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 Sustainability is not a new subject.  The security  of human 

lives has always been understood to depend on the s trength and 

resilience of the natural world which we inhabit.  However, the 

so-called "human predicament," including our mortal ity and our 

fragility, as human beings, has typically been unde rstood as the 

plight of the individual, and this adversity has fr equently been 

contrasted with the strength and durability of huma nity as a 

collectivity.  Indeed, throughout history people ha ve tended to 

take for granted the robustness of nature - and a s ecure place for 

us in it.  The frailty of individual lives (includi ng their 

ultimate cessation) has been seen as an individual vulnerability 

that did not apply to mankind in general. 

 Even Alfred Tennyson, the great English poet, comp lained in 

his famous "Elegy" about the partiality of nature, contrasting the 

infirmity of individual lives with the strength tha t nature 

provides for the collectivity: 
  So careful of the type she seems, 
 
So careless of the single life. 

Tennyson's observation had a clear "Darwinian" ring  - perhaps also 

the ring of something that has now come to be known  as "the 

selfish gene" - even though Tennyson's poem ("In Me morium") was, 

in fact, published in 1850, one decade earlier  than Darwin's 
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Origin of Species . 
 

 The confidence in our group future has traditional ly been 

based on the presumption of the robustness of natur e which 

supports human life.  The belief in the presumed in vulnerability 

of nature was well captured by Horace.  "Though you  drive Nature 

out with a pitchfork," Horace had assured us, "she will still find 

her way back."  Nature, however, has been showing i ts 

vulnerability in recent times, and seems more and m ore inclined to 

leave us in a state of hopeless incongruity - pitch fork in hand.  

Horace's comfortable belief has given way, in recen t decades, to 

the growing recognition that not only is the enviro nment in which 

we live quite delicate, but it also makes human liv es - and indeed 

the lives of other species - deeply precarious.  Th ere is growing 

evidence of the rapidity with which we tend to deci mate the ozone 

layer, heat up the globe, foul up our rivers and ai r, drive many 

species to extinction, destroy the forests, deplete  the mineral 

resources, and impose other havocs on the environme nt, and 

consequently, on our lives.  Even though there are continuing 

scientific debates on particular prognoses, it is h ard to avoid a 

general sense of deep vulnerability in our environm ental outlook. 

 Our very existence as human beings is totally cont ingent on 

the environment.  Life, as we know it, can survive only in a very 

narrow temperature range - not just human life but any kind of 

life - a range that is hardly more than 100 degrees  Kelvin, which 

is a tiny speck in the billion-degree temperature r ange of the 
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universe. i   The survival of the human species is much more 

constrained still, and the possibility of viable an d minimally 

comfortable human life even more radically confined .  The 

environmental insecurities, such as global warming,  that are being 

discussed a great deal just now, relate to the far- reaching 

consequences of much tinier alterations.  For examp le, variations 

of a few degrees celsius of ocean temperature can s pell disaster 

for parts of humanity, for example drowning habitat ions (for the 

whole of the Maldives and for a large part of Bangl adesh, among 

other low-lying areas), and threatening the basis o f our on-going 

economic lives.  In worrying about the climatic and  environmental 

demands of sustainable development, it is essential  to keep in 

mind the much bigger - and much more stark - pictur e of 

environmental dependence of lives in general and hu man lives in 

particular. 

 It may well be a sad reflection, but it is hard to  escape the 

realization that we exist in what may after all be just a 

transitory moment in the theatre of this universe, and we have to 

do what we can to avoid making the magic moment sho rter still 

through reckless behaviour and obduracy.  There is perhaps some 

good advice in that fetching song of Simon and Garf unkel which was 

popular a few decades ago: "Slow down, not so fast/  You must make 

the morning last." 
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 So what can we do to reduce our vulnerability?  Ho w should we 
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think about our responsibilities?  The focus of dis cussion on 

environmental policy has often been on developing a ppropriate 

national and international institutions.  The ratio nale for this 

concentration is clear enough.  As the cogently arg ued and wide-

ranging report on Ecosystems and Human Well-being , produced in the 

last decade by a global team of Millennium Ecosyste m Assessment 

(coordinated by the United Nations Environment Prog ramme), points 

out, "achieving sustainable use requires effective and efficient 

institutions that can provide the mechanisms throug h which 

concepts of freedom, justice, fairness, basic capab ilities, and 

equity govern the access to and use of ecosystem se rvices." ii  

 But what about the institution of democracy?  What  difference 

can  it make?  It is easy to think that there must be a n immediate 

tension here.  Democracy involves participatory dec ision making by 

today's citizens, but the lives that may be most ba ttered by 

environmental damage are people of the future. They  are not, of 

course, participatory members of today's  democratic governance.  

