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Introduction

In the final week of September 2015, the international community committed to an
agenda that is meant to “transform our world”: the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Develop-
ment." The agenda is a plan of action for “people, planet and prosperity”, implemented
in partnership and meant to strengthen justice and dignity — i.e. universal peace in
larger freedom. Never before have world leaders committed to common action actross
such a broad and universal agenda. Never before was there a larger agreement that —
from a sustainability point of view — 4/ countries are “developing countries”.

The Agenda establishes the global development framework for the next 15 years,
building on the successes and lessons learned from the Millennium Development Goals.
The 17 Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) and 169 targets have been drafted follow-
ing extensive global consultations with grassroots communities, civil society organiza-
tions, scientific experts, political leaders and business representatives. The partici-
patory dimension of the whole approach is indeed unprecedented. Unprecedented
therefore is also the extent to which the global community assumes “ownership” of

the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development.

The broad consensus would not have been achieved without the groundwork
laid by the UN System Task Force, resulting in their report Realizing the Future We Want
Jfor All (2012).> The Task Force articulated its recommendations for the new agenda in
very clear terms:

“The central challenge of the post-2015 UN development agenda is to ensure that
globalization becomes a positive force for all the worlds’ peoples of present and future
generations. Globalization offers great opportunities, but its benefits are at present very
unevenly shared. The continuous striving for improvements in material welfare is
threatening to surpass the limits of the natural resource base unless there is a radical shift
towards more sustainable patterns of consumption and production and resource use.
Persistent inequalities and struggles over scarce resources are among key determinants of
situations of conflict, hunger, insecurity and violence, which in turn are key factors that
hold back human development and efforts to achieve sustainable development.”

1 United Nations General Assembly (2015): Transforming Our World: The 2030 Agenda for Sustainable
Development. New York. http://www.un.org/ga/search/view_doc.asp?symbol=A/69/1..85&Lang=E (last access
September 21, 2015).

2 UN System Task Team on the Post-2015 UN Development Agenda (2012): Realizing the Future We Want for Al
Report to the Secretary-General. New York.
http://www.un.org/millenniumgoals/pdf/Post_2015_UNTTreport.pdf (last access September 21, 2015). See also
the Chinese Version of the Report’s Executive Summary in the Annex of this paper. For the Chinese Version of the
full report and the executive summary follow this link:
http://www.un.org/en/development/desa/policy/untaskteam_undf/report.shtml (last access September 21, 2015).
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“Business as usual thus cannot be an option and transforma- tive change is needed. As

the challenges are highly interdependent, a new, more holistic approach is needed to

address them.””
The UN Task Force insisted that a high degree of policy coherence at global, regional,
national and sub-national levels will be required to achieve the SDGs. And while the
new agenda was to consist of global goals that are wniversally applicable, it was also to
allow for target settings adapted to regional, national and sub-national conditions in adherence
to international standards.

Two basic requirements for global policy coherence and local target setting are
the following: a shared understanding of development and shared values.

A Shared Understanding of Development

The international community agrees that development is influenced by a complex
interaction of multiple economic, social, cultural, ecological, political and legal factors.
That makes development context-specific: There is no universal blueprint to over-
come the specific disparities and deficits. There is, however, a common vision that the

Future We Want for Allis a world

“free of poverty, hunger, disease and want, where all life can thrive. We envisage a world
free of fear and violence. A world with universal literacy. A world with equitable and
universal access to quality education at all levels, to health care and social protection,
where physical, mental and social well-being are assured. A world where we reaffirm our
commitments regarding the human right to safe drinking water and sanitation and where
there is improved hygiene; and where food is sufficient, safe, affordable and nutritious. A
wotld where human habitats are safe, resilient and sustainable and where there is
universal access to affordable, reliable and sustainable energy.”

Beyond these material aspects of the quality of human life, the international communi-
ty envisages

“a world of universal respect for human rights and human dignity, the rule of law,
justice, equality and non-discrimination; of respect for race, ethnicity and cultural
diversity; and of equal opportunity permitting the full realization of human potential and
contributing to shared prosperity. A world which invests in its children and in which
every child grows up free from violence and exploitation. A world in which every
woman and girl enjoys full gender equality and all legal, social and economic barriers to

3 Ibid. Page i.

4 UN General Assembly (2015): Draft resolution submitted by the President of the General Assembly. Draft outcome
document of the United Nations Summit for the adoption of the post-2015 development agenda. New York, August
12, 2015: 3. http://www.un.org/ga/search/view_doc.asp?symbol=A/69/1..85&Iang=F (last access September 21,
2015).
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their empowerment have been removed. A just, equitable, tolerant, open and socially
inclusive world in which the needs of the most vulnerable are met.”

