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Extended Abstract

The crisis of environment degradation is one of factors that have raised the problem of
how to make development sustainable while considering limitations. Trying to solve this
problem itself, however, raises another problem: out of the two fields of economics and
ecology which one should determine the policy-making for sustainable development. At
last, thinking about this led me to the question whether sustainability constrains
development, and if yes how. The aim of the research reflected in this paper was to find
the answers to these problems and questions in the course of explaining the context of
their emergence. The method was to analyze, explain, and infer implications of the
theories and comparing them: firstly, the concepts or criteria of sustainability in some
important expert fields of knowledge were analyzed and explained so that the status of
the ecological concept of sustainability in the mainstream sustainable development
becomes clear; secondly, I turned to drawing the implications of important theories in
ecology —climax theory, ecosystem theory, permissive ecology theory- for sustainability
criterion, and comparing them; finally the recent economic theories of sustainability
were analyzed and explained and their consequences for sustainability were inferred.
Through all these stages 1 sought to answer the question whether sustainability
constrains development, if yes how, and different criteria were compared in this regard.
This study made it clear that (1) in the context of sustainable development, two fields of
knowledge have been the most decisive fields in determining the criterion of
sustainability: ecology and economics; (2) the sustainability that resulted from ecosystem
theory constrains development; (3) but permissive ecology theory cannot regard nature
as a norm or criterion for development; (4) permissive ecology’s diluted concept of
sustainability leaves development primarily unconstrained; (5) in sustainable
development sustainability now has become mainly an economic concept; (6) while
strong sustainability has considerable capacity for constraining development, weak
sustainability is lacking in this regard.
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INTRODUCTION

Until a few decades ago development thinking was going on with its traditional
principles, namely economic growth and increasing production; national and
international policy-makers was promoting the same development. But the global
crisis of poverty which had not been solved despite promises of development, the
global crisis of environment degradation, and threats to benefits supported by
natural processes, that made a multidimensional global crisis (Adams, 2009, 19), in
1960s and 1970s led to the awareness that development could not continue in the
same way as before. Development had to be made sustainable with regard to
limitations. The term ‘sustainability’ gained wider currency in 1980s (Scoones, 2007,
590). The problem or dispute which has always existed is that expertise, language,
and values of which specialized field of science should define sustainability for
national and international policy-makers? The main participants in this contest
have been ecology and economics.

PURPOSE

In this framework, we search for a reasoned answer to the question “how does the
property ‘sustainability’ constrain development to bring about sustainable
development?” So the aim of the study reflected in this article was to answer this
question through exploring of the context of sustainable development debate (about
sustainable development debate see Asghari, 2017, Ch. 2). Answering this question
can bring us closer to understanding possible meaning(s) of making development
sustainable with regard to limitations. This understanding was my higher aim. On
the other hand, to be able to find out whether sustainability constrains development
or not, if not why, and if yes how, I had to figure out and explain concepts and
criteria of sustainability. This was my lower aim.

METHODOLOGY

To achieve the above aims, the concepts or criteria of sustainability in some
important expert fields of knowledge were analyzed and explained so that the status
of the ecological concept of sustainability in the mainstream sustainable
development becomes clear. Then, implications of important theories in ecology -
climax theory, ecosystem theory, permissive ecology theory (Worster, 1993)- for
sustainability criterion were discussed, and compared. At last, because economics is
very influential upon policy-makers in the world, the recent economic theories of
sustainability were analyzed and explained and their consequents for sustainability
were inferred. So the discussion in this article is conceptual and puts forth
intellectual ideas about sustainability so that they reveal their relation to the
fundamental issues of sustainable development thinking such as those discussed in
‘purpose’ section above.



RESULT

Despite first appearances, ‘sustainable’ development does not involve a specific
concept or criterion of sustainability. This property has been attached to
development as a positive property, but disputes and debates remain in the
background. Two disciplines has influenced sustainability most, ecology and
economics; hence the terms ‘ecological sustainability’ and ‘economic sustainability’.
Ecological sustainability is the ability of a system to recover itself from shocks and
stresses. According to ‘ecosystems’ ecology, if we want to have a harmonious and
durable relation with nature human activity should be consistent with efficient,
regular, and orderly patterns of the flow of energy and matter in the ecosystem
(Worster, 1977, Part 5). According to ‘permissive’ ecology, nature is a landscape
always in flux and changes in many scales of time and space (Botkin, 1990, 10).
Economic sustainability is the result of economic approach which views nature
through the concepts of ‘capital’ and ‘revenue’. ‘Natural capital’ is the result of
extending the concept of capital to goods and services that nature gives to humans
(Akerman, 2003). In this framework, sustainability is that constant stocks of both
natural and manmade capital are maintained over time (Common & Stagl, 2005).
This is strong sustainability. Strong sustainability was likely to slow down
development because it insisted on maintaining natural capital. So, weak
sustainability, by contrast, is trade-off between losing natural capital in one project
and gaining it in somewhere else, and substituting man-made or man-induced
capital for the lost natural capital (Barbier et al., 1990, 1260).

CONCLUSION

Development in its common or dominant meaning, that is economic growth, has
come to be considered as the main factor responsible for degradation of
environment across the globe. In dealing with degradation of environment global
and national decision-makers did not considered limiting economic growth for
containing the crisis but their goal has been sustaining -that is, continuing-
economic growth with regard to limitations. The most important limitations have
been environmental limitations. Accordingly, sustainable development is a
development which integrates limitations into development so that its continuance
becomes possible. So the issue of limitations brings us to the concept of
‘constraining development’. Thus sustainability conceptually is constraining
development. How much do different theories and criteria actually cash that
fundamental concept? This essay’s investigation and critique (in the sense of
analyzing strengths and weaknesses) of ecological and then economic criteria of
sustainability made clear that ecological sustainability of ecosystem theory
(Worster, 1977, 255 ff.) did constrain development, but the ecological sustainability
of the current permissive ecology (Botkin, 1990; 2012) leaves development almost
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unconstrained, because it is overall a dilute criterion of sustainability; in
collaboration between permissive ecology and development, the latter will make
most decisions and the former will follow (Worster, 1993). This set the stage for
economic sustainability to take the center stage. Strong sustainability (Beckerman,
1994, 195-6) had a considerable capacity for constraining development. This
motivated proponents of development to oppose it. Therefore, weak sustainability
(Barbier et al., 1990, 1260) was propounded. This criterion of sustainability which is
now the dominant idea of sustainability does not constrain development. As a
result, sustainable development now resigns from constraining development. Now
the fundamental orientation of sustainable development is not solving
environmental crisis but trying to continue development.

NOVELTY

The novelty of this essay consists of propounding “constraining development”,
conceptual and theoretical exposition of it, figuring out its relation with
“sustainability” and “sustainable development”, and evaluation of the role of
“sustainability” in constraining development.
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