There would be a huge dissonance here if we were to  take the very 

narrow view of human motivation much used in so-cal led "rational 

choice theory" (which, despite its non-exclusive na me, is based on 

a very limited view of human motivation that has as tonishingly 

many followers among economists, political scientis ts and legal 

thinkers).  That theory assumes that people act onl y according to 

their own personal interests.  We may be able to us e our 

cleverness to construct some second-order reasons f or the members 

of the present generation worrying about the future , without 
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losing their obsession with their own personal inte rests, which 

many rational choice theorist see as the hall-mark of 

"rationality," but this is unlikely to take us very  far into 

making today's citizens careful guardians of the lo ng-term 

environment.  So how should the present generation think about its 

responsibilities for the future people? 

 This is not really a serious problem to solve if w e bear in 

mind that, contrary to the narrow view of humanity,  it is entirely 

possible - indeed quite natural - to be interested in the lives of 

others, including those not yet born, and to be com mitted to make 

sure that our successors are not left in ruins gene rated by us. 

Indeed, if the reach of public reason extends beyon d narrow self-

centredness, then there is surely something that de mocracy can 

offer to make people more interested in the future.  Indeed, public 

discussion makes us take interest in the lives of e ach other, and 

if democracy is understood, as John Stuart Mill tho ught it should 

be, as "government by discussion," then democracy c an bring about 

a democratic response to the serious problems of th e future. 
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 There is perhaps some lesson here from the effecti veness of 

functioning democracies in preventing famines on wh ich I have 

written in the past.  The economic analysis that I presented in 

the 1970s, put together in my 1981-book Poverty and  Famines , 

showed that famines can be very easily prevented th rough public 

action, since famines are not inescapable even with  reduced per-
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capita availability of food.  People die from starv ation in a 

famine not because any inescapable doom necessarily  related to the 

absolute shortage of food, but mainly because of ba d public policy 

that does not try to compensate for the deprivation  of the 

potential famine victims.  Their lives could be cer tainly saved if 

food is less unequally shared among the population involved. 

 The government can easily ensure that everyone has  some 

minimally manageable amount of food through public policy, such as 

rationing and control, through creating employment,  and through 

other ways of giving everyone some entitlement to f ood.  In fact, 

on the other side, even quite big famines can actua lly take place 

despite the fact that there is plenty of food aroun d, since some 

people could lose their ability to buy food  because, say, the loss 

of their own employment and occupation thus deprivi ng them of 

income, and the government might fail to give them any relief.  So 

the basic art of famine prevention involves public policy and 

governmental response.  The question that arises, t herefore, is 

that of influencing public policy. 

 How does democracy influence public policy?   The direct 

penalties of famine are borne only by the suffering  public and not 

by the ruling government.  The rulers never starve.   However, when 

a government is accountable to the public, and when  there is free 

news reporting and uncensored public criticism, the n the 

government too has good reasons to do its best to e radicate 

famines.  When there is a functioning democratic po litical system 

with a free news media without censorship, and acti ve opposition 
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parties that are eager to pounce on the government for its failure 

to prevent starvation, the government is under seve re pressure to 

take quick and effective action whenever famines th reaten.  Since 

famines are easy to prevent once there is a real ef fort to stop 

them (as I have already discussed), prevention has,  in general, 

been possible.  It is, therefore, not surprising th at in the 

terrible history of famines in the world, there is no case in 

which a famine has occurred in a country that is in dependent and 

has a functioning democracy with freely operating o pposition 

parties, along with an uncensored press. 

 Democracies with free and energetic media, and wit h regular 

multi-party elections, are indeed effective in stop ping famines 

from occurring.  This understanding has close relev ance for 

discussing the possible effectiveness of public dis cussion today 

in taking care of the problems of the future genera tions.  Why so? 