Culture matters.

UNESCO defines culture as a set of distinctive spiritual, material, intellectual and
emotional features of a society or a social group, that encompasses, in addition to art
and literature, lifestyles, ways of living together, value systems, traditions and beliefs.’
Culture is seen to have a transformative power on existing international development
approaches, which today are mainly shaped by Western perspectives. Cultural diversity
and non-western “pursuits of happiness” will enrich the development debate and
make it more relevant to the needs of people in low-income and emerging countries in
a different cultural settings:
“Culture-led development also includes a range of non-monetized benefits, such as
greater social inclusiveness and rootedness, resilience, innovation, creativity and entre-
preneurship for individuals and communities, and the use of local resources, skills, and
knowledge. Respecting and supporting cultural expressions contribute to strengthening
the social capital of a community and fosters trust in public institutions. Cultural factors
also influence lifestyles, individual behaviour, consumption patterns, values related to
environmental stewardship, and our interaction with the natural environment. Local and
indigenous knowledge systems and environmental management practices provide
valuable insight and tools for tackling ecological challenges, preventing biodiversity loss,
reducing land degradation, and mitigating the effects of climate change.”’
Sustainable development goals express claims of global validity. In order to have a
desirable impact on human quality of life they must be operationalized in regional and
local contexts, in the realities of life of the people concerned. Efficient programming
cannot ignore that cultural diversity is a determining factor for the relevance, failure
and success of sustainability interventions.

Shared Values

It is obvious that a comprehensive societal transformation such as the one suggested
by the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development cannot be implemented if it is not
inspired and carried by shared values. The normative principles that were expressed at

5> Ibid: 5. See http://www.un.org/ga/search/view_doc.asprsymbol=A/69/1..85&Lang=FE (last access September 21,
2015).

6 UNESCO (2001): Universal Declaration On Cultural Diversity. Adopted by the 31st Session of the General
Conference of UNESCO. Paris, 20d November 2001.
http://unesdoc.unesco.org/images/0012/001271/127160m.pdf (last access September 21, 2015).

7 UN System Task Team on the Post-2015 UN Development Agenda (2012): Culture: a driver and an enabler of
sustainable development. Thematic Think Piece. UNESCO.
http://en.unesco.org/post2015/sites/post2015/files/Think%20Piece%20Culture.pdf (last access September 21,
2015).

Global Values Alliance - narrowing the gap between ethical theory and corporate practice



Confucian Entrepreneur Conference 2015
World Ethics Center | Peking University

K.M. Leisinger: "Sustainable Development For A Future We Want For All" 6

the 8" plenary meeting of the UN General Assembly in September 2000 are the foun-
dation of all sustainable development endeavors:

Freedom, e.g. from hunger and from the fear of violence, oppression or injustice.
Democratic and participatory governance based on the will of the people were seen
to best assure these rights.

Egquality, e.g. in the opportunity for all individuals, groups, and nations to benefit
from development. Priority must be placed on advancing the rights of women,
adolescents, youth and children as the largest groups facing systematic inequality
worldwide. Inequalities perpetuate poverty, stall development progress, reduce
economic efficiency, hinder growth, threaten social cohesion and stability, and
undermine human capital accumulation.

Solidarity with those who benefit least from globalization and economic growth.
Care and support for the elderly, children, and sick people, as well as for other
vulnerable groups.

Tolerance, e.g. with regard to diversity of belief, culture and language. A culture of
peace and dialogue among all civilizations should be actively promoted.

Respect for nature, i.e. reverence for the life of a// species and prudence in the use
natural resources, so that the immeasurable riches provided to us by nature be
preserved and passed on to our descendants. The current patterns of production
and consumption pose the greatest threat to the integrity of our Earth’s life sup-
port systems.

Shared responsibility, i.e. for managing worldwide economic and social development,
as well as threats to international peace and security. The costs and burdens of
environmental challenges such as climate change ought to be distributed along the
principle of equity and social justice.

