Western countries allegedly douiasn their ever increasing appetites for

cheap raw materials (see for example Mafeje 2002).

Nevertheless, the politics of sustainable develogmeportant or exciting as it may be, is
not the main focus of the present paper. The diggussion in this section serves to illustrate
how multifaceted and controversial the issue otanable development can be. Our main
focus is the ethical basis of sustainable developmehich is examined in the following

section.

Sustainable Development as an Ethical Imperative
The preceding sections point, albeit implicitly, toe ethical dimension of sustainable
development. In this section we argue that in fhetideal of sustainable development is
founded on ethical considerations. More specifycdhis section endeavours to reflect on the
ethical foundations of sustainable development. s€b the discourse in motion is the
Brundtland Report, which strikes a moral chord whesserts:

Our global future depends upon sustainable devedopnt depends upon our
willingness and ability to dedicate our intelligenéngenuity and adaptability
and our energy to our common future. There is acehwe can make (WCED
1987).

In our view, “there is a choice we can make” is @ahcall predicated on the special human

capabilities and sensibilities, foremost among Whace rationality and moral consciousness.
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It is a call on humans to exercise these uniqualmffes to evaluate their activities insofar
as they have an impact on the entire ecosysteme Bfmcifically, it is an appeal to all human
beings as moral agents to make a positive differemot merely informed by human

convenience, but by what is the morally right thitmgdo. In addition, the idea of “our

common future” is an implicit recognition of thetem-connectedness of all beings, and
therefore an affirmation of the intrinsic worth thie natural environment. Consequently, the
goal of sustainability can only be attained if stieis accept to take responsibility for
environmental problems rather than claim to beimistof the environmental crisis. Thus, as

moral agents, humans have an obligation to se@wecommon future”.

The ideal of sustainable development as a morakiate is implicit in other important
themes in the definitions of sustainable develogneanier considered. Let us now examine

some of these themes in some detail.

There is the theme of the obligation of the presgameration to posterity. This is often
appealed to by ethicists, particularly those withh anthropocentric persuasion, as a
motivation for environmental conservation. Whetbenot we in the present generation have
a moral obligation to posterity, how far into théure this obligation, if any, extends, are
legitimate philosophical questions that have ethioglications on the way we relate to our
natural environment and on how we address issu@starfgenerational equity and justice.
However, like most philosophical issues, these tijes remain contentious and elicit a wide

range of responses.
Francis Bacon, the celebrated co-father of modkiogophy, asserts:

Men must pursue things which are just in presedtleave the future to divine
providence. What has not yet occurred cannot bgirege object of our
concern and care because for all we know, it mayocour at all (cited in
Gower1992, 2).

In similar light, Gower (1992, 3) quotes an unnamaderican poet who, in reference to the
guestion as to whether or not the present genar&@as an obligation to posterity, cynically
comments: “...we beget them, we bear them, breexh #ind nurse them; what has posterity

done for us?”

However, the cynical, even dismissive views abawsgnt only one side of the story. There
are many contemporary philosophers who have addarexy strong arguments in support of
our moral obligation to future generations. For rapée, Gower (1992, 8) advances an
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argument based on the principle of equal considerafor him, the principle of equal
consideration is predicated on the principle ofurelt justice. In his considered view
therefore, the moral importance of a person’s edehas nothing to do with whether it is
possible for that person to bargain with us. Ratimekeeping with natural justice, everyone,
regardless of his or her circumstances, has a tmtqual consideration. This argument
strongly rebuts the cynics’ position earlier owlilp which seems to predicate morality on the
idea of reciprocity. The principle of natural justi is premised not on a reciprocal
relationship between parties, but rather insistg tertain benefits are due to persons by

virtue of their very existence; that is, it emasd®m the intrinsic worth of persons.

Besides, the duty of beneficence can be shown dangk our moral obligation to future
generations. Beneficence is an important ethicedcyple which requires moral agents to
contribute to the well-being of others (Shannon1993Beneficence is premised on both the
principles of reciprocity and fair play.

The principle of reciprocity, as already pointed, abligates moral agents to give to others in
return for the benefits they derive from them. Néweless, it may be argued that reciprocity
cannot be the basis of morality, because it cailyedsegenerate into egoism which is
antithetical to the true foundations of morality.fact, beneficence understood as reciprocity
would only obligate us to our predecessors, becagseould be in a way paying back for
the good we have received from them. Thus thiscypie would not obligate us to do what is
good to future generations because as the Amepicanpreviously quoted asks, “what have
they done for us?” This would not be in tandem wifib call for sustainable development
which must be anchored on how the present afféetduture status of humanity and their
natural environment - it is forward looking, notckward looking. The impetus behind
sustainable development is not to dwell on the tijesas to what the previous generation
has done, but rather on what impact the activiafabe present generation have on the future:
do they threaten the survival of the capacity @f tlatural environment such that the future
generations will not be able to meet their own 188etihe definition of sustainability in the

Brundtland Report earlier cited articulates thiwfistic focus.