 The point of comparison is that the proportion of people 

affected by famines is never more than 10 per cent of the total 

population, and is typically less than even 5 per c ent.  That low 

proportion can hardly make majority vote a directly  relevant means 

of eliminating the threat of famines.  It is public  discussion and 

engagement that expand the breadth of vision of peo ple whose own 

immediate interests may not be much pounded by fami nes, but who 

find it reasonable to try to prevent famines - and to vote callous 

governments out of office.  So even though the pres ent generation, 

who can vote today, may be dead and gone before the  future 

generations suffer from the severity of climatic ch ange and 
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environmental decline, democratic public discussion  can make  

today's vote effective in taking care of the intere sts of the 

future generation, in the same way a majoritarian d emocracy today, 

when combined with strong public discussion, can sa ve the lives of 

a small minority of people (such as the potential f amine victims) 

who cannot, on their own, swing the outcome in majo rity voting.  

Democracies with free public discussion and the abs ence of 

governmental censorship provide the means of the pu rsuit of social 

justice in a great many fields, and doing justice t o the future 

people can be an effective part of that free democr atic 

engagement.  Open public discussion is a good means  of working out 

our responsibilities towards the future generations . 
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 So our responsibilities in dealing with sustainabl e 

development certainly include the role of today's c itizens to 

discuss the predicament of the world that extends b eyond their own 

lives.  Of course, many problems of environmental d ecline have an 

immediate effect.  In breathing the air in Beijing or Mexico City 

or Delhi one does not have to be reminded that some  of the effects 

of environmental deterioration impoverish our lives  immediately.  

And whether we are dealing with the predicament of the population 

today or that of the population tomorrow, the respo nsibility of 

citizenship and political participation can hardly be overlooked. 

 As it happens, there is by now quite a considerabl e 

literature on the role of citizenship in environmen tal 
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preservation, focusing on actions that are motivate d by a sense of 

civic obligation and social ethics.  In his book, C itizenship and 

the Environment , Andrew Dobson has even argued for what he calls 

"ecological citizenship," which demand that priorit y be given to 

ecological considerations. iii   I am not quite sure that dividing up 

an integrated citizenship into function-specific ro les is the best 

way to think about citizenship and democracy.  But Dobson is 

surely right to emphasize the reach of civic respon sibilities in 

dealing with environmental challenges.  He is espec ially concerned 

with investigating and highlighting what citizens c an do when they 

are moved by social understanding and reasoned refl ections, rather 

than only by financial incentives (acting merely as  "self-

interested rational actors"). 

 Focusing on the sense of ecological responsibility  of 

citizens is part of a new trend that straddles theo ry and 

practice.  For example, there was criticism of the British 

government's policies in late 2000, when it backed away, in 

response to picketing and protests, from a proposed  increase in 

taxes on petrol, without making any serious attempt  to bring the 

environmental case into public discussion.  As Barr y Holden puts 

it, in his engaging book Democracy and Global Warmi ng, "this is 

not to say that the environmental case would necess arily have won 

the day," but "it is to suggest that it may have do ne so, had it 

been put." iv   There is increasing disappointment not only with the 

feebleness - or absence - of positive initiatives t o involve the 

citizens in environmental policies, but also with t he evident 
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scepticism of public authorities about the possibil ity of 

fruitfully appealing to the sense of social respons ibility of 

citizens. 

 If what I have discussed so far constitutes one of  the 

central points I wanted to make today in this meeti ng, I want to 

discuss two other issues relevant to the subject ma tter of this 

talk.  First, is public discussion a matter for dia lectical 

engagement within a country, or one on a global  scale?  What 

should an understanding of our environmental respon sibilities 

demand?  Second, how should sustainable development  be 

characterized? 
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 The need for global action - and related to that a  global 

contract - in dealing with global environmental cha nges is easy to 

understand.  For example, emissions need control al l over the 

world, and a single nation cannot solve its problem  on its own.   

 It is easy to appreciate the need for constraints that each 

country has to accept, in one way or another, to ha ve adequate 

emission control for the world as a whole.  The deb ates today are 

not about the need for global agreement on environm ental 

behaviour, but about the division of costs and resp onsibilities in 

dealing with the global challenge.  We can all bene fit around the 

world through binding constraints that make the ove rall pollution 

level go down.  But different contracts on this div ide the burden 

differently.  It would be silly and also unfair to impose some 

kind of mechanical limits on each country without c onsidering its 
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development process, its needs of poverty removal, and its ability 

to afford the resources needed for using environmen t-friendly 

technology.  