Making the right value choices is constitutive on all decision levels. The values pro-
claimed by the international community are respected in all cultures, recognized by all
religions and at all times. They are fully compatible with the huge store of knowledge
available through, e.g.

The body of thought of the Global Ethic Foundation developed over more than two
decades by Hans Kiing®, including the Dedlaration Toward a Global Ethic and the
Manifesto Global Economic Ethi®: The principles outlined in those publications —
non-violence, justice and solidarity, respect for present and future generations of
humanity — provide orientation for every sphere of human action, including for

http://www.weltethos.org

King H., K.M. Leisinger and J. Wieland (2010): Manifesto Global Economic Ethic. Consequences and Challenges
for Global Businesses. dtv, Munich.
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sustainable development programming. The same is true for honesty, applied to,
for example, today’s knowledge about climate change and planetary boundaries.

* The Common Framework for the Ethics of the 21st Century developed by UNESCO10
stresses the importance of cross-cultural core values such as love, truthfulness,
fairness, freedom, unity, tolerance, responsibility and respect for life, and puts them
in the context of “relationship to nature”, “human fulfillment”, the relationship
between “individuals and communities”, and justice.

A value-driven approach to sustainable development is most appropriate, because
sustainability is a normative concept. I would go one step further and say, sustainability
is a moral concept based on ethical considerations and normative principles. If we
embrace sustainability in this way, normative discourses about processes, policies,
means and ends become necessary, with political ethics, business ethics, and individunal
ethics at their center.

A consensus on common values and normative principles is important, but this
does not necessarily imply that they are relevant in specific (economic, social, ecologi-
cal, legal or political) contexts. The 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development uses plenty
of terms of moral significance, e.g. “human dignity”, “equitableness”, “justice”, “inclu-
siveness” or “solidarity”. Reasonable people all over the world will probably agree that
these are important values. It takes our constant effort and watchfulness to ensure they
are sustained. Human beings are not (always) naturally inclined to act on normative
principles, even if reason calls for it. The realization of values depends on congenial

conditions; they acquire concrete meaning only in a specific context."
Conflicting values

The values expressed in the 2030 Agenda provide an essential guidance for program-
ming sustainability interventions, in the hope that the outcomes will improve the lives
of today’s disadvantaged societies while preserving the environmental integrity for
future generations. Values and normative principles do not, however, spare us
conflicts of interests. For example, human rights are essential to achieve social,
economic, and environmental sustainability. But policies and interventions aiming for
sustainability can affect various human rights, both those that are legally protected and
those that are claimed on philosophical or religious grounds. In addition, different
countries and cultures conceive, protect and apply human rights differently.

This is why context is so important. Contextualization will help governments,

businesses, and civil society set priority targets that respond to the most urgent and
relevant needs at a specific time and place, while still contributing to the overall

10 Yersu, Kim (1999): A Common Framework for the Ethics of the 21st Century. UNESCO, Patris.
http://unesdoc.unesco.otg/images/0011/001176/117622¢o.pdf (last access September 21, 2015).

1 Walzer M. (1994): Thick and Thin. Moral Argument at Home and Abroad. Notre Dame University Press: 2.
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objectives of the 2030 Agenda. When confronted with difficult choices, it is helpful to

clear some questions such as the following:

* How much regulation and butreaucracy do we need/are we willing to tolerate to
ensure sustainability? Where is the limit beyond which regulation hinders entre-
preneurial initiatives needed for economic growth? What constitutes “smart regula-
tion”, and where can one rely on market mechanisms to provide incentives for the
right course of action?

* How are we dealing with the rights and entitlements of the current generations
versus those of future generations — and how are we solving dilemmas?

In the attempt to strike a balance between seemingly conflicting values and sustain-
ability goals we will meet “wicked problems”"?. Some of them may only be “tamed”
rather than “solved” to everyone’s satisfaction:

* One cannot understand the barriers to sustainable development without knowing
the specific context, and one cannot meaningfully search for information without
having a kind of solution in mind. Our perception of the nature of the problem
determines the nature of the approach to a solution. Economists will look for
economic solutions, politicians for political ones, engineers for technical solutions,
and so on. All have their points, but all miss the whole.