The other dimension of the duty of beneficencet thathe principle of fair play, obligates
moral agents to extend equal consideration to #lehleing of others and to their own. Thus

moral agents ought to evaluate their actions inligifg of benefits and burdens vis-a-vis



12 K. Makokha

others, present and future. We ought to ask oursekhether or not our actions promote the

good of all, not only our own good.

Thus according to the principle of beneficence,haee a duty to future generations insofar
as our present actions have implications on thelt-being. This brings me to the next point
of consideration, namely, that sustainable devetyns grounded on the supreme ethical

principle of justice.

From the definitions of sustainable developmenliezadiscussed, we can infer that there is a
relationship between the idea of sustainability #edprinciple of justice. Achterberg (1994)
has referred to this as the intuitive idea of pestiAccording to Achterberg (1994, 152), this
intuitive sense of justice is expressed in theqgypie that “we should not hand the world we
have exploited to our successors in a substantrdse shape than we have received it.”
This principle is also well articulated in the Bdiland Report, and is central to its definition
of sustainable development. This sense of justicebe discerned at two levels as implied in
the definition of sustainable development by theritiand Report cited earlier on in this

section.

First, we have justice between the present and futunerggons of human beings. The
preceding discussion has emphasized the point tthatpresent generation has moral
obligations to future generations. That argumentritabeen sufficiently dealt with, the issue
being raised here is that of inter-generationatigas In our view, the question of inter-
generational justice rests on the twin principlésequal opportunity and fair play. The
destruction of the natural environment by the pmesgeneration severely violates the
principle of justice in that it jeopardizes poskilds of equal opportunities and fair play for

future generations.

Second, we can infer an underlying sense of justice thaght to be extended to the natural
environment by human moral agents. This is impligitthe idea of ecological harmony

articulated in the definitions by IUCN discussedliea on in this section. In the words of

Achterberg (1994, 154), this sense of justice igeedered in the idea that “nature as well
must have opportunities to survive (integrity) s diversity, characteristic of the biosphere”.
However, there are controversies around this viewjt raises the perennial philosophical
guestion concerning nature’s intrinsic value. Thisestion is at the core of the shallow
ecology-deep ecology debate. In a nutshell, the@sepbsitions represent a major theoretical

divide in the discourse on environmental ethicsti@none hand, the core of shallow ecology
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is the view that only humans have intrinsic valume dence deserve moral consideration.
According to this position, the worth of other bgsnn nature is predicated on human worth.
Some of the key proponents of shallow ecology ale Passmore (1974) and Robin Attfield
(1991). On the other hand, deep ecology represhatsiew that all beings in nature have
intrinsic value that is independent of their redaship to humans, and hence advocates for a
paradigm shift from human-centred to nature-cengtttics. Among the key proponents of
deep ecology are Paul Taylor (1989) and Rolstomidsl|Il (1992).

It is not within the scope of this paper to delutithe intricate and controversial question of
whether or not the natural environment has intcingalue as debated vigorously by
environmentalists of shallow and deep ecology Esisums. However, it must be noted that
Achterberg’s position on the concept of intuitivestice owed to nature by human moral
agents as articulated above (Achterberg 1994, &8)be interpreted to rest on the view
which regards nature to have intrinsic worth. Weadfthe position of Rolston Holmes il
(1992) to be one of the most convincing argumemts rfature’s intrinsic value. We
summarise this position below simply to bolster #&cherg’s position referred to above.
Holmes Il (1992, 137-138), in articulating the falation of the view that nature has intrinsic

value, explains:

