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Introduction
From an Aspiration for Progress to the
Notion of Sustainable Development

Stéphane Callens, Lille
Valérie November, Geneva
Florence Rudolf, Strasburg

1 Progress, Growth and Sustainable Development

The notion of «sustainable development» was defined
in 1987 by the BRUNDTLAND report as «development
that meets the goals of the present without compromis-
ing the ability of future generations to meet their cwn
needs». This notion lead to a general revision of many
local and global policies that focussed on progress and
growth. «Progress» meant a promise of «Paradise» for
future generations; in the long run, «Heaven» should be
reached. The concept of «growth» modified this notion
just a little: In the short term, negative growth rates, for
example, were considered possible and acceptable be-
cause future generations would certainly experience
sustained growth.

The notion of «sustainable development» includes both
long-term prospects and uncertainty. «Sustainability»
implies taking care of future generations without deny-
ing risks and uncertainties. «Sustainability», then, does
not limit itself to taking a long-term perspective only as
is done in contemporary macroeconomic studies of sus-
tained growth. Here, economists have come to under-
stand that long-term growth is more important than
short-term fluctuations, because of their relatively mi-
nor impact on economic well-being. The macroeco-
nomic concept of «sustained growth», however, in-
cludes just one component of «sustainability», that is
the long-term perspective without seriously taking risks
and uncertainties into account. «Sustained growth»,
then, is very different from «sustainable development».
Most ambiguous in the semantics of «progress» and
«development» is the term «development» itself. This
results from the gap between two standard definitions:
«development» may mean «planning» of large-scale in-
frastructure or of industrialisation. Development may
also be defined by «improvements of liberties and well-
being» based on the progressive dissolution of patriar-
chal order or diminishing social disparities in society.
«Sustainable development» shares with the latter defi-
nition a somewhat more critical view of progress and
development. This, however, is not enough to fully de-
fine «sustainable» development. Early proponents of
the theory of growth like V. PARETO and other econo-
mists from the school of Lausanne also took a critical
look at the positivist conceptualistion of progress and
development. Moved by the food shortage that occurred

in the South of Italy at the end of the Nineteenth Centu-
ry despite general progress PARETO raised the question
of governmental responsibility. Henceforth, the theory
of growth implied political responsibility of govern-
ments in steering growth, whereas the myth of «Pro-
gress» did not. The theory of growth, then, was already
a counterpoint to «Progress».

Nevertheless, historians of technology (PeTrovski H.,
Design Paradigms. Cases histories of Error and Judge-
ment in Engineering, Cambridge, 1994) call the eighty
years between the emergence of economic growth theo-
ries around 1900 and the BRUNDTLAND report in 1987
«the golden age of error in design paradigms». During
this period, major technological disasters took place
which clearly showed the limits to growth and develop-
ment planning.

In the conceptualisation of sustainable development,
environments and ecosystems have uncertain dynamics
that manifest themselves in all areas. «Sustainable de-
velopment» introduces risk and uncertainty in human
interaction with space. In the Keynesian tradition, risk
refers to short-term fluctuations and in the common in-
terpretation of Keynesian economics and the welfare
state risk avoidance means the maximisation of human
and natural resources primarily to the benefit of present,
not future generations. «Sustainable development» goes
beyond this mid-century conception of development.

2 «Europe of Risk»

The theme of risk is at the heart of the problems of the
European public and the socio-political arenas. When
Europe undertakes to create regulatory principles such
as the Treaty of Maastricht it promotes prudence in
many domains such as the environment, health and eco-
nomics. Social sciences, too, have been mobilised
around accepting and dealing with risk, and there has
been systematic questioning of political decisions re-
garding technology.

The «Europe of risk» network aims to study new cul-
tures of risk and the new treatments of collective risks in
Europe. Interdisciplinary seminars help to establish a
synthesis of results from new studies on risk in social
sciences. Each seminar is held in a European city in or-
der to renew links between researchers. The organisa-
tion of each seminar is based on local participation dur-
ing the meetings. The seminar «From an Aspiration for
Progress to the Notion of Sustainable Development»
was organised by the University Center of Human Ecol-
ogy and the Department of Geography of the University
of Geneva, with assistance from the Laboratory of Soci-
ology of European Culture of Strasbourg and generous
financial help from the Fonds National Suisse de la Re-
cherche Scientifique, the Faculté des Sciences Econo-
miques et Sociales and the Commission Administrative
of University of Geneva, and the program «Risques
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Collectifs et Situations de Crise» of the French CNRS.
Based on interdisciplinary studies of risk theories, mod-
ifications of «risk cultures» and the treatment of collec-
tive risks in Europe this seminar took a critical perspec-
tive on progress, growth and development. Main
emphases were: changes in development policy and
practice in response to «sustainable development», the
concern with and critical views on sustainable develop-
ment and regional applications of the concept of sus-
tainable development.

3 An Overview of the Special Issue

The special issue «From an Aspiration for Progress to
the Notion of Sustainable Development» compiles sev-
eral papers that were presented at this seminar. First,
E. ZAccal shows the spectrum of interpretations of
«sustainable development» on an international level.
Then, R. KELLER studies how sustainable development
was received in Germany, particularly by the school of
sociology around U. BECK who characterises modern
societies as «societies of risk» (Risikogesellschaft).
KELLER discusses both the 1deal of risk under complete
monitoring and the notion of sustainable development
stemming from uncertain dynamics of interactions be-
tween society and the environment.

Incorrect uses of the term «sustainable» are numerous.
Therefore, the concept of sustainable development runs
the risk of being misunderstood. S. LATOUCHES’ radical
essay gives a clear warning to those who rashly use the
label «sustainable». He argues that sustainable practices
must be different from earlier policy, particularly clas-
sic development planning. This, however, requires a
new ethic that no longer adopts the myths of progress,
growth, and development. S. LATOUCHE suggests that
sustainable development may be the last cover up of

classic progress and development-oriented policy.
After this iconoclastic point of view, B. KALAORA and
L. CHABASON demonstrate the strength and usefulness
of the notion of sustainable development. Implementa-
tion of sustainability requires adjusting indicators, re-
defining the role of experts, and that of regional diplo-
macy. Because of its shared rejection of classic
development, «sustained development» can serve as a
useful regulatory principle for a new era of international
relations.

We would especially like to thank the people who
assisted us in putting this special issue together: R.
ScariaTl J. FALL, D. CHAssOT and G. METRAL.

Stéphane Callens, Fac. des Sciences Economiques et
Sociales, Universit€ de Lille 1, F-59655 Villeneuve
d’Ascq Cedex. e-mail: callens @univ-lille1.fr

Valérie November, Département de Géographie, Fac.
des Sciences Economiques et Sociales, Université de
Geneve, 102 Bvd Carl-Vogt, CH-1211 Genéve 4.
e-mail: valerie.november@geo.unige.ch

Florence Rudolf, Laboratoire de Sociologie de la Cul-
ture Européenne, Université Marc Bloch, 22 rue Des-
cartes, F-67084 Strasbourg Cedex.

e-mail: rudolf @ushs.u-strasbg.fr

Manuskripreingang/received/rentrée du manuscrit:
5. Januar 1999

Annahme zum Druck/Accepted for publication/
acceptation a l‘impression: 4. August 1999



	From an aspiration for progress to the notion of sustainable development