* “Wicked problems” have no stopping rule, i.e. it is not clear when sustainability is
reached. What kind of an environmental state of affairs is “good enough”, which
income and wealth distribution is “fair”’? What is acceptable for some, can present
a scandal for others.

* Which social, economic, ecological or other problems are we willing to accept as
“transitional issues”, because they are likely resolved by future scientific knowledge
and are not problematic for the wellbeing of future generations?13

* The worldview of the observer determines what is acceptable and what not. A
teasible plan of action therefore becomes to a great extent a matter of subjective
judgment.

To help us to confidently approach the bold objectives of 2030 Agenda for Sustainable
Development, we could take the preamble of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights as
an example. Along the lines of the UDHR, we could define sustainable development
“as a new common standard of practices for all people and all nations, to the end that
every individual and every organ of society, keeping the necessity for a sustainable
development path constantly in mind, shall strive to promote coherent action and

12 For the concept of “wicked problems” see Rittel H.W.J. and W.M. Webber (1973): Dilemmas in a General Theory of
Planning. In: Policy Sciences Vol. 4: 155 ff.

13 See in this context also Popper K. (1957): The Poverty of Historicism, London.
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implement state-of-the-art national and international measures progressively, to secure
universal and effective recognition and observance.”

Sustainability is everybody’s business!
The global dimension

As we talk about a global challenge, reforms on the global level of governance are
indispensible: Without coherent global governance, free riders on global public goods
will reap illegitimate benefits, and global sustainability will be subordinated to short-
termed national political interests. The United Nations system is of particular impor-
tance in this respect, and leadership institutions such as the Swstainable Development
Solutions Network and the LLEAD Initiative of the UN Global Compact must be supported

to facilitate a continuous learning process and to guide action on an international level.
The national dimension

On the national level the chances for a successful implementation of the 2030 Agenda
depend significantly on the answer to the following crucial questions: What is a fair
and efficient division of responsibility within society? What exactly is the ideal role for
government, business, and civil society — and for all of us as individuals? Such
questions cannot be answered for all; what is appropriate in one country or culture
might not be in another, and what will be met with majority approval in one context
can meet resistance in another. Experience shows that a nation’s economic and social
objectives are served best when there is a clear and mutually agreed division of duties
between the different societal sectors — provided that the respective society shares
human values and an understanding of its goals. No one can assume responsibility for
everything; and no one can claim sweeping rights.

The role of governments

The primary responsibility for designing and implementing a national sustainable develop-
ment agenda rests with national governments and their administrations. It is their duty
to create the political framework, to set appropriate priorities, to allocate the available
resources according to the severity of problems, and to organize the work in the most
cost-effective way.'* Whatever opportunities the global and local economies offer,
whatever resources are made available by local taxpayers or the international commu-
nity, good governance with regard to the management of the available economic, social,
cultural, political, technical and other resources remains the single most important
tactor for sustainable development. One might disagree on specificities or the weight
of the following factors, but not on their basic relevance:

14 See Leisinger K.M. (2004): Overcoming poverty and respecting human rights: ten points for serious consideration.
In: International Social Science Journal Vol. 180. Published on behalf of UNESCO by Blackwell Publishing, Oxford:
313-320.
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* Transparency in policy and social decision-making;
* Responsiveness to priority needs;

* Accountability for the policies and work undertaken by all decision makers in all
societal sectors;

* Rule of law;
* Independent and efficient judicial system; as well as

* Institutional pluralism and participation of the people in all decisions affecting their
lives.

While these general principles are more or less uncontroversial, their conversion into
practical action is confronted with a huge incentive problem allover the world: Policy
makers have a difficult time inflicting short-term burdens and inconvenient change
processes today on electoral constituencies by whom they want to be re-elected to-
morrow. Only individuals with deep value convictions will decide for the right thing to
do even if it is to their personal disadvantage.

The role of business

The business sector has specific duties and responsibilities in society’s division of
responsibility too. What comes first is the responsibility to provide goods and services
that meet customer needs and that can be sold profitably at competitive prices, while
adhering to laws and regulations. The goods and services made available through
markets generate social value of various sorts and can make daily life easier and more
productive. To give just one example: Effective medicines can reduce the severity of
diseases, protect life by reducing morbidity, improve the quality of life of patients (less
pain and disability, fewer side effects) and allow for a (relatively) normal private and
professional life.