 Perhaps I should comment also here on an argument for 

"historical justice" that is often aired against ri ch countries, 

as presented by some poor countries.  The argument takes the form 

of presenting the case for making the already indus trialized 

countries pay some kind of a price - of a "fine" - for their 

polluting roles in the past .  I am quite sceptical of this 

argument.  As we know from the ways of resolving pa st racism, for 

example in South Africa, the best solution is not t o cultivate new 

hostility by harping on past misdeeds, but to turn a page on the 

past.  Also, it must be recognised that when the ol d 

industrialized countries polluted the world, the un derstanding of 

pollution and its lasting effects were little known .  Furthermore, 

people in Europe and America today were not even bo rn when their 

ancestors polluted the atmosphere. 

 No, that is not a fruitful line of analysis.  Rath er, the 

important issue is that today - right now - the dev eloped 

countries take up an unequally large share of what are called "the 

global commons" - the common pool of air, water and  other natural 

space that we collectively can share.  The present- day unequal 

sharing of the global commons, resulting from histo rical 

differences, is a contemporary  fact that has to be taken into 

account in looking for a plausible contract about h ow to share the 

burdens of environmental control among different co untries today. 
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 Not addressing this issue adequately doomed the Co penhagen 

conference to relatively little concrete achievemen t.  What had to 

be addressed - and still has to be - is to face ful ly the hard 

question of sharing the benefits and costs of havin g a friendly 

environment today - and in the future. 

 These issues have to be sorted out at the global l evel paying 

particular attention to the conflicting elements th at co-exist 

along with the general benefits from global coopera tion.  I must 

say here that I am not entirely persuaded that the new group of G-

20 is an adequate forum for undertaking the difficu lt issue of 

dividing the restrictive actions to be undertaken a round the 

globe.  Sure enough, with a broader representation of the 

successfully growing economies, including China, Br azil, India and 

others G-20 is a lot better in representation of di verse interests 

than is the old G-7 or G-8.  And yet G-20 has littl e 

representation of those poor countries which have n ot yet 

experienced much growth and dynamism.  Just as Chin a and India may 

have much to complain about today about the way Eur ope and America 

have come to occupy so much of the global commons, at some future 

date much of Africa may have reason to complain abo ut how China 

and India, along with Europe and America, make the room left for 

Africa in the global commons that much more precari ous.  China, 

India, Brazil and others growing fast today have to  consider 

fairness not only vis-a-vis Europe and America, but  also vis-a-vis 

vast parts of Africa that have not yet entered the phase of 

globalized expansion. 



 
 

  Page 13 

 One of the benign effects of globalization is that  we are in 

close touch with each other in our interdependent p lanet.  The 

world has shrunk a great deal over the last two cen turies through 

closer integration, quicker communication and easie r access.  Even 

as early as 1750, David Hume had noted the importan ce of increased 

commercial and economic intercourse in expanding th e reach of our 

sense of justice.  He had put the issue thus in an essay called 

"Of Justice" (later included in his book, An Enquir y Concerning 

the Principles of Morals ): 

....again suppose that several distinct societies m aintain a kind 

of intercourse for mutual convenience and advantage , the 

boundaries of justice still grow larger, in proport ion to the 

largeness of men's views, and the force of their mu tual 

connexions. v 

The place of global justice is as central to thinki ng about the 

global environment as it is in tackling any other p roblem of 

global relations in our thoroughly interdependent w orld. 

 The need for critical public reasoning is extremel y strong in 

the contemporary world.  There is no substitute for  critical 

scrutiny.  But critical global reasoning has to inc lude 

considerations of justice and fairness across the b orders to 

ensure a reasonable future for humanity.  The chall enges that the 

world faces today demand above all that we carry fo rward further 

what David Hume saw as the process of enlargement o f "the 

boundaries of justice."  Indeed, the boundaries of our concern 

limit the future prospects of the interdependent wo rld in which we 
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live. 
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 I turn, finally, to the difficult issue of assessi ng the 

requirements of sustainable development. vi   The idea of 

"sustainability" was powerfully outlined more than two decades ago 

in a pioneering manifesto, prepared by the World Co mmission on 

Environment and Development, led by Gro Brundtland (formerly the 

Prime Minister of Norway and later the Director Gen eral of the 

World Health Organization, the WHO). vii   The Brundtland Report 

defined sustainable development as meeting "the nee ds of the 

present without compromising the ability of future generations to 

meet their own needs." 