An organism is a spontaneous self- emanating syssestaining itself and
reproducing itself, executing its programme, malangay through the world
. the organism is an ecological, evaluative systeso that it grows,
reproduces, repairs its wounds and resists deathhe physical state the
organism seeks, idealized in its programmatic fgra valued state; value is

present in this achievement (Holmes Ill 1992, 138)1

In our view, in this characterization, a strongec@s made that every being in nature has
value of its own, embodied in its very being. Thdea is in fact present in Aristotelian-
Thomistic metaphysics in the concept of “ontologigaodness”, which is said to be present
in all beings in nature, although for both Aristeothnd Aquinas possession of ontological
goodness does not mean having intrinsic moral stgnds both denied non-human beings
such standing. We however hold, in line with Holm#% position above, that moral
standing for nature ought to be predicated onntslogical goodness, implying thereby that
humans owe direct moral consideration to the nhem&ironment. The arguments on the
intrinsic worth of the natural environment form thasis of the deep ecology environmental
ethics paradigm. This perspective finds substargigdport from non-Western cultures,
particularly African and Eastern ones, that notyordcognise the intrinsic worth of non-
human beings, but also present an ontology whichhasizes human-nature connectedness
(See Tempels 1945; Mbiti 1969).
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Back to the point then: we argue with Achterber@9d, 154) that the ideal of sustainability
implies that we are duty bound to treat the nataralironment justly. However, it must be
clarified that this sense of justice cannot be Bas®e the principle of reciprocity. Rather, as
Achterberg explains, it is “justice done to natbyegiving or leaving it an opportunity to an
independent existence and development of its owingisl we appropriately do justice to other
entities of which we recognise their intrinsic (@mant) worth”. The issue of reciprocity has

already been sufficiently dealt with in earlier pagf this section.

Finally, sustainability as a moral principle is ileg in the idea of improving the quality of
life while maintaining ecological harmony. Thisas affirmation of the interrelatedness of
environmental issues with socio-economic questisunsh as equity in the distribution of
resources,so that those responsible for develo@hpricesses ought to take this fact into
consideration. The UN Declaration on the Right ®v&opment (1986) was born out of the
recognition of the moral obligation that governnseahd communities have to create such
conditions as to secure the dignity and qualityhoman life, both of which can only be
achieved if the natural environment is maintainedatstandard that ensures its continued

capacity to meet human needs.

The Vision of Eco-sustainability

As we draw towards the end of this paper, we washutline what we believe to be the vision
of sustainable development. As articulated in tredoing pages, sustainable development
as a moral imperative rests on the ideal of a newy @f living. However, the realization of
this vision depends on our rational acceptanceobfonly our limitations as human beings,
but also the imperative for us to make certainiBees for the good of humankind and that
of the natural environment. The words of the Briamdt Report (WCED 1987) come alive
here to remind us that there is a “choice we cakeffihat choice is between destroying the
natural environment and by extension humanity enotmee hand, and on the other, conserving

the natural environment and saving humanity frostrdetion. There is no other alternative.

In practical terms, the realization of this visiohsustainable development demands radical
changes in our attitudes with regard to our treatnoé the natural environment. At the very
minimum, it requires moderation in our consumpti@bits. This imperative is premised on
the understanding that sustainable fulfilment omha needs is inextricably bound up with

sustainability of ecological balance; hence theurstenvironment provides the material
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context within which human needs are fulfilled. Tards this end, however, socio-economic
issues such as poverty alleviation, fair distribatof resources and related concerns must be
addressed insofar as they militate against theizegmin of the ideal of sustainable
development. As pointed out at the outset of thapep, the realization of sustainable
development will remain elusive as long as moren t6@% of the populations of the Third

World live below the poverty line.

The words of Joy Palmer(1992, 182) adequately symthe vision of sustainable
development: “it calls for collective responsililitor our earth, today and for the future ...
such a cooperative spirit may highlight the impoceof a shared ethic of sustainability,and
its contribution of deepening of our understandofgthe role of human life.” In brief,
sustainable development calls for an ethic of ¢areothers, both humans and the natural

environment. This is the true meaning of being huma

Conclusion
As discussed in the foregoing paragraphs, the athieco-sustainability rests on three

cardinal themes:

1. The recognition of the present generation’s motdigation to posterity, hence the
idea of intergenerational justice.

2. The recognition of the inherent value of nature dmhce of its intrinsic moral
standing.

3. Respect of and care for nature ought to informaasible use of natural resources by

humans.

Within this framework, we have endeavoured to shinat in relation to the natural
environment, humans ought to rise to a higher gatle§ wisdom and moral consciousness.
This should then be reflectedin better treatmenthef natural environment, manifested in

human activities harmonised with nature’s rhythms.

Thus in our view, the vision of ecosustainabilityrainates in a clarion call to humanity to
remember the simple wisdom that if nature is gamthy, it would be better if it were to last
forever. In praxis, ecosustainability requires argde in human attitude towards nature,
rethinking our consumption habits, re-evaluatingvalue systems and, most importantly, re-

assessing our distribution of resources to dedl pribblems of inequalities and poverty.
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