Successtful entrepreneurial engagement is #h¢ most important driver of economic
growth. Inclusive economic growth increases choices and opportunities also at the
“bottom of the pyramid”" and thereby helps making all other sustainable develop-
ment efforts easier. By creating employment and income, developing and providing
technical and managerial skills, generating social benefits, paying taxes, contributing to
pension funds and deriving innovative solutions to economic, social and environ-
mental problems, corporations and their management are a substantial force for good:

15 T do share C.K. Prahalad’s notion that if one stops thinking of the “poor” as victims or as a burden and start
recognizing them as creative people, potential entrepreneurs and consumers new opportunity will open up (as so
well described in his book: The Fortune at the Bottom of the Pyramid: Eradicating Poverty through Profits. Updated
5th Anniversary edition. Wharton School Publishing, New Jersey 2010.
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Indeed, “it is companies, not abstract economic forces or governments, which create
and distribute most of a society’s wealth, innovate, trade and raise living standards.”"’

The profits generated by successful companies are usually not the result of a
zero-sum game in which all other actors lose: Corporate success stimulates economic
growth through linkage effects with other sectors, triggering further economic activity
and more income, thus making ‘the cake’ bigger. In a number of emerging economies,
business engagement has created substantial employment and income, thereby contri-
buting significantly to poverty reduction.

Of course, it is not entrepreneurial engagement per se that is desirable. It is
competing with integrity'’, i.e. entrepreneurial engagement conducted in a responsible
manner in line with international norms such as those underlying the corporate
responsibility platform of the UN Global Compact.”® By definition, “being responsible”
is first and foremost the non-negotiable duty to refrain from causing harm. No matter
how different human beings’ world-views, goals and expectations — people all over the
world largely agree on what is harmful or should be avoided. Doing no harm becomes a
much more challenging task when potential harm of future generations is taken into
consideration. A lot of today’s “business as usual” — i.e. the way of using non-renew-
able resources or the lack of de-carbonization pathways' become unacceptable in the
light of the today’s knowledge about the planetary boundaries and the causes of
climate change.”

Enlightened managers know that unfair labor conditions, harmful environmental
practices, or — worse — ‘collateral damage’ in the form of human rights violations, are
not acceptable. They are also aware that many aspects of today’s business practices will
have to be transformed in the light of the new knowledge. Inadequate national law is
no excuse for zof assuming responsibility. Enlightened managers exercise self-restraint
and avoid business practices that are not compatible with the 2030 Agenda for Sustain-
able Development.

If we define “integrity” as being honest, living in the spirit of one’s values and
being aware of the consequences of one’s action in one’s private and professional
spheres of influence, then business practices incompatible with the goals and targets of
the 2030 Agenda constitute a lack of integrity. The same is true for decorating com-
munication statements with clichés and stock phrases referring to “sustainability” and

16 Birkinshaw J. and G. Piramal, Eds. (2005): Sumantra Goshal on Management: A Force for Good. FT Prentice Hall,
Harlow: 2.

17 “Competing with Integrity” is the title of a book that still merits professional attention: De George R. (1993):
Competing with Integrity in International Business. Oxford University Press, New York.

18 www.unglobalcompact.org

19 http://unsdsn.org/what-we-do/deep-decarbonization-pathways

20 See e.g. http://climate.nasa.gov
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“corporate responsibility” while investing heavily in lobbying for legislative and regula-
tory provisions that serve the opposite. If support of the values expressed by the
international community in the 2030 Agenda should be more than lip service, then
corporate key performance indicators, target settings, performance appraisals and
bonus systems have to include the respective measurement criteria.

One must acknowledge that the business sector, just like the government sector,
has an incentive problem: Managements have no incentive to make investments or to
pay “Pigou taxes” #oday for the sake of a future return that may benefit anonymons stake-
holders elsewhere. Practically all corporate success measurements are interlinked closely
with the success perceptions of financial analysts — and these request short-term
results and use respective benchmarks. A sense of integrity, as defined here, will lower
the weight of short-termism and invest in new business models, new products and
new services compatible with the 2030 Agenda:

* Lobbying with integrity — no discrepancy between corporate communications and
corporate affairs;

* Sustainability innovations: Key performance indicators aligned with Sustainable
Development Goals, coherent incentive structures, performance appraisals, bonus
and promotion systems, supply chain management;

* Sustainability imagination: partnerships with NGOs, academia and governments;

* Sustainability criteria on transfer of technology, differential pricing, management of
intellectual property (moral imagination!);

* Communication about progress made and targets achieved — but also about
obstacles faced and problems not solved.