 Sustainable development has become the ruling them e in much 

of the environmental literature.  The idea has also  inspired some 

significant international protocols for concerted a ction, for 

example to reduce harmful emissions and other sourc es of planetary 

pollution.  The idea of sustainable development has  also motivated 

many large international gatherings - such as the " Earth Summit" 

in Rio de Janeiro in 1992 and the "World Summit on Sustainable 

Development" in Johannesburg in September 2002, and  to some 

extent, even the recent conference on global warmin g in 

Copenhagen.  These meetings have had varying concen trations, but 

they have shared inter alia  a common concern about sustainability. 

 The world does indeed have good reason to be grate ful for the 

championing of the idea of sustainable development that has 
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occurred in recent years.  And yet it must be asked  whether the 

conception of human beings implicit in the prevaili ng idea of 

sustainability takes an adequately capacious view o f humanity.  

Certainly, people do have "needs," but they also ha ve values , and 

in particular, cherish their ability to reason, app raise, act and 

participate.  Seeing people only in terms of their needs may give 

us a rather meagre view of humanity, and - relevant ly in the 

present context - of their role as citizens and as participants in 

democratic public decisions.  The question can, thu s, be asked 

whether environmental priorities should be seen onl y in terms of 

sustaining the fulfilment of our needs, rather than  sustaining our 

freedom as responsible citizens with the moral powe r to think 

about issues that go well beyond our narrowly defin ed self-

interest. 

 Brundtland's concept of sustainability has been fu rther 

refined and elegantly extended by one of the foremo st economists 

of our time, Robert Solow, in a monograph called An  Almost 

Practical Step toward Sustainability , published a little over a 

decade ago. viii    Solow's formulation sees sustainability as the 

requirement that the next generation must be left w ith "whatever 

it takes to achieve a standard of living at least a s good as our 

own and to look after their next generation similar ly."  The Solow 

formulation of sustainability has several attractiv e features.  

First, by focusing on sustaining living standards ( seen as 

providing the motivation for environmental preserva tion), Solow 

gives more concreteness to Brundtland's concentrati on on the 
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fulfilment of needs.  Second, in Solow's neatly rec ursive 

formulation, the interests of all the future genera tions receive 

attention through provisions to be made by each gen eration for its 

successor.  The generational coverage is, thus, com prehensive. 

 But does the Solow reformulation of Brundtland's i dea of 

sustainability incorporate an adequately broad view  of humanity?  

While the concentration on maintaining living stand ards has some 

clear merits (there is something deeply appealing i n Solow's 

formula about trying to make sure that the future g enerations can 

"achieve a standard of living at least as good as o ur own"), it 

can still be asked whether the coverage of living s tandards is 

adequately inclusive.  In particular, sustaining li ving standards 

is not the same thing as sustaining people's freedo m to have - or 

safeguard - what they value and to which they have reason to 

attach importance.  Our reason for valuing particul ar 

opportunities need not always lie in the contributi on they make to 

our living standards. 

 To illustrate, consider our sense of responsibilit y towards 

the future of other species, not merely because  - nor only to the 

extent  that - the presence of these species enhances our own 

living standards.  For example, a person may judge that we ought 

to do what we can to ensure the preservation of som e threatened 

animal species, say, spotted owls of some specific kind.  There 

would be no contradiction if the person were to say : "Our living 

standards would be largely - or completely - unaffe cted by the 

presence or absence of spotted owls, but I do stron gly believe 
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that we should not let those owls become extinct, f or reasons that 

have nothing much to do with human living standards ." 

 If the importance of human lives lies not merely i n our 

living standard and need-fulfilment, but also in th e freedoms that 

we enjoy, then the idea of sustainable development has to be 

correspondingly reformulated.  There is cogency in thinking not 

just about the sustaining the fulfilment of our nee ds, but more 

broadly about sustaining - or extending - our freed oms (including 

the freedom to meet our needs).  Thus recharacteriz ed, sustainable 

freedom can be broadened from the formulations prop osed by 

Brundtland and Solow to encompass the preservation,  and when 

possible expansion, of the substantive freedoms and  capabilities 

of people today "without compromising the capabilit y of future 

generations" to have similar - or more - freedoms. 

 I finish by invoking a medieval distinction that w e are not 

only "patients" whose needs deserve consideration, but also 

"agents" whose freedom to decide what to value and how to pursue 

what we value can extend far beyond our own interes ts and needs.  

The significance of our lives cannot be put into th e little box of 

our own living standards, or our need-fulfilment.  The manifest 

needs of the patient, important as they are, cannot  eclipse the 

momentous relevance of the agent's reasoned values.   Sure enough, 

we have our needs, but our humanity can take us wel l beyond that. 
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