Most important of all: The role of all of us

More than 50 years ago, the then President of the United States, John F. Kennedy,
spoke to students of the American University in Washington about World Peace.”’ He
made remarks that are highly topical in the context of sustainable development. First
of all, he said that the peace he seeks is not a “Pax Americana” enforced on the world
by American weapons of war, but a “kind of peace that makes life on earth worth
living, the kind that enables men and nations to grow and to hope and to build a better
life for their children — not merely peace for Americans but peace for all men and
women — not merely peace in our time but peace for all time.” So it is with sustainable
development. And:

“I am not referring to the absolute, infinite concept of universal peace and good will of

which some fantasies and fanatics dream. I do not deny the value of hopes and dreams

but we merely invite discouragement and incredulity by making that our only and
immediate goal. Let us focus instead on a more practical, more attainable peace — based

21 http://www.npr.org/documents/2006/oct/american_speeches/kennedy.pdf
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not on a sudden revolution in human nature but on a gradual evolution in human
institutions — on a series of concrete actions and effective agreements, which are in the
interest of all concerned. There is no single, simple key to this peace — no grand or magic
formula to be adopted by one or two powers. Genuine peace must be the product of
many nations, the sum of many acts. It must be dynamic, not static, changing to meet
the challenge of each new generation. For peace is a process — a way of solving
problems.”
Exchange the word “peace” by “sustainable development”, and hits the proverbial nail
on the head. Last but not least, John F Kennedy said:
“Our problems are man-made — therefore, they can be solved by man. And man can be
as big as he wants. No problem of human destiny is beyond human beings. Man’s reason
and spirit have often solved the seemingly unsolvable — and we believe they can do it
again.”
Individual human beings in their roles as family members, citizens, customers, voters,
professionals, etc. make dozens of decisions every day that have an impact on sustain-
able development. Individual responsibility for sustainability cannot be shifted onto
others. Not doing “the right thing” against better judgment cannot be attributed to a
lack of good governance, to wrong financial incentives or obstructive market circum-
stances. The hope is that human beings all over the world in all their professional and
private roles accept responsibility for sustainable development and act coherently in
their sphere of influence in a spirit of shared values and shared responsibility.

But — as is the case in the political and business spheres — we, too, do have an
incentive problem. Human beings everywhere usually have problems accepting incon-
venient changes in consumption habits for what #bey #hink is a “minor” contribution to
global sustainable development. Most of us must be hard pushed to put up with
uncomfortably restricted patterns of individual mobility today for an infinitely small
contribution to the prevention of future problems — e.g. sub-merged islands in the
Indian Ocean. But each of us 7 the ultimate decision maker in politics, business,
academia, civil society and churches:

No institution acts solely as an anonymous legal, political or economic construct,
but always through a multitude of people working at its various levels. Institutions are
limited holdings where commitment to sustainability is concerned. And if we look at
sustainability as a moral concept, morality — or the lack of it — is brought into
institutions by people, along with their values, their worldviews, and their personal
conduct. To be sure, every kind of institution develops an institutional life of its own.
Yet this fact does not lessen individual responsibility, but rather the exact opposite. If
we give in to the fallacy of making institutions responsible for everything, the only
possible conclusion is that “the system” must be changed. In such a framework we,
the humans that constitute “the system”, disappear as responsible actors. But we do
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have the responsibility, and the power, to change or to determine the nature of the
system. We only have to have the will to do so.

People at every level of all institutions are knowledgeable in their field, have
career experience, and are socially proficient. It is therefore incumbent on them to
assume responsibility, for themselves, for those affected by the decisions they make,
and for the achievement of institutions’ objectives. They also have the duty to stand
up for the convictions they hold. If, for whatever reason, they fail to do so, they
become guilty by lack of applied moral consciousness and moral courage.

So it is people who, no matter what their institutional station in life, must be held
accountable as agents of sustainability. No modern society can treat the collective as
the subject of action. The subject of action is always the individual. Therefore the
discourse on sustainable development must explore two vital factors: the moral and
the psychological dimensions of sustainable development.

The term “‘sustainable development” continues to have a positive connotation.
We still think of it as an evolution that is desirable, valuable and good for all human
beings. We all know that “man does not live by bread alone”. Reflecting about
sustainable development leads us to asking questions such as “What is the true
meaning of my life?” or “What is a good, a felicitous life?”’* Material issues are, of
course, important and continue to be so. But answers to questions on life’s purpose
and wellbeing, or the meaning of “happiness”, transcend the economic and material
spheres. And here is reason for optimism: “Man is gifted with reason; he is life being
aware of itself; he has awareness of himself, of his fellow man, of his past, and of the
possibilities of his future.””

Care, responsibility, respect and knowledge — “Love” in the words of Erich
Fromm — are part of the basic elements of the character of sane people, so are
compassion and empathy. Humanity cannot live in peace and prosper without its
spiritual and metaphysical aspirations duly considered. Communities cannot flourish
without the continuous fostering of their social capital. Adding spiritual and
psychological values dimensions to the sustainable development discourse is not an
esoteric obliquity. It makes good sense to motivate people to reflect on the difference
between subjectively perceived “consumption needs” and objective desiderata for a
future we want for our own children and grandchildren. Bringing a values dimension
into the sustainable development discourse is likely to help putting convenient habits
or pseudo-prestigious practices into perspective.

22 Fromm E. (1958): The Moral Responsibility of Modern Man. First published in Merrill-Palmer. Quarterly of
Behavior and Development, Detroit, Vol. 5: 3-14. Made available by courtesy of Dr. Rainer Funk and Karl Schlecht.

23 Fromm E. (1956): The Art of Loving. Originally published by Harper, New York 1956., p. 6; made available by
courtesy of Dr. Rainer Funk and Karl Schlecht. See also Fromm E. (1976): To Have or To be? Harper and Row,
New York.
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Preliminary conclusions

Comprehensive reform processes such as those envisaged by the 2030 Agenda for
Sustainable Development can only be successful if and when they are carried by common-
ly shared wvalues, orchestrated through a consistent governance framework and
supported by facilitative measures — but: The single most important factor for
sustainable development is the individual human being, who is endowed with
awareness, with the willingness to learn and change, and with the empowerment to
make decisions that contribute to a future we want for all.

The shared understanding of the majority of scientists, of representatives of civil
society as well as of a growing number of enlightened leaders from the corporate
sector is that modern human beings — 9.7 billion by the year 2050** — will have to
adapt their lifestyles for the sake of the integrity of our Earth’s life support systems.

In his Oration on the Dignity of Man® of 1486, Giovanni Pico della Mirandola
characterized humans as “the most wonderful creation of the world”, “the interme-
diary between creatures, familiar of the gods above him, the lord of the beings beneath
him, by the acuteness of his senses, the inquiry of his reason, and the light of his
intelligence, he is the interpreter of nature, set midway between the timeless un-
changing and the flux of time; the living union, the very marriage hymn of the world,
little lower than the angels.” And, Pico lets God teach humanity something important
for all spheres of decision-making, i.e.

“with free choice and dignity, you may fashion yourself into whatever form you choose.

To you is granted the power of degrading yourself into the lower forms of life, the

beasts, and to you is granted the power, contained in your intellect and judgment, to be

reborn into the higher forms, the divine.”

Individual responsibility for sustainability cannot be passed on to others. Acting
against our better judgment cannot be attributed to a lack of good governance, wrong
financial incentives or obstructive market conditions. We are left to our own devices
and resources to shape our common future. Let us hope that everyone understands
what is at stake, and that everyone summons up the will and contributes in good faith
to the endeavors of others. There is a robust consensus on globally shared values
representing the common tie that binds humanity.*

24 http://esa.un.otg/unpd/wpp/Publications/Files/Key_Findings WPP_2015.pdf
25 http://www.andallthat.co.uk/uploads/2/3/8/9/2389220/pico_-_oration_on_the_ dignity_of man.pdf

26 For the discussion of global values and sustainability see Leisinger, K.M. (2014): Global Values for Global
Development. Basel. (http://unsdsn.org/resources/publications/global-values-for-global-development/ )
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